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ABSTRACT 

 

Nonlinear Path or Pathology? A Culturally Sensitive Complex Systems Approach to 

Meditation-Related Difficulties in Abrahamic Traditions 

 

by 

 

Nathan E. Fisher 

 

Clinicians and psychologists of religion have long discussed how to distinguish normal 

from pathological symptoms in relation to spiritual experiences, including those occurring 

ZLWKLQ WKH FRQWH[W RI PHGLWaWLRQ, XQGHU WKH KHaGLQJ RI µGLIIHUHQWLaO GLaJQRVLV. One of the 

primary criteria for psychopathology more broadly, and one of the criteria by which spiritual 

experiences have been distinguished from pathological ones, has been whether the experience 

is distressing and causes impairment of functioning. However, recently a group of researchers 

(including this author) have begun to document distressing and impairing meditation-related 

experiences and how some are appraised as normative within contemporary meditative 

traditions. In light of this, how can clinicians striving to be culturally sensitive make sense of 

meditation-related difficulties without doing harm? What kind of etic frameworks can explain 

how sometimes things get worse before they get better, whereas other times things get worse 

before deteriorating even more? And how might we begin to understand some of the causal 

factors that distinguish one trajectory over the other?  
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If we follow practitioners and teachers in viewing the Abrahamic contemplative paths 

as nonlinear, then etic frameworks for meditation-related difficulties will need to explain both 

normative and non-normative experiences, as well as help distinguish them from each other. 

In this dissertation I argue that distressing meditation-related experiences in Abrahamic 

traditions can be understood in a culturally sensitive manner in terms of complex systems 

approaches to cognitive and clinical science which acknowledge the pivotal nature of 

contemplative states of absorption and their involvement in nonlinear change processes that 

culminate in changes to trait senses of self. Doing so will help clinicians provide better 

culturally sensitive care and, at the same time, help them to distinguish distressing experiences 

that will ultimately be beneficial from those that will not be. 

In chapter one we will examine data from interviews with practitioners and teachers 

from Jewish, Christian, and Islamicate contemplative traditions where subjects did not identify 

all distressing experiences as pathological but interpreted some as actually indicative of 

spiritual progress. In the interpretation of both kinds of challenging experiences, practitioners 

and teachers used particular mystical texts and ideas to discuss what was normative or not in 

their tradition, while, at the same time, often drawing from sources such as Jungian 

psychoanalysis or somatic therapy to translate and engage with the medieval purification 

frameworks that are embedded within traditional conceptions of nonlinear paths. 

In chapter two, I argue that states of absorption cultivated in these traditions can be 

understood from a complex-systems perspective as pivotal mental states. While the trait has 

been studied for decades, states of absorption have been under-theorized. To better understand 

states of absorption, I draw on work investigating dissociation and perceptual decoupling to 

propose that the states of absorption cultivated in Abrahamic contemplative traditions are states 
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RI LQWHQWLRQaO GHFRXSOLQJ. I IXUWKHU aUJXH WKaW WKH\ FaQ aOVR EH XQGHUVWRRG aV ³SLYRWaO PHQWaO 

VWaWHV´ LQ WKaW WKH\ aUH VWaWHV RI KHLJKWHQHG SOaVWLFLW\ WKaW FaQ LQVWaQWLaWH ORQJ WHUP FKaQJHV WKaW 

are either adaptive or maladaptive.  

 The next stage in the construction of an etic framework, undertaken in chapter three, is 

to explore how states of absorption lead to oscillations, which in turn lead to new base-line 

senses of self. While the research on pivotal states may help explain how states of absorption 

can lead to either beneficial or harmful long-WHUP RXWFRPHV, LW GRHVQ¶W H[SOaLQ WKH QRQOLQHaU 

change processes that define nonlinear paths. In this chapter I argue that recent work 

incorporating complex systems frameworks into psychotherapy research and cognitive science 

provides critical insights to understand how the oscillatory trajectories reported in Abrahamic 

contemplative traditions can lead to goals of transformed senses of self. 

In chapter four, the final stage in constructing an etic framework that can be of practical 

utility will be presented and tested by examining case studies of contemporary Abrahamic 

contemplative practitioners. This chapter will examine systems approaches to psychiatry and 

will highlight a recent one²the cultural ecosocial systems approach²that I argue is 

particularly useful in case formulation and intervention planning for meditation-related 

difficulties in a culturally sensitive manner. Finally, I will emphasize two features of the 

cultural ecosocial approach that I believe are particularly useful for differentiating between 

distressing meditation-related difficulties that are likely to lead to adaptive growth from those 

which will lead to maladaptive decline and an exacerbation of distress. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Clinicians and psychologists of religion have long discussed how to distinguish normal 

from pathological symptoms in relation to spiritual experiences, including those occurring 

ZiWhin Whe cRnWe[W Rf mediWaWiRn, XndeU Whe heading Rf µdiffeUenWial diagnRViV.¶ One Rf Whe 

primary criteria for psychopathology more broadly, and one of the criteria by which spiritual 

experiences have been distinguished from pathological ones, has been whether the experience 

is distressing and causes impairment of functioning. However, recently a group of researchers 

(including this author) have begun to document distressing and impairing meditation-related 

experiences and how some are appraised as normative within contemporary meditative 

traditions. In light of this, how can clinicians striving to be culturally sensitive make sense of 

meditation-related difficulties without doing harm? What kind of etic frameworks can explain 

how sometimes things get worse before they get better, whereas other times things get worse 

before deteriorating even more? And how might we begin to understand some of the causal 

factors that distinguish one trajectory over the other?  

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT 

 

In 1989 Stanislav and Christina Grof edited a volume of essays entitled, Spiritual 

Emergency: When Personal Transformation Becomes a Crisis. In the introduction they state 

the central thesis of the book, that ³some of the dramatic experiences and unusual states of 

mind that traditional psychiatry diagnoses and treats as mental diseases are actually crises of 

SeUVRnal WUanVfRUmaWiRn, RU µVSiUiWXal emeUgencieV.¶ ESiVRdeV Rf WhiV kind haYe been deVcUibed 
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in sacred literature of all ages as a result of meditative practices and as signposts of the 

m\VWical SaWh´ ([). The\ dR iVVXe a ³ZRUd Rf caXWiRn´ UelaWed WR WhiV SURSRViWiRn, namel\ WhaW, 

Episodes of nonordinary states of consciousness cover a very wide spectrum, from 
purely spiritual states without any pathological features to conditions that are clearly 
biological in nature and require medical treatment. It is extremely important to take a 
balanced approach and to be able to differentiate spiritual emergencies from genuine 
psychoses. While traditional approaches tend to pathologize mystical states, there is 
the opposite danger of spiritualizing psychotic states and glorifying pathology or, even 
worse, overlooking an organic problem. (xiii) 

A cleaU diVWincWiRn beWZeen WheVe ³RUganic SV\chRVeV´1 and spiritual emergencies can and 

VhRXld be made in RUdeU WR SURSeUl\ faciliWaWe Whe laWWeU¶V, ³gUeaW SRViWiYe SRWenWial fRU gURZWh 

and healing«Zhich ZRXld (RWheUZiVe) RUdinaUil\ be VXSSUeVVed b\ an inVenViWiYe (clinical) 

approach and indiscriminate routine medicaWiRn´ (3). The\ deVcUibe 10 diffeUenW W\SeV Rf 

spiritual emergencies, most of which may entail distress and impairment for periods of time, 

and cRnclXde WhaW ³Rne Rf Whe mRVW imSRUWanW caWal\VWV Rf VSiUiWXal emeUgenc\ VeemV WR be 

deep involvement in YaUiRXV fRUmV Rf mediWaWiRn´ (8). In WheVe caVeV, a SRViWiYe and 

normalized (i.e., non-clinical) aSSUaiVal Rf Rne¶V e[SeUienceV iV cUXcial, aV Whe\ e[Slain WhaW 

Whe ³mRVW imSRUWanW WaVk iV WR giYe Whe SeRSle in cUiViV a SRViWiYe cRnWe[W fRU WheiU e[SeUiences 

and sufficient information about the process they are going through. It is essential that they 

mRYe aZa\ fURm Whe cRnceSW Rf diVeaVe and UecRgni]e Whe healing naWXUe Rf WheiU cUiViV´ (192). 

However, the context and interpretive framework that they offer is not metaphysically or 

 
1 OUganic SV\chiaWUic cRndiWiRnV aUe RneV baVed Rn ³infecWiRnV, WXmRUV, YiWamin deficiencieV, and YaVcXlaU RU 
degeneUaWiYe diVeaVeV Rf Whe bUain ([i) Zhile cRndiWiRnV Rf a ³cleaUl\ SV\chRWic naWXUe´ aUe RneV Zhich aUe 
³chaUacWeUi]ed b\ lack Rf inVighW, SaUanRid delXViRnV and hallXcinaWiRnV, and e[WUaYaganW fRUmV Rf behaYiRU´ 
(xi; xiii). 
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RnWRlRgicall\ agnRVWic, bXW UaWheU claimV WhaW ³WUanVSeUVRnal2 experiences challenge the very 

baViV Rf Whe ZeVWeUn ZRUldYieZ´ Vince Whe\ ³cannRW be e[Slained aV SURdXcWV Rf 

neXURSh\ViRlRgical SURceVVeV ZiWhin Whe WUadiWiRnal VcienWific fUameZRUk´3 (11). As one recent 

SaSeU VXmmaUi]ed, ³The GURfV and RWheUV in Whe WUanVSeUVRnal SV\chRlRg\ mRYemenW ZeUe 

adamant that these experiences reflected access to legitimate realities and sacred knowledge 

that would result in healing, but only if they were propeUl\ VXSSRUWed´ (Lindahl eW al. 2020, 

2). 

DaYid LXkRff, Whe SV\chRlRgiVW UeVSRnVible fRU adding Whe caWegRU\ ³ReligiRXV RU 

SSiUiWXal SURblemV´ WR Whe DSM IV, and hiV cRlleagXeV VXmmaUi]e Whe SUeYiRXV UeVeaUch Rn 

³SSiUiWXal EmeUgence/EmeUgenc\´ RU VSiUiWXal SURblemV, ZiWhin Whe field Rf WUanVSeUVRnal 

psychology as follows: 

TheVe SURblemV SUeVenW ZiWh YaU\ing inWenViW\, Uanging fURm a mild fRUm Rf ³VSiUiWXal 
emeUgence´ (i.e., a gUadXal XnfRldmenW Rf VSiUiWXal SRWenWial ZiWh nR diVUXSWiRn in 
SV\chRlRgical/VRcial/RccXSaWiRnal fXncWiRning) WR a VeYeUe fRUm Rf ³VSiUiWXal 
emergenc\´ (i.e., an XncRnWURlled emeUgence Rf VSiUiWXal ShenRmena ZiWh VignificanW 
disruption in psychological/social/occupational functioning). Grof and Grof argue that 
the milder forms of spiritual emergence should not be diagnosed or treated as mental 
disorders but rather as developmental crises that can result in long-term improvement 
in overall well-being and functioning. The more severe forms of spiritual emergency, 
which some still view as developmental crises (Grof and Grof 1990; Walsh 1990), 
may precipitate forms of mental disorders or exacerbate preexisting forms of mental 
disorders, requiring that an axis I or II disorder be coded along with religious or 
spiritual problem. (Turner et al. 1995, 437) 

 

 
2 The\ define ³WUanVSeUVRnal e[SeUienceV´ aV WhRVe Zhich inYRlYe a ³WUanVcendence Rf Whe RUdinaU\ bRXndaUieV 
Rf SeUVRnaliW\´ inclXding ³man\ e[SeUienceV WhaW haYe been called VSiUiWXal, m\VWical, UeligiRXV, RccXlW, 
magical, RU SaUanRUmal´ (10).  
 
3 The\ cRnWinXe WhaW, ³Whe cRnWenW Rf WUanVSeUVRnal e[SeUienceV iV nRW limiWed WR Whe ZRUld Rf WhingV WhaW e[iVW in 
our everyday reality. It includes element that Western culture does not accept as objectively real: we can 
encounter deities, demons, spirit gXideV, inhabiWanWV Rf RWheU XniYeUVeV, RU m\WhRlRgical figXUeV´ (11). 
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BecaXVe, aV LXkRff and cRlleagXeV nRWe, eYen Whe ³mRUe VeYeUe fRUmV´ Rf VSiUiWXal SURblemV, 

Zhich fiW DSM cUiWeUia fRU RWheU clinical diVRUdeUV, ZeUe YieZed Rnl\ b\ ³VRme´ aV 

developmental crises, it is clear that the need for differential diagnosis, although present at 

WhiV Wime (1995), ZaV lefW XnaddUeVVed. LaWeU Whe aXWhRUV UemaUk WhaW ³RYeUlaS beWZeen a 

mental disorder and a religious or spiritual problem is frequent among the psychotic disorders, 

eVSeciall\ manic SV\chRViV´ and highlighW ³diffeUenWial diagnRViV´ aV an aUea Rf SaUWicXlaU 

importance for future clinical research, where 

beWWeU deVcUiSWiRn Rf Whe mXlWiSle W\SeV Rf µSXUe¶ UeligiRXV and VSiUiWXal SURblemV (i.e., 
those religious and spiritual problems unrelated to any mental disorder) would help to 
establish the non-illness end of the spectrum. That, in turn would highlight the need to 
address the co-existence of religious/spiritual problems with mental disorders at all 
RWheU SRinWV alRng Whe VSecWUXm«menWal diVRUdeUV ma\ lead WR UeligiRXV RU VSiUiWXal 
problems, and the converse may also be true. (442)  
 

The authors also relate that meditation is acknowledged by the transpersonal literature as the 

most likely of all common spiritual practices to precipitate spiritual emergence/emergency 

ShenRmena and WhaW ³adYeUVe effecWV´ Rf mediWaWiRn haYe alVR been nRWed in the literature 

(440). Finall\, Whe\ menWiRn Whe h\SRWheViV SXW fRUZaUd b\ WalVh and RRche (1979) WhaW ³an 

improper use of meditation does not generate new mental disorders but rather aggravates 

laWenW RU SUee[iVWing RneV´ (440). 

Since Whe mid 1990¶V, clinical SV\chRlRgiVW EmmanXelle PeWeUV and heU cRlleagXeV 

have also been investigating the connection between anomalous experiences and the role of 

appraisal processes²in many ways continuing the research project initiated by the Grofs, 

though with the crucial difference that their research has stayed within the bounds of 

mainstream clinical science, while the Grofs and Lukoff pursued their research within the 

increasingly marginalized field of transpersonal psychology (Peters et al. 1999a; Peters et al. 

1999b; Peters 2001). In 2007, Brett et al. found that a non-clinical sample made more 
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³SRViWiYe´ and ³nRUmaliVing´ aSSUaiValV Rf ³anRmalRXV´4 experiences than a clinical sample5 

reporting similar experiences (28). Following up on this study, Lovatt et al. (2010) also found 

WhaW, ³aSSUaiValV Rf anRmalRXV e[SeUienceV aUe cenWUal in cRnWUibXWing WR Whe SURgUeVViRn WR 

SV\chRWic V\mSWRmV«ZiWh SeUVRnali]ing and nRUmali]ing aSSUaiValV being key in 

diffeUenWiaWing clinical fURm nRnclinical gURXSV´ (818). FaUiaV eW al. (2012) VimilaUl\ called 

aWWenWiRn WR Whe ³URle WhaW beliefV and aSSUaiValV ma\ Sla\ in Whe deYelRSmenW Rf clinicall\ 

UeleYanW V\mSWRmV´ and fRXnd WhaW ³engagemenW ZiWh SSiUituality may actually work as a 

protective factor against distress or depression that might develop as a reaction to unusual 

e[SeUienceV and ideaWiRn´ (13). The\ elabRUaWe fXUWheU WhaW ³Whe meaning and cRnWe[WXal 

narrative that Modern Spiritual beliefs provide may help shape adaptive beliefs that 

indiYidXalV XVe WR aSSUaiVe WheiU XnXVXal e[SeUienceV, fUaming Whem in a SRViWiYe lighW´ (14). 

In a large study investigating individuals with persistent psychotic experiences with and 

ZiWhRXW a ³need fRU caUe,´ PeWeUV eW al. (2016) Rnce again fRXnd WhaW ³VSiUiWXaliW\ ma\ be a ke\ 

factor in the development of positive appraisals of PEs (persistent psychotic experiences) and 

in faciliWaWing WheiU VRcial YalidaWiRn´ and alVR WhaW ³VimilaUl\ WR VSiUiWXaliW\, a mindfXl Uesponse 

VW\le ma\ WheUefRUe UeSUeVenW a SURWecWiYe facWRU againVW SURblemaWic RXWcRmeV Rf PEV´ (50). 

UndeUZRRd eW al. (2016) XWili]ed an e[SeUimenWal SURWRcRl WR indXce PEV, and VWill ³Whe VWXd\ 

provided further evidence that how PEs are interpreted, rather than their presence, may be the 

ke\ WR clinical VWaWXV´ (1261). 

 
4 SXch ³anRmalRXV´ e[SeUienceV inclXded, ³ThRXghW WUanVmiVViRn, ReceSWiYiW\, ThRXghW ZiWhdUaZal, 
Controlled actions, Passivity (other), Reference experiences, Activity experiences, Loud thoughts, 
VRiceV/aXdiWRU\ hallXcinaWiRnV´ (30). 

 
5 ThRVe ZhR had been diagnRVed ZiWh a SV\chRWic diVRUdeU RU meeWing cUiWeUia fRU an ³aW UiVk menWal VWaWe´ 
according to the DSM-IV (23). 
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The 2015 book by psychologists Miguel Farias and Catharine Wikholm, The Buddha 

Pill takes an in-deSWh lRRk aW mediWaWiRn and µmindfXlneVV¶ SUacWiceV being XVed and VWXdied 

in western societies. One of the novel contributions this book makes, which also sets it apart 

fURm FaUiaV¶ UeVeaUch menWiRned abRYe, iV e[amining Whe ³Xne[SecWed cRnVeTXenceV´ Rf WheVe 

SUacWiceV, and indeed Whe\ cRnclXde WhaW ³Seace and haSSineVV´ ma\ nRW alZa\V be Whe end 

UeVXlW´ (back cRYeU). FaUiaV and WikhRlm (echR Whe GURfV Zhen Whey) raise questions about 

Whe SaWhRlRgi]ing Rf ³VSiUiWXal e[SeUienceV,´ hRZ WR diVceUn Whe diffeUence beWZeen 

pathological and non-pathological effects of meditation, the role of a teacher in guiding 

meditators through difficult effects and stages of practice, and the difference in aims between 

indigenous and contemporary clinical uses of these practices (149-152). While certainly an 

interesting and thought-provoking popular examination of this topic, Farias and Wikholm (as 

well as the Grofs) exclusively examine meditative traditions and practices found in, and 

derived from, Eastern religious traditions.  

Most recently, a research group at Brown University led by Drs. Willoughby Britton 

and Jared Lindahl has been investigating meditation-related difficulties in Western Buddhist 

traditions. In 2017, Lindahl et al. published an overview paper on their study of meditation-

related difficulties in contemporary Buddhist meditative traditions. They clarify that their 

VWXd\ iV VhaSed b\ Whe ³aWWUibXWiRn WheRU\ aSSURach´ WR Whe VWXd\ Rf ³e[SeUienceV deemed 

UeligiRXV´ deYelRSed b\ Ann TaYeV and WhaW b\ ³mediWaWiRn-relaWed e[SeUienceV´ Whe\ fRllRZ 

WhiV aSSURach in ³UefeUUing WR a Uange Rf effecWV acURVV diffeUenW dRmainV Rf hXman e[SeUience 

WhaW mediWaWiRn SUacWiWiRneUV in RXU VWXd\ aWWUibXWed WR Rne RU mRUe W\SeV Rf mediWaWiRn´ (6). 

Beyond causal attribution, which they also assessed independently according to standard 
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causality criteria employed by medical regulatory agencies,6 the study sought to capture the 

Za\V, ³SUacWiWiRneUV and e[SeUWV alike aUe alVR agenWV in aVcUibing Vignificance, meaning, and 

value to meditation-UelaWed e[SeUienceV, VRmeWimeV in incRmSaWible Za\V´ (6). In WheiU VWXd\, 

they documented over 59 phenomenological categories of experience across 7 domains 

(cognitive, perceptual, affective, somatic, conative, sense of self, and social) as well as a range 

of interpretations or appraisals and a range of remedies proposed by the subjects. There have 

been several publications based on the same dataset since which focused on particular 

categories of experience including sensations of somatic energy (Lindahl et al. 2017; Cooper 

et al. 2021), sense of self changes (Lindahl and Britton 2019), and fear/terror (Lindahl et al. 

2022).  

In 2020 this group published a paper that coded the data to explore how differential 

diagnoses are made and navigated amongst contemporary Buddhist meditation teachers and 

practitioners in relation to meditation-related experiences (Lindahl et al. 2020). This study 

found that many of the criteria for differential diagnosis in the psychology of religion literature 

 
6 The\ ZUiWe WhaW, ³causal attribution to meditation was assessed according to the causality assessment criteria 
that regulatory agencies such as the World Health Organization (WHO), the Federal Drug Administration (FDA), 
and Whe NaWiRnal InVWiWXWeV Rf HealWh (NIH) XVe WR make healWh SRlic\ deciViRnV´ (10). SSecificall\, they outline, 
³ThiUWeen VWandaUd caXValiW\ cUiWeUia´ Zhich ³W\Sicall\ inclXde 1) SUiRU SXbliVhed UeSRUWV, 2) e[SeUW jXdgmenW, 3) 
subjective attribution, 4) temporal proximity (challenge), 5) exacerbation, 6) de-challenge, 7) re-challenge, 8) 
specificity, 9±11) three types of consistency, 12) biological gradient, and 13) linkage to known biological 
mechaniVmV´ (10). The VWXd\ ³aVVeVVed Whe fiUVW 11 cUiWeUia´ and VSecificall\ inYeVWigaWed (in a fRllRZ XS VXUYe\): 
³1) caXVal aWWUibXWiRn WR mediWaWiRn b\ Whe Vubject (subjective attribution); 2) temporal proximity to (either during 
or following) meditation practice (challenge); 3) exacerbation of pre-existing symptoms following meditation; 
4) occurrence on more than one occasion (consistency); 5) decrease when practice is reduced (de-challenge); 6) 
re-appearance when practice is repeated (re-challenge)” (ͳͲȌ.  
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aUe alVR emSlR\ed ZiWhin WheVe cRmmXniWieV. ³DiVWUeVV,´7 however, is not one of them since 

in VRme BXddhiVW WUadiWiRnV and ZRUldYieZV ³VRme difficXlW RU diVWUeVVing e[SeUienceV ma\ 

be e[SecWed aV a SaUW Rf SURgUeVV Rn Whe cRnWemSlaWiYe SaWh´ (1). The\ alVR fRXnd WhaW man\ 

WeacheUV and SUacWiWiRneUV emSlR\ ³SUagmaWic´ aSSUaiValV alRngVide RU eYen in Slace Rf 

differential diagnostic criteria that distinguish a spiritual experience from a pathological one. 

The aXWhRUV nRWe WhaW in VRme imSRUWanW Za\V WhiV VWUaWeg\ ³iV in line ZiWh SeUVRn-centered 

approaches in mental health care that emphasize the importance of considering the 

interpersonal and cultural dynamics that inevitably constitute the context in which experiences 

aUe eYalXaWed and UendeUed meaningfXl´ (1). UlWimaWel\, Whe\ cRnclXde WhaW Zhile Whe 

³SUagmaWic aSSURach´ dRcXmenWed ZiWhin BXddhiVW cRmmXniWieV ³iV cRngUXenW ZiWh cXUUenW 

approaches in cultural psychiatry that emphasize how experiences are inevitably appraised 

and naYigaWed in UelaWiRn WR WheiU VRcial and cXlWXUal cRnWe[WV,´ fXWXUe ZRUk VhRXld eYalXate 

ZheWheU WhiV daWa iV aSSlicable WR RWheU UeligiRXV WUadiWiRnV and deYelRS ³fUameZRUkV fRU Whe 

assessment of meditation-UelaWed challengeV baVed Rn Whe findingV Rf WhiV VWXd\´ (17).  

PROBLEM STATEMENT 

 

Lindahl eW al. (2020) emShaVi]e WhaW, Zhile ³AccXUaWe diffeUenWial diagnRViV Rf diVWUeVV 

UelaWed WR VSiUiWXal SUacWice iV imSRUWanW fRU clinical, VRcial and eWhical UeaVRnV,´ iW iV alVR 

 
7 In a literature review on differential diagnosis between spiritual and psychotic or dissociative experiences, 
Menezes and Moreira-Almeida (2009) identified nine criteria with the most consensus amongst the researchers 
Whe\ VXUYe\ed: ³lack Rf SV\chRlRgical suffering, absence of social and occupational impairments, short 
duration of the experience, critical attitude (to have doubts about the reality of the experience), compatibility 
ZiWh Whe SaWienW¶V cXlWXUal RU UeligiRXV gURXS, nR cR-morbidities, control over the experience, personal growth 
alRng Whe [RYeU] Wime and an aWWiWXde WR helS Whe RWheU RneV [RWheUV]´ (83). While Whe\ highlighW Whe fiUVW cUiWeUia 
Rf ³lack Rf VXffeUing,´ Whe\ dR alVR inclXde a caYeaW: ³We VhRXld UemembeU, hRZeYeU, WhaW Whe iniWial Vtages of 
a religious or spiritual experience can be accompanied by great personal suffering that can be overcome as the 
indiYidXal SURgUeVVeV in Whe cRmSUehenViRn and cRnWURl Rf hiV e[SeUience´ (88). 
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³cUXcial WR aYRid SaWhRlRgi]ing YalXable SURceVVeV, Zhich ma\ be SainfXl and diVUXSWiYe, bXW 

\ield deViUed gURZWh and inVighW´ (16). HRZeYeU, Whe\ dR nRW SURYide a baViV fRU diVWingXiVhing 

those potentially painful processes that yield growth from painful SURceVVeV WhaW ³diVUXSW 

adaSWaWiRn,´ e[aceUbaWe diVWUeVV, and lead WR debiliWaWing V\mSWRmV (16). SimilaUl\, in a UecenW 

survey-based study of meditation-related adverse effects (MRAE) that explicitly built upon 

the VCE study, Goldberg et al. (2021) note thaW, ³iW ma\ alVR be WhaW MRAE aUe, aW leaVW fRU 

some, a part of the meditative process [and that] some level of discomfort may accompany 

bRWh healing and mediWaWiYe inVighWV´ (11). HRZeYeU, Whe\ alVR dRn¶W RffeU an\ gXidance in 

how to distinguish adverse experiences that may be beneficial from those that are not. Like 

Lindahl eW al. (2020), Whe\ VXggeVW ³iW ma\ be mRUe fUXiWfXl WR cRnVideU mXlWiSle cRnWe[WXal 

and person-cenWeUed facWRUV inYRlYed in Whe RccXUUence and aSSUaiVal Rf MRAEV´ (11). 

Valuable though a pragmatic person-cenWeUed, cRnWe[WXal RU µneed fRU inWeUYenWiRn¶ aSSURach 

may by, it is not sufficient. Culturally sensitive clinicians still need an etic interpretive 

framework that is compatible with (but not identical to) emic contemplative paths to guide 

their treatment of those suffering from meditation-related difficulties.  

THESIS STATEMENT 

 

If we follow practitioners and teachers in viewing the Abrahamic contemplative paths 

as nonlinear, then etic frameworks for meditation-related difficulties will need to explain both 

normative and non-normative experiences, as well as help distinguish them from each other. 

Distressing meditation-related experiences in Abrahamic traditions can be understood in a 

culturally sensitive manner in terms of complex systems approaches to cognitive and clinical 
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science which acknowledge the pivotal nature of contemplative states of absorption and their 

involvement in nonlinear change processes that culminate in changes to trait sense(s) of self. 

Doing so will help clinicians provide better culturally sensitive care and, at the same time, 

help them to distinguish distressing experiences that will ultimately be beneficial from those 

that will not. 

 

PREVIOUS (OVERLAPPING) WORK 

TRANSFORMATIVE PATHS 

 

Ann Taves in Religious Experience Reconsidered (2009) highlights the utility of the 

³cRmSRViWe aVcUiSWiRnV Rf e[SeUienceV ZiWhin Whe bURadeU cRnWe[W Rf a SaWh deemed UeligiRXV´ 

(4). She describes how many religious traditions incorporate and define themselves according 

WR Whe ³baVic cRnceSW´ Rf the path and that both psychologists and scholars of religion have 

also found the path concept useful for thinking about religions as well. She suggests all paths 

consist of goals and means of getting to those goals, also known as practices, and concludes 

WhaW iW ³SURYideV XV ZiWh a baVic Vchema fRU anal\]ing mRUe cRmSle[ behaYiRUV fURm Whe SRinW 

Rf YieZ Rf SUacWiWiRneUV´ (48). SeYeUal VchRlaUV Rf UeligiRn haYe fRllRZed in TaYeV¶ Zake and 

analyzed various features of religions according to such transformative paths. For example, 

JaUed Lindahl in hiV dRcWRUal diVVeUWaWiRn, ³PaWhV WR LXminRViW\: A CRmSaUaWiYe SWXd\ Rf 

Ascetic and Contemplative Practices in Select Tibetan Buddhist and Greek Christian 

TUadiWiRnV´ RUgani]eV hiV cRmSaUaWiYe SURjecW accRUding WR TaYeV¶ fRUmXlaWiRn (2010, 37). 
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Chilcott (2011) similarly employed this framework to discuss and compare Bhakti Hindu 

traditions with Schema therapy as transformative paths. 

While Taves notes that it was Buddhist scholars Robert Buswell and Robert Gimello 

that first seized on the utility of the path schema in thinking about religions given its emic 

importance within Buddhism (46), it is similarly foundational within Abrahamic religious 

traditions and has been employed by scholars of these traditions as well. Moshe Idel8 (2015) 

highlights the centrality of the path metaphor to all Abrahamic mystical traditions when he 

ZUiWeV hRZ Whe ³AbUahamic m\VWiciVmV UefeU WR VSecial SaWhV, deVignaWed aV via, tariqa, or 

derekh, WhaW aUe imagined WR be cRndXciYe WR e[WUaRUdinaU\ e[SeUienceV´ (380, emShaViV 

original). Elliot Wolfson has also explored the path schema as it is found in Hasidic sources 

in his monograph, Along the Path: Studies in Kabbalistic Myth, Symbolism and Hermeneutics 

(1995) and nRWeV WhaW Whe ³UeligiRXV We[WXUe Rf HaVidiVm«iV enfUamed b\ Whe image Rf Zalking 

and«Whe SaWh´ ([ii). BlaVchke (2017) bXildV XSRn bRWh TaYeV and Lindahl Zhile alVR 

expanding their framework in his exploration and ethnographic study of the Centering Prayer 

contemplative tradition (21-22). His study is also important for this project since we will draw 

upon his work in charting the challenging stages along the various paths of Centering prayer²

though he focuses on the ³ShenRmenRlRgical´ VWUeam Rf SUacWice in cRnWUaVW WR ZhaW he 

deVcUibeV aV Whe ³SV\chRlRgical VWUeam´ WhaW iV Whe aUena Rf diVWUeVVing e[SeUienceV (119). 

Finally, in my MA thesis and a book chapter based on it (Fisher 2019), I introduced the 

concept of a ³nRnlineaU SaWh´ WR deVcUibe cRnWemSlaWiYe SaWhV hiVWRUicall\ and WRda\ in JeZiVh, 

 
8 Cf. Jonathan Garb who, in his book Shamanic Trance in Modern Kabbalah, gently critiques Idel for not 
employing this schema enough in his analysis of Jewish mystical practice and experiences (139). 
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ChUiVWian, and IVlamicaWe WUadiWiRnV. I aUgXed WhaW ³in WU\ing WR XndeUVWand challenging 

experiences associated with meditation, practitioners and teachers from all three religions (in 

Whe WeVW) Uel\ XSRn cRnceSWiRnV Rf ³Whe SaWh´ WhaW inYRlYe RVcillaWiRnV between experiences 

Rf ecVWaV\ and eXShRUia alWeUnaWing ZiWh SeUiRdV deVSaiU and d\VShRUia´ and WhaW in all WhUee 

UeligiRXV WUadiWiRnV, WheVe RVcillaWiRnV aUe cRnceiYed  aV ³UeflecWing YaUiRXV degUeeV Rf 

proximity to, and distance from, some dimension of Whe diYine´ (49). 

 

COMPLEX SYSTEMS AND ABRAHAMIC MYSTICISM 

 

There has been some work exploring the relationship between complex systems theory 

and mystical literature from Judaism, Christianity, and Islam²particularly the first two. 

While there is no academic study I have been able to find which engages these frameworks in 

relation to Sufi traditions, Ozelsel (1996) uses systems theory and the work of Ilya Prigogine 

in her autobiography WR accRXnW fRU Whe ³e[WUemel\ difficXlW WUanViWiRn ShaVeV Rn Whe µZa\¶´ 

and Whe ³Uadical menWal Ue-RUgani]aWiRn´ Zhich Vhe e[SeUienced on her retreat and identifies 

in traditional Sufi literature (156-161). Elliot Wolfson (2019) draws upon complex systems 

fUameZRUkV and cRnceSWV VXch aV ³aXWRSRieViV´ and ³cRmSle[iW\ and chaRV aV iW SeUWainV WR 

Whe cRnceSW Rf emeUgence´ WR e[SlRUe JeZiVh m\VWical ideaV (104-5; 83). For example, he 

describes the doctrine of Lurianic Kabbalah in c\beUneWic WeUmV aV a ³mXlWifaceWed 

hypersystem in which properties are not explained by the unilateral interaction of the 

component elements and in which compartmenWali]aWiRn Rf Whe SaUWV can¶W be UedXcWiYel\ 

subsumed under the aggregation of the whole nor aggregation of the whole under 
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cRmSaUWmenWali]aWiRn Rf Whe SaUWV´ (63). SWXdVWill (2005) emSlR\V d\namical V\VWemV 

theory²VSecificall\ c\beUneWicV, chaRV WheRU\, and PUigRgine¶V WheRU\ Rf diVViSaWiYe 

structures²in his comparative study of the medieval German Christian mystical tradition of 

Eckhart, Suso and Tauler and the Dzogchen tradition of Tibetan Buddhism (10-19). SWXdVWill¶V 

work is unique and particularly relevant for this project since he uses dynamic systems theory 

to discuss challenging stages of the German mystical path and frames the difficulty as 

VWemming fURm Whe liminal VSace beWZeen Whe diVUXSWiRn Rf Rne¶V nRUmaWiYe cRgniWiYe 

processes and its subsequent self- organization or re-constellation (238-239). He writes that 

mystical study in these traditions, 

encourage[s] attitudes and practices that function in direct opposition to the ordinary 
processes of the cognitive system. They undermine the variables that together 
constrain awareness into the dualistic frame of reference of ordinary experience. The 
disruption of these cognitive processes, however, leaves an important question 
unanswered. Why does this disruption prompt cognitive evolution? Chaos does not 
necessarily guarantee evolution in a positive direction. Psychic disorganization can 
just as easily precipitate devolution into psychopathological states. What determines 
which direction the system will take? (238) 

UlWimaWel\, he cRnclXdeV WhaW Whe diffeUence iV ZheWheU RU nRW WheUe e[iVWV ³a sense of 

fXndamenWal, e[iVWenWial WUXVW, Rf belieYing WhaW Zhen \RX µjXmS Rff Whe cliff¶ VR WR VSeak, 

VRmeRne RU VRmeWhing iV gRing WR caWch \RX´ (239). IW iV WhiV VenVe Rf ³WUXVW RU faiWh in face Rf 

Whe XnknRZn´ WhaW iV Whe ³cUXcial YaUiable WhaW cRnnecWV chaRV WR gURZWh´ Vince, fURm ³a 

systems perspective, openness allows the system to evolve, to self-organize into a new pattern 

of psychic organization characterized by freedom fURm dXaliVWic cRndiWiRnV´ (239). 

 

SCOPE AND LIMITATIONS 

 



 

 14 

It is not clear how broadly the thesis argued here can be applied. Given the size and 

scope of the qualitative study, which is drawn mostly from Abrahamic practitioners in North 

America, practitioners from other parts of the world in the same religion and even the same 

practice tradition may report different trajectories of meditation experiences. Although there 

have been some claims of similar patterns in western Buddhist traditions, these will need to 

be more thoroughly documented before they can be used to support broader claims (Kornfield 

1979). Another limitation will be engaging mostly secondary literature on mysticism and 

primary texts in translation. While I will be drawing from translations and analyses from the 

most respected and authoritative scholars of Jewish, Christian, and Islamic mystical traditions, 

there may be additional untranslated texts that would bolster (or challenge) my arguments. 

 

SIGNIFICANCE 

 

This study will provide a deeper understanding of the dynamics of contemplative 

practice, helping both meditation teachers and practitioners to avoid dangerous pitfalls and 

promote flourishing by clarifying the trajectories of transformation in these traditions. More 

VSecificall\, iW Zill RffeU an imSURYed XndeUVWanding Rf Whe cRndiWiRnV XndeU Zhich WhingV µgeW 

ZRUVe befRUe Whe\ geW beWWeU¶ aV RSSRVed WR Zhen Whe\ geW ZRUVe befRUe Whe\ deWeUiRUaWe eYen 

further. This work will also directly assist clinicians and psychotherapists who want to care 

for individuals navigating meditation-related distressing experiences in a culturally sensitive 

way but are unfamiliar with the cultural norms of Abrahamic contemplative practices and 

paths. While several recent studies have advocated such an approach, this project will explore 

these experiences in specific traditions, both in their idealized textual forms as well as their 
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messier manifestations in contemporary practice (where practitioners often struggle to 

navigate multiple worldviews and appraisals) to identify pitfalls and highlight best practices. 

Furthermore, giYen Whe likel\ µlRRSing effecWV¶ RU ³cXlWXUal feedback lRRSV´ WhaW aUe aW 

play in popular discourse about meditation and the goals of meditative paths, it is important 

to publicize other models of (sense of) self changes considered goals in different traditions 

(Carhart-Harris et al. 2018, 726; Thompson 2017). It is quite plausible that discourses around 

cRnWemSlaWiYe gRalV, VXch aV Whe cXUUenWl\ SRSXlaU ³neXUR-nihiliVWic´ mRdelV Rf Sam HaUUiV 

and others (Thompson 2015, 322; Thompson 2020, 86-117), can VhaSe SeRSle¶V e[SeUienceV 

such that they may in fact achieve new baselines of severely altered senses of self that may 

not be very adaptive or entail considerable impairment. Understanding that the goal of many 

of these traditions is a transformed sense of self and not the absence of one may help 

practitioners avoid such deleterious effects. 

 

CONTRIBUTIONS 

 

This dissertation aims to make a contribution to several different fields. First, it seeks 

to expand the field of contemplative studies, which has so far been dominated by research and 

scholarship on contemplative practices from Asian traditions. It also seeks to contribute to the 

academic study of mysticism, which (aside from Wolfson and Studstill) has yet to seriously 

engage with dynamical systems approaches to cognitive science. While there has been some 

interest from cognitive scientists and philosophers in several Abrahamic mystical traditions²

for example, Francisco Varela was interested in Sufism as well as Tibetan Buddhism²there 

has been less interest from scholars of mysticism in complex systems approaches to cognitive 
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science, likely because the barriers of entry into this arena can be, or can feel, quite high and 

daunting. One pioneer of this approach to cognitive science, indeed one of the founders, 

recently lamented that despite being partly inspired by insights from Buddhism, it was not 

inWended WR be a ³BXddhiVW cRgniWiYe Vcience´ bXW UaWheU ³a cRnWemSlaWiYe and cURVV-cultural 

cRgniWiYe Vcience´ and in WhaW Za\ SeUhaSV WhiV ZRUk can make a Vmall cRnWUibXWiRn WR Whe 

field of enactive cognitive science as well (Thompson 2016, xxix). 

The fields of clinical science and clinical psychology are currently wrestling with how 

WR make ³diffeUenWial diagnRVeV´ in a cXlWXUall\ VenViWiYe Za\, Vince iW haV becRme incUeaVingl\ 

clear that experiences previously considered pathological are in fact normative in many 

traditional religious contexts. But in order to do this, clinicians need to have a clearer 

understanding of just what such contemplative paths²particularly the nonlinear ones²look 

like, and this work aims to help in this effort.  Recently one of the leaders of the field of 

transcultural psychiatry, Lawrence Kirmayer, co-edited a volume entitled Revisioning 

Psychiatry Zhich ³encRXUageV Whe hRSe WhaW SV\chiaWUic WheRU\ iV Rn Whe WhUeVhRld Rf a 

renaissance, in which complex-systems thinking will allow us to integrate neuroscience, 

SV\chRlRg\, and Whe VRcial VcienceV´ in RUdeU WR beWWeU ³UecRgni]e and UeVSRnd WR RWheUV in all 

WheiU diYeUViW\´ (2017, 624). ThiV diVVeUWaWiRn hRSeV WR make a cRnWUibXWiRn in WhiV diUecWiRn, 

by demonstrating the utility of incorporating perspectives from religious studies and mystical 

traditions in addition to the fields mentioned above, and to use complex systems frameworks 

to facilitate such interdisciplinary research to ultimately provide better care for meditators in 

distress.  

And finally, this project hopes to contribute to better future research on the effects of 

meditation, pushing research to attend to the dynamics of change processes in ways that have 
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yet to be incorporated into most of meditation research still using pre/post paradigms. A 

complex systems approach to meditation research, like in psychotherapy, is ³neceVVaU\ WR 

mRUe fXll\ caSWXUe Whe d\namicV Rf hXman change SURceVVeV´ WhaW can be iniWiated by these 

practices (Hayes and Andrews 2020, 1). Additionally, it hopes to make this contribution by 

proposing mechanisms that could lead to more basic scientific understandings of meditative 

practice in a way that can reduce unnecessary suffering²particXlaUl\ miVgXided µnR Sain, nR 

gain¶ aSSURacheV¶ WR VSiUiWXaliW\²as well as promote human flourishing that may only be 

realized through nonlinear change processes.   

 

CHAPTER OUTLINE 

 

Until recently, most work investigating the relationship between spiritual and 

SV\chRSaWhRlRgical e[SeUienceV SURSRVed ³diVWUeVV´ aV a ke\ cUiWeUiRn WR diffeUenWiaWe beWZeen 

them; if the experience or symptom was distressing it was identified as pathological. However, 

in chapter we will examine data from interviews with practitioners and teachers from Jewish, 

Christian, and Islamicate contemplative traditions where subjects did not identify all 

distressing experiences as pathological but interpreted some as actually indicative of spiritual 

progress. In the interpretation of both kinds of challenging experiences, practitioners and 

teachers used particular mystical texts and ideas to discuss what was normative or not in their 

tradition, while, at the same time, often drawing from sources such as Jungian psychoanalysis 

or somatic therapy to translate and engage with the medieval purification frameworks that are 

embedded within traditional conceptions of nonlinear paths. 
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In chapter two, I argue that states of absorption cultivated in these traditions can be 

understood from a complex-systems perspective as pivotal mental states. While the trait has 

been studied for decades, states of absorption have been under-theorized. To better understand 

states of absorption, I draw on work investigating dissociation and perceptual decoupling to 

propose that the states of absorption cultivated in Abrahamic contemplative traditions are 

states of intentional decoupling. I further argue thaW Whe\ can alVR be XndeUVWRRd aV ³SiYRWal 

menWal VWaWeV´ in WhaW Whe\ aUe VWaWeV Rf heighWened SlaVWiciW\ WhaW can inVWanWiaWe lRng WeUm 

changes that are either adaptive or maladaptive.  

 The next stage in the construction of an etic framework, undertaken in chapter three, 

is to explore how states of absorption lead to oscillations, which in turn lead to new base-line 

senses of self. While the research on pivotal states may help explain how states of absorption 

can lead to either beneficial or harmful long-WeUm RXWcRmeV, iW dReVn¶W e[Slain Whe nRnlineaU 

change processes that define nonlinear paths. In this chapter I argue that recent work 

incorporating complex systems frameworks into psychotherapy research and cognitive 

science provides critical insights to understand how the oscillatory trajectories reported in 

Abrahamic contemplative traditions can lead to goals of transformed senses of self. 

In chapter four, the final stage in constructing an etic framework that can be of 

practical utility will be presented and tested by examining case studies of contemporary 

Abrahamic contemplative practitioners. This chapter will examine systems approaches to 

psychiatry and will highlight a recent one²the cultural ecosocial systems approach²that I 

argue is particularly useful in case formulation and intervention planning for meditation-

related difficulties in a culturally sensitive manner. Finally, I will emphasize two features of 

the cultural ecosocial approach that I believe are particularly useful for differentiating between 
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distressing meditation-related difficulties that are likely to lead to adaptive growth from those 

which will lead to maladaptive decline and an exacerbation of distress. 
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CHAPTER ONE: DISTRESSING AND IMPAIRING MEDITATION-
RELATED EXPERIENCES IN CONTEMPORARY WESTERN 

ABRAHAMIC CONTEMPLATIVE TRADITIONS 
 

INTRODUCTION 

 

This chapter will present preliminary findings from a qualitative study investigating 

meditation-related difficulties and appraisal processes in contemporary Abrahamic 

contemplative traditions. We will first present the methods (I) employed in the study and then 

examine the phenomenology (II) as reported by practitioners and teachers, coded according 

to an existing phenomenological codebook. We will then turn to themes and sub-themes that 

emerged in a more data-driven coding related to how they appraised those experiences as 

eiWheU ³adYeUVe´ (nRn-nRUmaWiYe) (III) RU ³SaUW Rf Whe SaWh´ (nRUmaWiYe) (IV). Finall\, Ze¶ll 

explore these findings and their implications (V) for attempts to create etic clinical 

frameworks to guide care addressing these difficulties in a culturally sensitive manner.  

 

METHODS 
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The purpose of this study was to explore the following questions: what is the range of 

meditation-related effects described by Abrahamic9 practitioners in the West? What types of 

experiences do they report as challenging, distressing, or functionally impairing? What are the 

hypothesized causes of those experiences? What interpretations are they given by others and 

find compelling themselves? How do practitioners prevent, manage, navigate, or integrate 

such experiences? And how do teachers guide their students through such experiences? 

Through qualitative interviews with Abrahamic meditation practitioners and meditation 

experts (teachers, spiritual directors, and clinicians), the Variety of Contemplative 

Experience-Abrahamic (VCE-A) research study attempts to investigate the full range of 

experiences associated with meditation practices in Jewish, Christian, and Islamicate10 

WUadiWiRnV in Whe WeVW. ThiV VWXd\ VRXghW WR UeSlicaWe Whe meWhRdV Rf Whe µVaUieW\ Rf 

CRnWemSlaWiYe E[SeUience¶ (VCE) UeVeaUch SURjecW¶V TXaliWaWiYe aUm ZiWh a VamSle Rf 

Abrahamic contemplative practitioners and teachers. Lindahl et al. (2017, 5-13) provides an 

e[WenViYe deVcUiSWiRn Rf Whe SURjecW¶V meWhRdRlRg\11 which was followed rigorously in order 

to enable robust future comparisons between the two data sets. The major methodological 

 
9 FRU a diVcXVViRn Rf Whe caWegRU\ and Whe emeUging field Rf Whe µAbUahamic¶ UeligiRnV, Vee SilYeUVWein eW al. 
(2015). For a critique and argument against the utility of this category, see Hughes (2012). This study, while 
acknRZledging HXgheV¶ cRnceUnV aV Yalid, dReV nRW Whink Whe\ RXWZeigh Whe SUacWical XWiliW\ Rf Whe WeUm in 
describing Jewish, Christian, and Islamic religious traditions and so chooses to make use of it, while striving to 
represent the complexity and heterogeneity of those who identify within each tradition. 

 
10 This study follows Inayat-Khan (2011) in exploring the scope of contemplative practice in both Islamic and 
IVlamicaWe cRnWe[WV, Whe laWWeU WeUm cRined b\ MaUVhall HRdgVRn WR UefeU ³nRW diUecWl\ WR Whe UeligiRn, IVlam, bXW 
to the social and cultural complex historically associated with Islam and the Muslims, both among Muslims 
themselves and even when found among non-MXVlimV´ (HRdgVRn 1974, 59).  The IVlamicaWe cRnWe[W iV 
SaUWicXlaUl\ imSRUWanW in lighW Rf cRnWemSRUaU\ debaWeV abRXW hRZ WR define ³SXfiVm´ and, following Taji-
FaURXki (2007) and RWheUV, Whe WeUm ³SXfiVm ³and ³SXfi´ iV XVed in WhiV VWXd\ ³WR deVignaWe all figXUeV and 
trends that self-deVcUibe WhXV, be WheVe XniYeUVal, IVlamic, cRnWemSRUaU\, RU hiVWRUical´ (10). 

 
11 Which this author helped design and implement. 
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differences were that this was a purely qualitative study as opposed to using mixed-methods²

scales or questionnaires beyond the interview protocol²and that practitioners with a mixed 

practice history that included a significant influence from non-Abrahamic traditions were not 

excluded from this study. 

The VCE-A study recruited Abrahamic meditation practitioners from Jewish, 

Christian, Islamic and Islamicate traditions (Brown IRB # #1301000752; UCB IRB # 

17220120). Inclusion criteria for practitioners required a minimum age of 18 years, a 

contemplative practice in an Abrahamic tradition, and the ability to report on meditation-

related experience that was associated with significant physiological or psychological 

changes, including (but not limited to) those that were challenging, distressing, or impairing.12 

The VCE-A study also recruited meditation experts who had taught extensively in an 

Abrahamic tradition. Inclusion criteria for experts was an occupational identity as a meditation 

teacher or spiritual director in an Abrahamic tradition, or a clinician who has worked with 

practitioners of these traditions.  The overall sampling strategy was purposive and recruitment 

employed both snowball and special case sampling and to meet the aims of investigating the 

WaUgeW ShenRmena aV Zell aV VamSling fURm bRWh ³cRnWinXRXV´ and ³diVcRnWinXRXV´ WUadiWiRnV 

which together constitute the contemporary landscape of contemplative practice (Garb 2012). 

Interviews were conducted over Skype, Zoom, the phone, or in person. The first round of 

interviews was conducted through Brown University between April 2012 and May 2015, 

 
12 While technically this was also the recruitment criteria for the VCE study, in terms of analysis we did not 
include subjects who did not report distress or impairment. While future analyses of this data set may make 
similar decisions, for this analysis even those without distress or impairment were included since one of the 
goals of the study is to begin to understand the causes of meditation-related difficulties, and to this end, I argue 
it is important to analyze subjects who did not experience these difficulties so as to begin to discern what might 
be have prevented them from encountering them. 
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while the second occurred through UCSB between March 2021 and August 2023. 30 

practitioners²10 from each tradition²and 30 experts were recruited for this study, but only 

27 practitioners and 29 teachers completed interviews by the time of this analysis, bringing 

the total to 56 interviews analyzed.13 While this study sought to interview both Islamic 

³h\bUidV´ and ³SeUennial´14 Sufi teachers and practitioners (Hermansen 1998), thus far due to 

accessibility and the snowball sampling method the majority (though not all) of interviews 

have been conducted amongst perennial groups. For the Jewish and Christian subjects, there 

was more of an even split between orthodox and heterodox traditions, though Sephardi Jewish 

and Eastern Orthodox traditions are underrepresented.  

Interviews were either transcribed by hand or using an automated program (Word 

Dictation, NVivo Transcription, and Otter AI Transcription) and were either verified in full 

or spot verified. Transcripts were then uploaded and coded using through the NVivo software 

SURgUam. The fiUVW URXnd Rf anal\ViV emSlR\ed µASSlied ThemaWic Anal\ViV¶ (ATA) WR cRde15 

 
13 Only 7 of 10 Jewish practitioners completed interviews by the time of this analysis. 

 
14 HeUmanVen (1998, 155) defineV ³h\bUidV´ aV WhRVe ZeVWeUn SXfi mRYemenWV ³Zhich idenWif\ mRUe clRVel\ 
ZiWh an IVlamic VRXUce and cRnWenW´ and ³geneUall\ aUe fRXnded and led b\ SeUVRnV ZhR ZeUe bRUn and UaiVed 
in MXVlim VRcieWieV´ aka ³immigUanWV WR Whe WeVW.´ She defined ³SeUennialV´ aV ³WhRVe mRYemenWV in Zhich 
the specifically Islamic identification and content of the movement have been de-emphasized in favor of a 
³SeUennialiVW´ RXWlRRk´ ZheUe Whe WeUm µSeUennialiVW¶ UefeUV WR ³Whe idea WhaW WheUe iV a Xniversal, eternal truth 
Zhich XndeUlieV all UeligiRnV´ (155). 

 
15 According to Applied Thematic Analysis (ATA), coding and codebook creation is an iterative process and, 
for this project, there will be at least one more round of coding in the future. Preliminary coding utilized the 
phenomenology codebook developed for the VCE study to examine what kinds of meditation-related 
difficulties were reported and then took a more grounded-theory style approach in coding for how they were 
appraised. Secondary and tertiary coding rounds will assess the fit of the VCE codebook to the VCE-A dataset, 
the findings of which will facilitate a comprehensive comparison between them and may result in a new or 
revised codebook emerging from the new data. In this way, the first round of phenomenology coding is more 
theory-driven (based on the VCE study) as the codes are set before the data is immersed in (codes as input), 
whereas future phenomenology coding and the current appraisal coding was more data-driven, where codes are 
more flexible and iterative such that the findings are the codes, themes, and patterns that emerge from this data 
set specifically (codes as output). See Clarke (2017) for more on the difference between codes as input, 
emSlR\ed in ³Vmall T TXaliWaWiYe´ WhemaWic anal\ViV aSSURacheV, cRdeV aV RXWSXW in ³Big Q QXaliWaWiYe´ 
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distressing and impairing phenomenology using the phenomenology codebook developed in 

the VCE study (thereby taking a more deductive and theory-driven approach), while coding 

for how those experiences were understood as either normative or non-normative took a more 

grounded, inductive, and data-driven approach²both of which are employed in ATA 

methodology (Guest et al. 2012; Lindahl et al 2017, 21). In addition to ATA, the methods 

employed in this study also followed the VCE study in being informed by the attribution 

WheRU\ aSSURach WR Whe VWXd\ Rf ³e[SeUienceV deemed UeligiRXV´ deYelRSed b\ Ann TaYeV 

(2009). ThiV VWXd\ alVR adRSWed Whe cRnVWUXcW Rf ³mediWaWiRn-UelaWed difficXlWieV´ fURm Whe 

VCE VWXd\, defined aV ³a Uange Rf effecWV acURVV diffeUenW dRmainV of human experiences that 

mediWaWiRn SUacWiWiRneUV in RXU VWXd\ aWWUibXWed WR Rne RU mRUe W\SeV Rf mediWaWiRn´ and 

VSecific aWWenWiRn ZaV Said WR Whe Za\V SUacWiWiRneUV and e[SeUWV aVcUibe ³Vignificance, 

meaning, and value to meditation-related experiences´ (Lindahl eW al. 2017, 6). 

 

DISTRESSING OR IMPAIRING PHENOMENOLOGY 

 

Below is a presentation of the phenomenology practitioners and some experts reported 

as challenging, distressing, or functionally impairing according to the codebook developed in 

the VCE study. The phenomenological categories are organized into five domains, and while 

the full list of each domain is included, only those items in bold were reported by VCE-A 

subjects. 

 
WhemaWic anal\ViV aSSURacheV, and ³middle Q QXaliWaWiYe´ aSSURacheV (like ASSlied ThemaWic Anal\ViV) Zhich 
we employed in the VCE study and I am employing in this study as well.  
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AFFECTIVE 

 

The affective domain of the VCE codebook includes: Fear, Anxiety, Panic and 

Paranoia;16 Positive affect; Depression,17 Dysphoria, or Grief; Re-experiencing of 

Traumatic Memories or Affect Without Recollection;18 Change in Doubt, Faith, Trust or 

Commitment; Crying, Laughing; Empathic and Affiliative Changes;19 Rage, Anger, and 

 
16 This category was defined as, ³FeelingV Rf fUighW RU diVWUeVV--with or without an external referent--and their 
cRUUeVSRnding Sh\ViRlRgical and behaYiRU UeVSRnVeV.´ InclXViRn cUiWeUia inclXded, ³SRme feeling Rf fUighW RU 
distress--ranging from anxiety to fear, terror, panic, or paranoia--usually stimulated by a phenomenon that the 
subject is unused to, whether an external stimulus or a dimension of their meditation experience. Fear should 
be coded when it is reported as a response to other meditation-related changes in this codebook. However, fear 
or terror may also appear as a strong feeling on its own, without known or specified content or cause. Also 
includes intense negative emotions such as panic or paranoia and their behavioral changes that emerge from 
unpleasant experiences attribuWed ZhRll\ RU in SaUW aV effecWV Rf mediWaWiRn´ (PhenRmenRlRg\ CRdebRRk, 1). 

 
17 ThiV caWegRU\ ZaV defined aV, ³LRZ, deSUeVVed, RU Vad mRRdV, XVXall\ cRXSled ZiWh Sh\Vical and behaYiRUal 
manifeVWaWiRnV WhaW ma\ RU ma\ nRW affecW nRUmal fXncWiRning.´ InclXViRn cUiWeUia inclXded, ³feelingV Rf inWenVe 
sadness, emptiness, hopelessness, helSleVVneVV, gXilW, RU XnZRUWhineVV´ (PhenRmenRlRg\ CRdebRRk, 1). 

 
18 ThiV caWegRU\ ZaV defined aV, ³EiWheU a UecRllecWiRn Rf VRme SaVW WUaXmaWic eYenW in Whe VXbjecW'V life WhaW 
may or may not have been repressed, and which is generally associated with strong emotions, or the upwelling 
of strong emotions without any correspRnding memRU\, cRnWenW, WhRXghW RU RWheU idenWifiable VWimXlXV.´ 
InclXViRn cUiWeUia inclXded, ³UefeUenceV WR Whe UecRllecWiRn Rf VRme SaVW WUaXmaWic eYenW in Whe VXbjecW'V life´ and 
an experience of an unexpected, or sudden onset or upwelling of emotions without an identifiable stimulus or 
W\Sical caXVal facWRU, VXch aV a memRU\, a WhRXghW, RU an eYRcaWiYe e[WeUnal ciUcXmVWance´ (PhenRmenRlRg\ 
Codebook, 2). 

 
19 ThiV caWegRU\ ZaV defined aV, ³IncUeaVed RU decUeaVed emSaWhic cRnnecWiRn WR RWheU SeRSle RU WR 
enYiURnmenWal VWimXli.´ InclXViRn cUiWeUia inclXded, ³UefeUenceV WR VRcial emRWiRnV (lRYe, aWWachmenW, XniRn), 
valuing social communities or interpersonal relationships and, at the more extreme end, affective sensitivity 
and contagion (being impacted by or taking on the feelings of others). Descriptions of decreased empathic 
connection may include references to indifference about or increased aversion to social situations or 
UelaWiRnVhiSV´ (PhenRmenRlRg\ CRdebRRk, 1). 
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Aggression; Affective Lability;20 Self-conscious Emotions; Agitation and Irritability;21 

Suicidality; and Affective Flattening, Emotional Detachment, or Alexithymia22 (Lindahl 

et al. 2017, 19-21).  

 

99102 reported severe and unusual emotional reactivity in personal relationships 

during periods of challenging formal meditation and prayer practice. Three subjects (99107, 

99121, 99125) reported traumatic flashbacks of events from childhood. For example, 99107 

reported that on a meditation retreat he re-experienced a traumatic memory of abuse from 

early childhood connected to pain in the area where the abuse occurred. One subject (99109) 

reported affective flattening or detachment for a period of two years immediately following a 

significant anomalous experience. 99103 reported a period of intense affective lability 

following a particularly intense 7-day retreat that lasted several years. Many subjects reported 

significant periods of fear and anxiety (99106, 99124, 99125), some instantiations of which 

were coupled with (or secondarily in response to) other categories such as perceptual changes 

 
20 ThiV caWegRU\ ZaV defined aV, ³RaSid VhifWV in mRRd, mRRd VZingV, a incUeaVed Uange Rf emRWiRnV, RU VWURng, 
XnZaUUanWed UeacWiRnV WR ViWXaWiRnV.´ InclXViRn cUiWeUia inclXded, ³Being emRWiRnall\ UeacWiYe RU WUiggeUed, RU 
strong shifts in mood. This may manifest as strong reactions to situations that would not have previously 
eliciWed VXch a UeacWiRn, RU a gUeaWeU Uange Rf bRWh SRViWiYe and negaWiYe emRWiRnV Whan RUdinaUil\ e[SeUienced´ 
(Phenomenology Codebook, 1). 

 
21 ThiV caWegRU\ ZaV defined aV, ³An agiWaWed RU iUUiWable mRRd, SRVVibl\ accRmSanied b\ UeVWleVVneVV, 
diVWUacWibiliW\ RU XneaVineVV.´ InclXViRnV cUiWeUia inclXded, ³deVcUiSWiRnV Rf UeVWleVVneVV, diVWUacWibiliW\, RU 
uneasiness. Agitation and restlessness described with somatic language would still be coded here if an affective 
dimenViRn iV menWiRned´ (PhenRmenRlRg\ CRdebRRk, 1). 
22 ThiV caWegRU\ ZaV defined aV, ³A naUURZed RU diminiVhed affecWiYe Uange, a lack Rf affecWiYe chaUge, and/RU 
an inabiliW\ WR idenWif\/diVWingXiVh emRWiRnV.´ InclXViRn cUiWeUia inclXded,  

 
a lack of affect arising and/or the absence of a typical affective response to an experience that usually 
evokes one. Emotional detachment may be expressed as a disidentification with the emotional charge 
of experiences or circumstances, having emotions but not feeling them, and/or having emotions only 
as body sensations without a sense of affect. Descriptions of alexithymia indicate an inability to 
identify, understand, process, describe or distinguish emotions, or to distinguish between the somatic 
dimensions of emotions and other bodily sensations. (Phenomenology Codebook, 1) 
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like hallucinations or derealization, vivid imagery, re-experiencing of traumatic memories, or 

somatic changes like somatic energy or pain. For example, 99103 described a pattern that he 

encountered in several retreats that he underwent earlier in his life: 

What that meant for me usually was, the first 3 or 4 days of the retreat was a 
relaxation, a sinking in, a going deeper. The pattern for me during my 20s, and around 
the 4th day I would get very restless and anxious, unable to concentrate and then 
something would break through, some fear, anxiety, desire that I had been holding 
back, would break through. And like I said earlier, I might spend a couple of days 
letting that happen, and then usually there would be some acceptance or resolution 
around it within that 8 day period. Didn't always follow that pattern exactly, but for a 
while it seemed to happen regularly. 

 
Or another subject (99106) who described on stage in her meditation practice where, 

 
there had been a long [period of] darkness, Yer\ qXiet [«]qXiet Zith God [«] and I 
would feel my whole body open to this other dimension and one day as I had done that 
I suddenly had a experience that at the time was terrifying, it was this experience of 
the deity, God, whatever you want to call it, coming at me with an open mouth. And 
eYer\thing in m\ bod\ recoiled, hands pXshing oXt, ³No! do not do that to me.´ And 
then I thought that was weird and I wondered where it came from and it happened a 
second and a third time. 

 
Many subjects also reported periods of depression (99103, 99106, 99108, 99110) ranging 

fURm da\V WR VeYeUal \eaUV. 99121 UeSRUWed emRWiRnal RXWSRXUing and ³cU\ing fRU hRXUV´ afWeU 

engaging in a particular kind of breath meditation on a consistent basis.  

Some teachers discussed depression and despair that can be encountered while 

undertaking contemplative practices, some of which was considered normative and others of 

Zhich ZaV nRW. FRU e[amSle, Rne Rabbi (99204) ZaV keen WR diVWingXiVh beWZeen ³deSUeVViRn 

and deVSaiU´ ZheUe ³DeVSaiU, Whe VhaUSneVV and biWWeUneVV Rf deVSaiU iV ZhaW leadV Rne WR Whe 

mainWenance Rf Whe UelaWiRnVhiS´ ZiWh Whe diYine, and aV VXch iV nRUmaWiYe, YeUVXV deSUeVViRn 

which does not have those effects and is therefore not normative. However, another Rabbi 

(99210) UelaWed WhaW bRWh ³deSUeVViRn and deVSaiU´ ZeUe nRUmaWiYe effecWV Rf cRnWemSlaWiYe 

practice according to the teachings of Rabbi Nachman of Bratzlav, and several Christian 
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practitioners and teachers related that depression could be one of the expressions of the dark 

nighWV Rf Whe VRXl. One SXfi WeacheU (99233) diVcXVVed hRZ Rne Rf Whe ³experiences that can 

come from deep meditation´ is ³a deep spiritual depression when the outer world loses an\ 

meaning´ which ³can evoke a desire to withdraw completel\ from the world.´ 

 

COGNITIVE 

 

The cognitive domain includes: Change in worldview; Delusional, Irrational, or 

Paranormal Beliefs; Mental stillness; Vivid imagery23; Change in executive functioning24; 

Meta-cognition; Increased cognitive processing; Clarity; Disintegration of meaning 

structures; Scrupulosity (Lindahl et al. 2017, 17). 

 

99127 reported disorientation, an inability to focus, and an inability to read books at 

various points in his contemplative training as well as requiring a period of 1-2 weeks after 

each retreat he undertook before he is able to return to work since after such periods of 

inWenViYe SUacWice, ³m\ SV\che iV jXVW nRW WheUe.´ 99109 UeSRUWed a VignificanWl\ UedXced abiliW\ 

 
23 µViYid ImageU\¶ ZaV defined aV ³An e[SeUience Rf inWenVe, YiYid and/RU cleaU WhRXghWV RU menWal imageV WhaW 
aUiVe inYRlXnWaUil\, RU a UeSRUW Rf an incUeaVed abiliW\ WR YiVXali]e.´ InclXViRn cUiWeUia inclXded, ³inWenVe and 
potentially disconcerting thoughts that arise involuntarily and which are accompanied by an increased clarity 
or vividness. Vivid imagery or thought intrusions may also be accompanied by strong emotions such as Fear 
or bliss (Positive Affect).´ (PhenRmenRlRg\ CRdebRRk, 3) 

 
24 µChange in E[ecXWiYe FXncWiRning¶ ZaV defined aV ³EiWheU an inabiliW\ WR SeUfRUm cRgniWiYe fXncWiRnV Rf 
decision making, concentration, and memory that the person used to be able to perform, or an enhanced ability 
in these domains of executive functioning.´ InclXViRn cUiWeUia inclXded, ³A nRWiceable incUeaVe RU decUeaVe in 
any capacity to think, make decisions, memory recall, or the performance of other cognitive tasks. Such 
changes may have been noted by the subject themselves or by another observer (such as family, friends, 
coworkers, etc.). Diminished capacities in executive functioning also co-occur with extreme forms of Mental 
Stillness.´ (2) 
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WR make deciViRnV fRU WZR \eaUV afWeU ZhaW Whe VXbjecW deVcUibed aV a ³VSiUiWXal RSening´ and 

then afterwards an ongoing difficulty with attention and using her imagination. 99103 reported 

that after a 7-day retreat and a particularly intense transformative experience, he was unable 

to concentrate and write and was forced to drop out of his PhD program, though he reported 

that his focus and writing ability returned about 7 years later. 99106 reported a period of 9 

months when, during formal closed-eyes practice, she had spontaneous vivid imagery of 

walking in a desert and eventually finding a well and slowly submerging in it over many 

different meditation sessions. Finally, once she was fully submerged and the water began to 

cover her eyes, she experienced a WUemendRXV ³infXViRn Rf m\VWical eneUg\´ and Whe 

SeUceSWiRn WhaW ³Whe ZhRle ZRUld ZaV jXVW infXVed ZiWh [«] m\VWeU\´ Zhich ZaV alVR ³YeU\ 

fUighWening.´ Finall\, One SXfi WeacheU alVR diVcXVVed hRZ, in hiV WUadiWiRn, ceUWain fRUmV Rf 

cognitive impairment are understood as a normal if not normative effect of the particular forms 

Rf mediWaWiRn Whe\ SUacWice. He deVcUibed hRZ, ³ThiV mediWaWiRn emSWieV Whe mind, VR WhiV iV 

a very beneficial state and is encouraged. Though sometimes it results in a minor memory 

loss, what we call "spiritual senility!"  
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PERCEPTUAL 

 

The Perceptual domain includes: Hallucinations, Visions, and Illusions25; Visual lights26; 

Somatosensory distortions; Perceptual hypersensitivity; Distortions in time and space; 

Dissolution of objects; Derealization.27 

 
25 ³A hallXcinaWiRn iV an e[SeUience Rf a SeUceSW WhaW iV nRW e[WeUnall\ VWimXlaWed, iV nRW VhaUed b\ RWheUV, and iV 
not taken to be veridical. When a visual percept that is not shared by others is taken to be veridical, it is a 
vision. An illusion involves a SeUceSW WhaW iV diVWRUWed, changed, RU haV feaWXUeV added WR Whe UaZ SeUceSW.´ 
Inclusion criteria consisted of:  

 
Hallucinations can occur in any modality: visual, auditory, gustatory, olfactory, or proprioceptive. 
Hallucinations are unique to the subjectivity of the practitioner, are not a part of shared, consensual 
reality, and are generally understood not to be veridical. Percepts unique to the subjectivity of the 
practitioner, not part of consensual reality, but that are taken to be veridical are be better described as 
visions (for the visual domain, locutions for the auditory domain, etc.). Visions may be further 
distinguished from hallucinations by the causal origin of non-consensual percept being attributed to a 
non- shaUed agenW«An e[amSle Rf an illXViRn, RU a diVWRUWiRn Rf SeUceSWiRn, ZRXld be micURSVia RU 
macropsia, in which objects appear larger or smaller than they would normally. (Phenomenology 
Codebook, 4) 
 

26 µViVXal LighWV¶ ZaV defined aV an\ ³E[SeUience Rf a lighW RU lighWV in field Rf YiViRn WhaW aUe YiYid bXW nRW Whe 
UeVXlW Rf e[WeUnal VWimXli.´ InclXViRn cUiWeUia cRnViVWed Rf, ³ViVXal hallXcinaWiRnV RU YiViRnV UelaWed WR lighW RU 
lights, which can be bright and/or colored, and can be experienced with closed or open eyes. Lights may be 
"discrete" circumscribed shapes or patterns or "diffuse" lights or changes in the overall brightness of the visual 
field´ (4). 

 
27 µDeUeali]aWiRn¶ ZaV defined aV an e[SeUience ZheUe Rne¶V ³SXUURXndingV aUe SeUceiYed aV VWUange, XnUeal, RU 
dreamlike, or perception is experienced as mediated by a fog, a lens, or some other filter that results in feeling 
cXW Rff fURm Whe ZRUld.´ InclXViRn criteria included,  

 
Mentioning a feeling of unreality, strangeness, unfamiliarity or dreamlike quality of surroundings, or 
reports of feeling cut off or alienated from the perceptual world. Includes confusion concerning 
whether one is dreaming or awake. Perceptual changes include objects appearing two- dimensional, or 
"cartoon-like," which are often reported with corresponding affective changes about objects no longer 
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99101 reported a 3-day period of vivid hallucinations of lights and disembodied 

entities that were communicating with the subject, before she was eventually hospitalized.  

99107 reported visions, some of which invoked considerable fear, of spiritual teachers who 

passed on teachings to the subject. 99109 described on multiple occasions perceptions of the 

ZRUld aSSeaUing ³like VSaUkV Rf lighW [«] like SinSRinWV Rf lighW´ dXUing a SeUiRd Rf RngRing 

functional impairment. 99111 reported many visions and hallucinations, both in the context 

Rf Vhamanic jRXUne\ing VeVViRnV bXW alVR µRff cXVhiRn¶ in eYeU\da\ life Zhile nRW inWenWiRnall\ 

engaged in any contemplative practice, some of which were distressing and functionally 

impairing. 99116 reported an early experience of witnessing his father communicating with 

his deceased great grandfather, a distressing and vivid vision of being in the holocaust, and 

³RXW Rf bRd\´ e[SeUienceV Rf RWheU dimenViRnV ZheUe he cRmmXnicaWed ZiWh RWheU beingV 

from the past and future²some Rf Zhich he felW aVhamed abRXW becaXVe, ³sometimes I'll see 

WhingV I VhRXldn'W Vee´ and ³VRmeWimeV I Zill gR WR SlaceV I VhRXldn'W gR WR.´  99121 reported 

SeUceSWiRnV Rf lighW dXUing a chXUch VeUYice, and VeYeUal ³VSRnWaneRXV Vhamanic e[SeUienceV´ 

involving hallucinations or visions during a time when she felt destabilized and somewhat 

functionally impaired. 99122 reported visual and auditory hallucinations, synesthesia, and 

diVWUeVVing deUeali]aWiRn e[SeUienceV ZheUe Whe VXbjecW deVcUibed UealiW\ aV ³a daUk soup of a 

dUeam.´ 99124 UeSRUWed diVWUeVVing YiVXal, aXdiWRU\, and kineVWheWic hallXcinaWiRnV Rf RWheU 

entities as well as perceiving visual lights in space and surrounding certain individuals.  

 

 
feeling real. Derealization can thus be characterized by feelings of the world lacking emotional 
coloring and depth in addition to related perceptual changes, in which case double-coding with 
Affective Flattening may be warranted. (3) 
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SENSE OF SELF 

 

The sense of self domain includes: Changes in Self-Other / Self-World Boundaries;28 

Loss of sense of agency; Loss of sense of basic self; Change in sense of embodiment;29 

Change in narrative self;30 Loss of sense of ownership. 

 
28 µChanges in Self-Other or Self-WRUld BRXndaUieV¶ iV defined aV an ³E[SanViRn be\Rnd RU diVWRUWiRnV in Whe 
W\Sical VenVe Rf ZheUe Whe bRXndaUieV beWZeen Velf and RWheU RU Velf and ZRUld aUe delineaWed.´ InclXViRn 
criteria includes,  

 
References to being expanded beyond one's body schema, or the sense of boundaries between self and 
other or self and world being dissolved. May also be described in terms of merging with, being porous 
or permeable to either the world or other people. Alteration of self-other boundaries includes 
e[SeUiencing RWheU SeRSle'V mind VWaWeV RU emRWiRnV«RefeUenceV WR aZaUeneVV aV VSaciRXV, 
expansive, centerless, non-local, all-pervading, or non-dual with the world of experience would be 
coded here, as would references to a sense of unity or oneness with nature, the environment, the 
world, or the universe. Conversely, feeling more separated from the world or feelings as if distant 
from it could also be coded here. (Phenomenology Codebook, 4) 

 
29 µChange in SenVe Rf EmbRdimenW¶ ZaV defined aV Whe ³Feeling Rf being diVembRdied, lRcaWed RXWVide RU aW a 
diVWance fURm Rne¶V bRd\, RU lRcaWed in an XnXVXal lRcaWiRn ZiWhin Rne'V bRd\ Vchema.´ InclXViRn cUiWeUia, 
³InclXdeV an\ change in ZheUe Rne'V VenVe Rf self is located relative to the body schema. Includes references to 
a change in perspective of location within the body schema, such as from behind the eyes, to the middle of the 
head or to the heart. May also refer to a distance from the body schema, where the sense of self or perspective 
is located behind the body or in space, as in "out-of-bRd\" e[SeUienceV´ (4). 

 
30 µChange in NaUUaWiYe Self¶ ZaV defined aV, ³A UeSRUW Rf a change in hRZ Whe SUacWiWiRneU cRnceiYeV Rf 
himself or herself as a person. Or, a change in the content of or their perspective on their story or personal 
idenWiW\.´ InclXViRn cUiWeUia inclXdeV,  
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While several subjects reported alterations in their sense of self which was experienced 

as a positive change, only a few reported changes in this category which were distressing. 

99109 UeSRUWed a lRVV Rf ³SeUVRnal Zill,´ Zhich Vhe deVcUibed aV ³nRW feel like I operate from 

m\ RZn Zill an\mRUe bXW I can¶W Va\ I haYe WhiV gUeaW knRZing RU gUeaW ZhaWeYeU,´ and WhaW 

heU ³SeUVRnal bRXndaU\ iV mRUe SRURXV [«] SRURXV I gXeVV iV Whe beVW ZRUd.´ While Vhe VWill 

reported having a personality, it was experienced as distant and decentralized and she could 

nR lRngeU ³VSliW beWZeen Whe RbVeUYeU and Whe RbVeUYed.´ 99111 UeSRUWed WhaW afWeU a 

transformative experience he no longer experienced himself as located squarely within his 

bRd\, bXW mRUe like ³m\ ZhRle bRd\ iV Rnl\ Whe hand Rf a laUgeU eneUgeWic bRd\´ Zhich ZaV 

iniWiall\ TXiWe diVRUienWing. 99127 deVcUibed a SURlRnged e[SeUience Rf Whe ³deaWh´ Rf a 

dimenViRn Rf hiV ³egR,´ Zhich ZaV iniWiall\ diVWUeVVing, bXW afWeU a feZ ZeekV Whe diVWUeVV 

associated with it was relieved. He also on one occasion reported a disorienting change in his 

VenVe Rf embRdimenW VXch WhaW he felW mXch laUgeU Whan hiV bRd\ and ³like Alice afWeU Vhe aWe 

Whe cake [«] Zhen I lRRked back aW Whe dRRU I cRXldn¶W figXUe RXW hRZ I gRW WhURXgh Whe dRRU 

iW lRRked VR Vmall.´  

 One SXfi WeacheU (99233) diVcXVVed hRZ, ³TheUe aUe alVR RWheU e[SeUienceV WhaW can 

cRme fURm deeS mediWaWiRn, VXch aV a lRVV Rf egR Zhich can be deeSl\ diVWXUbing´ and WhaW 

Whe ³an[ieW\, SRVVibl\ WeUURU fURm Whe lRVV Rf Whe egR iV geneUall\ a SaVVing VWage. It can often 

 
References that compare how a practitioner used to think about themselves as a person or their story 
that are in contrast with how they currently feel or felt after a shift associated with meditation 
practice. Also includes references to a complete loss of narrative identity. The narrative self is 
temporally extended in reference to past or future conceptions of self or personhood. Thus, changes in 
narrative self include the impact of different perspectives cultivated through the theory and practice of 
mediWaWiRn Rn Whe VWRUieV SUacWiWiRneUV Well abRXW WhemVelYeV«SWRUieV ma\ inclXde deVcUiSWiRnV Rf 
changes in how they view the motivations for their behaviors, the type of person that they think they 
are, or the type of person that they think they should be. (4). 
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be experienced at the beginning of our heart meditation before one leaves the mind behind. 

Ma\be WhiV VWage can laVW fURm Rne WR WZR \eaUV.´ AnRWheU SXfi WeacheU (99236) deVcUibed 

different stages of spiritual attainment, the third of which was described aV ³effacemenW´ 

(fana) ZheUe, Zhile nRW a SeUmanenW VWaWe Rf Whe lRVV Rf Rne¶V baVic VenVe Rf Velf, dReV UeVXlW 

in a neZ SV\chRlRgical baVeline VXch WhaW ³Rne can neYeU again SXW Rne¶V egR aW Whe cenWeU Rf 

e[iVWence becaXVe Whe game haV changed fRUeYeU.´ 

 

 

SOMATIC 

 

The somatic domain includes: Somatic Energy or Vibrations;31 Sleep Changes; Pain; 

Pressure, Tension or Release of Pressure or Tension; Appetitive or Weight Changes; Thermal 

Changes; Involuntary Movements;32 Breathing Changes; Parasomnias; Headaches or Head 

 
31 µSRmaWic EneUg\¶ ZaV defined aV, ³A W\Se Rf VenVaWiRn mRYing WhURXghRXW Whe bRd\ RU WhURXghRXW a bRd\ 
aUea deVcUibed ZiWh langXage Rf YibUaWiRn, eneUg\, cXUUenW, RU RWheU UelaWed meWaShRUV.´ InclXViRn cUiWeUia 
consisted of,  

Somatic energy or vibrations attributed to meditation practice. Include any level of intensity 
(gentle to forceful, flowing to surging.) May be described as being contained within or going beyond 
Rne¶V bRd\ Vchema«Ma\ inclXde XVe Rf emic WeUmV like "kundalini, "prana," or metaphors of 
"currents," "voltage," or "electricity." Also includes related references to psychomotor agitation 
(adUenaline UXVheV, feeling "ZiUed") RU VlRZing«ReSRUWV Rf VRmaWic eneUg\ ma\ alVR affecW mRWRU 
patterns and may therefore be closely associated with reports of Involuntary Movements. 
(Phenomenology Codebook, 6) 

 
32 µInYRlXnWaU\ MRYemenWV¶ ZeUe defined aV, ³A mRWRU mRYemenW XVXall\ XndeU YRlXnWaU\ cRnWURl WhaW RccXUV 
ZiWhRXW a cRnVciRXV deciViRn fRU mRYemenW.´ InclXViRn cUiWeUia inclXded, ³InYRlXnWaU\ mRYemenWV WhaW aUe 
attributed to meditation practice. This includes spontaneous movements such as: tics, spasms, twitching, 
rocking, shaking, seizing up, twisting of the torso or head, fidgeting, or others. Includes involuntary 
YRcali]aWiRnV. Ma\ be UeSeWiWiYe RU a Vingle inYRlXnWaU\ mRYemenW´ (6). 
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Pressure; Cardiac Irregularity;33 Fatigue or Weakness; Gastrointestinal Distress; Dizziness, 

Vertigo, Syncope; Sexuality Related Changes. 

 

99121 deVcUibed man\ diffeUenW ³dangeURXV and XncRnWURllable´ eneUgeWic e[SeUienceV 

inclXding VenVaWiRnV Rf eneUg\ ³SRXnding´ in heU heaUW and WhURaW aUea aV Vhe ZRXld lie dRZn 

to sleep as well as during the day when engaged in certain breath practices. 99125 reported a 

feeling Rf ³YRlcanic´ eneUg\ Uising from abdominal region in conjunction with involuntary 

movements (shaking) and overwhelming and chaotic affect without referent. 99107 described 

experiences of energy in his body rising along his spine with a sensation of heat and 7 different 

auditory WRneV accRmSan\ing Whe ³elecWUic´ eneUg\ aV iW URVe. 99103 deVcUibed bRdil\ eneUg\ 

and VSRnWaneRXV mRYemenWV aV fRllRZV: ³And suddenly a kind of creation poem began to 

speak itself within me that just filled my body with energy, it was kind of pouring out, my 

body was kind of shaking.  It was full of joy, full of resolution and freedom and so forth, then 

feeling afterwards like I needed to do yoga postures and running to just let go of some of that 

e[ceVV eneUg\.´ 99127 deVcUibed man\ ³eneUgeWic´ e[SeUiences, including one where he 

e[SeUienced ³a vibration in the middle of my chest where my heart is. A very intense 

YibUaWiRn...iW ZaVn¶W angina, iW ZaV a YibUaWiRn aV if I had SlXgged an elecWUic cRUd inWR a VRckeW 

and VWXck iW Rn m\ heaUW.´ 

 
33 µCaUdiac ChangeV¶ ZaV defined aV, ³IUUegXlaU heaUWbeaW, heaUW SalSiWaWiRnV, RU RWheU VignificanW iUUegXlaUiWieV.´ 
InclXViRn cUiWeUia cRnViVWed Rf, ³CaUdiac iUUegXlaUiW\ aWWUibXWed WR mediWaWiRn SUacWice RU SUe-existing cardiac 
irregularity made worse by meditation practice. Cardiac changes include tachycardia (unusually rapid heart 
beaW, eYen aW UeVW), bUach\caUdia (XnXVXall\ VlRZ heaUW beaW), and heaUW SalSiWaWiRnV´ (5). 
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One SXfi WeacheU (99233) e[Slained WhaW, ³The meditation practiced on this path is a 

heart meditation, and it can result in irregular heartbeats, as the physical body/physical heart 

iV effecWed b\ changeV Waking Slace ZiWhin Whe VSiUiWXal heaUW cenWeU.´ He cRnWinXed, ³I alZa\V 

advise that the individual also have a medical checkup when they have these symptoms, and 

RfWen Whe UeVXlWV aUe cleaU.´ He When shared that 10 or so of his students over the past few 

decades have experienced such cardiac irregularities that a cardiologist was sought on each 

occasion and yet no heart issues were deemed responsible or identified in any of the cases.  

 

³ADVERSE´ OR NON-NORMATIVE APPRAISALS 

 

While some meditation-related difficulties were appraised by both practitioners and 

teachers as normative or involving suffering necessary for progress on a contemplative path, 

many difficulties were not understood in this way. Instead, they were understood to be 

³adYeUVe´ RU nRn-normative in the sense that they entailed harm and unnecessary suffering 

and can and should be avoided. Many different factors contributed to this kind of appraisal 

and the different opinions of what the most optimal and propitious conditions are for different 

forms of meditative practice. From the preliminary (data-driven) coding, three major themes, 

each with several sub-themes34 related to not normative appraisals emerged from my 

immersion in the data. The major themes were Practices, Social Support, and Worldview.   

 
34 Many of these themes and sub-WhemeV RYeUlaS ZiWh ZhaW ZaV cRded aV ³InflXencing FacWRUV´ (IFV) in Whe 
VCE study, however in my decision to utilize a more grounded-style of thematic analysis (as opposed to more 
deductively borrowing from the VCE codebook as I did in the phenomenology section) in this section, I chose 
to formulate themes as they emerged more specifically from this data set. This resulted in a slightly different 
presentation of the data given the specific emphasis of this study on normative and non-normative appraisals.  
In RWheU ZRUdV, Whe fiUVW VecWiRn Rn ShenRmenRlRg\ iV mRUe Rf a ³middle T´ TXaliWaWiYe aSSURach WR WhemaWic 
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PRACTICES 

FIT AND TAILORING 

 

Both teachers and subjects reported the importance of finding the right practice for the 

UighW SeUVRn«aW Whe UighW Wime, and WhaW Whe failXUe WR dR VR cRXld UeVXlW in haUm RU XnneceVVaU\ 

suffering. While some teachers believed that at least some meditation practices are potentially 

suitable, and would be fruitful for most people, other teachers were of the opinion that 

meditation²at least in the form or practice in which they taught it²was not for everyone. 

Thus, if either a person was not practicing a particular meditative technique suited for them, 

or if they were not suited for meditation more broadly, some of the teachers interviewed 

belieYed WhaW WhiV cRXld UeVXlW in ³adYeUVe´ effecWV.  

One ChUiVWian WeacheU (99224) nRWed WhaW in hiV e[SeUience ³Rne Vi]e dReVn¶W fiW all´ and 

that he spends time getting to know each individual student before assigning them a specific 

practice based on factors such temperament, learning style, and personality. He noted that it 

takes him three conversations with a prospective student to figure out what kind of meditation 

to teach them out of three different kinds of contemplative practice that he teaches. One Sufi 

teacher (99231) discussed the importance in hiV WUadiWiRn and in hiV Weaching Rn ³WailRUing´ 

practices to individual students' needs, at any given time. While there are practices meant to 

be done every day, he would also prescribe specific practices depending on particular life 

 
analysis where the themes are deductively decided beforehand based on previous research to be employed in 
Whe anal\ViV, Zhile WhiV VecRnd VecWiRn Rn aSSUaiValV iV mRUe Rf a ³Big Q´ aSSURach WR WhemaWic anal\ViV ZheUe 
the themes are the results of the analysis. See Clarke 2017 and Clarke and Braun 2017 for a delineation of 
different schools of qualitative thematic analysis. 
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chapters or experiences that the student was going through. He also called attention to the 

imSRUWance Rf ³embRdied´ SUacWiceV and alWeUnaWing beWZeen SeUiRdV Rf VeaWed mediWaWiRn and 

movement, particularly modern Western forms of Sufi dancing, in retreat settings. Another 

Sufi teacher (99234) also emphasized both dance and walking meditation as ways to integrate 

experiences people have during meditation into their daily life. He explained how in a retreat 

setting this repeated emphasis on the immediate integration of powerful experiences, 

SaUWicXlaUl\ WhURXgh Zalking ³aV WhRXgh Ze ZeUe Zalking in eYeU\da\ life´ UeVXlWV in 

VRmeWimeV mRUe mRdeVW RU leVV dUamaWic effecWV: ³Ma\be SeRSle dRn¶W leaYe TXiWe aV calm, RU 

aV WUanVcendenW aV Whe\ ZRXld in a fRXU da\ jXVW ViWWing UeWUeaW, bXW ma\be iW¶V a liWWle mRUe 

XVefXl fRU Whem. The\ dRn¶W haYe Whe cUaVh and bXUn effecW Zhen Whe\ gR hRme.´ He alVR 

discussed the emphasis on the heart in terms of embodied practice in his teaching as one way 

in which overwhelming or paUWicXlaUl\ challenging e[SeUienceV aUen¶W encRXnWeUed in an 

inappropriate way: 

So heart practice is sort of essential and in distinction from some of the Eastern 
traditions there¶s less of an emphasis on chakras, or centers, in terms of raising the 
awareness, the body awareness, either down from the crown to the base or up from 
the base to the croZn. And there¶s more of an emphasis I ZoXld sa\ starting in the 
heart. Starting near the thymus gland in terms of body awareness. And then raise, sort 
of expanding in a spiral sense both up and down, so that, so to speak, the centers above 
and beneath are then inclXded gradXall\ [«] if that is done, \oX coXld sa\, in an 
orderly fashion then you have a safer progression so to speak. Safer meaning, that a 
person doesn¶t receiYe effects, oXt of bod\ effects that the\¶re not read\ to receiYe. 
BecaXse \oX can see if \oX start in the center and then spiral Xp and doZn, \oX¶re 
including lower centers, which would be what we would normally call psychological 
issues, as well as higher centers, which are the sort of so-called transpersonal effects, 
gradually at the same time.  
 

This same teacher (99234) also described tailoring practices, or needing to tailor them, for 

new cultural contexts and new kinds of practitioners: 

99234: Sufis use often very energetic practice. Um, sometimes the chanting, the 
movement can become quite quick. You know, it can become somewhat near Reichian 
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in a certain way, although, we tend to do things more gently these days than we did 
WZeQW\ \eaUV agR [«] JXVW becaXVe SeRSle aUe PRUe UefiQed aQd Whe\ dRQ¶W Qeed Whe 
WZR hRXUV Rf e[WeQded chaQWiQg aQd PRYePeQW RU Whe fRXU hRXUV like Whe MeYleYi¶V dR. 
When I ZaV ZiWh Whe TXUkiVh SXfiV iQ WhiV WePSle iQ Whe 70¶V, Ze¶d dR fRXU hRXUV Rf 
]ikhU«YRX kQRZ, Zhich iV aQ iQWeQVe chaQWed SUacWice ZiWh PRYePeQW [« ] iW ZaV QR 
SURbleP. BXW WheVe gX\V, WheQ Whe\¶d gR iQ Whe Qe[W URRP afWeU Whe\¶Ue dRQe aQd Whe\¶Ue 
chain-smoking for an hour.  
NF: (Laughs) 
99234: SR \RX kQRZ WheVe aUe bXlk\ TXUkiVh gX\V [«.] PeaQiQg QR diVUeVSecW. The\¶Ue 
liYiQg URXgh, haUd, \RX kQRZ VRUW Rf liYeV. The\¶Ue PeQ. We¶Ue dealiQg ZiWh Pi[ed 
gURXSV QRZ RbYiRXVl\«We¶Ue dealiQg ZiWh PeQ aQd ZRPeQ. We¶Ue dealiQg ZiWh 
people who are generally not working out on the land and doing hard physical labor 
all Whe WiPe. IW PakeV a big diffeUeQce WR RQe¶V bRd\ aZaUeQeVV, RQe¶V bRd\ iPage. AQd 
VR Whe SUacWice QeedV WR« caQ be PXch PRUe UefiQed. 

 
WiWh hiV RZn VWXdenWV in EXURSe and NRUWh AmeUica, he chRRVeV nRW WR XVe ³WhiV haUd \ang 

style practice really, or what the Sufis call Jalal SUacWice´ Vince ³iW¶V nRW helSfXl and, \RX 

knRZ, nR Rne¶V benefiWWed b\ iW.´ He e[Slained hRZ, ³Zhen SXfi RUdeUV cRme fURm Whe EaVW, 

leW¶V Va\ Middle EaVW RU EaVW WR Whe WeVW, VRmeWimeV WeacheUV dRn¶W XndeUVWand WhaW VR Whe\¶ll 

just transpose practices from there to here and then they wonder why you know people are 

gRing Rff RU gRing inWR VWaWeV Whe\ dRn¶W knRZ hRZ WR cRnWURl.´ In hiV RZn WUadiWiRn, he VhaUed 

WhaW, ³I aUgXe ZiWh VRme Rf m\ cRlleagXeV´ Rn WhiV SRinW and WhaW ³iW¶V a cXUUenW iVVXe.´ 

PSYCHIATRIC CO-MORBIDITY 

 

As mentioned above, some teachers were of the opinion that meditation, or at least 

certain styles or approaches, were not appropriate for everyone, and therefore unnecessary 

harm could result from these contemplative practices by these people. When asked if they 

WhRXghW WheUe aUe VRme SeRSle fRU ZhRm CenWeUing PUa\eU jXVW iVn¶W aSSURSUiaWe, Rne ChUiVWian 

teacher (99222) explained as follows, 

I think there¶s a Yer\ small portion of people that I ZoXldn¶t recommend it as a starting 
practice. And they will be basically either people that have a schizophrenic tendency, 
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you know, some history of schizophrenia, or predisposition in that regard. Or people 
Zho haYe serioXs seYere recent traXma, sXch that it¶s jXst an inch beloZ the sXrface. 
The schizophrenic concern is because, as I said, that the Centering Prayer practice 
doesn¶t giYe \oX a firm tether for attention at the beginning. And so, if \oX haYe a mind 
that¶s alread\ kind of inclined in the direction of splintering and splitting, there¶s not 
mXch to hold on to. And so, I¶Ye often encoXraged people Zho¶Ye done, Zho have some 
schizophrenic tendencies to start with the most rigorous, attention based method they 
can, simpl\ becaXse the focXs is helpfXl. And in both the cases I¶Ye told \oX aboXt, 
Zhen someone reall\ Zants to do it an\Za\, or Zhen I knoZ there¶s a traXmatic history 
right there, Zhat I¶ll often do Zith people is to sa\, µZe¶ll sit for jXst tZo minXtes,¶ and 
µZe¶ll do the practice together for tZo minXtes.¶ A Yer\ short period of time, and then 
Ze do it. So, Zhat the idea is is that \oX don¶t Zant to encoXrage fear, so there¶s a 
strong [«] if \oX can do it for tZo minXtes together, \oX¶Ye sent a strong message to 
the XnconscioXs that Ze¶re not going to be dominated b\, b\ fears. And \et \oX haYen¶t 
thrown people into such deep water that they lose their place. 

 

As in this case, the judgement around how appropriate a practice was for an individual was 

often related to psychiatric morbidity or co-morbidities. One Sufi teacher (99237) discussed 

hRZ, ³FURm m\ XndeUVWanding, WheUe aUe SeRSle RXW WheUe fRU ZhRm mediWaWion is not a good 

Whing.´ She When gaYe an e[amSle fURm heU RZn Weaching e[SeUience: 

In one of my study groups there is this young woman, not very young, she is a mother. 
She is lovely. She is this kind of joyous, luminous person. But she suffers from vertigo. 
And for her to close her eyes in meditation, it is hell. And she accepts it. So I look at 
her and I think, \oX knoZ, \oX can¶t sa\ to eYer\one ³close \oXr e\es, look at \oXr 
breath.´ For her, its not possible, becaXse of something possibl\ in her neXrological 
s\stem. [«] There are also people Zho haYe a backgroXnd of great Xnhappiness in 
childhood or whatever. And if they feel pulled to these experiences, perhaps they 
shoXldn¶t do it, Xntil the\ feel more comfortable. 
 

One JeZiVh WeacheU (99202), ZhR ZaV alVR a licenVed clinician, deVcUibed hRZ, ³It has 

indeed been my impression that pre-mRUbid hiVWRU\ definiWel\ Sla\V an imSRUWanW URle´ and 

WhaW Rf Whe SaWienWV he WUeaWed fURm ³adYeUVe UeacWiRnV fURm mediWaWiRn, [«] mRVW had 

UelaWiYel\ Zeak egR VWUengWh and a hiVWRU\ Rf emRWiRnal difficXlWieV.´ Another Jewish teacher 

(99207) discussed one particular student he worked with at a workshop who had a history of 

mental illness: 
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There¶s one e[ample that¶s on m\ mind [....] there Zas a person that came to the 
seminar we ran two times ago. And he came up to me and just staggered, an amazing 
very profound response. And he called me, I got a lot of calls from him in the three 
days after. So it turns out he was in a near-psychotic state after the event and I had to 
kind of ground him and help him through that. But then when he was talking to me 
about it, he was at another non-Jewish self-help seminar a year ago and ended up 
being locked up for three days after because he has bi-polar. He¶s bi-polar. So the 
first thing I ZoXld sa\ to him, µI¶m astonished, Zh\ ZoXld \oX eYer think to come back 
to another seminar?¶ So that¶s a discXssion that him and his Zife had, he informed 
people on my staff and the\ Zent to a professional and he said it Zas oka\, bXt I¶m 
astonished that that was allowed. So what he said is two-fold. I worked with him over 
about a week and half after and one of the things he said was: First of all the seminar 
seemed to open him up to that experience and we discussed what that means. He was 
right on the edge for a number of days and what ultimately happened to him, he said 
that ironically even though the seminar made him vulnerable to it, he said the tools at 
the seminar [«] for the first time stopped him from falling into the psychotic state. 
And he said he could feel himself right on the edge and he would use the techniques 
that we were teaching to save him from that and that was a big revelation that that 
was possible. 

 
This teacher then gave a detailed discussion of the psychospiritual mechanics involved in 

cRnWemSlaWiYe SUacWiceV deSending Rn Rne¶V SV\chRlRgical hiVWRU\. He deVcUibed hRZ in hiV 

XndeUVWanding Rf JeZiVh m\VWical SV\chRlRg\, ³A kelipah means an emotional association 

baVed Rn a SUeYiRXV e[SeUience´ and ³ZhaW Whe aYeUage SeUVRn iV e[SeUiencing ZiWh an aYeUage 

mediWaWiRn «if \RX clRVe \RXU e\eV, Whe mind iV Zild and iW¶V UXnning and WheUe¶V ceUWain 

imageU\ cRming XS...ZhaW Ze call a µmachsheYah ]arah m¶koach ha-m¶demah¶ [literally a 

³VWUange WhRXghW fURm Whe SRZeU Rf Whe imaginaWiRn´]. He XndeUVWandV WhiV aV ³emRWiRnall\ 

generated imagery which are coming from certain external associations based on a lifetime of 

bXildXS´ and WhaW ³WhRVe middot, those emotional core elements, they can be triggered by 

something happening in your day: a fear, a pain, a lust, a desire, ego or something and that's 

UeVRnaWing VR WR VSeak and aV iW UeVRnaWeV iW WhURZV XS menWal imageU\.´ FRU ³mRVW SeRSle 

when they begin their meditative SURceVV, WheUe¶V a ceUWain amRXnW Rf nRiVe in WheiU head and 

WhURXgh being mindfXl, RU ZhaWeYeU Whe WechniTXe \RX¶d UecRmmend, Whe\ ZRXld ZaWch Whem 
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gR dRZn.´ HRZeYeU, ³ZhaW haSSenV iV if WheUe iV VRmeWhing SaUWicXlaUl\ inWenVe, an aVVRciaWiRn 

WhaW¶V been WUiggeUed, Whe mRUe inWenVe WhaW iV: a) Whe mRUe iW¶V being WUiggeUed and b) Whe mRUe 

hard-ZiUed WhaW emRWiRn iV inWR \RXU cRnVciRXVneVV.´ The imSacW Rf WhiV iV WhaW ³Zhen iW geWV 

WUiggeUed \RX haYe nR caSaciW\ WR VWRS iW. ThaW¶V ZhaW ZRXld SURbabl\ be called a WUaXma. SR 

WhaW can Wake cRnWURl and Ueall\ imSinge XSRn Whe higheU cRnVciRXVneVV.´ 

He then explained how trauma can relate to higher consciousness in two different 

ways, in a healing way or a re-traumatizing capacity, depending on how the different aspects 

of the soul relate to each other: 

One is the middot themselves, a persons general middot, it¶s called the root emotions 
itself, bXt the\¶re not reall\ tied to emotions I ZoXld haYe to spend a long time 
describing Zhat the\ Zere. And then there¶s a part of the self called µChochmah¶  
which is one of the lowest levels of the soul, the lower level of the Divine soul, which 
is all light and all reYelation. NoZ it¶s Yer\ Yer\ poZerfXl. NoZ Zhen \oX tXrn it on, 
let¶s sa\ it¶s the eqXiYalent of pXtting light throXgh a slide projector. It¶s a Yer\ Yer\ 
powerful light and it floods your system with light. If done in the right way, what it 
does it can completel\ nXllif\ all the darkness, all the resistance and that¶s got to do 
with the healing power of the meditation experience. And almost all psychological 
healing comes from that mechanism and that¶s a discXssion. BXt let¶s sa\ the light got 
turned on and when it was there it would actually, sometimes depending on the 
mechanism, it can amplify and empower all the emotions. Now if those emotions are 
rXnning, \oX hit the slide, the projector, so Zhat¶s on the screen? Is it you know a very 
violent, awful movie, an aggressive, violent, cruel picture or is it just a beautiful, joyful 
picture? So that depends what the slide is in the slide projector. So if you imagine your 
middot, emotional states with their emotional baggage of a lifetime of journey; if 
the\¶Ye got pain, agon\ or stress ZhateYer, it¶s possible to go into a certain state and 
that light shines in and amplifies them rather then disperses and melts them and 
releases them. Once that happens, the person can go into a psychotic state. And I have 
seen this happen. 
 

One teacher and spiritual director (99227) described how certain practices and approaches 

allow trauma to heal without re-traumatizing the practitioner and that she incorporates 

aSSURacheV fURm InWeUnal Famil\ S\VWemV (IFS) WheUaS\, ZhaW Vhe WeUmV ³SaUWV ZRUk,´ WR dR 

accomplish this. She discussed how, 
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 I¶Ye learned to Zork Zith those parts of m\self that might¶Ye been actiYated. So I might 
do a sit Zhere I¶m not doing m\ traditional, like JesXs Pra\er practice, and finding a 
place of contemplatiYe space Zhere I¶m actXall\ actiYel\ engaging the parts Zork. So, 
I¶m more imaginatiYe in m\ practice [«] I¶Ye loYed oYer the last coXple \ears learning 
to go in and do deep healing work on parts that are, that might be holding emotion. 
So \es, it¶s ZonderfXl. I feel noZ if I¶m strXggling Zith something I haYe the tools to 
go into, maybe really deep memories and do some healing work with them, inviting in 
the DiYine to Zork, to heal. It¶s not reactiYating, it¶s not like I¶m going to cr\. I don¶t 
knoZ hoZ mXch \oX knoZ aboXt that Zord.  It¶s doing this beaXtifXl deep work, but 
without reactivating trauma.  

 
One Rabbi (99206) discussed how people with certain clinical diagnoses gravitate 

WRZaUdV SaUWicXlaU SUacWiceV and e[SeUienceV: ³I often find that²I think it happens in all 

religions²that people who are psychologically sick, I mean real psychologically sick, not just 

tendencies towards [...] that, bipolars often like the high meditational experience because they 

can become manic and Whe\ can gR fRU iW, VRmeRne haV WR Well Whem WhaW Whe\¶Ue Vick, iW¶V nRW 

WhaW Whe\¶Ue gUeaW.´ Finally, while not quite a (formal) clinical morbidity, other teachers 

discussed how certain practices or approaches to practice were needed for certain personality 

types to avoid harm. For example, one Sufi teacher (99236) shared how early on in her 

teaching career during the 1970s and 1980s, 

What happened a lot in those days, a lot of people with a very angelic way through 
life, in other words, people whose natural, um, ego structure was so sort of 
transcendent and angelic showed up to the path. And at first it was easy to see this 
people and µgosh, the\ don¶t seem to be bothered b\ an\thing, the\¶re fXll of light and, 
Xm, the\ often bring beaXt\, their idealism is Yer\ high.¶ And it Zas eas\ to think the\ 
were just a hop skip and a jump from great spiritual attainment. But often, as they 
entered the process, it became eYident earl\ on that the\ Zere, Xm, ah [«]not \et 
human, and so needed actually a lot of ego strength building and character building, 
in a certain sense, to be prepared for the deeper catalyzing of true spiritual awakening. 
And so that was very confusing for me, at first, because I would feel like well maybe I 
failed them, I let them doZn [«] and then oYer time I learned no, these people jXst 
need a great deal of time and a great deal of reassurance to come into their full human-
ness, into the deeper part of life and then, and then be ready to enter into the evolving 
mystery, so to speak. 
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In other words, while appearing at first glance to be spiritually advanced or mature, in her 

experience she found that these individuals actually needed more basic and fundamental 

psychological development before they could engage with the spiritual practices and 

frameworks offered in her tradition in a fruitful way. 

 

PRELIMINARY VS. ADVANCED PRACTICES 

 

Another major theme, and point of debate, that arose in the interviews was the 

distinction between preliminary practices and advanced practices, where both practitioners 

and teachers voiced the opinion that unnecessary suffering could result from premature 

engagement with the latter. One Jewish practitioner (99116) described how contemplative 

SUacWiceV RUienWed WRZaUdV ³tikkun ha-middot´ (UecWificaWiRn Rf chaUacWeU WUaiWV), XVXall\ nRW 

cRnVideUed a SaUWicXlaUl\ adYanced SUacWice, haYe WR be bXilW Rn Whe ³fRXndaWiRnV´ Rf ³haYing 

RXU life in check.´ He e[SlainV, 

I would say that a lot of people, they come to work on the character traits where sometimes 
the\ don¶t haYe the first stage in place. So, \oX haYe to be health\, and eYer\one knoZs 
Zhat health looks like. I¶m sXre \oX¶d ask a random person on the street, is it healthy to 
live in poverty, if a person chooses, or is it healthy to have pride and work? I think most 
people say yes to have pride and work. Most people would say to do some sort of exercise. 
Most people would say to have a mentor. But again, all of that¶s for \oX to bXild \oX, to 
giYe more to this Zorld. So Zhen \oX¶Ye got that in order then Ze moYe on, bXt reall\ it¶s 
not moYing on becaXse eYer\thing¶s eYolYing together. We moYe on to tikkXn middot. 

 
AnRWheU SUacWiWiRneU (99113) deVcUibed hRZ, ³WheUe¶V alZa\V been admRniWiRnV WhURXghRXW 

hiVWRU\ fURm Whe KabbaliVWV WhaW iW¶V beVW if VRmeRne be mRUe maWXUe, be Zell gURXnded, ZiWh 

famil\ life, and VWable befRUe XVing VRme Rf WheVe adYanced mediWaWiRnV.´ If nRW, ³Whe\ mighW 

think that the important thing is this otherworldly or advanced states of consciousness and not 
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knRZ hRZ WR UeinWegUaWe WhaW inVSiUed Za\ inWR Whe dail\ ZRUld.´ He alVR claUified WhaW 

extensive textual and legal study is certainly one of the classic preparations for these 

meditative practices: 

There¶s an idea that theor\ has to be connected Zith practice and meditation, the 
mysticism is connected with Jewish law, which is basically our responsibility towards 
ourselves, others, and God, and even the environment and animals. We have an 
endless, infinite, as Levinas would call it, an infinite responsibility that we have, so 
that¶s sort of like the litmXs test for an\ JeZish meditatiYe practice. Is it going to 
enhance my ability to fulfill those responsibilities? An endless burden which also is 
what makes me unique because only I have my particular set of responsibilities that 
are Xpon me. I can¶t« It¶s not e[changeable. 

 
Another Orthodox35 Rabbi (99206) also echoed both of these points in different terms. He 

described the classical teaching that mystical study and contemplative practice, compared to 

³Zine RU ice cUeam,´ mXVW be balanced b\ Whe ³meaW and SRWaWReV´ Rf Whe VWXd\ Rf TRUah and 

Talmud: 

People often go for the flash. It¶s jXst like, if \oX neYer had a mother or a father²at 
least if I never had a mother or a father²\oX¶d find me eating Ben and Jerr\¶s all the 
time. I jXst like Ben and Jerr\¶s mXch more than I like Zhole Zheat bread. BXt I know 
aboXt nXtrition so I eat Zhole Zheat bread eYen thoXgh I don¶t like it. So, often times 
people Zho are [...] don¶t Zant to be mentored, are Yer\ independent, think the\¶re 
very smart, they just do what they like, what they like is going with the wine and ice 
cream of life, Zhich of coXrse makes \oX sick. If \oX don¶t haYe the bread, \oX don¶t 
haYe the meat, and \oX don¶t haYe the potatoes, and all \oX haYe is the dessert and 
Zine, \oX¶re going to be a Yer\ sick person. So, these people, since the\¶re self-
medicated, the\ go after Zhat the\ like themselYes. The\ go for the highs and can¶t 
stay there. 

 
One metaphor used in some Jewish mystical and contemplative traditions to refer to a 

similar idea is that the altered states of consciousness resulting from meditation are like light 

in UelaWiRn WR Whe ³YeVVel´ (like a candle RU a lamS) Rf Whe Sh\Vical and behavioral 

 
35 It is worth noting (though perhaps not surprising) that it was only the orthodox Jewish practitioners and 
teachers that emphasized exoteric Jewish study (Torah and Talmud) and practice as a necessary preparations 
for Kabbalistic or other forms of contemplative practice. 
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commandments (mitzvot), and that the two have to be balanced so the vessel can contain the 

lighW and dReVn¶W VhaWWeU. HRZeYeU, Zhen I fUamed a TXeVWiRn in WheVe WeUmV, WhiV WeacheU 

preferred a different way of expressing the idea: 

Yes, I XsXall\ tell m\ stXdents that I don¶t like that simple metaphor Yer\ mXch, of the 
lights and the Yessels, becaXse it¶s mXch too simplistic, there¶s not one Yessel. UsXall\ 
a person sa\s µlight and Yessel¶ and the\ think: ³Ooh, I Zork on m\ contemplative 
aspects and then I Zork on the Yessel, I¶m a health\ person I¶ll eat Zhole Zheat bread 
and I¶ll get 8 hoXrs of sleep a da\.´ BXt there are so man\ Yessels that haYe to get 
e[pressed oXt. It¶s not one Yessel and it¶s not one light, it¶s²again Ze¶re gonna go 
back, I can¶t remember noZ, I think KX]ari lists like 12 different basic hXman needs 
to be health\ and if \oX¶re not doing all these things \oX¶re a sick person he sa\s, 
which are social, philanthropic, sensual, intellectual, emotional, sense of self 
confidence and making a living. He goes through all these basic needs. So, as you 
said, it has to be part of the cXrricXlXm, it has to alZa\s be pointed oXt, bXt it¶s not 
jXst the light and the Yessel, that¶s mXch too simplistic and I find that XsXall\ Zhen 
people read that in Kabbalistic literatXre, the\ don¶t [...] the\ jXst think there are these 
two and miss all the continuum pieces in the middle. Right, my metaphor, to make it 
clear to the guys, is that: the job of life is to play all the keys on the piano, that if you 
skip a ke\ \oX¶re not liYing all of life and that¶s the more mXltifaceted Yision that I 
think Judaism really has than just the light and the vessel. 

 
However, this Rabbi also challenged the idea that you have to fulfill the classical preliminary 

requirements (like being 40 years old) before engaging in mystical study and contemplative 

SUacWice, Vince if \RX ³Talk WR all Whe GedRlim [gUeaW RabbiV Rf Whe generation], the Shulchan 

AUXch [«] nR Rne Ueall\ hRldV like Whe ShXlchan AUXch WhaW \RX haYe WR finiVh all Rf ShaV 

[TalmXd] and \RX haYe WR, \RX knRZ, be 40 \eaUV Rld.´ While he himself is Ashkenazi, he 

referred to the Sephardi ³Rabbi Yaakov Hillel, one of Whe gUeaW KabbaliVWV in JeUXValem´ ZhR 

³XndeUVWandV WhaW iW meanV«\RX ZUiWe aW 40 VR SeRSle ZRn¶W Whink, µOh, I¶m a YeU\ VmaUW 18 

\eaU Rld VR I can dR iW Zhen I¶m 20¶ [«] IW¶V an idea Rf \RX haYe WR be VeWWled in \RXU daas 

[inWegUaWed knRZledge] and VeWWled in \RXU XndeUVWanding and When \RX can VWaUW dRing iW.´ He 

VhaUed WhaW he SeUVRnall\ knRZV ³man\ GedRlim´ ZhR ³haYe YeU\ VmaUW VWXdenWV, gRRd 

VWXdenWV ZhR VWaUW dRing iW Zhen Whe\¶Ue 28 WR 30.´ 
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Several Jewish teachers identified specific practices as particularly advanced and 

specifically known to cause harm if not engaged in properly. One set of practices identified 

as such by many were the meditative practices of Abraham Abulafia, the 13th Spanish 

Kabbalist whose writings and practices experienced a revival in the 1990s. One Jewish teacher 

(99204) diVcXVVed hRZ SeUVRnall\ Zhen he ZaV \RXngeU he ³made a miVWake I alZa\V WRld m\ 

students not to make²I started doing really advanced exercises which I found in books of a 

particular 12th  [13th] century meditator who, the way I describe it is, he can take you into outer 

VSace and Whe bRRkV neYeU Well \RX hRZ WR geW back.´ He alVR e[SUeVVed WhaW he ³had a lRW Rf 

cUiWiciVm Rf VRme Rf m\ cRlleagXeV ZhR VWaUWed Weaching AbXlafian WechniTXeV´ WR SeRSle 

ZiWhRXW VXfficienW SUeSaUaWiRn, Vince ³fURm ZhaW I XndeUVWand Rf AbXlafia he demanded a YeU\ 

severe regimen of purification before doing these exercises. That is, going into silent retreats 

of abstinence for a month or two months with fasting and not juVW jXmSing inWR Whe e[eUciVeV.´ 

He described the effects of those who were practicing these techniques in an improper manner 

and context: 

Well one of the things that happened, that I obserYed« People Zere getting Yer\ high 
on this and I saw people doing this publicly, chanting of Abulafian names and getting 
very high without various controls of who was present. And some people were getting 
ver\ Xpset or eYen, to Xse the colloqXial, ³freaked oXt´ b\ it. It became an inflX[ of 
energ\ and there Zere no channels to direct it. And that¶s perhaps a good Za\ of 
putting it, using a kind of model that sees the different centers of a human being or 
different energy centers, the goal of a meditative practice²as I understand it²is to 
get all of them well developed and aligned and balanced. What these Abulafian and 
other techniques did was to amplify one particular center that became dominant and 
entrained all the other centers of the being so that a person was quite distorted, was 
hyper-charged with energy. 

 

Part of the preparation, especially for advanced techniques, was what this teacher judged to 

be SURSeU inWenWiRn in engaging in Whe SUacWice, and he VhaUed WhaW, ³if I VaZ VRmeRne ZaV in 
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it for a sense of personal gratification and strengthening of certain aspects of their being, I 

XVed WR hRld Whem back, Ueall\ hRld Whem back.´ He added WhaW ³I¶Ye SURbabl\ made miVWakeV 

in holding too many people back than letting inappropriate people thrRXgh. And ma\be WhaW¶V 

jXVW m\ kind Rf SeUVRnal cRnVeUYaWiYe aSSURach WR WhingV, haYing been lRVW Rnce [«] I WhRXghW 

iW ZaV m\ URle WR helS SeRSle nRW WR miVXVe iW. I UegaUd iW aV a VacUed gifW and iW¶V nRW VRmeWhing 

to be played with.´ 

AnRWheU JeZiVh WeacheU (99202), Zhile cUiWical Rf Rabbi AU\eh KaSlan¶V bRRkV Rn 

JeZiVh mediWaWiRn fRU diVcXVVing adYanced SUacWiceV Zhile ³leaYing RXW baVic VWeSV,´ did echR 

KaSlan¶V ZaUningV36 around advanced practices related to ayin (liWeUall\ ³nR-Whing´ RU 

³nRWhingneVV´) mediWaWiRnV Vince an\ ³mediWaWiRn in Zhich \RX¶Ue giving up of the self I think 

iV definiWel\ Rne Rf Whe RneV ZheUe mRUe VWXff iV gRnna be dUedged XS.´ One Rabbi (99207) 

discussed another category of advanced practices that could be particularly dangerous for 

those without adequate preparation and/or guidance. He e[Slained WhaW Whe ³leYelV ZheUe iW 

cRXld be dangeURXV aUe Whe VXSeUnaWXUal leYelV´ Zhich fRU him iV maUked b\ ³if a SeUVRn 

actually reaches a state of true hitpashtut hagashmiut Zhich iV SURbabl\ ZhaW \RX call Whe µRXW 

Rf bRd\ e[SeUience,¶ When \ou are becoming susceptible, you are entering into a higher 

VSiUiWXal ZRUld and \RX aUe VXVceSWible WR bRWh SRViWiYe and negaWiYe fRUceV.´ AfWeU being aVked 

hRZ WhiV mighW manifeVW ShenRmenRlRgicall\, he claUified WhaW, ³IW cRXld be e[SeUienced in 

many different ways. It could be experienced at an extreme as death. It could be experienced, 

explained in the Gemara, the Talmud itself says insanity. It could be experienced by a lot of 

 
36 AU\eh KaSlan, in hiV ZRUkV inWURdXcing JeZiVh mediWaWiRn in Whe1980V, idenWified WhiV SUacWice aV ³YeU\ 
adYanced´ and ³e[WUemel\ dangeURXV´ Vince ³Rnce can geW µVZallRZed XS¶ in Whe nRWhingneVV Rf Whe mediWaWiRn 
and nRW be able WR UeWXUn.´ (KaSlan 1995, 83) 
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negaWiYe WhingV haSSening in WheiU life.´ He laWeU elabRUaWed Rn dangeUV aVVRciaWed ZiWh RWheU 

adYanced SUacWiceV´: 

 
99207: And there are things Zhere a person doesn¶t haYe to enter that conscioXsness, 
but could be using Kabbalistic names or something, so then a person does have to do 
them with the proper guidance and there is risk and danger in that. But most people 
that are looking to get into the introductory levels, when I say introductory levels: the 
things you could do all of your life and have extremely wondrous, profound 
experience²that¶s still introdXctor\ leYel. And the\ don¶t inYolYe shemot, the\ don¶t 
involve names, the\ don¶t inYolYe those in-depth Kabbalistic incantations, and they 
don¶t inYolYe trXe astral projection in that sense Zhich is the real, \oX knoZ the Yer\ 
dangeroXs areas«A person¶s not read\. YoX¶re basicall\ to some degree making 
yourself a vessel to attract. And therefore \oX haYe to be carefXl Zhat \oX¶re going to 
attract depending on your purity.  
NF:  Who you invite in. 
99207:  Who you invite in, right.  

 
In a slightly different vein, one Sufi teacher (99234) described how he had worked 

with students who had experience in other traditions (like forms of Yoga) or with other breath 

practices that they were not prepared for: 

Yeah, I haYe Zorked Zith people in this territor\. And sometimes folks, the one¶s I¶Ye 
Zorked Zith in particXlar, the\ often come from a sort of ³bad prana\ama,´ I¶ll jXst 
say to put a label on it. Someone who was taught some sort of pranayama practice, 
alternate nostril breathing in other words, with holding the breath in a particular 
center [«] Xm, Zhere the person instrXcting them Zas not skillfXl enoXgh and the\ 
had this sort of emergency, break-throXgh and no container for it [«]No Za\ to 
contextualize it or contain it you would say, in a useful way. These are difficult 
situations.  

 
In other words, the practice was judged to be too advanced or inappropriate because of its 

dramatic consciousness expanding effects that were unable to be integrated and/or understood 

by the student (or made sense of by the teacher for the student) in an appropriate manner. Here 

part of the responsibility falls on the teacher for teaching unskillfully, but he continued that 

WhiV iVVXe iV ³gRnna cRme XS mRUe and mRUe becaXVe eYeU\Whing¶V being SXbliVhed, Ze haYe 

the internet. You can go online and get a YouTXbe fRU hRZ WR dR all VRUWV Rf SUana\ama [« ] 
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WhaW SeRSle VhRXldn¶W be dRing. And \RX knRZ, iW¶V eYen mRUe WhaW Za\ nRZ When iW ZaV WZenW\ 

\eaUV agR. SR [«] iW¶V jXVW gRnna keeS haSSening.´ One SXfi SUacWiWiRneU (99121) deVcUibed 

such a trajectory, where her experience in a former Sufi tradition doing ³heaY\ dhikU´ caXVed 

³eneUg\ mRYing WhURXgh me Ueall\ badl\´ WhaW neceVViWaWed WhiV WeacheU (99234) WR ZRUk ZiWh 

heU XVing ³VRfWeU´ and mRUe ³genWle and haUmRni]ing´ bUeaWhing SUacWiceV, WhRXgh Vhe 

UeSRUWed WhaW Whe ³chaRWic´ eneUgeWic effecWV VWill laVWed for about 15 years for her.  

And finall\, Rne ChUiVWian WeacheU deVcUibed hRZ, in Whe HeV\chaVWic WUadiWiRn, ³WheUe 

was a fundamental level that was taught to everybody, and you can learn from a book, just 

Va\ing Whe SUa\eU ³LRUd JeVXV ChUiVW, haYe meUc\ Rn me.´ BXW VRme Rf Whe mRUe, what you 

might call esoteric teachings that went with it, like how to place it on the breath, or on the 

heaUWbeaW, ZeUe neYeU WaXghW b\ bRRk. TheVe ³cRXld Rnl\ be dRne in diUecW WUanVmiVViRn fURm 

a WeacheU [«] becaXVe \RX had WR gaXge Whe SV\chic VWUengWh and the level of integration of 

Whe SeUVRn \RX ZeUe ZRUking ZiWh.´ 

CATAPHATIC VS. APOPHATIC 

 

In Christian contemplative traditions, the discussion around dangers associated with 

advanced practices²and thus their potential for causing harm and unnecessary suffering²

RfWen RYeUlaSSed ZiWh diVcXVViRnV Rf Whe UelaWiYe meUiWV Rf ³caWaShaWic´ and ³aSRShaWic´ 

contemplative practices, where the latter traditionally were understood to be more advanced 

(and dangerous), although the Centering Prayer practice was identified as apophatic in nature 

and as being taught widely to beginner meditators without preparatory cataphatic practices.37 

 
37 Interestingly, one Christian teacher (99221), described how within the Centering Prayer tradition, they 
believe the Centering Prayer practice is actually a preliminary practice that leads more advanced forms:  
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One Catholic priest (99225) discussed his reservations with beginning to meditate 

XVing aSRShaWic SUacWiceV VXch aV CenWeUing PUa\eU in WhiV Za\, declaUing ³YRX fiUVW haYe WR 

have an identity before you forget it. And some students I know, young people, they want to 

fRUgeW Whe ZRUld. And \RX haYe WR Well Whem, µZell, \RX haYe WR gURZ XS fiUVW.¶´ AnRWheU 

(Protestant) Christian teacher (99223) discussed the difference between the cataphatic practice 

he teaches and more apophatic practices: 

So, the practice entails first of all getting grounded in your breathing, in your space, 
internally and whatnot. And, breathing practices, various forms of mindful practices, 
Centering prayer practices, apophatic practices can be really helpful for that initial 
state of just getting into a centered, grounded space. For some people that's plenty 
and that's a beautiful space you can dwell in. But where our practice becomes most 
important is: sometimes material comes up, that doesn't so easily get let go of. I'm 
continually distracted, or I'm embedded in an emotion that I can't fully dis-embed 
myself from. Whether it's anger or fear or attracted lust or sorrow or joy or whatever. 
So that's when this practice becomes most important. The other places that we find it 
becomes important is that people can wrestle with emotions or impulses or fantasies 
or internal voices of self-critique or loathing or perfectionism or whatnot that grip us 
that we can't get freedom from. And we can do a practice that is more apophatic that 
gives us a temporary respite from that, but it never really heals or transforms that 
experience. So we have a temporary respite, then we go back into our life, and later 
that day or the next day or whatever, the same things [....] we get enmeshed in the 
same interior movements. So, over time, these kind of more apophatic practices didn't 
really do much in terms of transforming our internal experience around these internal 
voices or emotions or impulses or fantasies or whatnot. So, [we recognized the 
importance of] creating practices that engages that material directly. 

 
The advantage of this practice is that it honors defense mechanisms of the psyche, as opposed 

to apophatic practices which can, according to him, do the opposite: 

But I would even go a step further and say, not only that, but those spiritual practices 
are really irresponsibly, disrespecting the protective systems that hold trauma and 

 
 

Keating doesn't do centering prayer anymore. He considers centering prayer to be what you were 
talking aboXt earlier...a gateZa\ into something more, later. So, it's jXst the bab\ step«It's 
preliminary. And so, for him, I mean what he does, he just shuts his eyes and he effortlessly is there. 
The only effort it takes is just shutting his eyes. For him, centering prayer is a kind of baby step, 
preliminary, effort filled, practice, as effortless as it may seem to the rest of us. So in some ways it 
matches what you were saying about Buddhist practice too, the effort part being necessary but then 
dropping away. 
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hold reall\ poZerfXl ps\chic energ\ [.... ] It's like eYer\thing in me that's sa\ing: µI 
don't Zant to do this an\more...I'm done...I need a break...I Zant to go take a Zalk¶ or 
whatever, all of that is disregarded, disregarded you know, disregarded and force 
yourself to stay in that process. Keep your foot on the accelerator and just keep...and 
no wonder...I mean it's gonna work, you are forcing those protective systems away, 
you're getting deep experience, but the psyche knows how much deep experience it can 
handle along the way and that's why the protective systems are there. The other way 
to say all this is that our psyche knows how to heal and we have the resources to heal 
all that deep trauma, and that deep experience but it's by...it is through respecting 
and being present to the system as it is, nonviolently, and compassionately that helps 
melt, and relax those systems a little bit at a time, so that a little at a time, the deeper 
trauma can come up in manageable ways...that's a much more organic, much more 
respectful to the way our interior worlds are constructed, much more compassion-
based way of healing and restoring our interior wounds and our traumas what not. As 
we do that...we would be violating the process if we got to a place where 
hospitalization was necessary, we would have been ignoring our process itself. 
[emphasis mine] 

 
He e[Slained hRZ he¶V ³been aW UeWUeaW cenWeUV RU UeWUeaWV ZheUe WheUe iV WhiV kind Rf cRnWinXal 

push towards a particular place and it gets more and more intense and around the edges it's 

nRW XVXall\ UecRgni]ed, bXW aURXnd Whe edgeV aUe, µI jXVW dRn'W ZanW WR dR WhiV WRda\¶ RU µI jXVW 

ZanW WR, enRXgh¶ RU µman, I gRW RXW Rf WRda\'V VeVViRn and I jXVW ZanWed WR binge Rn fRRd RU 

make lRYe WR VRmebRd\¶ RU ZhaWeYeU.´ FURm hiV SeUVSecWiYe, WhiV kind Rf UeVSRnVe WR 

cRnWemSlaWiYe SUacWice ³iV kind Rf Whe SV\che'V way of compensating for, 'something's getting 

WRR WendeU and WRR faU.¶´ ThiV WeacheU VhaUed hiV RZn e[SeUience ZiWh CenWeUing SUa\eU SUacWice 

ZheUe ³I ZaV a SUacWiWiRneU fRU \eaUV, and I ended XS in a hRVSiWal, I mean, m\ RZn SV\chic 

bUeakdRZn, and iW ZaV«it had multiple dimensions to it, but one of them was how these 

SUacWiceV ZeUe nRW helSing eTXiS me WR deal ZiWh ZhaW ZaV cRming XS´ in Whe SUacWice. He 

deVcUibed hRZ ³iW ZaV RXW Rf haYing WR find m\ RZn Za\V Rf Ueall\ engaging in a healing, 

grounded and restoring way this psychic material that we developed, and I discovered, this 
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ZhRle RWheU Za\ Rf engaging´38 in contemplative practice. In his own teaching career of this 

alternative approach, he describes how difficult experiences can also arise, but he believes 

WheUe aUe VafegXaUdV bXilW inWR Whe SUacWice Zhich dReVn¶W UeVXlW in mRUe VeYeUe diVWUeVV RU 

impairment: 

We've definitely had deep stuff being triggered that needed some attention, that needed 
extra, extra, extra care. So I would spend hours with this person kind of working and 
getting them back down from whatever is happening, but we've never uncorked 
something that was so intense that it exceeded the resources of the person or the 
community that it required hospitalization or anything like that and I think one of the 
major differences is because we're not pushing past to try to unearth deeper psychic 
experience than wants to happen at the time. 

 
On the other side of this debate, a teacher of Centering Prayer (99222) described some 

Rf Whe UiVkV aVVRciaWed ZiWh Whe SUacWice fURm heU SeUVSecWiYe, WhaW, ³Whe mRVW VeUiRXV damage 

or serious danger zone in Centering Prayer for many people is the, it easily strays into the 

realm which some teachers have called, in the BuddhiVW WUadiWiRn, call µVinking mind,¶ in Zhich 

WheUe¶V nR WhRXghWV bXW WheUe¶V nR, nRbRd\ hRme´ b\ Zhich Vhe meanV ³Whe aZaUeneVV and Whe 

attention get so, sort of, lax and diffuse that yoX Ueall\ aUen¶W mediWaWing, \RX¶Ue aVleeS.´ The 

dangeU iV WhaW ³WheUe can be a cXlWiYaWiRn Rf emSWineVV fRU iW¶V RZn Vake´ Zhich ³can becRme 

a deYice fRU, in WhaW VenVe, a Uadical eVcaSiVm fRU \RXUVelf.´ She nRWed WhaW, ³ThRmaV KeaWing 

has been very, very fiUm Zhen, in Whe Rne RU WZR caVeV WhaW I¶Ye ZaWched him, nRWe SeRSle 

who seem to be giving indications of using the practice for that, just sort of (laughs) cosmic 

 
38 One practitioner (99103) described engagement with images as central to his own Jesuit framework as well, 
which has a more cataphatic orientation and understanding of contemplation: 

 
So for Ignatius, for instance, contemplation is not so much an imageless process.  For him, 
contemplations are an imaginative process where you are engaging stories at deeper and deeper 
levels until you become the story [laughs].  You enter it at that level.  Hopefully that makes some 
sense to you.  But that's ultimately what it's about.  So it's more like an image from another tradition, 
it's more Tibetan than Zen.  It¶s making Xse of actiYe YisXali]ation, imaginatiYe figXres, as \oXr gXide 
into something that opens out beyond that.  And that's been the framework for me  
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nihiliVm´ and hiV UeVSRnVe ZaV ³fRUcing Whem WR cRme back WR VRme VWURngeU WeWheU Rf Whe 

aWWenWiRn VR Whe\ jXVW dRn¶W diVaSSeaU dRZn WheiU RZn ke\ hRle«YRX can hide in WhiV SUa\eU 

and Xh, and jXVW flRaW in ZhaW JRhn Main Rnce called µWhe SeUniciRXV Seace.¶ This danger, 

WhRXgh, ZRXld be a UeVXlW Rf imSURSeU SUacWice, ZheUe ³Whe SeRSle ZhR haYe a lRW Rf Velf-

hatred, and a lot of shame issues, particularly, who just really, if you ask them what they 

wanted to do in life, it would be to disappear down their own keyhole, can use Centering 

PUa\eU WhaW Za\.´ A VecRnd dangeU UeVXlWV fURm ³Whe YeU\ UaSid engagemenW Rf maWeUial fURm 

Whe XncRnVciRXV´ WhaW iV a nRUmaWiYe aVSecW and UeVXlW Rf Whe SUacWice,39 ZheUe, ³SeRSle ZhR 

enWeU cenWeUing SUa\eU, SaUWicXlaUl\ Zhen Whe\ cRme WR WheiU fiUVW inWenViYe, ZheUe \RX¶Ue dRing 

three and a half hours of prayer a day for eight straight days, enter a kind of space where the 

disarming of the egoic repressive mechanisms and the emergence into the consciousness of 

SUeYiRXVl\ XncRnVciRXV maWeUial, inclXding Rld WUaXmaV, can be an iVVXe.´ While WhiV maWeUial 

can be healed Zhen iW aUiVeV, VXch healing dReVn¶W alZa\V haSSen aXWRmaWicall\, and 

sometimes the material that arises causes distress. If this happens, the normal Centering Prayer 

practice may need to be complemented by another practice: 

And if it happens, as it occasionally does, [that] the material that is coming up has a 
lot of an emotional charge to it, so mXch so that people can¶t jXst retXrn to Zhat \oX 
ZoXld call a µmeditatiYe state,¶ it¶s sXggested that the\ Xse a parallel practice for daily 
life Zhich is called ³the Zelcoming practice,´ in Zhich \oX become ph\sicall\ aZare 
of Zhat¶s going on as sensation in \oXr bod\, and \oX sta\ present to the sensation, in 
this case the sensation of the upset or the trauma, while saying the word very quietly 
³Zelcome.´ So that \oX¶re not resisting it, bXt \oX¶re not tangling Zith it, \oX¶re 
letting it be. So, the suggestion is that during the prayer time, you get through it that 
Za\. WhateYer \oX do, \oX don¶t engage conscioXsl\ Zith the material during the 
pra\er time [«] And then, Zhen the pra\er period is oYer, then \oX can do Zhat \oX 
want with the material. And, very often that welcoming practice will take you a long 
way, even as you move back into conscious life, that many people are just, you know, 
as RooseYelt or ChXrchill or ZhoeYer said, it's ³the onl\ thing Ze haYe to fear is fear 

 
39 Called b\ ThRmaV KeaWing in VRme Rf hiV ZUiWingV Whe ³XnlRading Rf Whe XncRnVciRXV´ (KeaWing 2006, 15) 
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itself.´ And the terror of traXmatic material is actXall\ greater anticipated than it is 
when you're actually going through it. So, the welcoming practice helps people not to 
be afraid of actually being present to trauma when it surfaces. And knowing that when 
you get it out of story, and into allowing your whole sensate being to share it just as 
energy in your body, it's easier to get through.  

 
While some amount of discomfort and distress may be necessary to this process, by 

complementing the purely apophatic40 Centering prayer practice with the welcoming prayer 

practice, a certain amount of added and unnecessary suffering can be avoided. This teacher 

added WhRXgh WhaW, ³if maWeUial emeUgeV Zhich needV WR be inWegUaWed in naUUaWiYe fRUm, \RX 

know, sometimes it's well advised to, to seek out a spiritual director or even a 

SV\chRWheUaSiVW.´ 

 
SOCIAL SUPPORT 

TEACHERS, SPIRITUAL DIRECTORS, AND COMPANIONS 

 

Teachers were emphasized, both by practitioners and teachers themselves, as 

important to help practitioners avoid pitfalls and the very real dangers which contemplative 

practice can present. For many of the practitioners interviewed, contemplative practices were 

understood to be quite powerful and could be used for tremendous healing and transformation 

with proper guidance, or misused with destructive results without it. On the other hand, many 

 
40 ThiV WeacheU (99222) added WhaW, ³in Whe ChUiVWian WUadiWiRn, iW'V a miVcRnceSWiRn Ze call aSRShaWic, Ueall\, a 
theology of nothingness. It really isn't. It's really about learning to perceive isness through the more subtle 
facXlWieV.´ InVWead Rf ³ZRUVhiSing the dark, it's about learning to see in the dark, by subtle connective faculties 
Whe\ neYeU eYen kneZ Whe\ had´ and ³ZhaW \RX Ueall\ aUe leaUning in CenWeUing PUa\eU, ideall\, iV nRW finding 
an access route to some preferred state, be it peace, nothingness, (laughs) non-duality, it's the capacity to be 
aZake and Rka\ in an\ VWaWe.´  
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teachers described how they ascribed much unnecessary suffering caused by improperly 

trained or unskillful teachers teaching the practices in harmful ways.  

 

PRACTITIONERS 

 

Many subjects discussed how guidance from a knowledgeable and accessible teacher 

or mentor was one of the most important factors in addressing their distressing or impairing 

experiences. 99101 described how a key turning point in her own healing journey was when 

Vhe ³fRXnd VRmebRd\ WhaW I ZaV able WR Walk ZiWh abRXW ZhaW haSSened« becaXVe Vhe had had 

some experiences that were not identical, but similar enough.  So I began a correspondence 

ZiWh heU [«] fRU VeYeUal \eaUV WR helS me VRUW RXW ZhaW haSSened WR me, Zhich ZaV a lifeline.´ 

99103 VhaUed WhaW eVSeciall\ ³in m\ laWe 20V I feel ceUWain JeVXiWV´ ZeUe imSRUWanW in gXiding 

him RXW Rf hiV VSiUiWXal cUiViV, ³eVSeciall\ RneV ZhR ZeUe UediVcRYeUing Whe deeSeU meaning Rf 

these retreats that I was on, to be done mRUe in SeUVRnal Za\.´ 99110 diVcXVVed hRZ a VSiUiWXal 

director helped him to understand his trajectory in contemplative practice as a classic 

experience of the dark night of the spirit: 

BXt it Zasn¶t Xntil I Zas actXall\ in [cite name] that a spiritual director that I had 
begXn to see, and I told him this stor\ after I¶d gotten to knoZ him a bit, and basicall\ 
he just helped me to sit and reinterpret it very quickly in terms of classic mystical 
teaching, which is that when the influx of God floods the soul, when it really floods the 
soXl, Zhat \oX immediatel\ e[perience is absence, and Yoid, and emptiness. That¶s 
classic Christian mysticism. 

 
Interestingly, another spiritual director and Carmelite priest three years earlier had also 

VXggeVWed WhaW inWeUSUeWaWiRn WR him, WhRXghW iW didn¶W haYe neaUl\ Whe Vame imSacW aW Whe Wime: 
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I remember three years earlier I went to Rome, I went on a trip to Europe for the first 
time, and I Zas in Rome and I¶d made contact Zith a Carmelite priest, Zho Zas a 
friend of a Carmelite priest Zho Zas a friend of mine in MelboXrne [«] He Zas 
helpful, and he said, he did sa\, like in Zhat \oX¶Ye described, \oX see he offered a 
feZ sXggestions and a coXple of people he thoXght it ZoXld be XsefXl to talk to [«] 
BXt he also said, there¶s a lot in Zhat \oX said that is Yer\ mXch congrXent Zith the 
Dark Night, and you should really consider that. But it, it kind of was helpful, but I 
didn¶t entirel\ bX\ it. It didn¶t kind of Zork for me. BXt a feZ \ears later in Berkele\, 
when I talked through it with this other spiritual director who I was seeing regularly, 
and he began to reframe it, it jXst Zas, ³of coXrse, of coXrse´, it¶s like obYioXs. 

 
While in WhiV caVe iW ZaVn¶W WhaW a WeacheU SUeemSWiYel\ SUeYenWed XnneceVVaU\ VXffeUing, bXW 

b\ RffeUing WhiV inWeUSUeWaWiRn aW a Wime WhaW Whe VXbjecW ZaV able WR ³bX\ iW,´ he UelieYed VRme 

Rf Whe ³deeS VenVe Rf diVWUeVV´ Rf Whe e[SeUience and ³iW ceUWainly changed the meaning, and 

Whe feeling WhaW I had inWeUiRUl\, WhaW I hadn¶W been beWUa\ed.´  

99121, a ZeVWeUn SXfi SUacWiWiRneU, deVcUibed hRZ, ³I UemembeU Welling [WeacheU¶V 

name] that I was very grateful I met him because I was somewhat concerned that I was delving 

more into all kinds of things especially with the spirituality and this shamanistic stuff 

beginning WR call WR me and nRW VXUe hRZ WR lRRk aW Whe e[SeUienceV.´ She added, ³I WRld him 

WhaW he VhRZed XS WR keeS m\ heaUW in Whe UighW Slace.´ One JeZiVh SUacWiWiRneU (99116), Zhen 

reflecting on his own contemplative trajectory and why he had never encountered serious 

meditation-UelaWed difficXlWieV, RffeUed WhaW, ³m\ jRXUne\, m\ jRXUne\ Whank GRd haV been a 

healthy journey. The better you know yourself, the less likely it's going to happen. So I've 

been, from a very young age, I've had as I said, I've had very good mentors, my parents, 

grandparents. They've poured into me the self-knRZledge. ThaW'V ZhaW TRUah meanV [«] 

dUaZing RXW WhaW Zhich iV deeS ZiWhin. ThaW'V ZhaW iW iV.´ ThiV SUacWiWiRneU alVR VhaUed VRme 

of his learnings related to an imaginal practice of hitpashtut ha-gashmiut [literally stripping 

off corporeality] arguably comparable to the experience of shamanic journeying. He shared 

WhaW aW WimeV in WhiV SUacWice he had Veen WhingV he VhRXldn¶W haYe WhaW caXVed him VRme 
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distress, and when asked how he learned the line between what was fruitful and what was 

harmful in this practice, he responded, 

Sometimes it's trial and error, but that's why we have mentors.41 You know we have, it 
sa\s in the Mishnah, it sa\s in oXr laZ, µacqXire for \oXrself a RaY.¶ What's a RaY? A 
mentor. And the mentor helps you but sometimes you mess up anyway. (Laughs) 
Sometimes \oX get e[cited, \oX go like µWoooh!¶ and then \oX¶re like \ou fly 
someZhere, µAhhhh¶ and then \oX fall. It¶s like imagining a bird, chick learning to fl\.  
µI can fl\!¶ and then the\ fall to the floor becaXse the\ recogni]e that the\'re fl\ing and 
they forget how to fly. So both, both. 

 
 

TEACHERS 

 

Many teachers discussed how poor quality of teaching was at fault for most non-

normative suffering or harm related to contemplative practice. As mentioned above, one Sufi 

teacher (99234) acknowledged having worked with students who had previously encountered 

XnneceVVaU\ difficXlWieV ZheUe ³Whe SeUVRn inVWUXcWing Whem ZaV nRW VkillfXl enRXgh and Whe\ 

had WhiV VRUW Rf emeUgenc\ bUeakWhURXgh and nR cRnWaineU fRU iW.´ HRZeYeU, WhiV Vame WeacheU 

described how even despite the best efforts of good teachers, harm can VWill RccXU: ³bXW \RX 

know, things go wrong. How should we say? As I say to my colleagues, you know, mistakes 

Zill haSSen. YRX¶Ue jXVW WU\ing WR aYRid Ueall\ miVWakeV WhaW Ueall\ caXVe a lRW Rf VXffeUing.´ 

 
41 Interestingly this practitioner shared that his communication and guidance from his own teachers was not 
limiWed WR Whe eaUWhl\, embRdied Slane: ³Once fRU e[amSle, Zhen VRme Rf m\ menWRUV haYe gUadXaWed fURm 
WhiV ZRUld Whe\'Ye, giYen me a SUeVenW [«] One Rf m\« Rne menWRU I ZaV YeU\ clRVe WR, Zhen he died, I cRXld 
do things I could never do before. I could do things I could never do before and he still communicates with me, 
WellV me WR dR WhiV and WR dR WhaW WR dR, and WR dR Whe RWheU Whing.´ AnRWheU SXfi practitioner (99123) (who was 
also a teacher) echoed this idea, that the relationship between him and his teachers (and students) were not 
bound by the normal laws of time and space:  

like many lineages , we feel that we have a connection with the teacher not dependent on either on 
being in the body. So what I teach my students I call the coconut wires, so that means you and I can 
communicate without Skype. You know, without being in the same planet, without being in the same 
stage of dev - you know etc. etc, we can connect, so there's a sense , an inner sense of being guided by 
one's teacher and the chain of the lineage. 
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FRU him, Whe WeacheU cRXld accidenWall\ caXVe haUm b\ Weaching ³Whe ZURng SUacWiceV aW Whe 

ZURng Wime RU Whe\ gR WR VRmeRne ZhR¶V nRW TXiWe e[SeUienced and Whe\ giYe Whem a SUacWice 

WhaW SXWV Whem inWR a VWaWe Whe\¶Ue nRW Uead\ WR handle.´ AnRWheU SXfi Weacher  (99236) 

diVcXVVed hRZ in Whe 1970¶V Zhen Vhe and heU cRlleagXeV ZeUe fiUVW aXWhRUi]ed WR Weach b\ 

their teachers, they were often very young and unprepared for the challenges that being a 

community leader or spiritual mentor entailed. She described hRZ ³in Whe eaUl\ da\V, WhRVe Rf 

XV ZhR ZeUe WeacheUV [«] I ZaV in m\ 20V Weaching SXfiVm, ZhaW a jRke. I ZaV WRWall\ VinceUe, 

I was totally at the service of anybody that came to me, and I was as immature as the newest 

gUaSe Rn Whe Yine.´ She alVR e[SUeVVed hRZ Vhe felW WhaW Whe ³VSiUiWXal maUkeWSlace´ WRda\ iV 

fXll Rf ³URck VWaU´ VSiUiWXal WeacheUV ZhR WUaYel Whe ZRUld giYing lecWXUeV and UeWUeaWV bXW aUe 

not interested in the long-term relationships with students that she feels are necessary for 

authentic VSiUiWXal gURZWh. The\ RfWen WimeV ³make a gUeaW deal Rf SURfiW and mRne\ fURm 

people and walk out at the end of the workshop or seminar with a pocket full of money, leaving 

SeRSle WR WheiU RZn deYiceV.´ AnRWheU SXfi WeacheU (99233) echRed WhiV VenWimenW, remarking 

hRZ man\ WeacheUV WRda\ ³aUe dUiYen b\ financial mRWiYeV WR giYe laUge UeWUeaWV ZiWhRXW 

SURYiding Whe neceVVaU\ cRnWaineU fRU WhRVe fRllRZing Whe SaWh.´ He added WhRXgh WhaW ³I feel 

strongly about people giving spiritual practices and then not taking responsibility for those 

ZhR haYe difficXlW e[SeUienceV Zhile dRing Whe SUacWiceV´ Vince he belieYeV WheUe ³iV acWXall\ 

a spiritual law that if you give someone a practice you are responsible for the effect of the 

practice on the person. But this is UaUel\ fRllRZed in WRda\'V VSiUiWXal maUkeWSlace!´ He ZenW 

Rn WR UeSeaWedl\ emShaVi]e WhaW ³in Whe SXfi WUadiWiRn Whe WeacheU-disciple relationship is 

central, as the teacher is needed to help the student through the stages of the path and explain 

any stateV RU e[SeUienceV WhaW ma\ haSSen in RU RXW Rf mediWaWiRn´ and WhaW ³iW needV WR be a 
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one-to-one relationship, as every individual is different and the path will be different for each 

Rf XV.´ The Vheikh RU gXide iV Whe ³VXSSRUW V\VWem´ and iV UeVSRnVible fRU ³keeSing cRnWinXal 

ZaWch RYeU Whe VWaWeV Rf Whe Za\faUeU.´ He alVR UelaWed hRZ in Sufism there are two types of 

teachers, the instructing teacher (shaykh al-talim) who provides teachings and instructions, 

and the mentoring master (shaykh al-tarbiyya) ZhR ³lRRkV afWeU Whe VSiUiWXal Zell-being´ Rf 

the student or disciple²the latter fulfilling a critical role but which is much more demanding 

and Wime cRnVXming Rf Whe WZR.´ AnRWheU SXfi WeacheU (99234) deVcUibed VRme Rf Whe 

differences between Sufi traditions in different cultures in terms of the student-teacher 

relationship: 

Some of the more Eastern or Middle Eastern traditions, the guides, the teachers, the 
Sheikhs don¶t reall\ haYe this sort of person-to-person relationship with their students. 
We in the West, the orders that have come to the West, that is to Europe and to the 
U.S. We tend to have taken on some of that 1-to-1, psychological, you know sitting 
Zith \oXr gXide getting practices sort of thing. [«] Whereas in a lot of the Eastern 
orders the\ reall\ don¶t Zork that Za\. I mean as I¶Ye traYeled Zidel\ in the East, I 
know colleagues in other countries. So, you know your murshid, your sheikh you know 
he may have a half a million murids. I met one guy from Bangladesh who had half a 
million merits. Imagine tr\ing to get an appointment Zith him. (LaXghing) I mean it¶s 
not happening. So in that case, bXt he¶s doing practices Zith people. He¶s sort of like 
the commXnit\ leader. YoX knoZ, and it¶s not to sa\ that nothing is happening it¶s jXst 
happening in a much different context then we would have. So in that case the person 
doesn¶t reall\, isn¶t reall\ that interested in [«] all the different maqams and all the 
different states and all this stuff. But there are people who are interested and know 
aboXt this stXff so[«] BXt it¶s not eYer\bod\. Again, it depends on Zhere the lineage 
is, Zhere the Tariqa is and Zho the\¶re serYing and like that. Some are mXch more 
social-action oriented. Like some of the African ones where the Sheikhs tend to be like, 
µOka\, let¶s create some good for the Yillage and bXild things and do things and take 
care of the poor.¶ YoX knoZ, and that¶s all great too. 

 
SeYeUal RWheU SXfi WeacheUV emShaVi]ed hRZ imSRUWanW ³iniWiaWiRn´ inWR WheiU WUadiWiRn XndeU 

the guidance of a teacher was since students know that they can always get in touch with and 

rely on their teacher for guidance and advice. For example, one teacher (99231) described 
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hRZ, ³We haYe a faiUl\ fRUmal iniWiaWiRn SURceVV in Zhich, Zhen \RX Wake a VWXdenW and Whe\ 

Wake \RX aV a WeacheU, iW'V a lifelRng cRmmiWmenW´ and ³iW'V TXiWe a VeUiRXV cRmmiWmenW.´ 

One Sufi teacher (99236) described the traditional understanding of the three stages of 

fana RU ³annihilaWiRn,´ Whe fiUVW Rf Zhich iV fana f¶il sha\kh (annihilation in the Shaykh), and 

how important this stage is for ensuring progress occurs smoothly along the path and there 

iVn¶W an\ kindV Rf XnneceVVaU\ VXffeUing: 

the path, as the Sufis have traditionally offered it, comes in three stages. The first is 
fana f¶il shak\kh, Zhere \oX find one person, and it doesn¶t haYe to be a great spiritXal 
master, it could just be a wise, mature human being. And a person engages with this 
person and, my informal words for it, they listen as though it might be God speaking. 
And put their trXst, take hand«it¶s a mXtXal commitment b\ sha\kh and b\ the stXdent, 
a mutual commitment to the unfoldment of the student but also, with each new student, 
the sha\kh learns and is transformed also. So fana f¶il sha\kh is, at a certain point one 
realizes that the teacher one thought was outside and one maybe met with a several 
times a \ear, \oX knoZ, at the annXal Zorkshop or ZhateYer, is inside one¶s heart. 
And there¶s no separation«one¶s internal boXndaries dissolYe and, Xm, there¶s a neZ 
ease in life. It¶s also, man\ people, as \oX knoZ, go throXgh spiritXal aZakening 
without the involvement of a shaykh or another human being. And the reason Sufis 
emphasize having a shaykh is because it is very reassuring to know that someone 
walked through this fire and not only came out the other side but became useful to 
other hXman beings. It¶s a good beacon and e[ample and a stabili]ing force Zhen 
things get Zobbl\. To sa\, µZell, m\ teacher did it and the\¶Ye got faXlts and the\¶Ye 
got, you know, all kinds of foibles.¶ [«] One¶s gXide is, is an oasis, especiall\ in the 
early stages. 
 

Several Jewish teachers emphasized that many of the people they had encountered who had 

experienced a lot of distressing effects of meditation were those who practiced unsupervised 

or without an adequately experienced teacher. For example, one Jewish teacher who was also 

a licenVed clinician (99125) VhaUed WhaW, ³Most of the cases of adverse reactions from 

meditation that I treated were in the 1970s and 1980s²both in [two geographic locations in 

the US]. Some of the individuals were hospitalized at a private psychiatric hospital, where I 

worked at the time, as a result of psychotic symptoms resulting from the meditation activity, 

but most were people I treated as out-SaWienWV in m\ SUiYaWe SUacWice.´ He When added, ³My 
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general recollection is that virtually all of these patients had gotten into deep forms of 

mediWaWiRn ZiWh liWWle RU nR VXSeUYiViRn.´ Unfortunately, several Jewish practitioners and 

teachers lamented the fact that there were not many teachers of Jewish meditation around 

today, which one Rabbi (99204) attributed to the effects of the Holocaust where most of the 

living oral traditions of (Ashkenazi) Jewish contemplative practice had been destroyed.   

Multiple Christian teachers also emphasized the importance of having a teacher or a 

spiritual director that one could consult with on an ongoing basis as one grows and develops 

in WheiU cRnWemSlaWiYe SUacWice. One ChUiVWian WeacheU (99222) deVcUibed hRZ, ³ZiWhin Whe 

Christian milieu, these days, there's a lot of emphasis that when people are on the spiritual 

journey at all, that they should, at some point along the way, get into relationship with a 

spiritual guide, be it a spiritual director or a spiritual companion.´ She added WhaW ³UighW alRng 

with reclaiming, reclaiming contemplative Christian practice, meditation within Christianity, 

ZaV a UeneZed emShaViV Rn VRmeWhing called Whe cRnWemSlaWiYe jRXUne\´ and WhaW ³SeRSle aUe 

encouraged, healthy people, as you start moving into these depths of the emerging new self, 

WR dR VR ZiWh a ZiWh a ZiVe gXide.´ She ZenW Rn WR YRice WhaW, 

I think within the Centering Prayer movement, at least, from what I know of what 
they're doing in Christian Meditation, there's been a very strong and conscientious 
effort to make sure that people are not left unsupported. Not because they're 
psychologically fragile or anything, but because what we're really talking about is, is 
a path towards ego deconstruction, and reintegration of a new sense of self. And that's 
entirel\ health\, as a matter of fact, it¶s Zhat hXman beings oXght to be doing. BXt it's 
not, it's not for the faint of heart. And it's not something that you should be left alone 
to do amateurishly. And in the classic Christian practice, around the Jesus Prayer, 
that there was a fundamental level that was taught to everybody, and you can learn 
from a book, jXst sa\ing the pra\er ³Lord JesXs Christ, haYe merc\ on me.´ BXt some 
of the more, what you might call esoteric teachings that went with it, like how to place 
it on the breath, or on the heartbeat, were never taught by book, could only be done in 
direct transmission from a teacher, an Abba, to a student, because you had to gauge 
the psychic strength and the level of integration of the person you were working with. 
And methods that began to move around, not only the psychology, but even the basic 
physiology of people, can never be responsibly given as a mass movement. 
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While Ze Zill lRRk mRUe e[SliciWl\ aW VRme Rf Whe diVcRXUVe aURXnd ³egR decRnVWUXcWiRn´ and 

an ³emeUging neZ Velf´ belRZ, heUe Ze Vee hRZ Whe cRnWemSRUaU\ emShaViV Rn ZRUking ZiWh 

a spiritual director is rooted (for this teacher) in precedents from earlier Christian 

contemplative traditions. 

COMMUNITY 

 

Another related theme was the importance of practicing meditation within the context of 

a coherent and supportive community. One Christian teacher who also serves as a spiritual 

diUecWRU (99227) diVcXVVed Whe ³AmeUican cXlWXUal VhadRZ Rf indiYidXaliVm´ and how many 

unnecessary difficulties could result from overly individualistic approaches to meditation. 

One Sufi teacher (99236) also remarked on the differences between the individualistic culture 

in Whe US and Whe ³WUibal´ cXlWXUe Zhich e[iVWV in cRXnWUieV like Turkey where she has spent 

time practicing. She related an anecdote about how she was once practicing dhikr with a 

ZRman¶V gURXS in TXUke\ Zhen Vhe VWaUWed encRXnWeUing YaUiRXV difficXlWieV (inclXding 

agitation, discomfort, and restlessness) due to the ceremony. However, each time she was 

about to stand up and leave the circle, a woman across from her smiled and mRXWhed ³I lRYe 

\RX´ WR heU, nRWicing RU inWXiWiYel\ VenVing heU diVWUeVV and SURmSWl\ RffeUing heU cRmSaVViRn 

and support that allayed all heU diVWUeVV. She menWiRned hRZ WhiV leYel Rf ³WUibal 

cRnVciRXVneVV´ dReVn¶W \eW e[iVW in SXfi cRmmXniWieV in Whe US, hRZeYeU Vhe iV acWiYel\ 

working to move communities she is a part of in that direction.  

What I love about Turkish Sufism, I want to weep when I say this, is that the tribal culture 
in its good sense, is alive and well. And I visit this circle of women in Istanbul who have 
been doing dhikr together I think for 20 years or more. And, and these women hold one 
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another [«] and the\ jXst Zant to get together and be there for one another. And the 
tribal-ness makes me happier than« it's kind of like going \oXr Zhole life ZithoXt eYer 
haYing tasted an orange or something and \oX taste an orange and go, ³hoZ come the\ 
didn¶t tell Xs aboXt this?!´(laXghs) \oX knoZ? BecaXse Ze don¶t haYe that in America, Ze 
don¶t haYe the same tribal sense. 
 

One Christian subject (99109) discussed how during a particularly challenging period 

in her contemplative journey she realized how critical community was and actively sought out 

RWheUV ZhR cRXld XndeUVWand ZhaW Vhe ZaV gRing WhURXgh: ³YRX¶Ue kind Rf Rn \RXr own. You 

do end up, you know, at monasteries or different places, finding other people who have had 

these experiences or similar, you know, not the same but similar enough that you can kind of, 

aW leaVW \RX dRn¶W feel VR alRne. I Whink Whe biggeVW SURblem is really feeling quite alone in this 

ZhRle Whing.´ One SXfi WeacheU (99234) alVR emShaVi]ed Whe imSRUWance Rf haYing a 

cRmmXniW\ eVSeciall\ fRU indiYidXalV ZhR encRXnWeU challenging ³liminal´ e[SeUienceV:  

the question is whether they have a community that can really sort of contain that. If you 
read in Isabelle¶s book42 there are a lot of reports there that the difference between how 
an altered state Zas receiYed [«] had to do Zith the commXnit\ aroXnd that person. 
Whether the\ coXld contain them, help them Zith that, or if the\ didn¶t haYe a commXnit\ 
you know they end Xp«in an emergenc\ Zard. 
 

One Rabbi (99204)  also emphasized the importance of community since loneliness in a sense 

iV baVed Rn a falVe SeUceSWiRn: ³YRX knRZ, I¶m nRZ UeWiUed and I nR lRngeU haYe a cRmmXniW\ 

of meditators but I always regarded working within a community of meditators as extremely 

imSRUWanW«One iV nRW alRne Rn WhiV jRXUne\, Rne iV nRW alRne, Rne iV nRW an indiYidXal, Rne 

dReVn¶W e[iVW²only G-d e[iVWV.´ And Rne ChUiVWian WeacheU (99222) diVcXVVed VRme Rf Whe 

prerequisites of community even for more solitary contemplative practice, and some of the 

unique dangers for those engaging in multiple traditions and communities, 

even the hermit practices in Christianity are typically not accessed until there has been 
extensive formation in community. You know, people are not set loose without a lot of 

 
42 Isabelle Clark (2010) Psychosis and Spirituality: Consolidating the New Paradigm 
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preparation around them to enter spiritual states, and you're entering them is sort of 
contingent on your ability to get yourself back again and be compassionate and loving 
in the Zorld.[«] And I haYe a feZ friends, a feZ \oXng mentors who have been 
working very, very intensely in the cracks between Buddhism and Christianity. And 
there, I do see a capacity to get into very bad states that are very difficult to get out of 
it, because you don't have either Christianity or Buddhism to crawl out on. So, and all 
you can really do is to try to pull people into their bodies again, put them back together 
again, just as simple incarnate beings and then start off again, with a clean slate. 
Because it certainly goes nowhere to attain non-egoic consciousness by (laughs) 
destroying your brain and the coherence of your being. 
 

HeUe Whe imSRUWance Rf cRmmXniW\ in cRnWUaVW WR ³ZRUking in Whe cUackV´ beWZeen Whe WZR 

religions would have ideological dimensions in addition to the purely social ones, and it is to 

these other factors like worldview and orientation which we will turn to next.  

 

WORLDVIEW & INTERPRETIVE FRAMEWORK 

RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN SPIRITUAL AND PSYCHOLOGICAL FRAMEWORKS 

 

One common risk factor for unnecessary suffering identified by both practitioners and 

WeacheUV ZaV Whe ShenRmenRn Rf ³VSiUiWXal b\SaVVing,´ famRXVl\ cRined b\ Jack EngleU 

(1984) aV ³Whe aWWemSW WR b\SaVV Whe deYelRSmenWal WaVkV Rf idenWiW\ fRUmaWiRn and Rbject 

cRnVWanc\ WhURXgh a miVgXided VSiUiWXal aWWemSW WR ³annihilaWe Whe egR´ (52). One SUacWiWiRneU 

who was also a clinical psychologist (99126) described how his own Sufi teacher, whom he 

began ZRUking ZiWh in Whe 70V, had a ³YeU\ lRZ UegaUd fRU SV\chRlRg\´ and nRWed WhaW man\ 

membeUV Rf WhaW cRmmXniW\ Uan inWR ³all kindV Rf difficXlW\ emRWiRnall\ and SV\chRlRgicall\´ 

RYeU Whe fRllRZing 15 \eaUV. In Whe laVW feZ decadeV hRZeYeU, Whe\ ³came aURXnd aV a 

community to the recognition of the value of really working on yourself and changing your 

behaviors and working on right relationship and becoming ethical beings. That infused into 
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Whe cXlWXUe.´ He VhaUed WhaW hiV cRmmXniW\ haV been YeU\ ZelcRming Rf Whe SV\chRWheUaSeXWic 

WUaining he UeceiYed dXUing Whe 80¶V, ³becaXVe WheUe iV a YeU\ diffeUenW SeUVSecWiYe nRZ Rn Whe 

dovetailing of practice and therapy within the whole community. I think it is a national and 

maybe even international phenomenon. I mean it's not just our sangha, but I see it within the 

container of our sangha.´ In SaUWicXlaU, he VeeV WhaW cXUUenWl\ ³WheUe'V a WUemendRXV feeding Rf 

the learnings and insights that come from therapy with the learnings and insights that come 

fURm Vadhana and SUacWice and in RXU cRmmXniW\.´ SWill WhRXgh,  

We're wrestling with this, it's an ongoing, it's an ongoing issue. There are many many 
ideologies that conflict and compete and there are practitioners who think people get 
too lost in their emotional cathartic drama and there are people who embrace the 
nuance of emotional processes who think that the people who rejected it are just closed 
and, and lost. [«] and b\pass, spiritXal b\pass. And it's an interesting cXltXral 
phenomenon in oXr societ\ that I see. So I'm«Ze're in the middle, \oX knoZ«I'Ye, 
I've been deeply trained in in the therapeutic world. I've logged you know thousands 
and thousands of hours, sitting with people, listening to them, feeling with them and I 
basically agree with my teacher that people can transform directly through practice. 
Insight is not a requirement for personal change. You can awaken to your own life 
nature of light being through spontaneous grace and practice. There's no requirement 
that you, you have to examine emotionally and psychologically the details, I don't, I 
don't believe that. Although I've known many people who have grown and stretched 
through such an examination. 

 

When I remarked that this sounded very much like the split in ethos and practice style between 

the western Buddhist Insight Meditation Society (IMS) and Spirit Rock retreat center, he 

UeVSRnded WhaW, ³WhaW VSliW iV YeU\ aliYe in Whe SXfi cRmmXniW\.´ A SXfi teacher (99234) from 

a different tradition summarized the same tension as follows: 

Yeah I think that¶s a, \oX pXt \oXr finger on the other major issXe reall\« is the hoZ 
one considers the µself¶. What to do Zith this separate sense of an µI¶? HoZ does that 
relate to the µZe¶? And hoZ does all of that relate to ZhateYer Ze call µThat¶? You 
knoZ the DiYine, or \oX knoZ Allah, or Elohim«the soXrce, the groXnd of realit\ if 
you want to use those terms. And then how, will connecting with the Transcendent, 
will that solve all the problems of the nafs [personality]. Or does additional work need 
to be done before one does that? Or at the same time? 
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He UelaWed hRZ ³haYing VWaUWed m\ SaWh back in Whe 70¶V WheUe ZaV a geneUal feeling WhaW if 

you just connected with the Source that all your karma would dissolve, all your problems 

would disappear, all of your personal psychological neurotic hang-ups would mysteriously 

vanish. And that was the essence of what later became you know known as spiritual bypass, 

and When VXUSUiVe, iW didn¶W ZRUk (laXghV).´ AnRWheU SXfi WeacheU (99236) e[SUeVVed WhiV 

VenWimenW VimilaUl\: ³I Whink WheUe ZaV a miVSeUceiYed YalXe in the 70s that once somebody 

found God or found meditation or found enlightenment or found the path or whatever, that 

their psycho-emRWiRnal WURXbleV ZRXld end.´ Then Zhen WhiV didn¶W RccXU, Vhe and heU 

cRlleagXeV, ³WUied nRW WR idenWif\ ZiWh an\ Rf RXU SURblems, we tried not to burden our 

communities if we were going through something, often we hid that from our communities. 

Not out of any malice but because we were ashamed and embarrassed that we had baggage 

jXVW like eYeU\bRd\ elVe.´ AnRWheU SXfi WeacheU (99234) added WhaW ³in facW, \RX knRZ, nRW 

Rnl\ didn¶W iW ZRUk, bXW WheUe ZeUe nRWable dUamaWic failXUeV Rf majRU VSiUiWXal WeacheUV 

cUaVhing and bXUning´ becaXVe Whe\ ZeUen¶W ³inWegUaWing Whe hXman iVVXeV. The\¶Ue nRW 

relating the nafs level issues so they can blind-Vided b\, I dRn¶W knRZ, Ve[XaliW\ iVVXeV RU RWheU 

VRUWV Rf eYeU\da\ life iVVXeV and Whe\ Ueall\ VRUW Rf Xnbalance Whe SeUVRn.´ AV menWiRned 

abRYe, WhiV WeacheU belieYeV WhaW Whe fRcXV Rn Whe heaUW in hiV WUadiWiRn¶V cRnWemSlative 

practices overcomes this limitation because ³if \RX VWaUW in Whe cenWeU and When VSiUal XS and 

dRZn \RX¶Ue inclXding lRZeU cenWeUV, Zhich ZRXld be ZhaW Ze ZRXld nRUmall\ call 

psychological issues, as well as higher centers, which are the sort of so-called transpersonal 

effects, gradually at the same Wime.´  

One Christian teacher (99222) also discussed a similar perspective when she shared 

hRZ Whe ³healing Rf Whe XncRnVciRXV´ WhaW WakeV Slace in and WhURXgh CenWeUing SUa\eU can 
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RccXU VSRnWaneRXVl\ WhURXgh Whe SUacWice, bXW ³VRmeWimeV and SURbabl\ mRUe W\Sicall\ 

something will surface in prayer which then will require working through and working out in 

your conscious life when you return out of the meditation period into daily pracWice.´ And Rne 

Rabbi (99204) described a similar tension and how he personally tried to navigate it in his 

own teaching: 

You know I often used to say there are two schools of Chassidic spiritual thought. That 
there are those who feel that²this is Chabad in some ways²that the work is dissolving 
the veils and coming closer and closer to the One. And there is the southern²which 
is Bratzlav or others²Zho basicall\ sa\, ³No \oX¶Ye got to go throXgh the mXd, 
\oX¶Ye got to go throXgh the \Xck, the stXff of Zho \oX are´. To Zhich the northerners 
sa\, ³MXd is alZa\s mXd, get oXt of the mXd, don¶t go throXgh there´. I personall\ 
always try to contain both of these, that is, at least from my experience we live in such 
a comple[it\ of oXr oZn e[periences of life, e[periences of self that Ze can¶t«an\Za\s 
I can¶t jXst tXrn m\ back on it and go straight to the dissolYing of the Yeils. That¶s what 
I like to call the ³Bi-polar´: there are times Zhen I strXggle Zith m\self, and there are 
other times when I try just to be drawn to the One. And in both ends I got stuck 
sometimes, where going in the mud becomes self-indulgent and being drawn to the one 
becomes detached from«there.  

 

While it may seem that some of these discussions are a bit remote from questions of necessary 

vs. unnecessary suffering related to contemplative practices, in fact they are integral to the 

interpretive frameworks that inform what gets appraised as normative or non-normative 

according to the contemplative path of a given community. While the identification of spiritual 

bypassing as a risk factor for unnecessary suffering is itself a normative judgment about what 

the path consists of, other considerations related to the goals of contemplative paths were also 

UeleYanW WR Zhich difficXlWieV ZeUe cRnVideUed ³adYeUVe.´ 

 

GOALS ± SELF, NO SELF & BEYOND 
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As was already mentioned above, the question of the relevance of personal 

psychological material overlaps substantially with different conceptions of the goal of the 

contemplative path, and particularly the question of what kind of transformation such a goal 

enWailV fRU Rne¶V µegR,¶ Velf, RU VenVe Rf Velf. One SRSXlaU cRnceSWiRn, echRed b\ man\ Rf Whe 

teachers interviewed, was some version of the pithy expression also coined by Jack Engler 

(1984) (and alVR UelaWed WR VSiUiWXal b\SaVV) WhaW ³\RX haYe WR be Vomebody before you can be 

nRbRd\´ (31). FRU e[amSle, (99234) VhaUed WhaW, 

I mean most of the traditions haYe some form of the sa\ing ³YoX¶Ye got to haYe a self 
to lose a self´«And the Middle Eastern traditions are no different that¶s Zh\ there is 
this emphasis on Zorking Zith the Nafs. Um, to bXild a Zhole sense, then \oX¶re able 
to work with that and gradually expand the sense of humanness so to speak so that 
then«then \oX can go into these other realms for gXidance, or for intXition, or for 
creatiYit\ or for ZhateYer is necessar\. BXt \oX knoZ \oX haYe, it¶s the hXman mission 
so to speak to deYelop a fXll\ formed, health\ self. At least that¶s m\ Xnderstanding. 
Um, otherZise it¶s Yer\ difficXlt and \es, Ze do haYe people coming to Xs for these 
reasons. 

 
The psychologist and JeZiVh WeacheU (99125) VimilaUl\ nRWed WhaW, ³as the Kabbalah suggests, 

Rne needV a VWURng, healWh\ egR in RUdeU WR VXUUendeU iW, SaUadR[icall\ enRXgh.´ One ChUiVWian 

WeacheU (99222) alVR VhaUed WhiV idea Zhen Vhe VhaUed WhaW, ³my teacher used to say, we learn 

to have, we gradually gain enough being to be nothing, which means that we learn to live 

without constant recourse to a narrative, referential point. And whether that's no-self or simply 

a lighter way of being witnessing, I don't know.´ She When VhaUed a more in-depth exploration 

of the topic:  

And Zith these kind of hatefXl idioms of µ\oX¶Ye got to melt this ego, \oX¶Ye got to 
destro\ this ego, \oX'Ye got to,¶ \oX knoZ²It¶s short-sighted, and it's, it's stupid. And 
theoretically, Christianity ought to be able to do better because it has, first of all, an 
incarnational theology. In other words, that it says, being a human being, being in the 
flesh being in the form is good. It's not the obstacle that you have to overcome to be 
enlightened. It's how God is living God's life right now. So the incarnational versus 
the reincarnational modality gives you, theoretically, a lot more of a way of coming to 
amicable terms with your incarnated existence. And then with the Christian emphasis 
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on grace, the sense that you don't have to bootstrap your way all the way there, that 
there's a, that something is more than halfway coming out to meet you. And I'm not 
talking about Daddy God, you know, that would be a kind of dualistic reduction. But 
there's still the sense that the field, even the interdependent arising field, is not hostile 
or neutral, it is in a very deep way, compassion filled and for us, and that our growth 
and our unfolding along the trajectory that's in us sort of like a spiritual DNA, is not 
blocked b\ an\thing. The cosmos sa\s ³\es, \es!´ So Zith these tZo arroZs in the 
qXiYer, so to speak [«] it oXght to be easier for Christianit\ to moYe be\ond that kind 
of oppositional relationship with the ego to a much more integrated practice. But that's 
only beginning to happen nowadays, mainly because we had so much, for so many 
years, that metaphysics, that it was the body that that prevented our journey to heaven, 
that, you know, the sinful body. So much of early practice was built on mastering and 
mutilating desires, which were both believed at the time to be the result of the body, 
not the result of a disordered psyche. So we do have a strong, strong kind of backlog 
of practice in Christianity that that winds up in the same place, with spiritual warfare. 
But, I think there's any number of modern teachers nowadays that are really calling 
for Xs to go be\ond that. And [«] reall\ tr\ing to deYelop a theolog\ of personhood, 
incarnate personhood, that says right here and now is no impediment to the full 
experience of enlightened life, combined with some really good integral practice for 
being in our bodies more. So I think that's very much a leading edge of the 21st century.  
 

AV menWiRned abRYe, WhiV WeacheU chaUacWeUi]ed Whe cRnWemSlaWiYe jRXUne\ aV ³a SaWh WRZaUdV 

egR decRnVWUXcWiRn and UeinWegUaWiRn Rf a neZ VenVe Rf Velf.´ RegaUding gRalV Rf ³nR-Velf´, 

Vhe e[Slained WhaW, ³I ZRXld Va\, in geneUal, WhaW Whe ZhRle nR-self phenomenon has been kind 

of hierarchized, and hyped in the west, to the point where a lot of the terror is just induced by 

Whe maS Ze'Ue XVing WR SURceVV iW.´ FXUWheUmRUe, ³Whe idea WhaW \RX Ueach WhiV nRn-dual or 

enlightened state that everybody wants, and it's a permanent change in consciousness, and you 

never go back again, and it requires you to not have a self anymore, is rightfully scary. But I 

dRn'W Whink iW haSSenV WhaW Za\.´ She deVcUibed WhaW, in heU YieZ, ³WheUe'V a SeUmeable 

boundary between states Rf VelfleVVneVV and«VWaWeV Rf Velf-fullness. It's sort of like the nuclear 

SaUWicle WhaW can be bRWh ZaYe and SaUWicle, deSending Rn Whe RccaViRn´ Zhich iV alVR UelaWed 

WR ³VRme gRRd ZRUk b\ laUgel\ JeZiVh VchRlaUV in UecenW WimeV, WU\ing WR VXggeVW WhaW there is 

a WUanVSeUVRnal SeUVRnal.´ ThiV meanV, ³\RX dRn'W VWRS being a SeUVRn ZiWh chaUacWeUiVWicV jXVW 
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because you've learned to, more or less, permanently hold your consciousness in that kind of 

witnessing selfhood, which is no-Velf VelfhRRd.´ She cRnWinXed, 

And that certainly you're going to, when needed, go back and pick up your egoic 
manifesting mechanisms to function in the world, to do the jobs that you have to do. 
It's your violin and you can't play in the orchestra without it. And I think there is some 
data, at least the data that I'm interested in, that a fundamental vibrational band, that 
is your created and creative self does survive beyond the grave as a resonance of 
identity. So, I think the maps we've been using of, all of a sudden something drops out 
and \oX're noZhere aren¶t«the\'re someZhat distorted maps. [«] And it's not a 
contest to see who can get to no-self first. God manifests even through those that are 
fully in their egoic selves. So, I think what's really interesting, is the process by which 
we gradually shift the center of our identity from our separated and narratively 
constructed selfhood, which is where everybody begins, and what psychotherapy 
works with, and what early Enneagram personality typing, everything works with, my 
story of me. How we gradually learned that the story is simply, it's created, not 
discovered, and it's in a wonderful sense, random and superfluous.  
 
Other Christian teachers expressed conceptions of the goal which also complicated 

VimSle XndeUVWandingV Rf nRndXaliW\. One WeacheU (99221) diVcXVVed hRZ, ³I Whink WhaW...iW'V 

hard to find in Christianity anything that's like that, the closest you can come is what I would 

call µnRndXal UelaWiRnaliW\¶ ZheUe WheUe'V alZa\V...all UealiW\ ma\ be infXVed ZiWh, cRmSleWel\ 

infused with the Divine. And there's a oneness in that sense, but there's always a relationship 

ZiWhin iW.´ He added WhaW, ³WhaW nRndXal UelaWiRnaliW\´ iV e[SUeVVed WhURXgh ³Whe naWXUe Rf Whe 

WUiniW\. SR, iW'V a dance Rf UelaWiRnVhiS. IW Rnl\ e[iVWV aV a XniRn, bXW iW'V VWill UelaWiRnal.´ One 

Christian practitioner (99110) described how his own contemplative practice has led to a 

perpetual state of ³ga]ing aW GRd,´ Zhich can YaU\ in inWenViW\, bXW iV neYeUWheleVV alZa\V 

present in the background.43 He shared how, 

 
43 He e[Slained fXUWheU: ³m\ aZaUeneVV iV cRnWemSlaWiYe all Whe Wime. I¶m aZaUe Rf a VXbWle leYel Rf e[iVWence, I 
kind Rf VXbWle leYel Rf cRnVciRXVneVV WhaW iV alZa\V SUeVenW, and Whe ViWWing nXUWXUeV iW, bXW iW¶V nRW Whe Vame aV 
Whe ViWWing, iW¶V nRW, Whe aZaUeneVV iV iWV RZn UealiW\. SR \eah, I¶d Va\ I¶m liYing a YeU\ cRnWemSlaWiYe VRUW Rf 
life, in a diVheYeled VRUW Rf Za\. AV I VRmeWimeV Va\, I¶m a diVheYeled cRnWemSlaWiYe.´ 
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I remember one night a few years ago having a very intense experience of this, sitting 
qXietl\. I don¶t knoZ if I¶Ye eYer told an\bod\ this, bXt haYing this oYerZhelming bXt 
very, very quiet gentle sense of watching God be God, and just knowing that it was I 
doing, and the grace of being allowed to do that. And again, contentless, but 
undeniable. So that's my, my understanding of contemplative consciousness is that, of 
ga]ing. It¶s not non-dual, not really. Not in that classical sense of non-dXal. It¶s not 
separate either, Zhether there¶s a non-dXal phase to come, I¶m not sXre, but I do know 
that there¶s a bias in Christianit\ against that fXll non-dual side. 

 
One of the Jewish practitioners (99113) described a 5-stage model contemplative practice 

from the Habad Hasidic tradition that include experiences of self-transcendence but the goal 

is described in different terms. The first stage of the practice (of hitbonenut) involves a kind 

of analytical contemplation, as he described it, but then, 

stage tZo ZoXld be eleYating oXt of let's sa\ ³ego conscioXsness´ and sometimes Ze 
call this the transcendence of the ego or bittXl. I don't like ³self-abnegation´ for ³self-
nXllification´ as terms eYen thoXgh those are popXlar translation, in that the\ imply a 
certain kind of asceticism that I don't think needs to be associated with Jewish 
meditative practice. I think that's a that's a rather later confusion that comes about 
post-Holocaust in terms of people like somehow latching onto that as a translation. 
But using the word transcendence, bittul ha-\esh ZoXld be, literall\ be like ³the 
transcendence of m\ somethingness´ as a definite object or an ego. And so the 
transcendence of the ego is a very big thing to allow an experience of psychosynthesis 
and, yoX knoZ, like oneself as an other. Right, so that¶s Yer\ good for empath\. 

 
In this tradition, ego transcendence is often associated with the term bittul, which is sometimes 

translated as self-abnegation, though he believes it is a misleading translation. He clarifies 

WhaW, ³Whe WUanVcendence Rf, nRW Whe egR in WhiV caVe becaXVe iW Ueall\, UendeUing yesh as ego is 

a bit of a curveball translation and it sort of works but it doesn't summarize everything that's 

gRing Rn WheUe.´ InVWead, ³IW meanV VRmeWhing aV VRme definiWe Whing ZheUeaV ayin, 

nothingness is really a no-thingness, no definite thing-ness. The word ayin is even taken in 

the same gematria as the Greek transliteration word hyle, Zhich iV WUanVlaWed inWR HebUeZ« 

iW'V been cRnYeUWed inWR Whe HebUeZ langXage´ Zhich iV ³an amRUShRXV VWaWe [«] IW haV 

abVWUacW ambigXiW\ RU a fXndamenWal inWUinVic fX]]ineVV, XnceUWainW\, indeWeUminac\.´ Then 
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³WheUe'V a leYel Rf bittul above that that's even, we called bittXl b¶met]iXt which really means 

µWUanVcending UealiW\.¶ IW'V nRW jXVW Whe egR nRZ, iW meanV WhaW ZhaW Ze Whink Rf aV laZV Rf 

naWXUe aUe Ueall\ mXch mRUe like habiWV Rf naWXUe.´ He cRnWinXeV,  

That kind of level two of the meditation and then above that what's called devekut 
Zhich is ³cleaYing´ and in other traditions \oX might call that like kind of nondXal 
consciousness, where you have that kind of a merger going on. And the danger of 
course with that is I could like so dissolve my identity that I (chuckles) may not be able 
to recover like any kind of cohesive sense of self after such an experience, which is 
why you get all the warning signs and the speed traps and everything else 

 
Then, in Whe ne[W WZR VWageV, Ze geW a cRnceSWiRn Rf Whe gRal. He diVcXVVeV hRZ ³WheUe'V alVR 

a fourth and fifth stage where the objective is not this sort of like transcendental realm but 

UaWheU iW'V ZhaW Ze mighW call in in Whe Wechnical langXage an µimmanenW WUanVcendence.¶´ He 

continues, 

So after reaching that state of cleaving, devekuth, we then see how that comes back 
when we want to like recover a sense of self and reintegrate that into our daily lives 
so Ze call that hitpa¶alXt Zhich XsXall\ translates as like ³ecstas\´ and something, 
but it means like some kind of emotive affectation that I go through or refinement of 
character, like make a difference to how I relate to my kids or my spouse or other 
people. And then the last stage is not even that it should just be an inner transformation 
but stage five is called hitgaalut which means a self expressive state, that it's got to 
come all the way down to the realm of praxis, it now it informs how I act in the world, 
it does translate into a different type of behavior. Again it started in the mind and it 
went above and beyond the mind but then it comes down into the heart and then it ends 
up actualizing itself in terms of some real practical behavioral application and I think 
that that's really one of the defining terms that you find, not all meditative practices 
seek to do that in the same way. You get some disagreement exactly wherever that 
comes in or what and how that's to be weighted. Stages 4 and 5 are perhaps the most 
important and stage five is perhaps the ultimate end, the purpose of the whole thing 
and not to just stay up in the clouds but to bring heaven down to earth as it sometimes 
to described or an µimminent transcendence,¶ to feel that state of limitlessness or 
transcendence but within the structures of my daily life, my job, my family, my friends, 
in this bod\. That¶s actXall\ Zh\ JeZish m\stical comments aboXt the fXtXre and 
Jewish visions of redemption, the messianic age²there¶s not a sense of Ze go into a 
pure phase of  being spiritual but rather the spiritual informs transformations of the 
natural world. 
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Another theme²gestured towards in this quote as well²relates to the relationship 

between worldview, interpretive framework, and how meditation-related difficulties are 

appraised; it  concerns how the goal of the contemplative path is understood, not only in terms 

of a kind of self-transformation, but also as a lifestyle and/or orientation that could be more 

or less world-affirming. As one Sufi teacher (99233) put it,  

In our path we stress the ability to be present in both worlds, the inner world of the 
spirit and the outer world of daily responsibilities. It is actually one of the corner 
stones of the Naqshbandi path ± Solitude in the Crowd ,"Outwardly to be with the 
people, inwardly to be with God.". Generally if people get into this state [functional 
impairment] I advise them to stop their meditation practice until they are more 
grounded, to focus on everyday life. It is not healthy or helpful to become so 
unbalanced while on the spiritual journey ± in fact one cannot progress along the path 
while in this state ± both feet firmly on the ground is needed. When the individual has 
become more balanced and grounded, then they can continue with their practice. This 
is one of the reasons that the guidance of a teacher is needed and vital. 

 
In other words, certain kinds of functional impairment may be judged to be normative for 

short periods of time²directly after periods of meditation practice or during particular 

transitions on the path²bXW if Rne¶V fXncWiRnaliW\ in life iV being imSacWed beyond this, it is 

judged to be non-normative and needs to be addressed. One Sufi practitioner (99127) echoed 

WhiV VenWimenW, e[Slaining WhaW, ³SXfiV aUe YeU\ big Rn SeRSle VWa\ing inWegUaWed in VRcieW\ and 

not becoming monks and not retreating from the world completely. You have to be able to 

function in the world while these transformations are taking place and you see them in the 

lighW Rf Whe Za\ \RXU eYeU\da\ life iV.´ One Rabbi (99206) alVR diVcXVVed Whe gRal Rf 

contemplative practice in terms of a transformed life. As mentioned above, he draws on 

Yehudah Ha-LeYi¶V 12th century text (The Kuzari) to describe what such a life looks like, 

ZheUe ³I Whink Kuzari lists like 12 different basic human needs, to be healthy and if you're not 

doing all these things, you're a sick person he says, which are social, philanthropic, sensual, 

inWellecWXal, emRWiRnal, VenVe Rf Velf cRnfidence and making a liYing and ³m\ meWaShRU iV [«] 
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the job of life is to play all the keys on the piano, that if you skip a key you're not living all of 

life and WhaW'V Whe mRUe mXlWifaceWed YiViRn WhaW I Whink JXdaiVm Ueall\ haV.´ He cRnWinXed, 

But the people who tend to have a Hasidic or meditational atmosphere often do it 
because they fear the interface with the world is too difficult or too hard. Therefore, 
they retreat from the world into a meditational or "Hasidic" perception of the world²
of course, the essence of being Hasidic is really that you have to sanctify the physical, 
but a mutated vision of that, so people who are afraid to deal with the world and don't 
recognize how to deal with the world, begin to think they have...for example, long 
beards or payes, and that makes it more important than being honest in business or 
treating your parents properly. They learn Tanya with a niggun and that's more 
important than understanding a Daf Gemara. All these external non-real aspects 
became much more important to them than the bread and butter of religion, according 
to Judaism, which is leading a good life in all the different dimensions of intellect, 
spirit, emotions, body, soul.  

 

While this teacher actually agrees that the goal of Judaism²both his Lithuanian tradition and 

the Hasidic traditions²is the sanctification of the physical, his critique is of a certain 

³mXWaWed´ aSSURach WR JeZiVh VSiUiWXaliW\ WhaW acWXall\ VXbYeUWV WhaW goal in favor of a 

withdrawal from the world and worldly obligations (including normative religious ones) in 

the name of spirituality. 

 

NORMALIZATION & PATHOLOGIZATION 

 

Many practitioners reported that being introduced to explanatory frameworks by peers 

RU WeacheUV WhaW ³nRUmali]ed´ Whe e[SeUienceV Whe\ ZeUe haYing²by contextualizing them as 

e[SecWed effecWV Rf WheiU SUacWiceV RU neceVVaU\ ³SaUWV Rf Whe SaWh´²was tremendously helpful 

and relieved unnecessary (secondary) suffering based on an inaccurate conception of the 

nature of their experience. Both practitioners and teachers therefore identified that the 

RSSRViWe VWance, Rf ³SaWhRlRgi]aWiRn´ Rf e[SeUienceV Zhich aUe actually a part of their spiritual 
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path caused unnecessary suffering, which is basically the central thesis of Stanislav and 

ChUiVWina GURf¶V cRnceSW Rf a ³VSiUiWXal emeUgenc\´44 mentioned above.  

One Christian practitioner (99101) described how she navigated different interpretive 

frameworks for her acute and challenging experiences that she attributed to her contemplative 

SUa\eU SUacWice: ³SR I WhRXghW µRka\ I haYe WR cRnVideU VRme SRVVibiliWieV.  Maybe I am crazy, 

and if I¶m nRW cUa]\ I need WR figXUe RXW ZhaW WR keeS and ZhaW WR geW Uid Rf fURm ZhaW 

haSSened WR me and I need WR make VenVe Rf iW VRmeZa\.¶´ She diVcXVVed hRZ Vhe VWRSSed 

seeing her psychiatrist, whom she felt never valued her own understanding of her experiences, 

and eYenWXall\ ³fRXnd VRmebRd\ WhaW I ZaV able WR Walk ZiWh abRXW ZhaW haSSened« becaXVe 

she had had some experiences that were not identical, but similar enough.  So I began a 

cRUUeVSRndence ZiWh heU«fRU VeYeUal \eaUV WR help me sort out what happened to me, which 

ZaV a lifeline.´ AnRWheU ChUiVWian SUacWiWiRneU (99102) fRXnd iW YeU\ helSfXl WR diVcXVV heU 

challenging experiences with Catholic priests and nuns who were spiritual directors and, 

perhaps surprisingly, found tradiWiRnal inWeUSUeWaWiRnV Rf Whem UelaWed WR demRnic fRUceV ³leVV 

VcaU\´ and mRUe helSfXl ³Whan Zhen \RX WU\ WR SV\chRlRgi]e eYeU\Whing.´ YeW anRWheU 

Christian practitioner (99103) discussed how one friend and one spiritual director were 

particularly helpful in ³nRUmali]ing´ hiV e[SeUience ZheUeaV ³if I had gRne WR VRme diUecWRUV 

RU VRme SV\chRlRgiVWV«Whe\ mighW haYe Vaid, ³QXick, geW medicaWiRn.´´ He VhaUed hRZ, ³I 

did feel like I had psychological issues that were being worked out, I wasn't in denial about 

that, but I didn't think that I was essentially crazy for having these kinds of experiences. There 

were precedents in the tradition and in the psychological reading I was doing and in the actual 

 
44 The\ ZUiWe, ³VRme Rf Whe dUamaWic e[SeUienceV and XnXVXal VWaWeV Rf mind WhaW WUadiWiRnal SV\chiaWU\ 
diagnRVeV and WUeaWV aV menWal diVeaVeV aUe acWXall\ cUiVeV Rf SeUVRnal WUanVfRUmaWiRn´ and WhaW Whe\ need WR be 
recognized as such in order to unlock theiU ³gUeaW SRViWiYe SRWenWial fRU gURZWh and healing´ (1989, 3). 
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SeRSle aURXnd me ZhR ZeUen'W VcaUed b\ ZhaW ZaV haSSening.´ One ChUiVWian SUacWiWiRneU 

(99105) described how a friend recommended she speak with a particular meditation teacher, 

whom she knew had had similar experiences, and during the conversation she found the 

WeacheU ³VR cRmSaVViRnaWe and VR XndeUVWanding iW ZaV like I didn¶W haYe WR Walk abRXW hRZ 

crazy I was feeling and she knew exactly what I was talking about.  And all of those things 

helped it just, not that I feel like I needed validation, but it sXUe helSed me knRZ WhaW I ZaVn¶W 

gRing cUa]\.´ AnRWheU ChUiVWian SUacWiWiRneU (99109) UelaWed hRZ Vhe fRXnd Whe bRRkV Rf 

BeUnadeWWe RRbeUWV SaUWicXlaUl\ helSfXl in cRnWe[WXali]ing heU e[SeUienceV and hRZ ³aV I ZenW 

WhURXgh and Uead heU bRRkV iW ZaV, µRh \eV, WhaW, WhaW, WhaW«.IW ZaV jXVW Ueall\ helSfXl, Vhe ZaV 

the only one who talked about what it had been like for her and for me it happened to be very 

VimilaU.´ AV faU aV SeRSle Vhe cRnVXlWed ZiWh abRXW heU e[SeUienceV, ³Whe mRnkV ZeUe Whe mRVW 

helSfXl«Whe\ ZRXld Va\, µRh \ea \ea \ea \ea¶. The leaVW helSfXl ZeUe cRXnVelRUV, \RX knRZ, 

gRing WR cRXnVeling. The\ ZeUe Whe leaVW helSfXl becaXVe if Whe\ didn¶W knRZ WhiV Whan Whe\ 

jXVW lRRked aW \RX aV if \RX ZeUe nXWV.´ She alVR VhaUed WhaW,  

What I became obsessed with for a while is how does this fit it, how can this be part of 
the spiritual journey? Did I just have a psychotic break? What is going on? You know, 
I reall\ don¶t think that is or Zas it at all. [«]I think the\ sa\ there¶s similarities or 
that ma\be some ps\chotic cases are spiritXal things gone Zrong. I don¶t think 
that¶s«it¶s different. While some of it soXnds similar, I think it¶s a Yer\ different kind 
of deal«BecaXse there is so little aZareness oXt there in the mainstream that, I can 
see where people might diagnose it wrongly or might have wrong advice for people 
thinking its µoh m\ god, this person has lost it¶ Zhen its reall\ not the case at all. 
 

One Sufi practitioner (99125) shared how once while practicing dhikr with a group in Turkey 

she underwent a particularly intense experience of somatic energy where, ³AV I VWRRd XS a 

lightning bolt45 went through me, from my head down to my heart, belly button, out into the 

 
45 She e[Slained WhaW, ³Onl\ becaXVe WheUe ZaV nRW a VWRUm clRXd in Whe Vk\ dR I knRZ WhiV ZaV nRW a 
meWeRURlRgical lighWing bRlW (laXghV).´ 
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eaUWh« I gUabbed m\ hXVband¶V hand and I Vaid µRh m\ GRd, I dRn¶W knRZ ZhaW¶V haSSening! 

\RX mighW Whink I¶m kind Rf nXWW\ afWeU WhiV Rne.¶´ HRZeYeU, Rne Rf Whe RWheU TXUkiVh ZRmen 

in Whe gURXS nRUmali]ed heU e[SeUience b\ deVcUibing iW aV ³³Allah bRRm bRRm´ and WhaW ³iW 

gRRd, dRn¶W fighW iW.´ She When VhaUed WhaW aW WhaW mRmenW Vhe felW, ³Finall\ VRmebRd\ geWV iW, 

I¶m geWWing a big dRVe Rf µAllah bRRm bRRm¶ WRda\,´ Zhich helSed UelieYe VRme Rf Whe 

secondary distress related to the experience. 

One SXfi WeacheU (99236) alVR diVcXVVed hRZ ³iW¶V Ueall\ imSRUWanW WR VWeeU SeRSle 

away from anything where they are going to be psychopathologically, uh, designated and put 

in a bR[ WhaW iVn¶W Ueall\ WheUe.´ She UeSRUWed hRZ Zhen heU RZn VWXdenWV UeSRUW especially 

challenging experiences, she will sometimes refer them to psychotherapists who are 

WhemVelYeV ³lRngWime WUaYeleUV Rn Whe SaWh.´ She deVcUibed hRZ Rne Rf heU VWXdenWV 

experienced a lot of functional impairment on her Sufi path and, 

This person had people sa\, µit soXnds like schi]ophrenia, Zhat¶s happening to \oX¶ 
bXt it Zasn¶t that at all. It Zas her inner conflict aboXt coming into her bod\, coming 
into her Zorld. And eYentXall\ she resolYed that bXt it took graYit\ pXlling [«] so 
instead of pulling her towards a transcendent direction it was my job as her guide to 
be Yer\ no nonsense, not speaking in spiritXal langXage, Yer\ like, µdid \oX haYe 
breakfast this morning?¶      

 
One JeZiVh WeacheU (99203) VhaUed hRZ, ³I alZa\V WaXghW: µiW can haSSen WhaW \RX can feel 

ungrounded for a while, that's just part of the process, when that happens it's really important 

WR find Za\V WR gURXnd \RXUVelf¶´ and WhaW ³¶YRX dR haYe VRme kind Rf cRnWURl RYeU ZhaW 

happens here, what's happening is you're expanding your boundaries of consciousness, and 

VRmeWimeV iW'V VcaU\.¶ I did m\ beVW WR nRUmali]e iW, in RWheU ZRUdV.´ 

On the other hand, two different teachers expressed reservations about contextualizing 

e[SeUienceV aV ³VSiUiWXal emeUgencieV.´ One WeacheU (99232) ZhR ZRUked in Whe RfficeV Rf Whe 

nRZ defXncW ³VSiUiWXal emeUgenc\ neWZRUk´ aW Rne SRinW UeSRUWed WhaW b\ Whe time people 
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actually called the hotline it was too late and that the spiritual framing was more harmful than 

helSfXl aW WhaW SRinW. She UeSRUWed WhaW fRU VRme SeRSle, ³b\ Whe Wime Whe\ gRW WR VSiUiWXal 

emergency network, they were really typical of somebody really set into the illness where 

spirituality just reinforces the illness, you know, so they just wanted to go there more. And so 

I didn¶W find iW WR be, WhaW I cRXld Ueall\, RU RWheU SeRSle cRXld Ueall\ RffeU a lRW Rf helS. Had a 

lot of pretty far out people calling.´ She fiUVW gRW cRnnecWed WR Whe VSiUiWXal emeUgenc\ neWZRUk 

in Whe eaUl\ 1990V aV SaUW Rf a SUacWicXm fRU heU maVWeU¶V degUee, ZRUking in WheiU Rffice in 

Menlo park. But while there she shared that,  

m\ e[perience Zas that 80% of those folks Zere fairl\ ps\chotic«the\ jXst Zanted 
somebod\ to listen to a lot of ps\chotic stXff and the\ didn¶t Zant to do mXch other. 
And so I didn¶t find it reall\ effectiYe. It Zas for some people bXt it Zas like, \oX know, 
people that are having trouble with schizophrenia. And I am a believer that with 
psychotic breaks, if you have connections in the very beginning before they get totally 
into that social contract, because I think a lot of mental illness is, in a sense, socially 
promoted, that there is a great opportunity for change. And even some of the very 
progressive people that have tried to create environments for people to go through 
their process Zhen the\¶re haYing those original ps\chotic breaks, the\¶Ye been shXt 
down. 

 
When I aVked abRXW Whe WUaining WR be Rn Whe hRWline, Vhe UeVSRnded WhaW Vhe didn¶W UemembeU 

an\ ³Ueal WUaining, I Whink iW ZaV jXVW an RSen-mindedneVV, I dRn¶W Uecall ZhaW Whe WUaining 

ZRXld haYe been.´ And WhaW ³iW ZaV mainl\ meanW aV a UefeUUal VeUYice. Later on I became a 

UefeUUal m\Velf. RaUel\ did I find iW Rf mXch helS.´ AnRWheU WeacheU (99236) menWiRned hRZ 

within their religious organization they had setup internal mechanisms for identifying and 

dealing ZiWh ³VSiUiWXal emeUgencieV´ bXW XlWimaWel\ felt that the framing was causing them.46 

Thus we see that opinions related to distress, harm, unnecessary suffering, and normalization 

 
46 And in facW, SWaniVlaY and ChUiVWina GURf alVR acknRZledged WhiV SRVVibiliW\ and ³Whe RSSRViWe dangeU Rf 
VSiUiWXali]ing SV\chRWic VWaWeV and glRUif\ing SaWhRlRg\´ (1989, [iii).  
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were multifaceted and more complex than just harm being caused by pathologizing spiritual 

experiences. 

 

³PART OF THE PATH´ OR NORMATIVE APPRAISALS 

 

Again, fRU Whe SXUSRVeV Rf WhiV VWXd\, ³SaUW Rf Whe SaWh´ RU nRUmaWiYe aSSUaiValV ZeUe 

ones that understood distressing or impairing experiences as actually indicative of growth or 

development (despite appearing otherwise) and as such, involve necessary suffering that is 

instrumental to the attainment of emically significant goals. As these normative appraisals 

were particular to specific contemplative paths, we will explore each religious tradition 

individually. 

 

JUDAISM 

PRACTITIONERS 

 

Meditation-UelaWed difficXlWieV XndeUVWRRd aV ³SaUW Rf Whe SaWh´ and enWail neceVVaU\ 

suffering were described in many different ways and using different analogies and metaphors. 

For example, one Jewish practitioner (99112) described how, 

I think yeah, trajectory of practice is kind of like the trajectory of maturation in general 
and as a human being which is to say that when you're younger the peaks are higher 
and the lows are lower and you know with time you kind of stabilize and figure out the 
way in which your practice will realistically look like in the context of a normal day-
to-day life and make peace with that move forward with that and work in that context 
without resisting it. 
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AnRWheU SUacWiWiRneU (99113) diVcXVVed hRZ fRU man\ SeRSle WheUe iV RfWen a ³hRne\mRRn 

SeUiRd´ ZheUe ³WhingV aUe clicking, Whe\'Ue making VenVe and VR Rn. IW'V VRUW Rf like \RX aUe 

learning to do tricks like the safety net. Where everything seems to just make those first few 

VWeSV aUe VR big and VR VignificanW and Ze geW Ueall\ WXUned Rn.´ AfWeU Whe hRne\mRRn SeUiRd 

ineYiWabl\ endV, ³VRme SeRSle becRme YeU\ TXickl\ diVillXViRned and UXn aZa\. SRme Va\, I 

ZaV Rnl\ WheUe fRU WhaW feeling.´ HRZeYeU, he didn¶W specify exactly what phenomenological 

difficulties would be associated with such a period, nor what the teleological direction of this 

trajectory looks like. Someone else (99115) discussed how his major interpretive frameworks 

are from Jewish mysticism, a ³SXUificaWiRn´ fUameZRUk fURm ZeVWeUn mindfXlneVV and 

Buddhism, psychotherapeutic models, and most recently, a particular Hasidic Rabbi who 

SURYideV a ³meWa-fUameZRUk´47 for him integrating all three. But part of both the therapeutic 

model and the Hasidic meta-fUameZRUk cRnViVWV Rf ³emRWiRnV being VWRUed in Whe bRd\´ and 

that there may be some pain involved when they are released as there was for him at times. 

One Jewish practitioner (99111), whose contemplative practices overlap with what is 

nRUmall\ WeUmed Vhamanic SUacWice, deVcUibeV hRZ he XndeUVWandV WhaW ³ZhaW Whe VhamaniVm 

did was put into focus for me that the entirety of the 24 years of depression was in fact, what 

ZRXld be called Vhamanic iniWiaWiRn.´ He VhaUed WhaW, ³aV VRRn aV I VWaUWed engaging in Whe 

 
47 He explained: 

 
Now I'd say he's my meta-framework. I was debating...but...He's really kinda structured the way I 
think about all of these things together. And he has a powerful way of thinking about him. And it has 
all those different pieces, and powerful affirmation. And what's interesting about, maybe some of the 
way that Western mindfulness teachings are interesting in that way, is that he's drawing on an ancient 
tradition which has its own psychology and everything. He's pulling on that. He's also doing his own 
work. He's also a ...Zith a kind of modern ps\cholog\, kind of ps\chod\namic notion, Zhich he¶s 
obviously in contact with in certain ways. He's an intense practitioner and he's doing that and sharing 
that with you in various way. He has a real theory of like the emotion in the body, the mind, some of 
that I know more clearly, some of that I know less clearly. 
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shamanic work, although I had been in for years of psychotherapy, and pharmacological 

approaches, none of which actually abated the depression. As soon as I started engaging in 

Vhamanic ZRUk Whe deSUeVViRn VimSl\ ZaVn'W an iVVXe.´ HRZeYeU, ³On Whe RWheU hand, since 

then, I now have chronic fatigue, which is constant chronic pain in a way that I never had 

befRUe´ and hiV XndeUVWanding iV WhaW bRWh Whe deSUeVViRn and Whe chURnic faWigXe and Sain 

were about teaching him certain lessons: 

This feels to me like it's about variations on a theme. From earliest childhood, I've 
neYer been afraid of death. I felt I Zas«it Zas familiar territor\, I coXld Zalk back 
and forth with no problem or no interruption. On the other hand, what did, did frighten 
me deeply was the idea of ongoing prolonged suffering. So 24 years of depression, 
now going on seven years of constant physical pain, fits, fits, that (laughs) was like, 
³do I reall\ haYe to learn it this Za\?´ (laXghs). BXt that's an ongoing constant 
challenge. In this case, the depression taught me again, about deepened compassion, 
about death as not necessarily an adversary. All sorts of levels of understanding that 
stuff. This is, this seven year stint, if you've ever been, which I'm still in, has taught me 
the boundaries between pain and suffering, that they're not the same. One can undergo 
chronic constant pain and suffering need not be any part of that. 

 

For this practitioner, the idea of needing to learn certain lessons was embedded within his 

XndeUVWanding Rf UeincaUnaWiRn RU WUanVmigUaWiRn Rf diffeUenW dimenViRnV Rf Rne¶V VRXl, and 

therefore suffering associated with learning certain lessons was normative since it allowed 

those aspects of the soul to be perfected.  

 

 

 

TEACHERS 
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One Rabbi (99204) described his understanding of the trajectory of meditative practice 

in ways that include some periods of difficulty and challenges: 

Spiritual practice is bipolar, you move from close to distance, close to distance and 
it¶s liYing Zith the rh\thm. I mean post-FreXd \oX can¶t talk aboXt abandoning parents 
as a way of describing G-d. It jXst doesn¶t Zork an\more.« So I ZoXld neYer Xse that 
imager\ bXt the idea of the«of moYing closer«bXt most of Zhat I Zrite aboXt these 
da\s is naYigating the floZ, the closeness and the remoteness« seeing the remoteness 
as part of the relationship«its Yer\ mXch a part of the path. [«] And, as one other 
thing I mentioned I think the first time we spoke, distinguishing between depression 
and despair. Despair, the sharpness and bitterness of despair is what leads one to the 
maintenance of the relationship as opposed to«that is, seeing the remoteness as part 
of the relationship is Yer\ mXch a part of the path that«the best of Brat]laY deals Zith 
that Yer\ mXch and a feZ other the others. [«] We don¶t Xse the term µDark night of 
the SoXl¶ bXt«Look, finding G-d where there is no G-d is part of the way that I see 
this. And also, not necessarily helping people navigating it but describing my own 
e[perience or giYing some kind of conte[t that«the\ are the phases of the moon. The 
moon is the most wonderful example that is used. The moon goes into occultation once 
a month, and so does the divine face. So yes, anybody who wants to get high and stay 
high has come to the wrong place. 

  
He e[Slained laWeU WhaW he ³XVed WR Weach DanWe ZiWh m\ VWXdenWV and Walk abRXW Whe 3 bRRkV, 

yes, the Inferno, Purgatory and the Celestial Realm. I mean yes, purgation is not a Jewish term 

bXW´ he VWill fRXnd iW UeleYanW and meaningfXl WR Weach hiV VWXdenWs about what the 

cRnWemSlaWiYe jRXUne\ enWailV. He alVR VhaUed WhaW ³WheUe ZaV a gUeaW ChaVVidic WeacheU, 

Menachem Mendel Rf CheUnRb\l ZhR ZaV aVked Whe TXeVWiRn, µWh\, Zh\ dR Ze haYe WheVe 

daUk nighWV?¶ And he Vaid, µIVn¶W iW ZUiWWen in GeneViV, µTheUe Zas evening and there was day 

and Whe ne[W da\¶. I mean iWV abVRlXWel\ SaUW Rf a naWXUal c\cle, and WheUe iV Whe nighW ZRUk and 

WheUe iV Whe da\ ZRUk.´ 

Another Rabbi (99207) explains these difficult stages on the path by drawing from 

teachings from the very beginning of the Hasidic movement: 

This is discXssed in man\ of the Baal Shem ToY¶s te[ts and all the Chassidic literatXre 
that folloZs. The term Xsed in the m\stical Zritings is ³mochin d¶gadlXt´ and ³mochin 
d¶katnXt.´ Mochin means mind, I gXess conscioXsness ZoXld be the best translation. 
Gadlut means big and katnut means small. So big mind and little mind, but more 
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accurately means constricted, expanded and constricted consciousness. So, I think this 
is an e[tremel\ important point. It¶s discXssed in a tremendoXs amoXnt of HasidXt, 
and the rules of how it works and the techniques of how to access it and subvert it and 
Zork aroXnd it and Zork throXgh it.  BXt I¶Ye seen, Zhen I¶Ye been e[posed a little to 
non-Torah paths in aZareness, I¶m alZa\s astonished that this is not mentioned.  

 
He cRnWinXed WR deVcUibe WhiV idea in Whe Baal Shem TRY¶V WeachingV b\ alVR UefeUUing WR a 

famous story attributed to him where the oscillations of the spiritual path are compared to a 

father teaching his son how to walk. In the teaching story, the father helps the child stand up 

at time but then lets go and moves away so that the child can learn to walk unassisted. The 

SV\chRlRgical e[SeUience Rf Whe child VWanding XS iV deVcUibed aV WimeV Zhen, ³HaVhem WXUnV 

XS Whe YRlXme Rf \RXU VRXl,´ Whe UeVXlW Rf Zhich iV WhaW, ³iW dReVn¶W maWWeU hRZ mXch daUkneVV 

WhaW \RX haYe, \RXU lXVW RU \RXU feaU«WhaW¶V called Whe mochin d¶gadlXt, the light of your Daat, 

of your Neshamah can flRRd \RXU being and ZiSe RXW eYeU\Whing [«.] XVXall\ in a WemSRUaU\ 

way, but that can have a long-WeUm imSUinW and imSUeVViRn.´ ThRVe aUe Whe WimeV Zhen ³Whe 

child dReVn¶W knRZ hRZ WR cUaZl eYen, bXW VXddenl\ Whe FaWheU cRmeV dRZn and SickV him XS 

and carries him around. The child opens their consciousness and has a whole new 

understanding. He can see higher than the couch, he can see the whole living room etc.  So 

VRmeWimeV Ze aUe giYen WhaW aV a WaVWe Rf lRYe, a WaVWe Rf SRVVibiliW\.´ HRZeYeU, jXVW aV 

³VRmeRne iV RSening \RX XS,´ GRd iV alVR ³clRVing \RX dRZn aV Zell´ Vince in WhiV 

understanding, ³WheUe¶V ceUWain aVVXmSWiRnV heUe WhaW WheUe¶V VRmeRne gXiding RXU SaWh.´ The 

WimeV Zhen ³Whe child fallV dRZn´ aUe WimeV Rf, 

the refining of the mind and the purifying of the mind and then slowly, slowly you get 
to a level where your mind is clear and you can get into that state. But some days if 
\oX do a lot of Zork \oX can get there qXite Zell.  Some da\s it¶s easier and some days 
it¶s sloZer. BXt that¶s coming back into the child learning hoZ to Zalk. The child 
stands up. The child falls down. Now the father wants to rush in and help the child 
stand, bXt the father reali]es, if the Father constantl\ helps \oX Xp \oX¶ll neYer Zork 
that pain and those issXes. YoX¶ll neYer train \oXr mXscles to be strong enoXgh. YoX¶ll 
never remember the goal of life according to Torah; is, the transcendent, omniscient 
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soXrce behind all of creation Zants to teach Xs to be in the image of God. So there¶s 
two aspects necessary to do that.  He has to lift us out of the world of the animal to 
e[pose Xs to the Godliness Zithin Xs, Zhat¶s possible.  Then He has to place Xs back 
down so we now recreate and develop ourselves to achieve that level our self, and 
once the child has learned to walk, then the Father can take the child hands and they 
can both walk together which is the most beautiful thing in the world. Then they can 
be e\e to e\e in a real relationship.  So that¶s Zhat¶s called the ³itarXta di-letata¶ah, 
itarutah di-le¶eila´. There¶s a constant relationship of aZakening from aboYe, 
Hashem awakens us, and then awakening from below that we now have to do the work 
to create that. 

 

He then went on to describe another aspect of WhiV ³nRn-lineaU WUajecWRU\´: ³WheUe¶V man\ We[WV 

that discuss, we are in this world to metaken our middot, we are in this world to fix and elevate. 

TheUe¶V WZR WhingV Ze¶Ue in WhiV ZRUld WR dR and Rne Rf Whem iV WR fi[ and UeleaVe all WheVe 

negative emotional, physical, tangible associations we have of this world. But if it was 

released into our consciousness, all the negativity we carry, it would TKO.  We would be 

knRcked dRZn.  We ZRXld be RYeUZhelmed.´ InVWead, iW geWV ³UeleaVed«\RX knRZ hRZ Whe\ 

have in medicine, like in vitamins the slow release formula, how it gets released every 24 

hRXUV? SR WhaW geWV UeleaVed RYeU man\ \eaUV.´ FXUWheUmRUe, Whe idea Rf diYine SURYidence RU 

³hishgachah pratis” iV inYRlYed VXch WhaW ³all Rf ZhaW iV haSSening WR XV in RXU life, Whe UeaVRn 

eYeU\Whing haSSenV in Whe ZRUld, Whe UeaVRn, TXRWe Rn TXRWe, ³bad WhingV haSSen WR gRRd 

SeRSle´ iV becaXVe Zhen Ze geW XS WR Whe ne[W leYel Rf ZhaW Ze haYe WR ZRUk Rn, VRmeWhing 

haSSenV WR aZaken WhaW feaU RU aZaken WhaW lXVW´ in VXch a Za\ WhaW ³WheUe¶V a diUecW caXVal 

relationship between the things that are happening in the external world to awaken the things 

WhaW Ze need WR deal ZiWh.´ He e[Slained aV fRllRZV, 

 So Hashem Zill sa\ ³WoZ \oX¶Ye achieYed that leYel great, noZ Ze can go to the ne[t 
leYel.´ (laXghs).  And brings the ne[t one Xp.  So Rebbe Nachman discusses in great 
depth, he sa\s, like a person thinks, the\¶Ye gone throXgh a strXggle and the\ finall\ 
achieYe sXccess and the\ feel Zell noZ I¶m getting big and sXddenl\ something 
happens and they get even worse, then their life goes (inaudible 2:36) and they get a 
state of \iXsh, of despair. ³I thoXght I¶d groZn so mXch, I¶Ye Zorked so hard´ and 
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Reb Nachman sa\s ³don¶t giYe Xp becaXse in trXth, this greater strXggle is indicating 
not that \oX failed, bXt that \oX¶re going to the ne[t leYel and Zhen \oX go to the ne[t 
leYel all deeper stXff comes Xp.´«Imagine like a Yideo game. Sa\ \oX go Xp a roXnd 
and the\ \oX beat the bad gX\ and then \oX go to roXnd 2 and there¶s a bigger bad 
gX\«the monster Zith ten e\es is noZ a taller monster Zith 50 e\es and 20 arms«bXt 
your skill set is stronger. Your skills, your understanding of how to use the joy stick, 
of how to pay attention, of how to punch and shoot at the same time, that for sure is 
ongoing. BecaXse there¶s a difference, I alZa\s sa\, one of the thing I sa\ to m\ 
stXdents is, ³do not Zatch \oXr deYelopment monthl\ bXt Zatch \oXr deYelopment 
\earl\.´ Because on a monthly, weekly, daily level you can be up and down, but every 
time you look back over a year or two years you see very significant, consistent growth. 

 
Another Rabbi (99210) also referred to the teachings of Rabbi Nachman of Bratzlav 

WR deVcUibe difficXlW VWageV Rf Whe SaWh. In facW, iWV ³one of the pillars of his thinking, that there 

iV nR mRYemenW fRUZaUd ZiWhRXW a fall and eYeU\ XS haV WR be SUeceded b\ a dRZn.´ When 

aVked ZhaW WhRVe ³dRZnV´ lRRked like, he deVcUibed hRZ, ³FRU him iW ZaV deSUeVViRn and 

despair but it could be bad middot, I mean this is a theme in a lot of Hasidic literature. It could 

be desires, it could be anger, it depends on a person preconditioning in a certain sense but him, 

he dealW a lRW ZiWh deVSaiU.´ He added WhaW ³I used to explain to people that Reb Nachman sees 

every ascent as preceded by a descent, right? That Nachman sees you go up and then you have 

WR fall´ bXW WhaW mRUe UecenWl\ he haV cRme WR XndeUVWand WhaW ³ZhaW Rabbi Nachman iV Va\ing 

is like this [draws a diagram where diagonal lines go progressively higher above and then 

lower below a horizontal plane]: You go up, you have to fall. You go higher, lower. Higher, 

lower. RighW? SR fRU Reb Nachman«eYeU\ high iV SaUalleled b\ an eTXall\ lRZ fRUm. SR Zhen 

you're at the very highest point, your falls gonna be much lower than the guys at the 

beginning!´ He then adds, 

One of the themes in Reb Nachman that a few scholars have tried to address that 
nobody's gotten right, in my mind, because they just dont' know what to make of it, and 
I can't say that I have it worked out either, but I know that that's not it, the way the\¶re 
explaining it, is that Reb Nachman talks about, recalls, yeridah tachlis aliyah right? 
Which technically means that the, its usually translated as tachlis hayeridah aliyah in 
other Zords is, the pXrpose of the descent is the ascent«Reb Nachman sa\s another 
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phrase, yeridah tachlis aliyah, which I don't think is his phrase, but meaning in the 
literal sense, ZoXld be the \eridah is the Xltimate ascent [«] that the distance is 
actually the closeness. 

 

He also shared one particular teaching where the chronology and progression of highs and 

lows of spiritual life is disrupted and/or collapsed: 

Nachman writes, he says, he writes in the translation, he says that "I'm a beautiful tree 
that gives forth beautiful fruit and down below I'm lying in the ground," In Yiddish it 
is I'm lying in the dirt. Which means to him, he seemed to experience the two 
simultaneously. It wasn't just up and down.  It seemed to be that at the very same 
moment he felt he was just giving out the most amazing perot (fruits) of Torah and 
teachings and devekut and at the same moment he was somehow feeling paradoxically 
like nothing and nothing, nothing, nothing. So its more than just a cycle, apparently, 
at least the way Reb Nachman teaches it, from the way I understand it.  

 
Finally, he discussed how the classical source of the understanding that the contemplative path 

enWailV bRWh ³XSV and dRZnV´ iV ³Whe ZhRle cRnceSW Rf VheYiUaW ha-kelim´ (Whe cRVmRgRnic acW 

Rf Whe bUeaking Rf Whe YeVVelV) Zhich iV ³ inWUinVic WR all Kabbalistic thinking and all Hasidic 

thinking, that our job here is the process of tikkun which means dealing with the shevirah.´48   

 

 

 

CHRISTIANITY 

 
48 He added WhaW ³in LXUianic Kabbalah, and eVSeciall\ in Kabbalah Rf Whe RaVhaVh, Reb ShalRm ShaUabi, he 
ZaV Whe gUeaW YemeniWe e[SRViWRU, iW¶V a SURceVV WhaW haSSenV eYeU\ da\, in RWheU ZRUdV, iWV nRW like WheUe'V a 
period in history called shevirah and a period called tikkun, its every day has the entire range of shevirah and 
WikkXn in WhaW. SR, iWV definiWel\ an RngRing SURceVV, \RX knRZ.´ ThiV iV Zh\, ³in LXUianic Kabbalah \RX'Ue nRW 
allowed to learn the sections of the Etz Chayyim that deal with shevirah during the week, because the matzav 
[ViWXaWiRn] Rf VheYiUah iV Whe SUeVenW maW]aY, \RX¶Ue nRW allRZed WR leaUn WhRVe WhingV Vince leaUning WhRVe 
WhingV acWXall\, \RX knRZ, engendeUV iW. SR \RX Rnl\ leaUn Rn ShabbRV ZheUe \RX'Ue SURWecWed b\ ShabbRV.´ In 
oWheU ZRUdV, WheUe iV an XndeUVWanding WhaW delYing in WR Whe cRVmic SURceVV Rf cUeaWiYe fUacWXUe Zill ³engendeU´ 
that state in the individual, and one can only undertake this without bringing forth unnecessary suffering on the 
sabbath when one will be protected by the additional soul resources one is granted on that day. 
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PRACTITIONERS 

 

Many of the Christian practitioners interviewed discussed certain difficulties which 

they viewed as difficult stages along the contemplative path that entailed necessary suffering. 

Almost all the practitioners that understood some of their challenging experiences this way 

UefeUenced RU inYRked SW JRhn Rf Whe CURVV¶V dRcWUine Rf Whe daUk nighWV of the senses and 

spirit. When asked about her own difficulties she understood in this way, on practitioner 

(99102) deVcUibed hRZ, ³I Whink I VhRXld SUeface iW b\ Va\ing: eYeU\Rne haV difficXlW, ZhaW 

you might call 'Dark Night' experiences in very different ways. And mine have never been²

from some of the things I've heard from other people²they've never been out of this world, 

wacked-XS, \RX knRZ?´ She ZenW Rn WR e[Slain WhaW, ³VRme Rf Whe WhingV I haYe e[SeUienced 

are very much in line with what St. Teresa of Avila or what St. John of the Cross would talk 

abRXW´ ZheUe GRd iV ³kind Rf diVWancing GRd¶V Velf fRU a Zhile in RUdeU WR make XV leVV 

deSendenW Rn ceUWain cRnVRlaWiRnV RU ceUWain gifWV RU ceUWain WhingV Ze haYe been giYen´ and 

³bXUning XV like a lRg fURm Whe inVide RXW WR jXVW WUXVW mRUe.´ She deVcUibeV a ³SXUgaWiRn Rf 

Whe VenVeV´ ZheUe ³Ze Ueall\ ZRUk Rn leWWing gR Rf all cRnceSWV Zhen Ze ViW and all aWWachmenWV 

and all of that, and when we get to a certain point there comes this kind of purgation of the 

VSiUiW, and WhaW'V ZheUe GRd dReV Whe UeVW.´ FRU heU, WhiV WZR-SURnged SURceVV Rf ³bXUning aZa\ 

Rf Whe Velf´ manifeVWed aV e[SeUienceV Rf ³e[WUeme an[ieW\´ and ³e[WUeme diVgXVW´ and ³iW¶V 

sometimes been like the whole world just flopped on its head and I dRn¶W knRZ ZhaW Whe hell 

iV gRing Rn an\mRUe and nRWhing makeV VenVe.´ Finall\, Vhe VhaUed an imSRUWanW caXWiRn abRXW 

how such experiences are understood in her community: 

In m\ tradition, it¶s this, difficXlt e[periences, Dark Night e[periences²we're very 
careful to hold them very lightly. So it's important to have people who know, it's clearly 
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very important to have teachers who know how to help people through them, because 
getting stuck is not a good thing. And people can get into cycles too where it almost 
becomes like a...it can almost become like an ego thing to get stuck and stay stuck, I 
would say. We tend to hold things really, really lightly and almost kind of work on 
laughing at it and just putting it in perspective, knowing what the bigger picture is. 

Another practitioner (99103) also referenced the teachings of St John of the Cross in 

XndeUVWanding VRme Rf hiV RZn SaWh, VSecificall\ WhaW  ³WheUe¶V a daUk nighW Rf Whe VenVeV, 

ZheUe \RX¶Ue beginning WR make WhiV WUanViWiRn fURm an RXWeU RUienWaWiRn WR an inner spiritual 

e[SeUience´ ZheUe ³ZhaW \RX feel iV dU\neVV, emSWineVV, dRXbWV, TXeVWiRnV and VR fRUWh. I Whink 

WhaW¶V ZhaW I ZaV gRing WhURXgh.´ He added WhaW WhiV SeUiRd ³iV Rnl\ WUanVfRUmed Zhen WheUe¶V 

a breakthrough and that kind of happened to me after about 3 years in that ± 2 or 3 years ± in 

WhaW VWaWe.´ HiV XndeUVWanding iV WhaW, ³WheVe daUk nighWV´ aUe ³WUanViWiRn SeUiRdV´ Zhich 

belieYeV RccXUUed ³aW diffeUenW WimeV in m\ RZn life.´ The nighW Rf Whe VenVeV ZaV ³a daUk 

night of leaving behind your ordinary, everyday sensory consciousness and entering into an 

inner world, but then eventually [in the night of spirit] leaving both the inner world and the 

outer world behind and entering into this transcendent place, that integrates all of that, that's 

nRW aWWached WR eiWheU Whe inneU RU Whe RXWeU bXW Veeing GRd SUeVenW in all Rf iW.´ He elabRUaWed 

that, 

Yeah, there's the dark night of the sense and then the dark night of the spirit, where 
you're leaving behind even your God images, your deepest self-images.  All of that, I 
think, comes back, but you're leaving it behind to taste directly that God 
consciousness, which then you see all around you.  You see it in yourself, in other 
people, in the world, in nature.  Which is kind of where Ignatius ends up too, I was 
mentioning that you've got to leave behind even the image of Christ and you go to 
seeing as he sees.  But that can be very anxiety provoking if for years and years and 
years you've been focused on Christ and suddenly he seems to disappear.  But maybe 
he's disappeared into you and you're no longer seeing him in front of you but you're 
seeing through his eyes or loving with his heart, or that kind of thing.  So that's how I 
would interpret it. 
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He also shared how another challenging period during his late twenties also fit with both the 

life Rf JeVXV and SW IgnaWiXV Rf LR\Rla, Whe cUeaWRU Rf Whe VSiUiWXal e[eUciVeV ZheUe Rne ³liYeV 

inWR´ Whe life Rf JeVXV RYeU a 30-day period: 

I think Ignatius, who founded the Jesuits and who developed that retreat process, I 
think went through a similar thing where he went through a personal psychological 
crisis that led him to the place of despair. Then he began to open up into these mystical, 
archetypal experiences of Christ and creation and the Eucharist and so forth.  And 
then he went through an experience that was beyond images that seemed to be the very 
divine foundation of reality.  And all of that happened to him when he was about 30, 
but he spent the rest of his life tr\ing [to]integrate and share that. [«] So m\ sense of 
the framework is that framework of his life story, Ignatius's life story, and the 
framework of what he showed in the exercises, fit my life experience.  They said to me 
that yeah there were these ten years in my 20s where I was dealing with healing of 
psychological issues, inhibitions, acceptance of darker parts of myself and then there 
was not leaving that behind, but working with it on this deeper symbolic level, more 
full bodied imaginative and intellectual journey.  And then I think in more recent years, 
maybe after that retreat at 55, more of this integrated resurrected place where I begin 
to see reality through that lens more from a sense of identification with that 
consciousness of Christ, rather than seeing it as something he has and I don't, you 
know?   

He When elabRUaWed Rn hiV XndeUVWanding Rf Whe UelaWiRnVhiS beWZeen SW JRhn¶V daUk nighWV Whe 

life Rf IgnaWiXV, ZheUe ³I Whink WhiV iV ZheUe IgnaWiXV, WRR, Whe VSiUiWXal e[eUciVeV ZeUe meanW 

to be a retreat process, but his whole spirituality was about finding GRd in all WhingV´ and 

³being a cRnWemSlaWiYe in acWiRn.´ In RWheU ZRUdV, VSiUiWXaliW\ ³dReVn'W need WR be fRXnd in 

these private, inner special experiences but it can be found in your work and in your 

relationships.  That's where the mystery is unfolding too.  So that's very congenial to me, that 

Za\ Rf inWeUSUeWing ZhaW'V gRing Rn.´ 

One practitioner (99106) discussed how she understood difficult experiences, 

including the resurfacing and re-e[SeUiencing Rf WUaXma, aV ³hRl\ diVWXUbanceV´ WhaW ³VRckV 

me WR Whe cRUe and iW ZakeV me XS fRU Whe ne[W inYiWaWiRn.´ She UeSRUWed RVcillaWiRnV between 
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SRViWiYe e[SeUienceV Rf ³gUeaW aliYeneVV´ and When ³SeUiRdV Rf heaY\ daUkneVV, emSWineVV, 

nRWhingneVV ZheUe all I can dR iV be WheUe and ZaiW«and When WheUe Zill be a emeUViRn and 

immeUViRn in ZhaW cRmeV ne[W. SR iW flRZV back and fRUWh.´ In JXngian WeUmV she describes 

hRZ, ³iWV SainfXl, I mean, iW can be e[cUXciaWing, \RX knRZ, WR gR inWR WhRVe SlaceV Rf 

daUkneVV«. And Sain and all WhaW WhaW eYRkeV, inVide and RXW, Whe chilling YRiceV inVide, I 

mean, WheUe¶V a lRW WR be gUaSSled ZiWh and ZUeVWled WhURXgh in Whe VhadRZ.´ And \eW mRVW Rf 

Whe VhadRZ iV ³nRXUiVhmenW fRU a gUeaWeU ZhRleneVV´ aV Vhe haV fRXnd WhaW VRme Rf Whe mRVW 

gUXeling and challenging SeUiRdV haYe ³bURXghW me WR a Slace Rf gUeaWeU inWeUiRU fUeedRm 

WRda\.´ She deVcUibed Rne SaUWicXlaU hRl\ diVturbance as, 

an initiation into an even deeper place than I had been before of things that needed to be 
cleaned up and let go. The process is internal journey, external journey. Cataphatic, 
apophatic. You know, for a long time I thought maybe you arrive some place...I don¶t think 
so. I think it reall\ is jXst a joXrne\ and as long as Ze¶re Zilling, I e[pect I, Ze, Zill keep 
being met by further invitations. I can say today, that initiated a horrendous year that was 
most interior with manifestations externally. And it brought me to a place of greater 
interior freedom today 

 

AnRWheU SUacWiWiRneU (99108) deVcUibed hRZ he haV e[SeUienced SeUiRdV Rf ³abVence´ in hiV 

RZn SaWh bXW WhaW iW¶V ³a healWh\ Vign if VRmeWhing iV SainfXl WhaW iV abVenW, iW meanV \RX miVV 

iW.´ He UelaWed hiV RZn e[SeUience WR Whe ³WeUUific medieYal M\VWic by the name of Richard of 

SW VicWRU and he Va\V µWhaW cRXld be mRUe ZRndeUfXl Whan Zhen iW iV SUeVenW, iW iV abVence; 

and Zhen iW iV abVenW, iW iV SUeVenW.¶´ While Rne ³Zill find bRRkV Rn mediWaWiRn, cRnWemSlaWiRn, 

especially in the Christian tradition, and emphasis on the presence of God, Christ, the Saints, 

Mary. That's true, no doubt about that. But also, there's a strong sense there were periods of 

absence, painful absence, dereliction, suffering, mental and psychological anxiety, the so-
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called daUk nighWV Rf Whe VenVeV and Whe VSiUiW.´ He When VhaUed hiV XndeUVWanding Rf Whe daUk 

nights: 

The dark night of the senses, according to Saint John of the cross, is the person who 
contemplates for a long period of time, and is purified. Ordinary prayer becomes 
distasteful. There are periods of aridity. In fact meditation, let's say loud prayer, busy 
prayer, doing a lot of thinking and emotional work and trying to do acts with your 
spirit²it just doesn't work. That's a dark night of the senses and what's happening 
there is you're being called to the deeper prayer, being called to something more 
simple. Now the prayer, the spirit, or the dark night of the spirit, it's really a mystical 
dying. Ignatius went through it, some Dark Night of spirit lasted probably nine months 
and you will find someone, for example such as Mother Teresa 50 years night, John 
of the cross it's hard to say. But it's excruciating, it's mystical death, the temptations 
of blasphemy, despair, and even suicide. The marvelous woman, the Mother Teresa, 
the incarnation, she's the first woman missionary to North America. She worked with 
the Algonquin and the Huron Indians up in Canada and she wrote dictionaries of 
Algonquin. She worked with even the Iroquois. But her experience is absolutely 
incredible and she was a first rate trinitarian mystic. At one point she wanted to 
commit suicide. So intense Zas her feeling of rejection b\ God, that¶s absence. That's 
a classical sign [«]So these are jXst manifestations of hoZ the dark night of the spirit 
takes all of a person. It's darkness. A person walks in darkness, a person who walks 
and makes it, faith. Nothing these spiritual directors, nothing a friend says helps. 

 
When aVked if WhiV UeVRnaWeV ZiWh hiV RZn e[SeUience, he admiWWed WhaW ³I did nRW die, I mXVW 

admiW. I did nRW gR WhaW deeS´ and WhaW he¶V ³had daUk nighWV Rf Whe VenVeV, bXW nRW Whe fXll 

blRZn manifeVWaWiRn Rf Whe daUk nighW Rf Whe VSiUiW´ and ³ZaV neYeU tempted to suicide. 

Depression? Yeah. Just hanging on by the skin of your teeth? Yes. But I'm too stubborn for a 

fXll blRZn daUk nighW Rf Whe VSiUiW.´ 

One practitioner (99109) reported how contrary to her expectations, she experienced 

a maVViYel\ diVUXSWiYe and imSaiUing VWage ZheUe Vhe leaUned WhaW Whe VSiUiWXal SaWh, ³dReVn¶W 

VRUWa gR alRng Rn WhiV laddeU kind Rf SURgUeVViRn, WhaW¶V nRW hRZ Whe jRXUne\ gReV«Zhen 

SeRSle Walk like, \RX knRZ, Whe\¶ll Va\, ³Rh I ZaV in a daUk nighW.´ The\ haYe nR idea ZhaW a 

daUk nighW iV! The\¶Ue Walking abRXW a liWWle SeUiRd in WheiU life ZheUe WhingV didn¶W gR VR Zell, 
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nR WhaW¶V nRW, WhaW¶V nRW iW (laXghV).´ ThiV SUacWiWiRneU dUeZ Rn Whe ZRUk Rf Michael WaVhbXUn49 

WR XndeUVWand WhiV WUajecWRU\ Rf heU e[SeUience, ZhRVe ZRUk SUeVenWV a SaWh and mRdel, ³Zhich 

iV like a VSiUal and acWXall\ gRing dRZn and nRW WhaW Ken WilbeU laddeU gRing XS.´ She 

explained that, 

someone who I think has absolutely nailed, actually is Michael Washburn and the ego 
and the dynamic ground..I think he's got it. He knows that. I think he's had the 
e[perience and «he reall\ details the joXrne\ as a transpersonal ps\chologist in a 
what I find to be fairly aligned in my understanding of Bernadette's work. And my 
experiences of the journey, Michael Washburn has nailed it. 
 

One practitioner (99110) reported experiencing what he understands to be both the dark night 

of the senses and of the spirit. The former he experienced as a teenager when he experienced 

a VSiUiWXal aZakening WhaW bURXghW ZiWh iW ³inWenVe jR\ dXUing SUa\eU´ and ³RYeUZhelming 

eXShRUia.´ Then, ³VXUe enRXgh, afWeU a feZ mRnWhV, WhiV jXice dUied XS and iW became difficXlW 

to pray, it became boring and dry and there was a sense of emptiness and absence where before 

WheUe had been SUeVence and jR\´ bXW eYen When he knew that aridity was part of the process 

fURm Ueading abRXW Whe daUk nighW Rf VenVeV in SW JRhn. LaWeU, in hiV 20¶V, Rne da\ he ZaV aW 

work and all of a sudden, 

it was gone, there was absence. Someone else described like suddenly white noise had 
been sZitched off, for him more Yisceral, ³it Zas almost like I Zas looking oXt and 
instead of seeing God sort of subtly there, I was just seeing emptiness, I was seeing a 
Yoid«it Zas onl\ actXall\ Zhen I Zas actXall\ in Berkele\ that a spiritXal director I 
had begun to see, I told him this story after I had gotten to know him a bit. And 
basically, he helped me to just simply reinterpret it very quickly in terms of classic 
mystical teaching which was that when the influx of God floods the soul, like when it 
really floods the soul, what you immediately experience is absence and void and 
emptiness. That¶s classic Christian m\sticism. Its actXall\, \oX¶Ye actXall\ moYed 
closer, if \oX like. JesXits don¶t think like this bXt Carmelites think like this«that the 
immediate impact of the grace of God on the soul blinds you, blinds the soul. So what 
you experience is blindness and then gradually, over time, you may start to learn to 

 
49 WaVhbXUn¶V ZRUk iV alVR dUaZn XSRn b\ FaWheU ThRmaV KeaWing in hiV fRUmXlaWiRn Rf Whe CenWeUing PUa\eU 
SaWh, SaUWicXlaUl\ hiV idea Rf ³UegUeVViRn fRU Whe Vake Rf egR-WUanVcendence´ (FiVheU 2019, 5). See SSiWWleV 
(2018, 183-191) for more on the genealogy of this idea in transpersonal psychology. 
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see in a different kind of Za\. It Zon¶t be the e[perience of light in that sense bXt \oX 
Zill start to, in a sense, see in the dark. The impact of God¶s m\stical grace is alZa\s, 
you feel empty, a deep release. So in a sense, he helped me to see that what I¶d actXall\ 
experienced was almost a textbook case of God leading me dramatically deeper in a 
single kind of Zeek or tZo. BXt the emptiness sta\ed and, I don¶t knoZ hoZ mXch 
reading \oX¶Ye done, bXt in the Christian m\stical tradition, the e[periences of dark 
night, Zhether it¶s the dark night of the senses or the dark night of the soXl, the\ can 
take a long time. They can take, you know, years to actually move through. 
 

TEACHERS 

 

One Christian teacher (99223) also acknowledged that difficult stages in the form of 

³Whe daUk nighW,´ Zhich can manifeVW aV ³leWhaUg\, RU deSUeVViRn, RU a deeS VenVe Rf alRneneVV 

and fRUVakenneVV b\ GRd,´ aUe acWXall\ ³an RUganic SaUW Rf Whe SURceVV Rf VSiUiWXal inWegUaWiRn´. 

He explains that in his system and approach, 

we would deal with the dark night in the same way we would deal with anything else: 
µSo, Zhat's going on Zith \oX right noZ.¶ µI'm in a profoXnd darkness¶«So, let's do 
the [«] practice Zith that, let's pa\ attention to that, so alloZ that to be here, 
cultivating awareness of that, and what's underneath that, what is the need, what is 
the wound, and there's a shedding or there's a dying or whatever, but you're [...] as 
you're doing that, you're backing into the sunrise that's going to happen on the other 
side of the dark night. And that's how you participate in the nighttime deepening into 
the dawn, you participate in it by working with it and being with it as opposed to 
fighting it and pushing against it. So, absolutely that's part of our experience and we 
engage in things in that exact same way. 

 
Another Christian teacher (99221) described difficult stages and the necessary suffering 

inYRlYed in Whem aV Whe ³SXUgaWiYe SURceVV´ WhaW iV caWal\]ed in Whe cenWeUing SUa\eU SUacWice 

and tradition, according to one of its founders, Thomas Keating: 

There is a purgative experience...it's talking about the untying of emotional knots. The 
images he describes...there's all this stuff, emotional entanglements in you and the 
process of releasing, just releasing yourself, opening yourself to God's presence again 
and again releases all that stuff, opens all that stuff. And then it starts to come out and 
it's expected that at some point there will be dryness, there will be agony, there will be 
emotional pain. And in the process of centering prayer, you're supposed to release 
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that and let it go and God will take care of it. So there is this purgation that happens 
in this very simple, very simple prayer. 

He e[SlainV fXUWheU WhaW, ³Whe brief description of centering prayer on the 'Contemplative 

Outreach' website, centering prayer is like 5 brief steps, but there's one that describes how you 

may feel physical pain as a result of this untying. There is a somatic sense, and then also 

emoWiRnal. BXW \eah, WhaW'V definiWel\ SaUW Rf iW and WhaW'V cRnViVWenW ZiWh Whe WUadiWiRn.´ When 

aVked WR claUif\ Whe mechaniVm Rf WhiV SURceVV in WhiV WUadiWiRn, he e[Slained WhaW ³in their 

framing of this, just being silent and not distracted leads to the untying of these emotional 

knRWV«In Whe cenWeUing SUa\eU SURceVV, WhRXgh«XlWimaWel\ Whe Uela[ing, iW dReV bUing \RX a 

certain kind of suffering, but then that suffering gets purged and transformed and then 

something new comes which iV nRW WhaW kind Rf VXffeUing.´ One Centering prayer teacher 

(99222) elaborated on this expected purgative stage and process of centering prayer: 

The other area where problems occur, and this is probably of central relevance to 
your work, is Thomas Keating very early on observed, that because of what he called 
the µreceptiYe¶ natXre of centering pra\er, in other Zords \oX¶re not giYing the egoic 
conscioXsness Yer\ mXch to do«it encoXrages an earl\ and Yer\ Yibrant engagement 
of the unconscious, of material that is usually safely repressed by egoic presence. And 
the people who enter centering prayer, particularly when they come to their first 
intensive, Zhere \oX¶re doing three and a half hoXrs of pra\er a da\ for eight straight 
days, enter a kind of space where the disarming of the egoic repressive mechanisms 
and the emergence into the consciousness of previously unconscious material, 
including old traumas, can be an issue. And Thomas has built a whole teaching around 
this to his credit, he first put it together in the 1980s when he realized that people in 
centering prayer were moving very quickly to a state that you actually see in most 
advanced meditation retreats but the centering prayer people got there faster, of the 
very rapid engagement of material from the unconscious. And he developed a theology 
to explain in and a practice to contain it. 

 

In WhiV WUadiWiRn, Whe ³cRnVWanW UeSeaWed leWWing gR Zhich iV dRne, WheRlRgicall\ in ChUiVWianiW\, 

in VRlidaUiW\ ZiWh JeVXV¶ leWWing gR aWWiWXde´ iV XndeUVWRRd aV ³kenosis´ bXW WhiV SURceVV 

WUanVlaWed inWR Whe SV\chRlRgical aUena haV VRme ³XniTXe VhadRZ eaUmaUkV.´ ThiV WeacheU 
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added WhaW, ³RYeU Whe WhiUW\ \eaUV RU VR WhaW Whe\¶Ye been RffeUing CenWeUing SUa\eU inWenViYe 

UeWUeaWV, iW¶V been YeU\, YeU\ Vafel\ handled, and nRbRd\ haV fUeaked RXW RU had a SV\chRWic 

breakdown. But people are mindful of the fact that, that this is parW Rf iW.´ FXUWheUmRUe, KeaWing 

has, 

in a Yer\ helpfXl Za\ identified this as Zhat he calls the ³diYine therap\´ or ³the 
healing of the XnconscioXs.´ And he points oXt hoZ this material is in Xs an\Za\, and 
jXst becaXse Ze don¶t knoZ aboXt it doesn¶t mean Ze aren¶t acting oXt of it. And so as 
it comes to the sXrface in the enYironment of Zhat he deliberatel\ calls ³pra\er,´ b\ 
which he means a relational field with a benevolent and caring Being, or Being-ness, 
as it sXrfaces there, it¶s part of a healing that alloZs it to be, to moYe oXt of the people 
and their bodily, their incarnate being is free of this kind of repressions.  
 

AV menWiRned abRYe, Zhile ³VRmeWimeV iW acWXall\ haSSenV VSRnWaneRXVl\, VRmeWimeV and 

probably more typically a, something will surface in prayer which then will require working 

through, and working out, in your conscious life, when you return out of the meditation period 

inWR dail\ SUacWice.´ And iWV WhiV SURceVV WhaW iV ZheUe VRmeWimeV, ³CenWeUing SUa\eU haV iWV 

RZn kind Rf aUeaV Rf ZhaW \RX mighW call ³VSiUiWXal emeUgence´ maWeUial.´ 

 

ISLAM 

PRACTITIONERS 

 

For practitioners of Islamic forms of meditation, there were only two practitioners who 

shared more in depth about meditation-related difficulties that they understood to be 

normative and involve necessary suffering. 99125 understood two distressing events to be 

neceVVaU\ Rn heU RZn cRnWemSlaWiYe SaWh. The fiUVW, an acXWe ³SV\chRWic´ eSiVRde WhaW 

occurred over a week, she later interpreted as part of a process of purification on her Sufi path 

and was necessary to have undergone. Towards the end of the five-day period, an early 
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childhood memory of extreme guilt surfaced, and she later understood the experience as 

purifying her of this guilt and its associations in her psyche, which had been an integral part 

of her identity for many years: 

And, about a day and a half into the workshop I started going psychotic and I started 
shaking, like oYerZhelming feelings, I¶m not talking aboXt fleeting feelings of 
happiness or sadness. I¶m talking aboXt a Yolcano of epic proportions, at least for m\ 
psyche (laXghs), a rising from m\ bell\ into m\ heart. M\ head coXldn¶t process an\ 
of it and m\ bod\ Zas ph\sicall\ shaking. I Zas terrified, I didn¶t knoZ Zhat it Zas «I 
knew where I was, but it just felt like everything was smashing to smithereens 
everything I understood. I mean in retrospect, yea I was losing cortical control but, 
\oX knoZ, Zhen its reall\ happening, \oX¶re not thinking that. I Zasn¶t thinking that. 
So, a lesser person than my teacher would have dropped me off at the local psych ward 
where they would prescribe anti-psychotics, calmed me down²oh, I coXldn¶t sleep 
either, that started to happen²prescribed some kind of anti-psychotic probably, which 
I would probably still be on now (laughs). But this person, and we, again, over many 
years built a trusted relationship, he and his wife piled me into their little Volkswagen 
Yan and took me to the ne[t toZn Zhere their ne[t Zorkshop Zas.´ Sta\ed in gXest 
room of some friends. ³He ZoXld come and see me tZice a da\. This is not something 
this guy did all the time, its not like he was a therapist or counselor. He was a very 
wise grounded person and a sincere understanding, a deep understanding about life. 
So I ZoXld sit there like, m\ hands and fists hitting against the air sa\ing ³I jXst don¶t 
know what¶s Zrong, I jXst (gXrgling noise).´ At a certain point he figXred oXt«that I 
felt gXilt\ aboXt something. And he started sa\ing ³notice Zhat happens Zhen \oX 
hear this: \oX haYen¶t done an\thing Zrong.´ This is m\ most trXsted friend on the 
planet, saying ³\oX haYen¶t done an\thing Zrong.´. So that it (prompted? Helped?) 
my guilt, because I was willing to try on what he said as a better reality than the one 
that Zas rattling aroXnd inside me. So then he¶s Zatching me hit m\ fists against the 
air«I Zas on the bed and he Zas in a chair, ³he took oYer m\ holding back of m\ 
musculature, so I could still do the movement but he was (inaudible) on the holding 
back. So it (inaudible, whipped?) Nathan, and I started screaming and sobbing, 
screaming and sobbing. Reall\ I¶m sXre I looked like pictXres of somebod\ Zho had 
been possessed, having a de-possession, because even having a baby I never screamed 
like this. My whole body-mind screaming, sobbing, screaming, sobbing«Zhen I Zas 
little, my family had moved west and they said it was because of my health. My 
grandfather had died and m\ mother said, ³If Ze had neYer left (home) he ZoXldn¶t 
haYe died.´ In m\ little kid brain-heart, I had put those two things together, that it was 
my fault that Grandpa died. And that seed had stayed with me clear until I was, I guess 
ma\be 27 or 28 [«] And it took me ma\be 20 to 30 minXtes of screaming and \elling 
and sobbing and slobbering as this unwound, this scary distorted belief about reality 
and m\ self and m\ gXilt«And then I Zas returned, to not just reality but an enhanced 
reality. And my teacher walked me outside and there was a hose sprinkler going on 
and there Zas a rainboZ aboYe the sprinkler [«] I feel it Zas the frXit of practice and 
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trust and development that took me to my deepest (holding crack?), my deepest 
misXnderstanding aboXt life and m\self, and freed me«to loYe and safet\.   
 

She explained how her appraisal of the experience was related to a dream she had before this 

eYenW, in Zhich WhiV Vame WeacheU VhRZed heU Whe ZRUd ³agni´ Zhich ³meanV SXUificaWiRn b\ 

fiUe´ Zhich Vhe XndeUVWRRd aV an ³inneU encRXnWeU ZheUe baVicall\ he ZaV aVking me µZell 

ZhaW¶V ne[W? PXUificaWiRn b\ fiUe?¶ And I gR µVXUe¶ [«] VR When he VhRZV XS and I VWaUW enWeUing 

that fire, which was like that volcano cRming XS fURm inVide me aW hiV ZRUkVhRS.´ While WhiV 

eYenW RccXUUed aW a SXfi UeWUeaW, Vhe didn¶W aWWUibXWe iW WR Whe ZRUkVhRS iWVelf, bXW UaWheU ³iW ZaV 

caWal\]ed b\ m\ SUacWice and m\ UelaWiRnVhiS WR him´ and Whe ³Wiming in m\ SV\che.´ She 

reflected on how, 

my language for it now would be unconscious emotional material and fear and 
trepidation, because my language is I was so identified with that, I had built so much 
of my experience of myself around that, that that coming up is going to look like death 
to me, because so much of what I believed about life was that it was my fault, you have 
to be a good girl because it was my fault, I have to put my own (deeds?) on it because 
it was my fault, it was all my fault. What I call the psychosis lasted about 5 days, may 
have even been coming on prior to his arrival because I think the catalyst was that 
inner experience with him. 
 

The second event, mentioned already above, occurred while visiting a Sufi center in Turkey 

ZheUe Vhe felW ³a lighWning bRlW ZenW WhURXgh me, fURm m\ head dRZn WR m\ heaUW, bell\ 

bXWWRn, RXW inWR Whe eaUWh.´ AfWeU feeling VWUXck b\ WhiV e[SeUience Rf VRmaWic energy, she went 

inWR a neaUb\ Vhed ³and I VWaUW VRbbing aV if Whe Pacific Ocean ZaV backed XS inVide Rf me, 

VRbbing, VnRW in Whe face, cU\ing´ Zhich ZaV XnSUecedenWed fRU heU and ZenW Rn fRU an hRXU 

and a half. While no identifiable material was involved in WhiV ³ZhRle bRd\ cU\ing,´ Zhen Vhe 

UeWXUned WR Whe RWheUV Vhe ZaV WRld b\ Whe mRWheU Rf Whe Sheikh in bURken EngliVh, ³allah bRRm 

bRRm«iV gRRd, dRn¶W fighW iW.´ AfWeU feeling WhaW finall\ ³VRmebRd\ geWV iW, I¶m geWWing a big 

dRVe Rf Allah bRRm WRda\,´ at that moment the Shaykh entered the room and shared that the 
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group had been given permission to participate in a very unique spiritual event at the Sufi 

center. She described how later, after she had the opportunity to share all this with her teacher, 

he had RffeUed hiV inWeUSUeWaWiRn: ³eYeU\Whing WhaW haSSened WR \RX ZaV VR Whe gURXS cRXld´ 

engage in Whe VSiUiWXal eYenW, iW ³dReVn¶W make \RX mRUe RU leVV imSRUWanW Whan an\Rne elVe, 

WhiV ZaV jXVW ZhaW Whe XniYeUVe XVed \RX fRU WhaW da\.´  

One other Sufi practitioner (99127) also spoke about distressing experiences he had 

had in a context of purification. During his first retreat, he reported a week of extreme 

emotional turmoil during which he was crying continuously and later understood it to be an 

³emRWiRnal SXUging, like WheUe ZeUe deeSl\ URRWed VRUURZs in my life that I was getting out, 

WhaW I had nRW cUied abRXW WhaW I needed WR cU\ abRXW.´ He alVR e[SeUienced iW aV. 

almost a sensation of something dying, like something that I had felt was really 
important and really central to my identity was dying. Was dying off, was 
disappearing. And I didn¶t knoZ hoZ to deal Zith that, it Zas Yer\ difficXlt. I reali]e 
now what was d\ing, in m\ perspectiYe noZ, Zas Zhat the SXfis call µthe death of the 
commanding self.¶ This is the aspect of the self that Zants to maintain control of things 
and, from my perspective, this was a spiritual state that I was going through where 
that controlling self was having to let go of some of its control and just let the 
e[perience take oYer. And it didn¶t Zant to do that«it Zas fighting back, m\ response 
was to cry. 

 
He also understood other anomalous and distressing somatic experiences, particularly in and 

around his chest, as related to purification on an energetic level according to Sufi subtle body 

frameworks: 

The body is composed of energetic centers. The Sufis recognize many of these and 
some of them are similar in location to the famoXs HindX chakras. The\¶re slightl\ 
different and I think they have a different, maybe, possibly a different set of psycho-
social, psycho-spiritual associations, maybe. But definitely as the body purifies we 
become more open to the movement of the cosmic energy through you and sometimes 
you reach blockages, you reach places where those energy points, they call them 
µlatifas¶ in Arabic, µsXbtleties,¶ those sXbtle energ\ centers don¶t e[pand or don¶t 
respond to the energ\ or don¶t let the energ\ floZ smoothl\ for God knoZs Zhat 
reason.«eYidentl\, something had been shifted energeticall\ in me and it Zasn¶t 
moving smoothly through my heart center«And kind of like Zhen \oX haYe a circXit 
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that has some resistance in it, the Ziring Zill get hot or if it¶s a light bXlb it gloZs, I 
think of it analogously to that. 

 

He XndeUVWRRd hiV WeacheU WR be ³a YeU\ SRZeUfXl eneUgeWic being´ and belieYed WhaW jXVW being 

in his presence has been the catalyst for powerful experiences, some of which were distressing 

or challenging, while others were quite blissful and ecstatic. He believed that his teacher also 

VRmeWimeV inWenWiRnall\ maniSXlaWed hiV ³eneUg\ V\VWem´ and deVcUibed Whe e[SeUience aV 

³like being VlaSSed ZiWh VRmeWhing YeU\ inWenVe and iW bUeakV XS VRme Rf \RXU SV\chRlRgical 

VWUXcWXUeV´ and WhaW ³iW WakeV Wime fRU Whe more useless ones of those to fall away and the more 

XVefXl RneV becRme UeinWegUaWed again WR \RXU dail\ life.´ He deVcUibed hRZ, aV a UeVXlW Rf 

contemplative practices like chanting and the subtle energetic interactions with the teacher, a 

surplus of energ\ mighW be geneUaWed in Rne¶V bRd\ and if Rne dReVn¶W ³haYe Whe caSaciW\ \eW 

WR cRnWain and aVVimilaWe and make XVe Rf Whe eneUg\ VR iW VSillV RXW in a lRW Rf Za\V´ and 

manifeVWV aV angeU, iUUiWaWiRn, ³hXgel\ inflaWed egRV,´ RU deSUeVViRn. He UeSRUWed hRZ it was 

quite common during retreats for himself and others in his community to become upset 

without provocation or uncharacteristically angry and that such symptoms were understood 

b\ him and RWheU VWXdenWV aV indicaWing Whe\ ZeUe ³being hiW b\ Whe ZRUk,´ in other words, that 

they were normal and expected effects of this Sufi path. Finally, this subject reported difficult 

e[SeUienceV aVVRciaWed ZiWh Whe WeacheU ³SXlling Whe UXg RXW´ Zhich meanW Zhen Whe WeacheU 

would unexpectedly completely ignore a student RU ³baUel\ acknRZledge \RXU e[iVWence.´ He 

described how, despite seeing the teacher do this to other students and knowing that it is a 

SedagRgic WechniTXe Rf Whe WeacheU WR ³Vee if \RX can Zalk Rn \RXU RZn,´ Zhen iW haSSened 

WR him, iW ³VWill hXUW.´ He added WhaW iW ZaV ³YeU\ eaV\ WR feel gRRd Zhen Whe maVWeU iV VSending 
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a lRW Rf Wime ZiWh \RX,´ bXW Zhen he cXWV \RX Rff, ³iW¶V a Ueal egR Whing man, \RX knRZ, iW¶V a 

Ueal gUinding dRZn Rf Whe egR. IW can be SainfXl.´  

 

TEACHERS 

 

One Sufi teacher (99234) spoke about how necessary periods of difficulty and 

challenging e[SeUienceV Rn Whe SXfi SaWh ³aUe all RYeU SXfi liWeUaWXUe´ Vince ³Whe SXfiV WhRXghW 

a lRW abRXW WhiV eYen VWaUWing back a WhRXVand \eaUV agR.´ He diVcXVVed hRZ WUadiWional Sufi 

literature discusses two categories of experiences, states (hal) and stages (maqamat), and that 

VRme Rf Whem aUe ZhaW ³\RX cRXld call endaUkenmenW VWaWeV, Zhich aUe, \RX knRZ, daUk nighW 

Rf Whe VRXl, cRnfXViRn in diffeUenW ShaVeV, and iW¶V nRW necessarily just one stage that a person 

may go through in their life, although that may happen. We may be going through these stages 

mRUe RU leVV cRnWinXall\ aW diffeUenW WimeV.´ He menWiRned hRZ WheVe VWaWeV feaWXUe 

prominently in the Sufi poetry of Jalal ad-Din Rumi and Farid ud-Din Attar among others, 

and VSecificall\ SRinWV RXW Whe VWage deVcUibed in AWWaU¶V the Conference of the Birds (Mantiq 

at-tayr) aV ³Whe Yalle\ Rf beZildeUmenW´ (wadi-i hayrat) aV a ShaVe ³ZheUe Whe SeUVRn haV WR 

go through some soUW Rf deeSeU VenVe Rf leWWing gR, Rf cRnfXViRn, Rf XnleaUning«VRmeWimeV 

WhaW¶V eaV\ WR dR, VRmeWimeV WhaW¶V difficXlW WR dR and can YeU\ diVRUienWing deSending Rn WheiU 

SRViWiRn in life.´  

AnRWheU SXfi WeacheU (99233) alVR indicaWed WhaW WheUe ³aUe man\ SV\chRlRgical and 

VSiUiWXal VWaWeV e[SeUienced b\ Za\faUeUV Rn Whe SaWh´ inclXding difficXlW RneV VXch aV ³deVSaiU, 

an[ieW\, lRnging, abandRnmenW´ and ³VWaWeV Rf beZildeUmenW and cRnfXViRn aV one journeys 

inZaUdl\ be\Rnd Whe mind and iWV limiWed XndeUVWanding.´ He menWiRned WhaW Rn Whe SXfi SaWh 
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³Rf cRXUVe each indiYidXal haV WR e[SeUience WheiU RZn inneU daUkneVV, Zhich can be a SainfXl 

and difficXlW SURceVV´ and UefeUenced CaUl JXng ZhR ZURWe WhaW ³EnlighWenmenW dReV nRW 

consist in imagining figures of light, but in making the darkness conscious. The latter process 

is difficult and therefore unpopular." He also described how experiences in meditation such 

aV ³a lRVV Rf egR«can be deeSl\ diVWXUbing´ and WhaW Whe ³an[ieW\, SRVVibl\ WeUURU fURm Whe 

lRVV Rf egR iV geneUall\ a SaVVing VWage´ WhaW can ³laVW fURm Rne WR WZR \eaUV,´ bXW WhaW iW iV 

³helSfXl WR knRZ WhaW RWheUV haYe had WhiV e[SeUience and iW iV a SaVVing VWage.´ He VWUeVVed 

the importance of the teacher to help navigate the landscape of these states and stages and to 

³helS diVcUiminaWe beWween psychological and spiritual states±-what belongs to the path and 

ZhaW iV VRmeWhing WhaW ma\ UeTXiUe SV\chRlRgical helS.´  

AnRWheU SXfi WeacheU (99237) diVcXVVed hRZ IUina TZeedie inYenWed Whe WeUm ³\R-\R´ 

syndrome to discuss her own experiences on the Sufi path as well as the experiences of the 

community of her students. She described how, 

the classical Sufis, writing in Arabic in the 10th, 11th, 12th centuries. They really did 
this job of mapping the path that a spiritual seeker is going through, in terms of these 
oscillations. In fact, they saw the whole program as composed of two different 
dimensions [«] God reYeals himself to \oX b\ different attribXtes. And the attribXtes 
kind of, like, situate themselves, very much like later on in the Kabbalah, in two realms. 
And the first realm one can call mercy or love, which is expansive, and all the things 
we can say about love. And its opposite, which is constricting, and ruthless and 
demanding and judgmental. And all these things which we can say, modern people, 
Zho don't haYe religioXs beliefs, can sa\, its ps\chological. BXt that¶s oXr 
interpretation. For these people it was the revelation of God in his different 
manifestations or attributes. 

 
HRZeYeU, Vhe nRWeV WhaW, ³YRX can Va\, in clinical WeUmV, iW¶V almRVW like bi-polar syndrome. 

EYeU\Whing haV a WeUm. BXW Whe facW WhaW iW haV a WeUm and a name dReVn¶W mean WhaW \RX knRZ 

hRZ WR handle iW, RU WhaW \RX knRZ hRZ WR XndeUVWand iW.´ She deVcUibes how the Sufi path is 

deVcUibed XVing WhiV ³SRlaU´ langXage and, ³Va\ I gR WhURXgh an e[SanViYe VWaWe«be VXUe WhaW 
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eiWheU WRmRUURZ RU VRmeWime in Whe fXWXUe, I¶ll be WhURZn inWR iWV RSSRViWe´ Zhich aUe Whe 

³cRnVWUicWing´ e[SeUienceV. The SXfi SaWh iV nRW, ³nRW jXVW ZRndeUfXl and ecVWaV\ and Whe ahh, 

love, and you know, the people read Rumi and they go ballistic and its wonderful. Not at all, 

nRW eYen in RXmi, \RX knRZ«I VRmeWimeV bUing RXW SURYRcaWiYel\ WhingV in RXmi WhaW dRn'W 

Va\ iW¶V all ZRndeUfXl.´ In heU XndeUVWanding, Whe VWaWeV Rf cRnVWUicWiRn (qabd) aUe WUXl\ ³an 

awful place to be. Awful in the sense that one of the synonyms for it is despair. You 

knRZ«ZhaW Whe laWeU medieYal m\VWicV in ChUiVWianiW\, I Whink, Whe SSaniVh, called Whe µdaUk 

nighW Rf Whe VRXl¶, WhaW¶V Whe daUk nighW Rf Whe VRXl.´ She UecRXnWed hRZ Zhen Vhe fiUVW Uead SW 

John of the Cross and how he blessed the dark night of the soul, she understood from the Sufi 

VRXUceV hRZ WheVe kindV Rf e[SeUienceV aUe Ueall\ ³WUanViWiRnal SRinWV, fXll Rf SRWenWialiWieV.´ 

ThaW jXVW like in ³WheUaS\, if Whe WheUaS\ iV deeS, iW becRmeV WeUUibl\ XncRmfRUWable« BXW 

evenWXall\, if \RX SeUVeYeUe, WhingV change«[\RX] Ueach a SlaWeaX and WhiV SlaWeaX allRZV 

[\RX] a neZ SeUVSecWiYe Rn WhingV´, VR WRR aUe deeS abiding WUanVfRUmaWiYe changeV bRUne RXW 

of distress and despair on the Sufi path. This perseverance is key though, since  

if \oX are in this sitXation and \oX can hold it somehoZ«\oX jXst hang onto it«then, 
it changes, it has the potential to change to its opposite. Not in the sense of expansion, 
you know, all of a sudden you are in ecstasy, you are in good mood. No. In the sense 
of«being lifted Xp. RelinqXishing an\ pretense for control. BecaXse this despair 
comes from the«like \oX haYe to climb Xp this hXge moXntain and \oX are at the end 
of your physical and mental power and you don't have a rope to climb on and you 
are«µZhat do I do noZ? I can¶t climb back and I can¶t climb Xp.¶  

 
The abiliW\ WR SeUVeYeUe in WhiV VWaWe, WhRXgh, iV cRnWingenW XSRn haYing VRme ³nRWiRn Rf 

something out there. And this something out there can be God, an angel, a memory of your 

mRWheU RU a WeacheU. BXW WheUe haV WR be WhiV VenVe Rf µI am nRW alRne.¶ If I am alone, you know, 

WhaW VenVe Rf lRnelineVV Zhen iWV WRWal and daUk, iW¶V Ueall\ deSUeVViRn, clinical deSUeVViRn.´ 
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DISCUSSION 

SUMMARY 

 

We have seen how meditation-related difficulties were reported across different 

domains of phenomenology amongst contemporary Abrahamic contemplative practitioners 

and teachers. In terms of affective changes reported as distressing and/or impairing, 

practitioners reported fear and anxiety, depression and despair, re-experiencing of traumatic 

memories, empathic and affiliative changes, affective lability or reactivity, agitation and 

irritability, and affective flattening or detachment. Cognitive changes included vivid imagery 

and change in executive functioning, while hallucinations, visions, and illusions, visual lights, 

and derealization were reported from the perceptual domain. Sense of self changes reported 

as distressing or impairing included changes in self-other/ self-world boundaries, change in 

sense of embodiment, and change in narrative self and somatic phenomenology included 

somatic energy or vibrations, involuntary movements, and cardiac irregularity. 

There were also two major categories of appraisals of distressing or impairing 

meditation-UelaWed e[SeUienceV. The fiUVW ZeUe ³adYeUVe´ RU nRn-normative interpretations, 

where the experience was judged to involve unnecessary suffering that can and should have 

been avoided. From the data-driven coding, three major themes²practices, social support, 

and worldview²emerged from my engagement with the interviews.  

In the practices theme, practice fit and tailoring were emphasized as optimal for 

successful and responsible contemplative practice, and if practices were not tailored or 

appropriate for particular individuals, harm and unnecessary suffering could result. Relatedly, 

psychiatric morbidity was identified in many interviews as an important consideration in 
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practice since certain practices and approaches were thought to result in harm for individuals 

with certain clinical conditions or histories. The difference between preliminary practices 

appropriate for more people and advanced practices appropriate only for a minority of people 

under specific conditions also arose as a sub-theme influencing some interpretations of 

distressing or impairing experiences as non-normative. Specific to Christian traditions, the 

distinction between cataphatic and apophatic contemplative practices was also invoked as 

imSRUWanW fRU WeacheUV¶ and SUacWiWiRneUV¶ aSSUaiVal SURceVVeV and deWeUminaWiRnV Rf VXffeUing 

as unnecessary, since apophatic practices in particular were discussed as having unique risks 

which required careful navigation. 

The second theme important for non-normative appraisals was the absence or presence 

of sufficient social support, where the former was judged to be responsible for a lot of 

unnecessary suffering. The first sub-theme of this category was the importance of (well-

trained) teachers, spiritual directors, and companions to help one navigate the contemplative 

path successfully and avoid unnecessary harm from it. The other sub-theme was the 

importance of community and the appraisal that the absence of a supportive community could 

also contribute to unnecessary suffering associated with contemplative practice.  

The third theme, worldview and interpretive framework, also contained several sub-

themes that had a bearing on whether subjects appraised meditation-related difficulties as 

adYeUVe. The fiUVW, µWhe UelaWiRnVhiS beWZeen VSiUiWXal and SV\chRlRgical fUameZRUkV,¶ ZaV 

inYRked b\ man\ VXbjecWV aV cUXcial fRU VhaSing Rne¶V (RU Rne¶V WUadiWiRn¶V) XndeUVWanding Rf 

Whe naWXUe Rf diVWUeVVing RU imSaiUing e[SeUienceV and inclXded cRnVWUXcWV like µVSiUiWXal 

b\SaVVing¶ RU TXeVWiRnV aURXnd if SV\chRlRgical challengeV ZeUe necessary to address as part 

of a contemplative path. The answer to this question often depended on the second sub-theme, 
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Whe SaUWicXlaU µcRnceSWiRn Rf Whe gRal Rf Whe cRnWemSlaWiYe SaWh,¶ and RfWenWimeV Whe 

understanding of what kind of self-transformation or realization of nonduality was the goal. 

Finally, the third sub-Wheme UelaWed WR Rne¶V ZRUldYieZ and inWeUSUeWiYe fUamework was 

µnRUmali]aWiRn and SaWhRlRgi]aWiRn,¶ ZheUe VeYeUal VXbjecWV fRllRZed SWaniVlaY and ChUiVWina 

Grof in attributing unnecessary suffering to incorrectly appraising meditation experiences as 

pathological, although the opposite danger of normalizing oU ³VSiUiWXali]ing´ menWal illneVV 

was also understood to cause harm and unnecessary suffering in some cases. 

The other category of appraisal of distressing and impairing meditation-related 

e[SeUienceV ZeUe WhaW Whe\ aUe a ³SaUW Rf Whe SaWh´ RU aUe nRUmaWiYe VignV Rf SURgUeVV deVSiWe 

surface appearances to the contrary, and therefore involved necessary suffering. In Judaism, 

challenging stages of the path were associated with: purification frameworks; the need to learn 

ceUWain leVVRnV in WhiV lifeWime RU VRXl WUanVmigUaWiRn; Whe cRnceSWiRn Rf Whe SaWh aV ³bi-SRlaU´ 

and/or that it consists of both expanded and constricted consciousness (mochin d¶katnXt) 

necessary for the achievement spiritual development; the doctrine that the purpose of creation 

iV WR UecWif\ Rne¶V emRWiRnal and chaUacWeU WUaiWV Zhich enWailV VRme amRXnW Rf VXffeUing; and 

the idea that certain kinds of spiritual descent are necessary for spiritual ascent and/or that 

descent and absence is paradoxically the greatest ascent and experience of the presence of 

God. In Christian traditions, difficult stages of the path were understood by many subjects as: 

UelaWed WR SW. JRhn Rf Whe CURVV¶ cRnceSWiRn Rf Whe daUk nighWV Rf Whe VenVeV and VSiUiW; SW. 

IgnaWiXV Rf LR\Rla¶V RZn life and cRnWemSlaWiYe WUajecWRU\; Whe mRUe idiRV\ncUaWic idea Rf 

³hRl\ diVWXUbanceV´; CaUl JXng¶V cRnceSWiRn Rf Whe VhadRZ; Michael WaVhbXUn¶V mRdel Rf Whe 

VSiUal SaWh and ³UegUeVViRn in Whe VeUYice Rf egR-WUanVcendence´; ThRmaV KeaWing¶V 

formulation of the Centering Prayer path as entailing the purgative untying of emotional knots, 
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kenotic XnlRading Rf Whe XncRnVciRXV, and aV Rne Rf ³diYine WheUaS\.´ In IVlamic WUadiWiRnV, 

difficult stages of the path entailing necessary suffering were appraised as: related to psycho-

emotional and subtle energetic purification frameworks; the ideas that some kinds of 

distressing experiences are necessary for certain kinds of spiritually significant events or 

spiritual maturation; indicative of the classical Sufi states (hal) and stages (maqamat), such as 

those discussed by Sufi poets Rumi and Attar, and understood as revelations of the two 

dimensions of the divine; and that some distress or discomfort is unavoidable for Jungian 

shadow work towards individuation.  

 

TOWARDS A CULTURALLY SENSITIVE ETIC FRAMEWORK 

 

One thing that should be clear from our thematic survey of the appraisals of meditation-

related difficulties is that etic frameworks that consider all distress and impairment to be signs 

of psychopathology are not actually culturally sensitive since many traditions investigated in 

this study view some distressing and impairing experiences as important parts of the 

contemplative path. For example, Menezes and Moreira-Almeida (2009; 2010) in their 

reviews of the psychological literature on differential diagnoViV VXggeVW bRWh ³lack Rf 

VXffeUing´ and ³lack Rf fXncWiRnal imSaiUmenW´ aV VecRndaU\ cUiWeUia b\ Zhich SV\chRWic 

experiences can be differentiated from spiritual ones (discussed in Lindahl et al. 2020, 3). A 

truly culturally sensitive clinical understanding requires the acknowledgment of distressing 

and challenging stages of contemplative paths, but additionally can account for other kinds of 

distress and impairment that traditions understand to be pitfalls and involve unnecessary 

suffering. 
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Another question this study raises is: if our aim is to be culturally sensitive, which 

particular culture do we choose to be sensitive to? As we saw above, there are active debates 

within specific sub-traditions of each religious tradition, never mind between different 

traditions, regarding normative practice approaches, contexts, and goals. Hopefully it is clear 

that to be truly culturally sensitive, we actually need to be sensitive to all the micro-cultures 

that exist within a tradition, since any one culture, even contemplative cultures, are extremely 

multi-YRcal. HaUWRgVRhn (2022) SURSRVeV Whe nRWiRn Rf ³VRciRcXlWXUal micURclimaWeV´ WR 

³deVcUibe Whe diVWincW W\SeV Rf e[SecWaWiRnV, inWenWiRnV, and cXlWXUal cRnWe[WV WhaW haYe 

produced drastically different SV\chedelic e[SeUienceV´ and m\ cRnWenWiRn iV WhaW WheVe 

microcultures also exist within worlds of meditative practice. Dupuis and Vessiere (2022) 

aUgXe, in lighW Rf HaUWRgVRhn, WhaW ³UaWheU Whan VimSl\ fUeeing XS habiWXal cRnVWUainWV Rn 

SeUceSWiRn« SV\chedelic encounters typically entail processes of sense-making, 

crystallization of meaning, and enculturation into contextually mediated assumptive worlds 

(or ideologies) and behaviours that necessarily install novel constraints with potentially 

maladaptive cRnVeTXenceV´ (1).  In Whe ne[W feZ chaSWeUV, Ze Zill diVcXVV hRZ cRnWemSlaWiYe 

practices may have similarly hyper-plastic effects based on a several different neurobiological 

mechanisms, and that some contemplative states can catalyze similar sense-making processes 

in the critical zone where some habitual cognitive and perceptual constraints are freed and 

others can be reinforced, challenged, or left alone entirely. But in order to represent such 

contemplative effects accurately, our lens must be fine-grained enough to capture the 

µdiffeUenceV WhaW make a diffeUence¶ beWZeen diffeUenW cRnWemSlaWiYe micUR-climates and 

micro-cultures. 
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 As such, not only does a culturally sensitive etic approach require an intimate 

understanding of classical religious teaching and frameworks, but it also requires a familiarity 

with how those frameworks are interpreted today, including how they have been translated, 

adapted, and refined in light of non-religious psychological frameworks. For example, we 

would need quite a fine-grained approach to offer culturally sensitive care to: the Jewish 

practitioner whose interpretive frameworks weave together western mindfulness traditions, 

psychodynamic conceptions of the embodied unconscious, and a modern Hasidic tradition 

that was itself impacted by early psychoanalysis and other early 20th century psychological 

trends; or to the Centering prayer practitioner that understands medieval purification 

frameworks and understandings of kenosis in light of analytical psychology and Michael 

WaVhbXUn¶V WUanVSeUVRnal SV\chRlRgical XndeUVWanding Rf ³Uegression for the sake of 

WUanVcendence´; RU WR Whe ZeVWeUn SXfi SUacWiWiRner whose contemplative path involves Jungian 

³VhadRZ´ ZRUk and SV\chRd\namic WUanVlaWiRnV Rf SXUgaWiYe fUameZRUkV Rf Whe VWaWeV (hal) 

and stations (maqamat) first canonized a thousand years ago. To offer culturally sensitive 

clinical care to meditation-related difficulties is to offer care that is sensitive to the rich 

histories of particular contemplative sub-traditions and to how those sub-traditions and 

interpretive frameworks are themselves interpreted and adapted by specific microclimatic 

communities today. 

CONCLUSION 

 

In this chapter, we have demonstrated that a range of distressing and impairing 

affective, cognitive, perceptual, sense of self, and somatic meditation-related experiences are 
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reported by contemporary practitioners and teachers of Abrahamic contemplative traditions. 

We haYe alVR Veen WhaW WheVe difficXlWieV aUe XndeUVWRRd b\ WheVe WUadiWiRnV aV eiWheU ³adYeUVe´ 

and non-nRUmaWiYe, RU ³SaUW Rf Whe SaWh´ and nRUmaWiYe, eYen WhRXgh there may not always be 

consensus about which is which even within religious traditions. Any culturally sensitive etic 

fUameZRUkV mXVW be able WR accRXnW fRU bRWh aSSUaiValV Rf WheVe difficXlWieV, bRWh Whe ³adYeUVe´ 

effects of these practices resulting in XnneceVVaU\ haUm and Whe challenging ³SaUW Rf Whe SaWh´ 

understandings that entail suffering that is necessary for the achievement of some emically 

significant goal as well.  
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CHAPTER TWO: CONTEMPLATIVE STATES OF ABSORPTION ARE 
PIVOTAL 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

In order to understand meditation-related difficulties from a culturally sensitive 

psychological perspective, we first must familiarize ourselves with how these experiences are 

interpreted within particular religious and contemplative traditions. As we saw in chapter one, 

these experiences can be either normative, non-normative, or sometimes a combination of the 

WZR, aka ³nRUmal bXW nRW nRUmaWiYe.´ In WhiV chaSWeU I Zill aUgXe WhaW mediWaWiRn-related 

difficulties are often emically understood to be related to contemplative states of absorption 

that are cultivated in these traditions and that a recent complex systems approach to 

understanding ascetic practices and psychedelic experiences²the Pivotal Mental States 

model (PiMS)²can help with our culturally sensitive etic understanding of these difficulties. 

We Zill fiUVW e[SlRUe Whe SV\chRlRgical cRnVWUXcW Rf ³abVRUSWiRn´, When e[amine Whe states of 

contemplative absorption cultivated in Jewish, Christian, and Islamic traditions, and finally, 

see how they may be understood etically through the lens of the PiMS model.  

ABSORPTION 

TRAIT ABSORPTION AND PERCEPTUAL DECOUPLING 

 

In 1974, Tellegen and Atkinson first introduced their Trait Absorption Scale (TAS) to 

meaVXUe ³a diVSRViWiRn fRU haYing eSiVRdeV Rf ³WRWal´ aWWenWiRn WhaW fXll\ engage Rne¶V 

representational (i.e., perceptual, enactive, imaginative, and ideational) resourceV´ (Tellegen 
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and AWkinVRn 1974, 268). TheVe VWaWeV Rf ³WRWal aWWenWiRn´ ZeUe chaUacWeUi]ed b\ ³a heighWened 

sense of the reality of the attentional object, imperviousness to distracting events, and an 

altered sense of reality in general, including an empathically altered VenVe Rf Velf´  (268). 

Tellegen continued to refine the definition of the construct in 1986 adding that such states can 

alVR haYe ³a diVVRciaWiYe«chaUacWeU´ (RRche and McCRnke\ 1990, 92). ThiV feaWXUe Rf Whe 

cRnVWUXcW led WR Whe incRUSRUaWiRn Rf ³abVRUSWiRn and imaginaWiYe inYRlYemenW´ aV Rne Rf Whe 

three subscales of the widely used Dissociative Experiences Scale (DES) (Soffer-Dudek et al. 

2015, 338). The cRnVWUXcW Rf diVVRciaWiRn haV been cUiWici]ed fRU ³Whe mXddineVV Rf Whe 

definiWiRn´ (DalenbeUg and PaXlVRn 2009, 145) and fRU being ³TXiWe YagXe, in laUge SaUW 

becaXVe iW haV been SURmiVcXRXVl\ aSSlied WR diVSaUaWe ShenRmena´ (Dell 2009, 710); clinical 

scientists and researchers have responded to this lack of clarity by distinguishing between 

³SaWhRlRgical´ diVVRciaWiRn and ³nRUmal´ RU nRUmaWiYe diVVRciaWiRn, Whe laWWeU Rf Zhich 

includes states of absorption (Dalenberg and Paulson 2009, 146). 

In an attempt to avoid conceptual ambiguity and still be interdisciplinary, Seligman 

and KiUma\eU (2008) SURSRVed an ³inWegUaWiYe´ mRdel Rf diVVRciaWiRn WhaW WakeV inWR accRXnW 

bRWh SaWhRlRgical and nRUmaWiYe fRUmV, Whe fRUmeU inYRlYing ³diVWUeVV´ RU ³imSaiUmenW´ fRXnd 

in deSeUVRnali]aWiRn and deUeali]aWiRn diVRUdeUV, Zhile Whe laWWeU ³W\Sicall\ inYRlYe 

experiences of absorption, defined as the profound narrowing or concentration of attention 

and fRcXVed deSlR\menW Rf cRgniWiYe UeVRXUceV,´ VXch WhaW ³Whe absorbed individual becomes 

unaware of the external environment, self-awareness and critical thought are suspended and 

Wime SeUceSWiRn ma\ becRme diVWRUWed´ (34). NRUmaWiYe diVVRciaWiRn can be Rf WZR W\SeV, 

external and internal, since a state of absorption ³RfWen inYRlYeV engagemenW ZiWh e[WeUnal 

RbjecWV RU eYenWV, VXch aV filmV, WeleYiViRn, bRRkV, mXVic and Whe like´ and can ³alVR inYRlYe 
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engagement with internally generated thoughts, images, or imaginative content; examples 

inclXde da\dUeaming, UeYeUie, delibeUaWiRn and fanWaV\´ (34). 

Tanya Luhrmann, an anthropologist studying spiritual and religious experience, has 

used the construct of trait absorption to interpret some of the findings of her ethnographic 

fieldwork, particularly in charismatic Christian communities. In their 2010 paper, Luhrmann 

and her colleagues introduce the idea that there may be training effects on the trait of 

absorption²which have not been recognized in empirical psychological research 

investigating the trait²and argue that there is considerable shared territory across different 

fields and other related psychological constructs: 

We belieYe WhaW ³abVRUSWiRn´ iV beVW XndeUVWRRd aV Whe menWal caSaciW\ cRmmRn WR 
trance, hypnosis, dissociation, and much other spiritual experience in which the 
individual becomes caught up in ideas or images or fascinations. From this 
SeUVSecWiYe, ³abVRUSWiRn´ iV Whe name Rf Whe caSaciW\ WR becRme fRcXVed Rn Whe mind¶V 
object²what humans imagine or see around them²and to allow that focus to increase 
while diminishing attention to the myriad of everyday distractions that accompany the 
management of normal life. (Luhrmann et al. 2010, 75) 

Here again the trait or capacity for absorption is specified as having two components: 

becoming focused on a particular object that can either be external or internally imagined and 

the diminishment of attention to anything else. In the case of an internally imagined mental 

RbjecW, an\ VenVRU\ SeUceSWiRn ZRXld be inheUenWl\ diVWUacWing and dUaZ Rne¶V aWWenWiRn fURm 

the object, and thus there must be a diminishment of attention to sensory stimuli in order for 

such focus to be maintained.  

ReVeaUch inWR ³WUance´50 states in shamanic traditions, some of which have 

incorporated neuroscientific methods, also explores these two components. The latter is 

 
50 DefiniWiRnV Rf ³WUance´ aUe cRnWenWiRXV and cRnWeVWed; fRU a hiVWRUical RYeUYieZ, Vee HaUUingWRn (2016). 
TaYeV (1999) nRWeV WhaW ³YaUiRXV academic diVciSlineV haYe deYelRSed diVWincWiYe diVcRXUVeV WR deVignaWe Whe 
geneUal VRUW Rf e[SeUience in TXeVWiRn´ ZheUe ³PV\chiaWUiVWV mRVW cRmmRnl\ UefeU WR diVVRciaWiRn (RU mRUe 
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VRmeWimeV deVcUibed aV decUeaVed VenVRU\ encRding; WhiV ³SeUceSWXal decRXSling´ iV defined 

aV ³Whe caSaciW\ WR diVengage aWWenWiRn fURm SeUceSWiRn´ (SchRRleU eW al. 2011, 319). FRU 

e[amSle, HRYe eW al. (2016) deVcUibe hRZ ³PeUceSWXal decRXSling RU VenVRU\ gating would 

limit disruptions from irrelevant stimuli and help sustain an absorptive internally directed train 

Rf WhRXghW´ and WhaW WhiV ³decRXSling, clRVed e\eV, and a VWill bRd\ ZRXld helS clRVe dRZn Whe 

external sensory world, and facilitate transfer tR Whe inWeUnal ZRUld Rf Vhamanic jRXUne\ing´ 

(3121). Perceptual decoupling is also recognized as a one of the major components of mind 

wandering and has been investigated most thoroughly in that domain of research (Schooler et 

al. 2011; Smallwood and Schooler 2015).  

While some psychological anthropologists have emphasized its role in shamanic 

trance states, meditation researchers have been slower to embrace perceptual decoupling as 

an important component of meditative practice to investigate.  This is perhaps because the 

emeUging field Rf µcRnWemSlaWiYe Vcience¶ haV fRcXVed Rn mindfXlneVV-based interventions 

(MBIs) and only recently begun to explore contemplative states of absorption that are 

cultivated in other contexts (Hagerty et al. 2013; Berkovich-Ohana and Glicksohn 2017; 

Glicksohn and Ben-Soussan 2020; Sparby 2019). While trait absorption has received attention 

in psychological and clinical scientific research and is now being investigated in relation to 

 
distantly hysteria); anthropologists to trance, spirit possession, and altered states of consciousness; and 
UeligiRniVWV WR YiViRnV, inVSiUaWiRn, m\VWiciVm and ecVWaV\´ (7). In hiV ZRndeUfXl VWXd\, Shamanic Trance in 
Modern Kabbalah, GaUb (2011) nRWeV Whe RYeUlaS beWZeen WUance and Whe VchRlaUl\ caWegRU\ Rf ³ecVWaV\´ but 
³ZiWh iWV mXlWiSle definiWiRnV, iW iV leVV XVefXl fRU RXU SXUSRVe Whan mRUe VcienWific WeUmV, VXch aV WUance, Zhich 
aUe VXSSRUWed b\ bRWh clinical SUacWice and anWhURSRlRgical RbVeUYaWiRnV´ (48) eVSeciall\ giYen hiV inWeUeVW in 
³cRnWUibXWing WR Whe field Rf SV\chRlRg\ Rf UeligiRn´ and faciliWaWing ³faU gUeaWeU inWegUaWiRn Rf VRcial Vcience in 
Whe VWXd\ Rf Kabbalah´ (8). InVWead Rf emSlR\ing eiWheU Rf WheVe caWegRUieV, WhiV VWXd\ Zill fRllRZ Whe cRnVilienW 
VSiUiW Rf Whe ³bXilding blRck aSSURach´ (BBA) in using the more generic psychological construct of absorption, 
which may (and often does) overlap with both depending on specific formulations (Taves 2009; Asprem 2016; 
Taves and Asprem 2020).  
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spiritual experiences (Lifshitz et al. 2019), the states of absorption that the trait refers to have 

been comparatively under-theorized and understudied, particularly in meditation research 

(Roche and McConkey 1990, 92; Hall et al. 2016, 2). 

 

CONTEMPLATIVE STATES OF ABSORPTION 

 

One notable exception to this oversight is Markovic and Thompson (2016), which, 

through the lens of neurophenomenology, compares states of absorption in hypnosis to those 

cultivated in the Theravada Buddhist context of jhana (Pali) or dhyana (Sanskrit) practice²

Whe WeUmV WhaW aUe XVXall\ WUanVlaWed aV µabVRUSWiRn.¶ The\ SRinW RXW WhaW Zhile Tellegen and 

AWkinVRn ³and RWheU eaUl\ UeVeaUcheUV, cRnnecWed abVRUSWiRn ZiWh imaginaWiYe inYRlYemenW²

a tendency to become attentionally and emotionally involved in an imaginative 

VcenaUiR«CXUUenW UeVeaUcheUV aUe mRUe likel\ WR define abVRUSWiRn SXUel\ in WeUmV Rf Whe 

TXaliW\ Rf Rne¶V aWWenWiRn WR an RbjecW´ aV Whe\ WhemVelYeV dR51 (82±83). After an overview of 

bRWh h\SnRWic and BXddhiVW mediWaWiYe SUacWice, Whe\ nRWe WhaW in ³bRWh Whe h\SnRViV liWeUaWXUe 

and Buddhist texts, absorption is a state of focused attention in which there is reduced 

awareness of or attention to peripheral stimuli, and due to which one may experience altered 

bRXndaUieV Rf Whe Velf,´ VXch aV ³alWeUaWiRnV in Rne¶V bRd\ image RU eYen Whe VenVe WhaW Rne¶V 

bRd\ haV diVaSSeaUed,´ aV Zell aV ³an alWeUed SeUceSWiRn Rf UealiW\´ WhaW can inclXde Whe 

³ceVVaWiRn Rf VSeech and WhRXghW,´ being ³XnUeVSRnViYe WR e[WeUnal, eYen SainfXl, VWimXli,´ RU 

 
51 That being said, moments of imaginative involvement would also be considered states of absorption in the 
definitions of Seligman and Kirmayer (2008), Luhrmann et al (2010), as well as Markovic and Thompson 
(2016), and we shall examine some states of imaginative or imaginal absorption below. 
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eYen Whe ³lRVV Rf indiYidXal idenWiW\, VenVe Rf XnificaWiRn ZiWh all WhingV, and e[SeUienceV Rf 

emSWineVV RU YRidneVV´ (85±86). The\ alVR e[SlRUe ZheWheU and WR ZhaW e[WenW ³meWa-

aZaUeneVV´ iV SUeVenW in WheVe diffeUenW VWaWeV, defined aV ³Rne¶V abiliW\ WR acceVV Rne¶V cXUUenW 

cRnWenWV Rf cRnVciRXVneVV,´ SRinWing RXW WhaW ³LRZ meWa-awareness can occur in mind 

wandering (when a person is unaware that their mind is wandering52)´ aV Zell aV ³in VWaWeV Rf 

craving, in which object orientation is high but the individual is unaware both of how the 

RbjecW aSSeaUV WR Whem and Rf WheiU WhRXghWV, feelingV, and deViUeV abRXW Whe RbjecW´ (89). 

Finally, they note that meta-awareness is crucial fRU bRWh ³RSen-mRniWRUing´ and ³fRcXVed 

aWWenWiRn´ mediWaWiRn SUacWiceV bXW WhaW in Whe laWWeU, SaUWicXlaUl\ ³aW laWeU VWageV, in Zhich 

attention is absorbed by the object, meta-aZaUeneVV ma\ nR lRngeU be SUeVenW´ (90).53 

While there has been considerable scholarship and research on Asian meditative 

traditions, some of which focuses on the states of absorption cultivated within them, this 

dissertation explores states of absorption cultivated in the lesser-known contemplative 

traditions found within Islam, Judaism, and Christianity.54  For the purpose of this 

 
52 The prototypical example of which is reading something²perhaps as you are doing right now²and then at 
VRme SRinW Ueali]ing Rne haVn¶W UegiVWeUed an\Whing Rne jXVW Uead. FRU mRUe      see Smallwood (2011).  

 
53 MRUe UecenWl\, MeW]ingeU (2020) inWURdXceV ZhaW he WeUmV ³minimal ShenRmenal e[SeUience´ (MPE), Zhich 
can inclXde ³fXll abVRUSWiRn eSiVRdeV´ VXch aV WhRVe WhaW RccXU ³dXUing lXcid dUeamleVV VleeS . . . and deeS 
meditative states during the practice of calm abiding and highly focused attention, for example in Buddhist 
jhana SUacWice´ (16). He deVcUibeV hRZ ³Whe cRnWenW Rf a fXll-absorption episode cannot be reported, because 
the self-referential mechanisms of forming an autobiographical memory are suspended´ and WhaW ³Rnl\ Whe 
process of entering into it or of emerging out of it can be faithfully represented in the autobiographical self-
mRdel; aV VXch Whe eSiVRde iWVelf iV nRW a SaUW Rf Whe VXbjecW¶V inneU life naUUaWiYe´ (15). In RWheU ZRUdV, lRZ RU 
no meta-aZaUeneVV iV SUeVenW in MeW]ingeU¶V MPE fRUmXlaWiRn Rf abVRUSWiRn eSiVRdeV aV Zell.  

 
54 Many of these traditions are found within what scholars sometimes describe as Jewish and Islamic 
³m\VWiciVm´ deVSiWe Whe WeUm nRW being indigenRXV WR eiWheU UeligiRn. While WheUe haV been cRnVideUable debaWe 
around the appropriateness of the term to describe currents within each religion, I follow the approach of Garb 
(2011, 3) who argues (contra Huss 2008) WhaW aYRiding Whe XVe Rf VchRlaUl\ WeUmV like m\VWiciVm ³ZRXld effecW 
an XnneceVVaU\ aWRmi]aWiRn Rf cRnWe[WV Zhile deSUiYing XV Rf a XVefXl bUidge WR ZideU VchRlaUl\ dRmainV´ and 
³e[aceUbaWeV Whe e[iVWing gaS´ beWZeen dRmainV Rf VchRlaUl\ diVcRXUVe ³and Whe bURadeU inWellecWXal aUena.´ 
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investigation, we shall follow Seligman and Kirmayer (2008) as well as Markovic and 

Thompson (2016) in viewing a state of absorption as a state of concentrated attention that 

can be either internally or externally oriented in which there is reduced awareness of, or 

attention to, peripheral stimuli. In cases of internally focused absorption, which characterizes 

many (though not all) contemplative states, sensory perception is definitionally the 

µSeUiSheUal¶ VWimXli WhaW aZaUeneVV iV being µabVRUbed fURm¶ aV in instances of perceptual 

decoupling. Additionally, in acknowledging the role of absorption in experiences appraised 

as either pathological, normal, or normative depending on the context, we will also highlight 

distressing and/or functionally impairing effects of such states when described, as well as the 

absence or presence of meta-awareness when relevant or explicit. 

 

ABRAHAMIC STATES OF ABSORPTION 

ISLAMIC TRADITIONS 

SECLUSION (KHALWA) 

 

In the Islamic mystical traditions known collectively as Sufism,55 contemplative 

practice is commonly undertaken in intensive retreat environments such that retreats are 

XndeUVWRRd WR be ³Whe cUXcible Rf m\VWical e[SeUience´ in WheVe WUadiWiRnV (EUnVW 1997, 111). 

 
55 See Sells (1996) for a discussion of resonances and dissonances of Islamic traditions with the category of 
³m\VWiciVm´. See SYiUi (2005) fRU a hiVWRUical accRXnW Rf Zhen VXch WUadiWiRnV fiUVW began WR be cRnVideUed RU 
knRZn aV ³SXfi.´  
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The Arabic term khalwa iV XVXall\ WUanVlaWed aV ³VeclXViRn´ RU ³UeWUeaW,´ Whe SUacWice Rf Zhich 

iV RfWen ³accRmSanied b\ inWenVe mediWaWiRn, Velf-imposed strictures, vows of silence, and 

VSiUiWXal e[eUciVeV´ and ³cRnVWiWXWeV Rne Rf Whe fXndamenWal SUinciSleV Rf aVceWiciVm (zuhd)´ 

(Knysh 2000, 314). Sara Sviri (2020, 171) notes, however, that there is an important 

diVWincWiRn ³beWZeen a SieWiVWic aSSURach WhaW XShRldV aVceWiciVm aV an ideali]ed Za\ Rf life 

and a mystical approach that sees asceticism as a mere technique, often a temporary technique, 

ZheUeb\ inneU WUanVfRUmaWiRn can be achieYed.´ MRVW Rf Whe WUadiWiRnV WhaW eYenWXall\ cRme 

WR be knRZn aV SXfi can be chaUacWeUi]ed b\ Whe laWWeU, VXch WhaW ³AVceWiciVm, in WhiV cRnWe[W, 

becomes no more than a station, a stage ± manzila, maqam ± on a mystical journey (sayr) or 

path (ܒariqa), ZhRVe deVWinaWiRn faU RXWUeacheV iW´ (SYiUi 2020, 172). NeYeUWheleVV, Whe SUacWice 

of retreat, oftentimes for 40 days (arba¶in, chilla) aW a Wime, ³became, YeU\ eaUl\, a UegXlar 

inVWiWXWiRn in Whe SXfi SaWh´ (Schimmel [1975] 2011, 104). 

One of the first to provide detailed and comprehensive instructions on the practice of 

retreat was Najm al-Din Razi (12th-13th CE), who wrote a list of conditions to be observed 

when one undertakes one: 

The first is to sit alone in an empty room, facing the qebla with the legs crossed and 
the hands placed on top of each other. The morid should have made a total ablution, 
intending it to be like the washing of a corpse, and imagine the room to be his shroud, 
leaving it only to perform ablution and prayer and fulfill other needs. The room must 
be small and dark, with a curtain drawn over the door so that no light or sound 
penetrates. The senses will then cease functioning-seeing, hearing, speaking, and 
walking-and the spirit, no longer preoccupied with the senses and sensory phenomena, 
will direct itself to the world of the unseen. Moreover, once the senses have ceased 
functioning, the misfortunes that assail the spirit through the apertures of the five 
senses will be effaced by means of zekr and the negation of stray thoughts. The veils 
that derive from the senses will fall; the spirit will gain familiarity with the unseen; 
and its familiarity with men will cease. (Razi 2003, 280) 

The instructions are intended to create a secure sensory deprivation environment (no sound or 

lighW) Zhich allRZV Whe VenVeV WR ³ceaVe fXncWiRning´ and, Zhen cRmbined ZiWh cRncenWUaWiYe 
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effects of the meditative practice of zhikr (the repetition of divine names or Quranic verses) 

and Whe baniVhmenW Rf diVWUacWing WhRXghWV, Whe µnRiVe¶ Rf Whe bRdil\ VenVeV and Whe RUdinaU\ 

mind iV eliminaWed, VXch WhaW Whe VSiUiW can When WXne in WR Whe Vignal Rf ³Whe ZRUld Rf Whe 

XnVeen.´ In WhiV Za\, Whe ³VhXWWing Rf Whe e[WeUnal VenVeV´ iV XndeUVWRRd WR be cUXcial WR Whe 

³RSening Rf Whe inWeUnal VenVeV,´ Zhich allRZV m\VWical e[SeUience and diYine UealiWieV WR be 

perceived (Knysh 2000, 316). 

Annemarie Schimmel notes, however, that such intensive (dark) retreats were not 

XndeUVWRRd WR be aSSURSUiaWe fRU all VeekeUV aW all WimeV, and WhaW a SXfi Sheikh ³mighW e[emSW 

a disciple for a time from the forty-day seclusion, for instance, because he was spiritually too 

Zeak, RU becaXVe hiV VSiUiWXal ecVWaV\ mighW RYeUZhelm him´ (Schimmel [1975] 2011, 104). 

These potential dangers of the practice were also highlighted by Muhyiddin Ibn al-Arabi 

(12th-13Wh CE) in hiV RZn UeWUeaW manXal. He adYiVed WhaW ³fRU GRd¶V Vake, dR nRW enWeU UeWUeaW 

XnWil «\RX knRZ \RXU VWUengWh in UeVSecW WR Whe SRZeU Rf imaginaWiRn. FRU if \RXU imaginaWiRn 

rules you, then there is no road to retreat except by the hand of the shaykh who is 

diVcUiminaWing and aZaUe´ (AUabi [1981] 1989, 30). SXch diVcUiminaWiRn, ZheWheU Rne¶V RZn 

RU (mRUe cRmmRnl\) µRXWVRXUced¶ WR Rne¶V WeacheU, iV neceVVaU\ ³WR diVWingXiVh beWZeen 

angelic and demRnic VSiUiWXal inflXenceV´ Vince Whe laWWeU can caXVe ³Sh\Vical diVRUienWaWiRn, 

pain and distress, bewildermenW and«menWal diVRUdeU´ (32). While geneUall\ Whe meanV Rf 

diVceUnmenW iV WR µjXdge b\ WheiU fUXiWV¶, RU, in Ibn al-AUabi¶V ZRUdV, ³diVWingXiVh«b\ ZhaW 

\RX find in \RXUVelf Zhen Whe\ [Whe e[SeUienceV] cRme WR an end´ (32), Schimmel addV WhaW 

this advice iV nRW alZa\V VXfficienW, Vince ³Whe mXUid [aVSiUanW] ma\ eYen feel XSlifWed and 

consoled by certain experiences that are, in reality, insinuations of his lower self or of a 

miVgXiding SRZeU´ (Schimmel [1975] 2011, 103). FXUWheUmRUe, VRmeWimeV e[SeUienceV Rf 
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diVWUeVV, ³cRnVWUicWiRn´ (qabd), terror, and bewilderment are actually interpreted to be of 

divine origin and indicative of genuine spiritual progress, which makes the process of 

discernment even more complex (Fisher 2021). 

While undertaking retreats is an unquestionably central practice in many Sufi 

WUadiWiRnV, Whe XlWimaWe aim Rf an\ Sh\Vical VeclXViRn iV acWXall\ a ³VeclXViRn in VSiUiW´ (khalwat 

al-ma¶na) RU ZhaW came WR be knRZn in NaTVhbandi WUadiWiRnV aV ³VeclXViRn in Whe cURZd´ 

(khalwat dar anjuman), a state in which one could be with God outside of specially curated 

environments and even amidst other people (Knysh 2000, 317). Abu Hamid al-Ghazali (11th-

12th CE) wrote about both these external and internal meanings of the term, clarifying that 

Whe laWWeU iV an abVRUSWiYe VWaWe WhaW ³cRnViVWV in eYacXaWing fURm Whe heaUW and VSiUiW all elVe 

bXW Allah and filling Whem ZiWh Him´ (TXRWed in FenWRn 1995, 284). And Zhile in hiV UeWUeaW 

manual Ibn al-AUabi ZUiWeV, ³if \RX ZanW to enter the presence of the Truth and receive from 

Him ZiWhRXW inWeUmediaU\«VeclXViRn fURm SeRSle Zill becRme ineYiWable fRU \RX, and 

preference for retreat (khalwa) over human associations, for the extent of your distance from 

creation is the extent of your closeness to God²RXWZaUdl\ and inZaUdl\,´ in anRWheU ZRUk he 

specifies that retreats are actually only appropriate for novices (Arabi [1981] 1989, 29±30). In 

The Meccan Revelations (al-Futuhat al-Makkiya), he ZUiWeV, ³The UeWUeaW iV Rnl\ cRUUecW fRU 

him who is veiled (al-mahjub). As for the people of Unveiling, the retreat is never correct for 

Whem´ Vince Whe\ SeUceiYe all Rf cUeaWiRn in iWV WUXl\ µXnYeiled¶ VWaWe aV a neZ and cRnVWanWl\ 

unfolding divine self-manifestation (tajalli) (Chittick 2005, 158). In this vein, he writes that 

³FRU him ZhRm GRd haV giYen XndeUVWanding, UeWUeaW (khalZa) and VRcieW\ (jalZa)56 are the 

 
56 Chittick notes that jalwa liWeUall\ meanV ³Whe XnYeiling Rf Whe bUide´, bXW in WhiV cRnWe[W iW meanV Whe SeUiRd 
Rf ³leaYing Whe UeWUeaW´ [tark al-khalwa] WhRXgh ³clRVel\ cRnnecWed in meaning WR ³WheRShan\´, Zhich iV 
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same. Rather, it may be that society is more complete for a person and greater in benefit, since 

WhURXgh iW aW eYeU\ inVWanW he incUeaVeV in VcienceV abRXW GRd WhaW he did nRW SRVVeVV´ (161). 

Thus we see that physical seclusion, often in a sensory deprivation environment, helps 

WR cXlWiYaWe ceUWain abVRUSWiYe VWaWeV WhaW aUe cRnceSWXali]ed aV ³UeWUeaWing´ ZiWhin Rne¶V VSiUiW 

from the body. Nevertheless, the goal is always to be able to realize such states of intimacy 

ZiWh Whe diYine eYen in Whe µmaUkeWSlace¶ Rf VRcieW\ Vince GRd iV acWXall\ jXVW aV SUeVenW (if 

not more) in the world. While we will explore this goal of contemplative practice below, we 

turn now to those intermediary absorptive states (ahwal) often cultivated in retreat settings. 

 

THE STATES (AHWAL) OF ECSTASY (WAJD) 

 

In classical Sufi manuals, we find several terms that can be used to describe states of 

contemplative absorption, though there is tremendous variability in the definitions or 

associations of the terms amongst different Sufi authors. For example, Carl Ernst explains 

hRZ Whe ³Zide YaUiaWiRn in Whe definiWiRnV WhemVelYeV, fURm Rne aXWhRU WR anRWheU´ VWemV fURm 

Whe facW WhaW ³each Rne VeemV WR haYe felW a cRnVideUable fUeedRm WR add RU WR VXbWUacW fURm 

the received definitions, in accordance with personal experience or the authoritative 

SURnRXncemenW Rf a WeacheU´ (EUnVW 1992, 187). SRmeWimeV Whe diVcUeSancieV beWZeen aXWhRUV 

may even be intentionally trying to confuse the uninitiated, as Sufi writings can also have an 

eVRWeUic chaUacWeU WR Whem ZheUe ³Whe YRcabXlaU\«iV defined bRWh WR faciliWaWe XndeUVWanding 

 
deUiYed fURm Whe Vame URRW´ and iV Whe aVVRciaWiRn Ibn al-Arabi is drawing on to re-interpret the word (2005, 
158).  
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amRng SXfiV and WR fUXVWUaWe iW fRU RXWVideUV«The WeUmV Rf SXfiVm, When, aUe e[SliciWl\ 

inWended bRWh WR cRnceal and WR diVSla\, WR VhRZ and hide´ (EUnVW 2018, 120±121).  

Nevertheless, there are several terms that consistently refer to some kind of absorptive 

state, and in fact, the technical Arabic term hal (pl. ahwal) XVXall\ WUanVlaWed aV ³VWaWe´ iV Rne 

such term. In classical Sufism, experiences of some dimension of the divine are often 

SUeVenWed aV eiWheU a ³VWaWe´ (hal) RU a ³VWaWiRn´ (maqam), and they are usually differentiated 

b\ ZheWheU Whe\ ZeUe Whe UeVXlW Rf Rne¶V RZn effRUWV in Whe caVe Rf Whe laWWeU RU beVWRZed SXUel\ 

by divine grace in the case of the former. The ZRUd iWVelf ³iV deUiYed fURm Whe URRW h.Z.l.´ and 

³Whe baVic meaning Rf Whe URRW iV WR change fURm Rne ViWXaWiRn WR anRWheU, RU fURm VWaWe WR 

VWaWe´ (ChiWWick 1989, 264). The VWaWeV ³ZeUe geneUall\ defined aV gifWV fURm GRd WhaW RYeUWake 

the wayfarer inYRlXnWaUil\´ ZheUeaV Whe VWaWiRnV ³fRUm a VeUieV Rf diVcUeWe SV\chRlRgical and 

eWhical TXaliWieV WhaW Whe indiYidXal mXVW aWWain and SURgUeVV WhURXgh´ (EUnVW 1997, 102). 

Although there was often debate concerning whether specific experiences were one or the 

other, or over the nature of the difference between the two, in many formulations the states 

themselves are understood to be inherently absorptive. For example, Knysh (2000, 304) 

e[SlainV hRZ WheVe diYinel\ beVWRZed VWaWeV ³cannRW cR-exist with any other state or 

VenVaWiRn«Whe heaUW SRVVeVVed b\ a hal iV Vei]ed enWiUel\.´ And aV AbX al-Qasim al-Qushayri 

(11th CE) e[SlainV, WheVe e[SeUienceV can Uange in Yalence: ³Whe VWaWe iV a mRde Rf 

cRnVciRXVneVV WhaW cRmeV XSRn Whe heaUW ZiWhRXW a SeUVRn¶V inWending iW, aWWUacWing iW, RU WU\ing 

to gain it²a feeling of delight or sorrow, constriction, longing, anxiety, terrRU, RU ZanW´ (SellV 

1996, 103). While such experiences can be euphoric or dysphoric, in cases of the latter the 

lack of control or predictability with which they are experienced may add an additional layer 

of distress or challenge. 
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William Chittick notes that while the ahwal ³inclXde all Whe e[SeUienceV and delighWV 

Zhich VR man\ WeVWeUn VeekeUV aUe an[iRXV WR achieYe,´ iW iV alVR WUXe WhaW Whe ³VWaWeV, in Ibn 

al-AUabi¶V YieZ, aUe a Vign Rf immaWXUiW\ and inVWabiliW\´ (ChiWWick 1989, 263). He claUifieV 

WhaW, ³like a madman, Whe possessor of the state loses his reason in the overpowering 

e[SeUience Rf hiV VWaWeV´ and WheUefRUe ³WUXe maVWeUV haYe SaVVed be\Rnd Whe UXling SURSeUWieV 

Rf Whe VWaWeV, alZa\V keeSing a ³cRRl head,´ nR maWWeU what they may be experiencing 

inZaUdl\´ (264). EYen fRU Ibn al-AUabi WhRXgh, he XndeUVWandV WhaW Rne¶V SaUWicXlaU 

psychological constitution will largely determine how overpowering and absorptive these 

experiences are. In his discussion of a category of staWeV called ³inUXVheV´ (Ving. warid) 

associated with particular divine names, he distinguishes three categories of people based on 

Whe imSacW Rf Whe VWaWe: ³In Whe fiUVW caVe, Whe inUXVh iV gUeaWeU Whan Whe VWUengWh Rf Whe VRXl, VR 

it rules over the soul. He is dominated by the state and follows its ruling property, so the state 

turns him this way and that. He has no ability to govern himself as long as he remains in the 

VWaWe´ (ChiWWick 1989, 266). ThiV VWaWe Rf fXncWiRnal imSaiUmenW can eYen becRme SeUmanent, 

in which case it is referred to as "madness" (junun) (266). In the second category of people 

however, the phenomenal experience is largely the same as the first but somehow there is no 

UeVXlWing fXncWiRnal imSaiUmenW: ³Whe SeUVRn'V UaWiRnal facXlW\ iV taken away, though the 

animal understanding remains. He eats, drinks, and goes this way and that without self-

gRYeUning RU delibeUaWiRn. TheVe aUe called Whe "UaWiRnal madmen" (XTala¶ al- majanin), since 

they take care of their natural livelihood, like otheU animalV´ (266). Finall\, in Whe WhiUd caVe 

Zhich iV Whe ideal, ³Whe inUXVh dReV nRW laVW, VR Whe VWaWe diVaSSeaUV. SXch a SeUVRn UeWXUnV WR 

his fellows with his reason intact. He governs his own affair, and he understands what he says 

and what is said to him. He turns this way and that on the basis of deliberation, like any human 
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being´ (267). In RWheU ZRUdV, Whe leVV imSaiUing and abVRUbing WheVe VWaWeV aUe, Whe mRUe 

spiritually mature the individual is understood to be. Examples of this third category are cases 

where, 

the person's inrush and self-disclosure are equal to his own capacity. No one sees any 
effect of the ruling property of the inrush over him, but one becomes aware upon 
seeing him, through a hidden kind of awareness, that something has happened to him, 
since he has to listen to the inrush in order to take what it has brought him from the 
Real. His state is like that of the sitting companion who is conversing with you, when 
another person comes with a command for him from the king. He stops talking to you 
and listens to what that person is saying. Once he receives the message, he returns to 
the conversation. In such a case, even if you do not see anything with your eyes, you 
notice that something has distracted him from you, as if someone were speaking to 
him. Or he has suddenly begun to think about something, so his senses turn toward it 
in his imagination, and his eyes and his gaze become dull, even while you are talking 
to him. You look at him, but your words do not register with him, so you become 
aware that his inward dimension is thinking about something else, different from what 
you are busy with. Sometimes the person's capacity is greater than the inrush, so when 
it comes to him²while he is conversing with you²you do not become aware. He 
takes what the inrush casts to him, and he takes from you what you say to him, or he 
speaks to you. (Chittick 1989, 267) 

Here we see examples of a context where absorption is normal but not actually normative 

since the co-existing of spiritual and normal sensory perception without any withdrawal or 

functional impairment is the ideal. In many normal cases however, perceptual decoupling and 

absorption will occur, and in classical Sufi manuals these states were often termed wajd, 

XVXall\ WUanVlaWed aV ³ecVWaV\´ WhRXgh Michael SellV emShaVi]eV ³Whe diffeUence in meWaShRU 

beWZeen Whe LaWinaWe WeUm ecVWaV\ (ek VWaViV) aV ³VWanding RXWVide Rf RneVelf´ RU ³UaSWXUe´ 

(fURm UaSWXV) aV ³being Waken´ RU ³Vei]ed XS´ RXW Rf RneVelf, and Whe AUabic WeUm Zajd´ Zhich 

³cRmbineV Whe meaning Rf ³inWenVe feeling´ ZiWh Whe nRWiRn Rf ³finding´ (1996, 111). Ibn al-

Arabi gives us some sense of the phenomenology of states of wajd when he defines them as 

"the states (ahwal) that come upon the heart unexpectedly and annihilate it from witnessing 

iWVelf and WhRVe SUeVenW´ (ChiWWick 1989, 212). While Whe laWWeU SaUW Rf Whe definiWiRn iV eaVil\ 
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XndeUVWRRd aV SeUceSWXal decRXSling VXch WhaW Rne iV nR lRngeU aZaUe Rf Rne¶V VXUURXndingV, 

I ZRXld aUgXe WhaW Whe ³heaUW being annihilaWed fURm ZiWneVVing iWVelf´ iV SRinWing WR Whe lack 

of meta-aZaUeneVV in VXch VWaWeV, again XVXall\ defined aV ³Whe ability to take explicit note of 

Whe cXUUenW cRnWenWV Rf cRnVciRXVneVV´ (SchRRleU eW al. 2011, 319). 

Sells (1996, 111-112) inWURdXceV a VSecWUXm Rf ³ecVWaWic´ VWaWeV (all VhaUing Whe Vame 

Arabic root) understood and presented by al-Qushayri, beginning with the state(s) of tawajud, 

WUanVlaWed aV ³Velf-SURdXced ecVWaV\´ RU Whe VRmeZhaW aZkZaUd ³making-ecVWaWic´ Zhich 

meanV ³Whe SeWiWiRning Rf ecVWaV\ WhURXgh a kind Rf Velf-Zill´ RU Whe acW Rf ³aWWemSWing WR 

achieYe ecVWaV\ WhURXgh [Rne¶V] RZn iniWiaWiYe.´ Ne[W cRmeV Whe abVRUSWiYe Vtates of wajd 

proper, and culminate in wujud (³e[iVWence´), Whe ecVWaWic VWaWe where one finally finds or 

encounters ultimate reality, that which truly exists. This spectrum of existentially ecstatic 

VWaWeV and Whe UelaWiRnVhiS beWZeen Whe WhUee iV cRmSaUed WR ³Rne ZhR ZiWneVVeV Whe Vea, When 

sails upon the sea, then drowns in the Vea´ (SellV 1996, 114). ThiV WUanVfRUmaWiYe e[SeUience 

of drowning in the sea (of divine unity) is also commonly known as fana, to which we will 

now turn. 

ANNIHILATION (FANA) AND SUBSISTENCE (BAQA) 

 

The states of fana and baqa are traditionally understood to comprise the goal of the 

Sufi path, though different traditions elucidate different stages and flavors of both. Fana is 

RfWen WUanVlaWed aV ³annihilaWiRn´ (EUnVW 1997, 94), RU ³Whe annihilaWiRn Rf Whe egR-self in 

m\VWical XniRn´ (SellV 1996, 6), WhRXgh Schimmel nRWeV WhaW Whe ³GeUman WeUm Entwerden, as 

XVed b\ Whe medieYal m\VWicV, iV clRVeU WR iWV meaning Whan ZRUdV ³like annihilaWiRn,´ ³being 

naXghWed,´ RU ³SaVVing aZa\,´ Vince iW iV Whe RSSRViWe Rf ³becRming,´ ZaUden´ (Schimmel 
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[1975] 2011, 142). Baqa iV RfWen WUanVlaWed aV ³SeUViVWence´ RU ³VXbViVWence´ (Schimmel 

[1975] 2011, 143), ³GRd¶V becRming SUeVenW´ (EUnVW 1997, 60) RU ³Whe abiding Rf Whe SeUVRn 

in XniRn ZiWh Whe diYine´ (SellV 1996, 78) and iV XndeUVWRRd WR cRme afWeU fana, either 

immediately after the state concludes or only with extra guidance and/or grace.  

The state of fana is widely understood as an absorptive one, such that, as al-Qushayri 

e[SlainV, Whe SeUVRn e[SeUiencing WhiV VWaWe ³haV nR knRZledge Rf Velf RU cUeaWXUeV, nR 

perception, no information, so that even if self and creatures exist, he is utterly unaware of 

them, nRW SeUceiYing Whem in an\ Za\´ (SellV 1996, 120). The facW WhaW meWa-awareness is 

absent in this state is stated explicitly by Abd al-Rahman Jami (15th CE), who writes that 

³³AnnihilaWiRn´ meanV WhaW Whe RYeUSRZeUing fRUce Rf Whe manifeVWaWiRn Rf GRd¶V Being WR Whe 

SXfi¶V inZaUd UealiW\ eUaVeV hiV aZaUeneVV Rf RWheU Whan GRd [«] if Whe annihilaWed WUaYeleU iV 

aware of his own annihilation, he is not truly annihilated, since both the attribute of 

annihilation and the possessor of that atWUibXWe aUe in Whe caWegRU\ Rf ³RWheU Whan GRd´´. Hence 

aZaUeneVV Rf annihilaWiRn negaWeV annihilaWiRn´ (TXRWed in NXUbakhVh [1982] 1993, 88±89). 

This lack of meta-awareness in fana is explicit in al-Gha]ali¶V XndeUVWanding Rf fana as well, 

which he describes in a passage outlining several stages of the contemplative practice of dhikr 

(UeciWaWiYe ³UemembUance´ Rf nameV Rf GRd RU QXU¶anic YeUVeV) in Zhich he SURYideV a 

particularly cogent description of different depths of absorption: 

Know that it has been revealed to the possessors of insight that remembrance is the 
best deed. However, it also has three layers, some of which are closer to the core than 
others. It has a core behind the three layers, and the layers have been given precedence 
due to their being a way to the core. The first layer is remembrance of the tongue only. 
The second is remembrance of the heart-if the heart is in need of supervision until it 
becomes present with remembrance, and if it were abandoned it would be preoccupied 
with various thoughts. The third is for remembrance to be established in the heart and 
to overwhelm it, to the extent that it would require force to turn it away from 
remembrance to something else-just as, in the second layer, force is needed to establish 
remembrance and constantly maintain it. (Al-Ghazzali 2016, 69)  
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A distinction is made here between dhikr where one has to exert a lot of effort to maintain 

Rne¶V fRcXV and aWWenWiRn and Whe laWWeU VWage ZheUe fRcXV haV becRme effRUWleVV VXch WhaW iW 

ZRXld acWXall\ Wake effRUW WR bUeak Rne¶V fRcXV Rn Whe SUacWice.57 He continues, 

The fourth, which is the core, is for the remembered to be established in the heart, and 
remembrance to be erased and hidden. This is the core which is sought after, whereby 
the heart turns its attention neither to remembrance nor to the heart; rather, its entire 
being is immersed in the remembered. Whenever, in the course of this, the heart 
becomes aware of turning to remembrance, it is a distracting partition. This state is 
what the gnostics call 'self-oblivion' (fana'), which is for a person to be oblivious to 
himself to the extent that he does not sense anything from his outer limbs, anything 
e[WeUnal, RU an\ Rf Whe inneU flXcWXaWiRnV ZiWhin him«If, dXUing WhiV, iW RccXUV WR him 
that he is oblivious from himself entirely, then that also is an adulteration and a 
blemish. Rather, completion is for him to be oblivious to himself and oblivious to 
oblivion as well, for indeed oblivion of oblivion is the pinnacle of oblivion. (69±70) 

Here, the state of absorption entails both perceptual decoupling in that nothing is being 

perceived through the senses as well as a lack of meta-aZaUeneVV Rf ³an\ Rf Whe inneU 

flXcWXaWiRnV ZiWhin´ caXVing Rne WR be ³RbliYiRXV WR RbliYiRn.´ While iW VeemV Sossible from 

this passage to experience perceptual decoupling with meta-awareness, the completion or 

fullest realization of the state is one in which it is absent. Al-Ghazali then, in a manner 

remarkably resonant with contemporary discussions, compares this spectrum of focus and 

absorption to being immersed in feelings towards a human beloved or even anger towards an 

enemy: 

Indeed you could become immersed in extreme anger by thinking about your enemy, 
or extreme desire for your lover, to the extent that there is not room in your mind for 
anything else. You are spoken to, yet you do not understand; someone passes in front 
of you, yet you do not see him although your eyes are open; a conversation is taking 
place next to you, yet you do not hear despite there being no deafness in your ears. In 
this immersion, you are heedless to everything, including the immersion itself; for 

 
57 ThiV e[SeUience can be SURfiWabl\ cRmSaUed WR Whe VWage Rf ³cRaleVcence´ deVcUibed b\ RRVe (2016) and 
SSaUb\ (2019, 13) ZheUe ³Whe RbjecW Rf fRcXV haV been imbXed ZiWh a magneWic SRZeU WhaW dUaZV aWWenWiRn 
aXWRmaWicall\ back WRZaUdV iW Zhen iW VWUa\V.´ 
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surely the one who is attentive to immersion has turned away from that which he is 
immersed in. (70) 

This passage describes normal states of absorption we have all experienced, and the lack of 

meta-awareness involved in them, in ways that are very resonant with contemporary 

psychological accounts. In fact, Markovic and Thompson (2016) specifically highlight the 

reduction of meta-awareness involved in states of craving, as we saw above.58 But fana is not 

defined only by its features of perceptual decoupling and lack of meta-awareness ²since 

other ecstatic states may share these two characteristics²but also by its fruits which endure 

after the state has passed, traditionally understood as an ethical transformation where one takes 

Rn GRd¶V aWWUibXWeV. The UeWXUn WR nRUmal VenVRU\ SeUceSWiRn ZiWh e\eV aneZ and a UeVXUUecWed 

divine Self (the after sense of self dissolution) is often understood as baqa, but some traditions 

divide this realization into several stages, an example of which we shall turn to next. 

 

TODAY 

 

In a contemporary Turkish Sufi tradition that has recently spread to North America, 

the Nuriyya-Malamiyya, one must progress through several states of absorption en route to 

the contemplative transformation posited as the goal of their path. The Sufi aspirant in this 

WUadiWiRn iV WUained in bRWh aXdible and ³VXbYRcal´ dhikU ³in a Za\ WhaW indXceV ecVWaV\´ 

(wajd), though the spectrum of ecstasy is acknowledged and one is led from what they call 

 
58 Interestingly, Rabbi Dov Ber of Lubavitch (18th±19th CE) also uses the example of someone flying off into 
a fit of rage to describe the lack of meta-awareness involved in states of absorption known as hitpa¶alXt 
(Jacobs 1963, 14).  
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Whe ³cXlWiYaWiRn Rf ecVWaV\ (taZajXd)´ to states of ecstasy proper (wajd) which come to fruition 

in Whe VWaWe Rf encRXnWeUing ³e[iVWence iWVelf (wujud)´ (TRXVVXliV 2010, 168±171). In a 

description reminiscent of (and likely rooted in) the metaphor and comparison al-Qushayri 

used above to describe the continuum of ecstasy (wajd), the contemporary scholar and 

adherent of this tradition Dr. Yannis Toussulis describes how, 

The outward dimension of vocal dhikr involves audibly chanting the names in a wind 
like manner, thereby raising waves on the surface of the ocean. These waves are hidden 
thoughts, images, sensations, and emotions, which rise to the surface and empty 
themselves into the greater motion of the sea. During this period one becomes what 
VRme SXfiV call an imiWaWiYe dUXnkaUd. SXch a Rne iV meUel\ a ³SRVVeVVRU Rf WaVWingV´ 
and his or her ecstasy is sporadic and of short duration. The inner dimension of audible 
dhikr is one in which one recognizes that one habitually mistakes the surface of these 
waves with the sea itself. Progressively, the waves sink into the sea; the wind stops 
and the surface becomes calm. The ocean is gradually revealed as a single body 
composed of two activities: waves in motion and calmness. Here, as some Sufis put it, 
Rne becRmeV a ³SRVVeVVRU Rf dUinking´ and iV cRmSleWel\ RYeUcRme b\ ecVWaV\. 
(Toussulis 2010, 170) 

While TRXVVXliV nRWeV WhaW Whe XlWimaWe gRal iV ³a VWaWe Rf mRUe aXWhenWic VRbUieW\,´ dXUing Whe 

VWaWeV Rf ecVWaV\ SUeceding WhiV ³Rne ma\ find RneVelf feeling and acWing, aW WimeV, like Rne 

ZhR iV mXalla (mad in Allah)´ WhRXgh WhiV ³iV cRnVideUed WR be a sign of immaturity, especially 

if iW iV indiVcUiminaWel\ diVSla\ed WR RWheUV ZhR aUe nRW adeSWV in SXfiVm´ (171). 

Ultimately this path culminates in the realization of fana, Zhich he XndeUVWandV aV ³a 

condition of self-effacemenW in Whe UealiW\ Rf GRd¶V OmniSUeVence´ and ³a gUadXal effacemenW 

Rf Whe falVe VenVe Rf a VeSaUaWiYe Velf (RU egR)´, and baqa understood as the subsequent 

³UeinWegUaWiRn inWR an aXWhenWic VelfhRRd, Zhich, accRUding WR Ibn AUabi, iV alVR Whe cRndiWiRn 

Rf inWUinVic VeUYiWXde (XbXda)´ (172). The NXUi\\a alVR bUeak XS Whe WUanVfRUmaWiRn Rf baqa 

into three stages, the first of which is jam (gathering), where, 

all the former realizations in the phase of fana²the effacement of actions, attributes, 
and essence²aUe SRZeUfXll\ ³gaWheUed´ (jam) WRgeWheU. AV a maWWeU Rf facW, Whe\ aUe 
synthesized so intensely that the servant temporarily ceases to be, often falling into a 
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VWaWe Rf WRWal inWR[icaWiRn in Zhich Whe aSSaUenW ZRUld diVaSSeaUV«ThiV cRndiWiRn 
cRmSleWel\ alWeUV Rne¶V VenVe Rf Velf-identity in a way Attar has expressed as follows: 
³I haYe nR neZV Rf m\ cRming RU SaVVing aZa\²the whole thing happened quicker 
than a breath; ask no questions of the moth. In the candle flame of his face I have 
fRUgRWWen all Whe anVZeUV.´«Rne cannRW Uemain in WhiV VWaWe fRU WRR lRng fRU WR dR VR 
ZRXld be WR UiVk becRming ³mad in allah´ (mXalla). BecaXVe Rf WhiV, Whe malamaWi 
guide immediately coaxes his student into the next stage of baqa. (177) 

While man\ VWaWeV can be abVRUSWiYe VXch WhaW Rne µWemSRUaUil\ ceaVeV WR be¶ and µWhe aSSaUenW 

ZRUld diVaSSeaUV,¶ aV Zell aV being cRmSaUable WR madneVV, nRW all Rf Whem alWeU Rne¶V VenVe 

of identity at baseline in an enduring way. Whereas in the earlier states of ecstasy, one is like 

one who is mualla, here there is actually a risk of inhabiting this state in an ongoing way.  

In the second stage of baqa, called bRWh Whe ³VecRnd VeSaUaWiRn´ (farq al thani) and 

³Whe SUeVence Rf gaWheUing´ (hadhrat al-jam), ³Whe VWXdenW UeWXUnV WR VRbUieW\, \eW Whe Rne ZhR 

UeWXUnV RU ZhR iV UebRUn in WhiV Za\ iV Uadicall\ diYeVWed Rf Whe m\Wh Rf VeSaUaWe VelfhRRd´ 

WhRXgh ³WheUe iV VWill, hRZeYeU, a YeVWige Rf VeSaUaWiRn´ WhaW UemainV and maUkV iW aV an 

incomplete realization (178). The third and final stage of baqa, described and translated as the 

³inWegUaWiRn Rf gaWheUing´ (jam al-jam) consists in Whe Ueali]aWiRn ³WhaW cUeaWiRn iV WUXl\ Whe 

lRcXV fRU GRd WR manifeVW Whe fXllneVV Rf HiV RZn naWXUe´ Zhich UeVXlWV in a cRndiWiRn ZheUe 

³VRbUieW\ (sahw), induced through perception of the forms, and intoxication (sukr), induced 

through the perception of God, alternate in such a way that the integrative state of human 

being aV a VeUYanW and deSXW\ gUadXall\ UiSenV´ (180). In UeVSRnVe WR Whe TXeVWiRn Rf ZheWheU 

Whe e[SeUience Rf XniRn ZiWh GRd UeTXiUeV ³a cRmSleWe WUanVcendence Rf Rne¶V indiYidXal ³I,´ 

a conWemSRUaU\ Sha\kh Rf WhiV WUadiWiRn (and TRXVVXliV¶ WeacheU) MehmeW Selim O]ic anVZeUV: 

YeV, a WRWal effacemenW iV UeTXiUed in RUdeU WR WUanVfRUm indiYidXal ³I-neVV´ inWR ³We-
neVV.´ BXW Whe eVVenWial XniTXeneVV Rf a SeUVRn iV nRW lRVW in WhiV fRUm Rf UelaWedneVV. 
In reality your uniqueness is enhanced through that greater relatedness. After 
effacement, there is an effacement of the effacement, and one returns to being an 
individuated human being²bXW ZiWh a cUiWical diffeUence in Rne¶V SeUceSWiRn and 
discernment. (154-55) 
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Toussulis then summarizes that, 

Continuance (baqa) was thought to be a fundamental reorientation of the separateness 
of the human being and God, which does not constitute the permanent dissolution of 
Whe indiYidXal. InVWead, accRUding WR Whe PiU, hXman maWXUiW\, ³cRmSleWiRn´ UeTXiUeV 
the comprehension of a fXndamenWal SaUadR[: WhaW Rne iV (figXUaWiYel\) ³Rne´ ZiWh GRd 
and \eW TXiWe VeSaUaWe. ThiV cRnYicWiRn ZaV«e[emSlified b\ BahaXddin NaTVhband 
ZhR Vaid, ³The e[iVWence Rf Whe lRYeU ZhR haV fRXnd baTa ZiWh Whe BelRYed dReV nRW 
become overwhelmed in the Awesome Lights of the theophanies [tajalliyat] and does 
not become nonexistent²Rn Whe cRnWUaU\, iW iV VWUengWhened«In Whe fiUVW VeSaUaWiRn, 
the ego-bound identity is convinced of its separateness from the interrelatedness of 
Being. At the apex of the Sufi path, this divisive delusion is dispelled by the experience 
of momentary union (jam). The second separation that follows jam consists of a 
reintegration of the personality after the dissolution of the separative ego; and this 
stage is grounded in an ongoing perception of the inseparability of all beings. In short, 
individual existents are viewed as manifold expressions of Being itself, and the human 
entity is perceived to be the primary vehicle through which Being realizes its inherent 
unity. (183-4) 

O]ic claUifieV WhaW eYen in WhiV SeUfecWed Ueali]aWiRn, ³HXman beingV can neYeU be WUXl\ 

perfected as human. Perfection²RU aV Ze SUefeU WR call iW, ³ZhRleneVV´²can only be realized 

WhURXgh Whe UecRgniWiRn Rf RXU RZn imSeUfecWabiliW\. In RXU WUadiWiRn, ³SeUfecWiRn´ VhRXld be 

YieZed aV UelaWiYe«InVan al-kamil, Whe ³maWXUe hXman being´, iV Rne ZhR haV achieYed 

greater wholeness through a greater awareness of both perfection and imperfection. Our aim 

is not static²and therefore we cannot subscribe to any notion of self-SeUfecWiRn WhaW iV fi[ed´ 

(153-154). TRXVVXliV cRnclXdeV Whe SUeVenWaWiRn Rf WhiV final VWage b\ TXRWing Abi¶l-Khayr 

(10th-11th CE) ZhR ZUiWeV, ³The SeUfecW m\VWic iV nRW an ecVWaWic deYRWee lRVW in cRnWemSlaWiRn 

Rf OneneVV, nRU a VainWl\ UeclXVe VhXnning all cRmmeUce ZiWh mankind, bXW µWhe WUXe VainW¶ 

goes in and out amongst the people and eats and sleeps with them and buys and sells in the 

market and marries and takes part in social intercourse, and never forgets God for a single 

mRmenW´ (198).  
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JEWISH TRADITIONS 

CONCENTRATION (KAVANNAH) 

 

In the formative period of Rabbinic Judaism (1st ± 6th CE), we find an important 

example of states of heightened concentration and absorption being cultivated and employed 

in prayer. In the earliest strata of the Babylonian Talmud, the Mishnah, we find a passage that 

becomes paradigmatic for all later traditions of contemplative prayer: 

One ma\ Rnl\ VWand and begin WR SUa\ fURm a VWaWe Rf µheaYineVV Rf head¶ (koved rosh). 
The early pietists would wait one hour and then pray, so that they would focus 
(l¶kaYen) WheiU heaUWV WRZaUd µThe Place Rf DiYiniW\¶. EYen if Whe king gUeeWV him, he 
should not respond to him; and even if a snake is wrapped on his heel, he should not 
interrupt. (Berachot 5:1; translation mine) 

ElliRW WRlfVRn (1996) elabRUaWeV Rn WhiV ³ideal Rf menWal cRncenWUaWiRn´ called kavannah, 

Zhich he defineV aV ³Whe VeWWing and fRcXVing Rf Whe mind Rn a fi[ed RbjecW and Whe blRcking 

RXW Rf all diVWUacWing WhRXghWV´ (140). ThiV ideal VWaWe Rf cRncenWUaWiRn iV cRUUelaWed ZiWh a 

koved rosh, liWeUall\ a ³heaY\ head,´59 but in this context perhaps referring (paradoxically) to 

a lighWneVV RU claUiW\ Rf mind, RU mRUe VSecXlaWiYel\, WR Whe caSaciW\ WR diUecW Rne¶V mind in a 

Za\ WhaW iW gUaYiWaWeV WRZaUdV iWV RbjecW and Rne¶V aWWenWiRn dReV nRW eaVil\ diVengage RU µflRaW 

awa\.¶60 AV WRlfVRn ZUiWeV, ³Whe ZRUVhiSeU'V cRncenWUaWiRn mXVW be VR inWenVe WhaW nRWhing²

 
59 Again, an inWeUeVWing lRcXWiRn WR SRWenWiall\ UefeU WR Whe ShenRmenRn Rf µcRaleVcence¶ deVcUibed b\ RRVe 
(2016) and Sparby (2019).  

 
60 This likely confluence of a heaviness and lightness in the term is reminiscent of hypnotic induction 
techniques and states, where the induction suggestion is often around feeling bodily heaviness which is a 
common experience in hypnotic states, but often pUecedeV RU VimXlWaneRXVl\ eYRkeV e[SeUienceV Rf ³bRd\ 
flRaWing and being diVembRdied´ RU a ³µfUee-flRaWing¶ aWWenWiRn´ (CaUdena 2005, 48). TheVe e[SeUienceV can 
often co-aUiVe ZiWh e[SeUienceV Rf ³flaVheV Rf lighW´ and ³bUighWneVV´ aV Zell²a connection perhaps as well to 
the definition of kavannah fRU bRWh MaimRnideV and JacRb ben AVheU, if Ze acknRZledge WhaW Whe ³icRnic 
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neither king nor serpent²VhRXld diYeUW hiV aWWenWiRn´ (140). HeUe, fURm a cRnWemSlaWiYe 

perspective and interpretation of the passage, prayer is situated in relation to a state of 

heightened attention and non-diVWUacWiRn VXch WhaW Rne ZRXldn¶W nRWice eYen if Rne¶V life ZeUe 

in immediate physical danger (snake) or faced with extreme social pressure (king). In the 

Jerusalem Talmud, there is an elaboration of this ideal and perhaps a window into the kinds 

of techniques used to engender this concentrated state. Joel Hecker summarizes the passage 

(JT Berachot 2:4) when he describes how the Rabbinic sages used different methods towards 

WhiV end: ³Rabbi Hi\\a mediWaWed Rn Whe PeUVian SRliWical hieUaUch\ WR helS him cRncenWUaWe. 

Rabbi Samuel counted birds. And Rabbi BXn baU Hi\\a cRXnWed URZV Rf bUickV´ and e[SlainV 

WhaW WheVe ³laWWeU aSSURacheV aUe VWUikingl\ VimilaU WR Whe VimSle acW Rf cRXnWing Rne¶V bUeaWhV 

aV a meanV WR calm Whe mind, a meWhRd XVed in mindfXlneVV mediWaWiRn aV SUacWiced WRda\´ 

(Hecker n.d.).  

While the Talmudic texts discussing kavannah are open to multiple interpretations and 

readings61 VXch WhaW, aV AfWeUman ZUiWeV, ³iW UemainV XncleaU [WR VchRlaUV WRda\] ZhaW«iV 

meanW b\ WhiV WeUm´ in Whe Rabbinic maWeUialV (AfWeUman 2007, 53), neYeUWheleVV laWeU JeZiVh 

contemplative traditions certainly understood the term (and these passages) in the light of its 

absorptive connotations. For example, Maimonides (12th CE) ZUiWeV: ³WhaW iV«cRncenWUaWiRn 

[kaYannah]? ThaW Rne emSWieV Rne¶V heaUW Rf all WhRXghWV and enYiViRnV RneVelf aV if he ZeUe 

 
YiVXali]aWiRn Rf Whe diYine SUeVence´ fURm a ³VWaWe Rf diVembRdimenW´ RfWen WRRk Rn a lXminRXV TXaliW\ 
(WRlfVRn 1999, 605). See alVR WRlfVRn¶V (2004) aUWicle, ³HeUmeneXWicV Rf LighW in MedieYal Kabbalah.´ 
61 For example, the more standard scholarly reading of Babylonian Talmud passage sees it more as 
demonstrating determination over attention or that the Jerusalem Talmud passage is about sages being bored 
and/or distracted as opposed to more concentrated. In the words of Wolfson, ultimately the question and debate 
cRnceUnV ZheWheU, aV SchRlem aVVXmed, ³Whe kabbaliVWic nRWiRn Rf kaZZanah ZaV an innRYaWiRn imSRVed XSRn 
Whe Uabbinic We[WV´ RU ZheWheU ³Whe gaS VeSaUaWing Whe Uabbinic and medieYal m\VWical VhRXld be substantially 
naUURZed´ giYen ³a cRnWinXiW\ Rf WUadiWiRn´ beWZeen Whem (WRlfVRn 1999, 598±99).  
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VWanding in Whe SUeVence Rf Whe diYine SUeVence´ (TXRWed in RXVV-Fishbane 2015, 110; Wolfson 

1999, 601) and alVR WhaW ³TUXe kaYYanah imSlieV fUeedRm fURm all VWUange WhRXghWV 

[distractions] and complete awareness of the fact that one stands before the Divine Presence" 

(TiVhb\ 2008, 44). CRncenWUaWiRn ZaV indeed Whe SiYRWal cRmSRnenW Rf MaimRnideV¶ RZn 

cRnWemSlaWiYe V\VWem, aV PeUVicR (2022) emShaVi]eV: ³MaimRnideV inVWUXcWV hiV fRllRZeUV WR 

practice a meditative path of focused concentration, progressing through steps along which 

Whe\ WUain WR cRncenWUaWe, XnWil Ueaching cRmSleWe cRnWURl Rf WheiU mind´ (397). TheVe 

³incUeaVing SeUiRdV and leYelV Rf cRncenWUaWiRn´ aUe achieYed WhURXgh a gUadXal SURgUam 

where,  

MaimRnideV admRniVheV hiV SXSilV WR fiUVW ³emSW\ \RXU mind Rf eYeU\Whing´ Zhile 
reciting daily prayers. After a number of years practicing and perfecting this, the 
aspirant should also clear their mind while reading the Torah or hearing it read in 
synagogue. Then one should concentrate on God also while reciting the numerous 
blessings required by Jewish law, and finally one should concentrate any and all time 
but the periods needed for daily business and family matters. (Persico 2022, 397)62 

SimilaUl\, in Whe m\VWical gURXS knRZn aV Whe µGeUman PieWiVWV¶ (12th-13th CE) (Hasidei 

Ashkenaz), kavannah continues to have a connotation of concentration and non-distractibility 

(Tishby 2008, 945).63 And Gershom Scholem, in his discussion of this ideal in early Provencal 

and Geronese Kabbalah, notes that, 

 
62 See Wolfson (1999, 601-602n23) for a discussion of the iconic dimension of kavannah for Maimonides in 
relation to the contemplative ideal he elaborates in The Guide of the Perplexed (III:51). 
 
63 See also Wolfson (1999) for the connection between kavannah and ³Whe imaginaU\ UeSUeVenWaWiRn Rf GRd´ in 
Whe cRnWemSlaWiYe WUadiWiRnV Rf Whe GeUman PieWiVWV (620). I YieZ m\ RZn Ueading aV aligned ZiWh WRlfVRn¶V 
but with a different emphasis: while I am drawing attention to the absorptive dimensions of the ideal as it 
deYelRSed and eYRlYed WhURXghRXW JeZiVh cRnWemSlaWiYe WUadiWiRnV, I Uead him aV emShaVi]ing Whe WeUm¶V 
association with enhanced imaginal capabilities (that I believe such states absorption and perceptual 
decoupling afford) and particular imaginal practices leading to the paradoxical envisioning of an image of an 
imageless invisible God. See Wolfson (1999, 600n15) and the quote from Wolfson (2005) below where he 
discusses the relationship between sensory withdrawal and imaginal vision in R. Hayyim Vital for his poetic 
and pithy encapsulation of (what I take to be) the connection between these two associations of kavannah.   
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It is most remarkable indeed that kabbalistic usage is, in this respect, very similar to 
that of the scholastics for whom intentio dReV nRW mean ³inWenWiRn´ in RXU XVXal VenVe 
but rather the energy or tension of the act of cognition. (the etymology would be 
derived from the tension of the bow when directing the arrow). The kawwanah of 
meditation is the tension with which the consciousness (of a person performing a 
SUa\eU RU anRWheU UiWXal acW) iV diUecWed WR Whe ZRUld RU RbjecW befRUe him.´ (SchRlem 
1987, 243). 

In other words, for the early Kabbalists, this state of mental concentration is likened to pulling 

the string of a bow back and aiming an arrow at a target: the greater the tension, the greater 

the attentional ability; the further the bow is pulled back, the fXUWheU Rne¶V cRnVciRXVneVV can 

be aimed and projected toward a target. In one source from this school, the non-distractibility 

Rf Whe VWaWe iV again emShaVi]ed ZheUe iW claUifieV WhaW ³TUXe kaYYanah [iV achieYed] Zhen a 

man rids his heart of all alien WhRXghWV,´ alVR knRZn aV diVWUacWiRnV, and in anRWheU Ze find an 

interpretation of the Talmudic story from above in this vein as well: "It was in this way that 

the early sages used to spend an hour before prayer, so that they might rid themselves of other 

thoughts, and prepare their methods of concentration (kavvanah) and the power with which 

Whe\ SUacWiVed iW´ (TXRWed in TiVhb\ 2008, 947). And finall\, in a YeU\ inflXenWial legal 

compendium influenced by Geronese Kabbalah, the same Talmudic passage is understood in 

an even more absorptive sense:  

IW haV been WaXghW ³he ZhR SUa\V VhRXld diUecW hiV heaUW´«He VhRXld aURXVe Whe 
intention and remove all thoughts that burden him until the point that his mind and 
inWenWiRn aUe SXUe in hiV ZRUVhiS«ThXV Whe SieWiVWV and men Rf acWiRn ZRXld 
concentrate and intend in their prayer until they attained the stripping away of 
corporeality and the augmentation of the rational spirit, thereby approximating the 
level of prophecy. (quoted in Wolfson 1999, 602) 

SXmmaUi]ing Whe SaVVage, MRVhe Idel ZUiWeV WhaW Whe ³inneU cRncenWUaWiRn Rf WhRXghW and Whe 

intensive channeling of the attention during the act of prayer may culminate in a paranormal 

state of consciousness that resembles ecstasy, described here as prophec\´ and callV aWWenWiRn 

WR Whe lRcXWiRn Rf µVWUiSSing aZa\ Rf cRUSRUealiW\¶ (hitpashtut ha-gashmiut) which we will see 
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below means developing concentration to such an extent that complete sensory withdrawal 

occurs (Idel 1995, 64). 

In Sefer Ha-Zohar (The Book of Splendor) that emerges in the 13th century, considered 

the canonical text of Jewish mysticism, kavannah corresponds to the Aramaic phrase reuta 

(³Zill´) RU reXta d¶liba (³Zill Rf Whe heaUW´) and in VRme SaVVageV WakeV Rn neZ VRmaWic 

associations and characteristics: 

Come and see. When a man applies his will to worship his Master, the will alights first 
upon the heart, which is the support and foundation of the whole body. Then this good 
will suffuses all the bodily organs, and the will of all the bodily organs and the will of 
the heart combine together, and they attract the radiance of the Shekhinah to dwell 
with them, and that man becomes a portion of the Holy One, blessed be He. (quoted 
in Tishby 2008, 954) 

Here we can observe two phases of a meditative movement, one in which the kabbalist takes 

an active role in the process²in applying the will/concentration such that it involves the heart 

and the body and they combine²and a second passive aspect or result of this process where 

the lowest dimension of the divine (the Shekhinah, fURm Whe HebUeZ URRW ³WR dZell´) cRmeV 

to rest or dwell upon (or within) the complete entangled heart-body system, i.e., the embodied 

mind. The second phase can either be read as a natural result of the first part of the process, 

thus emphasizing human agency, or in a manner that makes more room for divine agency and 

grace such that the first part is a necessary but not sufficient condition for the latter. As 

opposed to just a mental qualiW\, WheUe iV nRZ an ³inYRlYemenW Rf all Whe limbV in kaYYanah,´ 

Zhich ³helSV WR make man inWR a WabeUnacle fRU Whe Shekhinah WR dZell in´64 (Tishby 2008, 

954).  

 
64 Hellner-Eshed (2009) describes how, while not presented systematically²since systemization is antithetical 
to the ethos of the text (316)²one of the three distinct states of consciousness that are described and cultivated 
by the protagonists of the Zohar, which she callV ³TUee Rf Life CRnVciRXVneVV,´ haV cleaU abVRUSWiYe feaWXUeV, 
inclXding ³Whe e[SeUience Rf cenWeUedneVV RU cRncenWUaWiRn, cRmSUiVing all Whe diffeUenW YecWRUV RSeUaWiYe in 
WhiV VWaWe,´ ³fXll SUeVence´ and ³fRcXVed inWenWiRn´ (343). She alVR nRWeV Whe affiniW\ ZiWh VWaWeV Rf ³flRZ,´ 



 

 137 

SECLUSION AND PROPHETIC CONCENTRATION (HITBODEDUT) 

 

Another key term in Kabbalistic literature related to states of absorption, which is 

sometimes connected to kavannah though at other times stands on its own, is hitbodedut. As 

PaXl FenWRn (1995) ZUiWeV, ³The WeUm hiWbRdedXW, aV alVR iWV AUabic eTXiYalenW khalZa, ma\ 

signify according to context either spiritual retreat to a secluded place, most often a cave or a 

cell, or, by extension, the meditational technique practiced during such a retreat, or else the 

psychological state resulting therefrom, i.e., obliYiRn WR Whe VenVXal ZRUld´ (273). In RWheU 

words, in some places the term refers to a practice of physical seclusion, whereas in other 

caVeV, Whe WeUm cRnnRWeV ³an acW Rf menWal RU inWellecWXal cRncenWUaWiRn SUeceding, SUimaUil\, 

SURSheWic acTXiViWiRn´ (Reiser 2020, 134). But in the history of Jewish mysticism, it was Rabbi 

Abraham Abulafia (13th CE) who introduced hitbodedut as the ideal arena for contemplative 

practice as well as describing specific meditative techniques to be undertaken within it (Fenton 

1995, 275). For example, he describes the process as follows: 

Prepare yourself by uniting your heart and unifying your body. Then choose a special 
place where nobody in the world can hear your voice. Retire to the most complete 
isolation and attain the state of solitude (hitboded). Sit yourself in a particular place, 
in a room or a cell and disclose your secret to none. If possible practice this method in 
the daytime in a house, even if it be for an instant. However the most propitious 
moment is at night. Take heed that all vanities of this world be emptied from your 
mind at the time you prepare yourself to converse with your Creator, if you desire that 
He manifest His greatness to you. Wrap yourself in your prayer-shawl and adorn your 
head and arms with the phylacteries, so that you may be smitten with reverence in the 

 
idenWified b\ Seligman and KiUma\eU (2008, 34) aV ³e[WeUnal abVRUSWiRn´: ³ThiV VWaWe Rf cRnVciRXVneVV iV 
familiar to us in states of breath meditation or concentration, sometimes in prayer, and sometimes in 
particularly concentrated moments in writing or some other such activity where the ordinary sense of the 
dimension of time disappears. This state is also familiar to us in states of performance²for example, virtuoso 
mXVicianV RU WalenWed danceUV dXUing a UeciWal, RU Ol\mSic VSUinWeUV dXUing a Uace´ (Hellner-Eshed 2009, 343±
48). See alVR Whe deVcUiSWiRn Rf ³Whe VleeS Rf SURShec\´ enWailing Whe ceVVaWiRn Rf VenVRU\ acWiYiW\ b\ Rabbi 
Joseph ben Shalom Ashkenazi, a suspected member of the Zoharic circle (Hellner-Eshhed 2009, 403) as well 
as Wolfson (1993) for a survey of imaginal states of absorption in the Zohar.  
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presence of the shekhinah (Divine Presence), which henceforth encompasses you. 
Take care that your garments be clean and clad yourself in white if possible, for such 
preliminaries heighten concentration in love and fear. (quoted in Fenton 1995, 275±6) 

Once Rne haV VaWiVfied all WheVe cRndiWiRnV, When Rne can begin ³Whe mediWaWiRn Rf DiYine 

Names, called sod ha-ha]kaUah´ Zhich FenWRn nRWeV iV ³an aSSellaWiRn again eYRking Whe 

VSecific WeUm dhikU XVed b\ Whe SXfiV WR denRWe VRliWaU\ mediWaWiRn´ ZheUe Rne similarly 

pronounces different divine names in a specific rhythmic and melodic manner accompanied 

by breath control and particular head movements (275). A similar procedure for hitbodedut as 

physical retreat is prescribed in the text, Shaarei Tzedek (Gates of Righteousness) (13th CE), 

identified by Idel as written by the student of Abulafia NaWan ben Sa¶ad\ah HaU¶aU (mentioned 

in Wolfson 2004, 424-24n292), which describes the practice as follows:  

This method consists, first of all, in the cleansing of the body itself, for the physical is 
symbolic of the spiritual. Next in the order of ascent is the cleansing of your bodily 
diVSRViWiRn and \RXU VSiUiWXal SURSenViWieV («) On WhiV accRXnW VeclXViRn in a separate 
house is prescribed, and if this be a house where no (external) noise can be heard, the 
better. At the beginning it is advisable to decorate the house with fresh herbs in order 
to cheer the vegetable soul which a man possesses alongside his animal soul. Next, 
one should have recourse to musical instruments or to the chanting of liturgical verse 
through love for the Torah in order to arouse the animal souls which all men possess 
alongside the rational soul. Then one can resort to the visualisation of the intelligibles 
and contemplation. Next one will proceed with the pronunciation of consonants which 
(in permutated form) are unintelligible in order to detach the soul and purify it of all 
forms formerly within it. (quoted in Fenton 1995, 282)65  

FenWRn cRnWinXeV WR SRinW RXW ³Whe UecXUUence Rf VimilaU VWiSXlaWiRnV in Whe SXfi and QabbaliVWic 

We[WV´ VXch aV ³abVence Rf lighW´ in VXch VeWWingV (WhRXgh mRUe e[SliciW in RWheU VRXUceV) and 

 
65 WRlfVRn (2004) deVcUibeV Whe gRal Rf WhiV SaUWicXlaU SUacWice aV a VWaWe Rf SaVVing ³be\Rnd Whe WhUeVhRld Rf 
WhRXghW and VSeech´ and a ³VWaWe Rf mindfXlneVV deYRid Rf cRnceSWV, imageV, and ZRUdV´ Zhich ³leadV 
experientially to the breakdown of the perceptual distinction between inside and outside, as the external form 
beheld b\ Whe adeSW iV Whe Uadiance Rf Whe inWeUnal lighW, Zhich in WXUn iV a UeflecWiRn Rf Whe e[WeUnal fRUm´ (234-
34). He then compares it to a state Hindu Yogic samadhi described in a practice of deity veneration and 
emShaVi]eV iWV SaUadR[ical and nRndXal chaUacWeUiVWicV: ³Whe heaUW Rf Whe m\VWic becRmeV a WUanVlXcenW miUURU, 
the screen/veil through which the internal is externalized and the external internalized, the seeing Rf Rne¶V fRUm 
projected outward as the outward image propelled inward, the vision in which the different of identity between 
VeeU and Veen iV RYeUcRme in Whe idenWiW\ Rf WheiU diffeUence´ (235).  
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WhaW ³Rne VhRXld be iVRlaWed and UemRWe fURm e[WeUnal diVWXUbanceV´ (282). HeUe, Ze can nRWice 

a few remarkable things about this practice, the first of which is the house or cell in which this 

occurs, by being remote and at least a partially sensory deprived environment²especially a 

dark room or cell, or at night²aids in the withdrawal of the senses. Before such withdrawal 

occurs however (presumably in the visualization and contemplation stage), one is advised to 

either play music or chant/sing songs that evoke feelings of love and longing and can aid in a 

preliminary external absorption into the affectively infused music. After a visualization 

practice²likely one or more of the divine names of God with either an active or passive 

perception of lights within the letters²Rne beginV Whe ³SURnXnciaWiRn´ (hazkarat) of 

unintelligible consonants (with different vowels), another external absorption practice that can 

UeVXlW in Whe µdeWachmenW¶ Rf Whe VRXl, Zhich Ze can XndeUVWand aV an eYen mRUe abVRUbed 

state where one no longer has any sensory perception. 

The sensory deprivation and withdrawal dimensions of the practice of hitbodedut as 

solitary retreat are even more pronounced in the Egyptian Pietist movement led by the son of 

Moses Maimonides, Abraham Maimonides (12th-13th CE), who was himself highly influenced 

by Islamic mystical traditions and praxis (Idel 2000, 201). Elisha Russ-Fishbane (2015) 

describes how Abraham and the movement more broadly practiced solitary retreat but also 

made a diVWincWiRn beWZeen ³³RXWeU VRliWXde,´ namel\ Whe acW Rf Sh\Vical isolation and 

mediWaWiRn, and ³inneU VRliWXde,´ RU Whe VSiUiWXal WUanVfRUmaWiRn and ZiWhdUaZal fRU Zhich Whe 

RXWeU diVciSline VeUYeV aV SUacWical WUaining´ (119). ThiV VWaWe iV aWWained b\ aVceWic SUacWiceV 

like fasting and physical seclusion that provide Whe cRndiWiRnV WR aWWain VXch a ³mRUWificaWiRn 

Rf Whe fleVh´ Zhich cRnViVWV in, 

the emptying of the heart and mind of everything other than Him, may He be exalted, 
and allowing it to be filled and inhabited by Him (wa-WaµammXUihi bihi). ThiV iV 
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achieved by suspending the sensory part of the soul, or most of it, directing the 
appetitive part away from all other worldly matters and inclining it toward Him, may 
He be exalted, and preoccupying the rational part with Him. (quoted in Russ-Fishbane 
2015, 119) 

Russ-FiVhbane deVcUibeV WhiV VWaWe aV a ³cRmSleWe abVRUSWiRn Rf Whe heaUW and mind in Whe 

diYine´ in Zhich ³Whe ZiWhdUaZal Rf Whe VRXl in Whe acW Rf mediWaWiRn cXlminaWed in a WRWal 

silencing of bodily sensation and self-aZaUeneVV´ (119). HeUe Whe URle Rf sensory withdrawal 

iV eYen mRUe e[SliciW in Whe ³VXVSending Rf Whe VenVRU\ SaUW Rf Whe VRXl,´ Zhich iV XndRXbWedl\ 

aided b\ Whe VRliWaU\ UeWUeaW VeWWing. ³The gRal Rf khalZah,´ RXVV-Fishbane emphasizes using 

the Arabic term for seclusion that R. Abraham used, ³ZaV WR deaden Whe bRd\ WR all ZRUldl\ 

VWimXli and WheUeb\ Uefine Whe VRXl¶V naWXUal inclinaWiRn WR iWV diYine RUigin´ Vince fRU Whe 

SUacWiWiRneUV ZiWhin WhiV mRYemenW, ³Whe daUkening Rf RXWeU YiViRn iV Whe SUeliminaU\ WR inneU 

illXminaWiRn´ (120). 

As mentioned above, hitbodedut can also refer to particular contemplative states as 

well²those that may be accessed (more easily) in such a secluded environment but can also 

be realized in other circumstances²which we find in Abulafia as well as later mystics such 

as Rabbi Isaac of Akko (13th-14th CE) and the Safed school of Kabbalists (16th CE) (Fenton 

1995, 283±293). Idel, though he recognizes the term sometimes refers to physical seclusion, 

particularly emphasizes hitbodedut as a concentrative and contemplative state in what he calls 

Whe VchRRl Rf ³EcVWaWic Kabbalah´ (1988b, 107). While FenWRn alVR nRWed hitbodedut can refer 

to a psychological state resulting from physical seclusion and/or meditative practice within 

that context, Idel argues that for Abulafia the state of hitbodedut often means the state of 

concentration necessary to successfully engage in specific contemplative practices, not just 

Whe UeVXlW Rf Whem. He e[SlainV WhaW in ceUWain SaVVageV Rf AbXlafia¶V ZUiWingV Whe WeUm ³iV 

understood in the VenVe Rf Whe cRncenWUaWiRn Rf Rne¶V menWal acWiYiW\´ WhaW iV Whe ³SUecRndiWiRn 
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fRU SURnRXncing Whe nameV Rf GRd´ and Whe SUacWice Rf ³leWWeU cRmbinaWiRn´ (1988b, 107; 

110), since these practices are quite complex and involve representing the names and 

combinations of names in written form, verbally, and mentally in sync with specific patterns 

of breathing, singing, and bodily movement (Idel 1988c, 22±41). In this meaning of 

hitbodedut aV cRncenWUaWiRn, clRVing Rne¶V e\eV and VhXWWing RXW RWheU VenVRU\ inSXW ZaV 

understood to aid in the cultivation of the state and thus became associated with the 

achievement of kavvanah too, for which Idel brings a passage from an early anonymous 

KabbaliVWic We[W, Zhich e[SlainV: ³WhaW iV Whe eVVence Rf HiWbRdedXW? B\ clRVing Whe e\eV fRU 

a long time, and in accordance with the length of time, so shall be the greatness of the 

apprehension. Therefore let his eyes always be shut until he attains apprehension of the 

Divine, and together with shutting his eyes negate every thought and every sound that he 

heaUV´ (Idel 1988b, 134). 

One Rf Whe m\VWicV Idel aVVRciaWeV ZiWh Whe VchRRl Rf µEcVWaWic¶ RU µPURSheWic¶ 

Kabbalah, Rabbi Isaac of Akko, describes the state of hitbodedut in his book Meirat Einayim 

(LighW Rf Whe E\eV), ZheUe he ZUiWeV hRZ, ³He ZhR meUiWV Whe VecUeW Rf cRmmXniRn [ZiWh Whe 

divine] will merit the secret of equanimity (hishtawwut), and if he receives this secret, then 

he will also know the secret of hitbodedut, and once he has known the secret of hitbodedut, 

he will receive the Holy Spirit, and from that prophecy, until he shall prophesy and tell future 

WhingV´ (TXRWed in FenWRn 1995, 283; FiVhbane 2009, 256). FRU Rabbi IVaac, hitbodedut iV ³a 

menWal VWaWe in Zhich Whe adeSW emSWieV hiV mind Rf all elVe bXW GRd´ and Whe Za\ WR geW WheUe 

iV b\ fiUVW Ueali]ing Whe VWage Rf ³cleaYing´ (devekut) which corresponds to the stabilization of 

aWWenWiRn b\ YiVXali]ing Whe leWWeUV Rf Whe WeWUagUammaWRn ³aV if Whe\ ZeUe ZUiWWen befRUe him 

in HebUeZ VcUiSW, each leWWeU aSSeaUing WR him in giganWic dimenViRnV´ (FenWRn 1995, 284). If 
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one is able to stabilize the visualization of the letters to such an extent that one achieves a 

³VeSaUaWiRn fURm RU eTXanimiW\ WRZaUd ZRUldl\ WhingV´²Zhich Idel cRUUelaWeV ZiWh ³a 

cRndiWiRn Rf aWaUa[ia (³abVence Rf SaVViRn´)´ and ma\ be XndeUVWRRd aV an e[perience of being 

neither attracted nor repulsed by any distracting thoughts or sensory stimuli²then the 

heightened state of concentrative hitbodedut can be reached, itself the platform for the 

attainment of the Holy Spirit (ruach ha-kodesh) and even prophecy (Idel 1988b, 113). My 

suggestion, aligned with but extending the conciliatory reading of Fishbane (2009, 259),66 is 

that this state is associated with a solitary retreat²eYen if iW ZaVn¶W Ueali]ed ZiWhin Rne²

becaXVe iW iV aV if Rne¶V cRncenWUaWiYe aZaUeneVV iV VeclXded fURm VenVRU\ VWimXli, aV if Rne 

were in an environment of complete sensory deprivation. 

These same five stages, with some elaborations and developments, can also be found 

in Rabbi Ha\\im ViWal¶V (16th CE) text Shaarei Kedushah (Gates of Holiness) (Magid 2015, 

244±245). AV WRlfVRn SRinWV RXW, ³ViWal cRnVideUV VXbjXgaWiRn Rf Whe bRd\ (achieYed WhURXgh 

 
66 TheUe, FiVhbane VeekV WR ³UeVRlYe Whe diVSaUaWe inWeUSUeWaWiRnV Rf Idel and FenWRn´ b\ SRViWing WhaW ³IW ma\ 
very well be that the specific meditative practices alluded to by the word hitbodedut originated in seclusionary 
implementation (owing to the literal meaning of the word), and subsequently came to connote those meditative 
techniques themselves (i.e., irrespective of the physical act of isolation). This would explain the perplexing use 
Rf Whe ZRUd hiWbRdedXW in Whe nRnVeclXViRnaU\ VeWWingV WhaW Idel VR cRnYincingl\ dRcXmenWV´ (259). On WhiV 
accRXnW,  Whe ³SUacWiceV RUiginally associated with seclusion (and conducted under those conditions) may 
therefore simply have taken on the name of their original framework, while still maintaining the mode of 
mediWaWiRn cXlWiYaWed WheUein´ (259). FiVhbane elVeZheUe UemaUkV Rn Whe ³UecXUUing Wheme in IVaac¶V ZUiWing´ 
Rf  hiV ³UeSeaWed emShaViV Rn Whe need fRU Whe kabbaliVW WR WUanVcend Whe Uealm Rf Sh\Vical VenVaWiRn  fRU Whe 
Vake Rf menWal aWWachmenW WR Whe inWellecWiYe dimenViRnV  Rf Whe VSiUiW´ (248). He aUgXeV WhaW Whe ³cRmSleWe 
detachmenW fRU Whe VenVeV´ and ³neceVVaU\ WUanVcendence Rf cRUSRUeal VenVaWiRn´ ZaV indicaWiYe Rf IVaac¶V 
³deeS VWaWe Rf an[ieW\ and diVcRmfRUW ZiWh hiV RZn embRdied life²articulating an ideal of physical self-
transcendence and a highly negative view of the body and its desires. Sensate experience, and the inevitable 
appetites that follow, is a condition of being that must be restrained, even harshly subjugated, for the sake of a 
SXUe aWWachmenW WR Whe diYine Uealm´ (248). ThiV aWWiWXde, hRZeYeU, ZaV haUdl\ XniTXe WR IVaac, Vince ³Whe 
SUeYalence Rf VXch aWWiWXdeV ZiWhin Whe WhUee AbUahamic WUadiWiRnV in Whe WeVW«iV XlWimaWel\ indebWed WR 
Platonic and Neoplatonic conceptions of an existential tension between the eternal celestial soul and the mortal 
physical bod\´ (249). 
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specific acts of asceticism) as the necessary precondition for the mystical experience of 

cRnWemSlaWiRn´ (2005, 120±121), the process of which he describes as follows: 

You already know that all manner of apprehending the divine requires solitude so that 
the mind will not be distracted. The individual must be alone with his thoughts until 
the last moment and peel away his body from his mind/soul until he no longer feels 
that he is a material being but a purely spiritual entity. The more one is able to do this, 
Whe VWURngeU Rne¶V aSSUehenViRn Zill becRme. If Rne iV diVWXUbed b\ a nRiVe RU a 
mRYemenW, Rne¶V WhRXghW SURceVV Zill ceaVe. OU, if Rne haV WhRXghWV Rf maWeUial 
exisWence, Rne¶V WhRXghW SURceVV Zill be diVUXSWed and Rne¶V cRmmXniRn ZiWh Whe 
upper spheres will be severed, at which point one will apprehend nothing. This is 
because the holy spheres above do not rest on one who is attached to physicality, even 
tangentially. This is why prophecy and the Holy Spirit are called slumber (tardama), 
dream (halom), or vision (hazon). In the end even though a person may be fit to attain 
the Holy Spirit, if he does not accustom himself to sever his body from his soul, he 
will not achieve it. This is the secret as to why the disciples of the prophets used 
musical instruments (drums and fifes) (1 Samuel 10:5). They were able to enter into a 
sustained state of contemplation and separation of body and soul by means of the 
sweetness of the music. At that moment, the musician ceased playing and the prophets 
continued in their state of communion and prophesied. (Magid 2015, 238) 

This passage might provide us some additional insight into the use of music in retreats 

mentioned in Shaarei Tzedek above, given the Biblical precedent Vital sees for the use of 

music to cultivate states of absorption and ultimately even prophecy. The disembodied (or 

completely absorbed) nature of prophecy is why it is sometimes referred to as a special kind 

of sleep (tardema) and the extreme level of absorption is emphasized such that even the 

VlighWeVW ³WangenWial´ VenVRU\ SeUceSWiRn, liWeUall\ meaning aV if ³b\ a WhUead´ (ke-khut ha-

sa¶arah), will sever the connection with the divine worlds (Magid 2015, 238). In another 

SaVVage, WhiV VWaWe iV eYen cRmSaUed WR deaWh: ³He VhRXld clRVe hiV e\eV and VeSaUaWe hiV 

thought from all matters of this world as if his soul departed from him like one who has died 

ZhR feelV nRWhing aW all´ (TXRWed in WRlfVRn 2005, 121). 

Earlier in this same text, this separation of the body from the soul is referred to as 

hitpashtut ha-gashmiut, RfWen WUanVlaWed aV ³diYeVWmenW Rf cRUSRUealiW\,´ and R. ViWal 
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deVcUibeV Whe SURceVV VimilaUl\ WhRXgh ZiWh a cUiWical URle fRU Whe imaginaWiRn: ³The meaning 

Rf diYeVWmenW iV WhaW he UemRYe all hiV WhRXghWV«and Whe imaginaWiYe SRZeU«Zill ceaVe WR 

imagine and think of any of the matters of the world, as if his soul has departed him, and then 

the imaginary power transforms his thought, so as to imagine and visualize as if he ascends to 

Whe VXSeUnal ZRUldV´ (TXRWed in GaUb 2011, 51). HeUe Ze Vee WhaW WheUe aUe mXlWiSle VWageV Rf 

this process, the first of which is roughly equivalent to the one referenced in the first quote, 

seclusion leading to sensory withdrawal and heightened concentration. However here, once 

one has detached from physicality (and the senses which perceive it), one must also silence 

Rne¶V imaginaWiRn VR What it no longer is fed by corporeal images based on the memories of 

VenVRU\ SeUceSWiRn, and can eYenWXall\ µWXne in¶ WR imaginal SeUceSWiRn fURm Whe XSSeU ZRUldV, 

which for Vital are the Sefirot or the divine emanations which together constitute the body of 

Whe diYine, VR WR VSeak. GaUb deVcUibeV hRZ fRU ViWal, ³The emSW\ing Rf WhRXghW, Zhich iV 

fUeTXenWl\ SUeVenWed aV Whe VXmmiW Rf mediWaWiYe SUacWice, iV heUe bXW«a neceVVaU\ SUelXde´ 

fRU Whe VecRnd VWage Rf a ³mRUe effRUWleVV UeceSWiRn Rf cRncUeWe [diYine] images in the 

imaginaWiRn´ (GaUb 2011, 52). And WRlfVRn VXmmaUi]eV WhiV ZhRle WUajecWRU\ Zhen he ZUiWeV 

WhaW ³The XlWimaWe VecUeW Rf Whe SURSheWic e[SeUience iV Whe imaginaWiYe UeSUeVenWaWiRn Rf Whe 

diYine aV an AnWhURSRV´ (2005, 121), like Ze find in Whe Biblical books of Isaiah and Ezekiel 

ZheUe GRd iV enYiViRned in hXman fRUm, and WhaW iW iV Whe ³VRXl¶V VeSaUaWiRn fURm Whe bRd\ in 

the imaginative ascent to the divine realm that culminates in the spiritual entities assuming 

corporeal form within the imaginaWiRn´ (122). 

LaVWl\, iW iV ZRUWh nRWing WhaW Whe dangeUV Rf VXch VWaWeV Rf abVRUSWiYe ³diYeVWmenW´ 

(hitpashtut) were explicitly discussed by the practitioners of these techniques and were known 

WR inclXde µmadneVV¶ and SV\chRlRgical haUm. FRU e[amSle, Rabbi YRVef Ibn Sa\\ah¶V (16th 
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CE) mediWaWiYe inVWUXcWiRnV SUeVenW a VimilaU WUajecWRU\ Rf ³VenVRU\ ZiWhdUaZal, aVcenW, 

cRncenWUaWiRn, and VWabili]aWiRn Rf YiViRnaU\ e[SeUience´ ZheUe Whe SUacWiWiRneU iV inVWUXcWed 

WR ³bRZ hiV head like a VeUYanW beWZeen hiV kneeV,67 until his sensory perceptions (murgashav) 

aUe abRliVhed, aV hiV VenVeV aUe abVenW´ (GaUb 2011, 63). HRZeYeU, he adYiVeV WhaW ³hiV WeacheU 

needs to stand over him on the first time, so that his hands may be firm, so that he should not 

be one who glances and is damaged as we find that it happened WR VRme Rf Whe eaUl\ VageV´ 

(64). This is a reference to a Talmudic story of four sages who entered a paradisical orchard 

or palatial garden complex (pardes), which was commonly interpreted in later mystical 

traditions to refer to entering contemplative states of divine intimacy or union (Subtelny 

2004). Onl\ Rne Rf Whe Rabbinic VageV, Rabbi AkiYa, ³enWeUed in Seace and emeUged in Seace´ 

while the others suffered²one died, another became a heretic, and the one referenced by Ibn 

Sayyah became psychologically damaged (Hellner-Eshed 2009, 63). Relatedly, the ideal of 

Whe JeZiVh cRnWemSlaWiYe in Whe ZRhaU iV WR be Rne ZhR ³enWeUed and emeUged´ (man de-alu 

ve-nafku) in peace or (psychological) wholeness, but even some of the heroes of the text 

³enWeUed and did nRW emeUge,´ ZheUe WheiU ³VRXlV [became] mRUe clRVel\ bRXnd WR diYiniW\ 

Whan WR WheiU bRdieV,´ likel\ manifeVWing aV SV\chRlRgical imbalance (HellneU-Eshed 2009, 65). 

The Talmudic story became a well-known and oft-repeated warning of the dangers of mystical 

practice and study in Judaism more broadly, but within Jewish contemplative traditions, the 

warnings were often more specific to particular techniques and/or the states of absorption that 

resulted from them. 

 

 
67 GaUb (2011) alVR nRWeV WhaW, ³WhiV iV Whe claVVical Elijah SRVWXUe´ menWiRned in Whe biblical bRRk Rf KingV, 
³Zhich indXceV a VWaWe Rf VenVRU\ ZiWhdUaZal, and ma\ be fRXnd in bRWh JeZiVh [«] and SXfi VRXUceV´ (64). 
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NULLIFICATION (BITTUL) 

 

We find a very explicit description of a trajectory of deepening absorption during 

contemplative prayer in a teaching attributed to the founder of the Hasidic movement, Rabbi 

Israel Baal Shem Tov (18th CE): 

In SUa\eU, Rne mXVW Slace all Rf Rne¶V eneUg\ inWR Whe ZRUdV. TR dR VR, Rne SURceedV 
fURm leWWeU WR leWWeU, WR Whe SRinW Rf fRUgeWWing Rne¶V cRUSRUealiW\. One VhRXld be aZaUe 
of how the letters combine and unite with each other. This practice brings about great 
bliss. For is on the physical plane the union of two human beings results in great 
pleasure, certainly this is so one the spiritual plane. This is [the experience of] the 
World of Formation (Olam ha Yetzirah). From this first step, one proceeds to the 
elemental letters of Thought, and in doing so, one does not [physically] hear what one 
iV Va\ing. One When aUUiYeV aW Whe WRUld Rf CUeaWiRn (Olam ha BUi¶ah). TheUeXSRn Rne 
arrives at the place of No-WhingneVV (A\in), ZheUein all Rf Rne¶V Sh\Vical SUeVence is 
transcended. This is the World of Emanation (Olam ha Atzilut)²the attribute of 
Wisdom. (Kallus 2011, 14) 

HeUe, Ze Vee an echR and deYelRSmenW Rf Whe idea Rf Whe ³diYeVWmenW Rf cRUSRUealiW\´ 

(hitpashtut ha-gashmiut) Ze VaZ in ViWal, called ³fRUgeWWing´ cRUSRUealiW\ and iW iV VimilaUl\ 

accomplished in stages, though here the trajectory is through the four worlds first introduced 

b\ KabbaliVWV in Whe laWe WhiUWeenWh cenWXU\. The fiUVW ZRUld, Whe ZRUld Rf ³acWiRn´ (asiyah) is 

presumably the physical world perceived through the senses that the practitioner starts in as 

he beginV Whe SUa\eUV. In Whe ne[W ZRUld Rf ³fRUmaWiRn´ (yetzirah)²the first world mentioned 

in the passage²the most salient experience is bliss or pleasure, and no particular absorption 

iV allXded WR. IW iV Rnl\ in Whe ZRUld Rf ³cUeaWiRn´ (bri¶ah) that is marked by the beginning 

stages of sensory withdrawal, such that one can no longer hear (or notice) the sound of the 

SUa\eUV emanaWing fURm Rne¶V mRXWh, and SeUhaSV Whe RWheU VenVeV aUe decRXSled aV Zell. The 
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final ZRUld Rf ³emanaWiRn´ (atzilut), is the world of the sefirot proper, which also corresponds 

WR Whe e[SeUience Rf a\in (nRWhingneVV) ZheUe all Rf Rne¶V VenVeV and bRdil\ aZaUeneVV (liW. 

³SRZeUV Rf cRUSRUealiW\´) aUe WUanVcended, RU, mRUe liWeUall\, ³nXllified´ (nitbatel).  

This last term is significant, as it is a form of the term bittul (³nXllificaWiRn´ RU 

³annihilaWiRn´) Zhich becRmeV a Wechnical WeUm UelaWing WR VWaWeV Rf abVRUSWiRn WhaW aUe 

SaUWicXlaUl\ emShaVi]ed in Whe WeachingV Rf Whe Baal Shem TRY¶V VXcceVVRU, Rabbi DRY BeU Rf 

Mezeritch (18th CE). We find similar prescriptions for prayer in his teachings that point to this 

VWaWe, fRU e[amSle, R. DRY BeU ZUiWeV WhaW ³Whe bRd\ VhRXld be GRd'V hRXVe, fRU Rne VhRXld 

pray with all his strength until he is stripped of corporeality and forgets his self; everything is 

the vitality of God. All of one's thoughts should be focused on Him, and one should not be the 

leaVW biW aZaUe Rf Whe inWenVe deYRWiRn Rf hiV SUa\eU, fRU if he iV, he iV aZaUe Rf himVelf´ (TXRWed 

in Matt 1990, 142). Once again, Ze Vee Whe mRYe WR ³VWUiS Rff´ VenVRU\ aZaUeneVV, WhRXgh 

here it is potentially an additional (or additionally specified) dimension of the experience of 

µfRUgeWWing hiV Velf,¶ SRinWing WRZaUdV Whe WUanVcendence Rf Whe VenVe Rf a VeSaUaWe Velf 

altogether in a state with explicitly no meta-awareness. Rabbi Dov Ber elaborates on this 

process and brings together several of the terms from our survey in a homiletical interpretation 

of the service of the high priest in the Bible as relating to cultivating these states during prayer 

in a synagogue: 

'and the priest' -that is, the one engaged in worship -'shall wear his linen garment'. For 
it states in Hovot ha-Levavot, that man must accustom himself to the practice of 
solitude, to be separated from other people, until he accustoms himself so that, even if 
he is among a thousand people, he will also be attached to Him, blessed be He, and 
there will be nothing separating or interrupting him from his attachment to Him, 
blessed be He. And as I explained the verse, 'And no person shall be in the Tent of the 
Meeting when he enters to atone for himself and for his household'. For it is known 
that prior to prayer a person must cast off his corporeality and attach his thought to the 
exaltation of God, as if he is not standing among people, he is able to pray with great 
kavvanah and without self-interest. Of this it is said 'And no man shall be in the Tent 



 

 148 

of Meeting' -that is, the Synagogue or the House of Study, in the place where people 
gather to pray. Then, 'there shall be no man' in your thoughts -that is; you shall cast 
off your corporeality so much so that you shall forget that you are standing among 
people. (quoted in Idel 2000, 197) 

While Whe ³diVVRlXWiRn Rf Whe Velf´ RU ³cRmSleWe Velf-annXlmenW´ Rf bittul is the final goal of 

the practice of contemplative prayer, there are other preliminary stages mentioned in his other 

WeachingV (PeUVicR 2019, 134). FRU e[amSle, BURd\ (1998, 11) nRWeV WhaW ³DRY BeU SUeVenWV 

mystical illumination (devequt) as commencing wiWh Whe mind¶V SeUceSWiRn Rf Whe maWeUial 

world as permeated with and animated by [the] creative vitality of the divine, often perceived 

aV indZelling lighW´ Zhich ³iV RfWen deVignaWed as bittul ha-\eVh (Whe annihilaWiRn Rf UealiW\).´ 

He continues,  

Furthermore, bittul ha-yesh, the vision of the world irradiated by divine light, proves 
to be but the first stage in the mystical transformation of human consciousness. When 
delving deeper into the structure of the mind and cosmos, the mystic discovers that 
this creative energy arises out of a more primordial level of divine reality, Hokhmah, 
or Transcendent Wisdom. Wisdom serves as the generative ground of all reality, 
ranging from the divine vitality animating the universe to the human mind and physical 
phenomena. Encountering Wisdom, human consciousness loses its sense of 
individuated existence as a distinct self and merges with its transcendent source. 
(Brody 1998, 11) 

This experience of ayin (no-thingness), then, is a second deeper kind of bittul²called bittul 

b¶met]iXt (annihilation of existence) in later Hasidic traditions²which Brody translates as the 

Ueali]aWiRn Rf ³nRn-dXal cRnVciRXVneVV´ (1998, 10). Once again Ze Vee Whe m\VWical SaWh begin 

with a state of devekuth (cleaving) as in the writings of R. Isaac and R. Vital, though here it is 

innovatively specified as a certain form of (dualistic) bittul RU ³nXllificaWiRn.´ And again Whe 

path culminates in a state of absorption also understood to be the entry into the realm of the 

sefirot, but here it is one that (perhaps more) explicitly entails the dissolution of a sense of 

separate self. 
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TODAY 

 

In the teachings of the contemporary Kabbalist, Rabbi Isaac Meir Morgenstern, we 

find a further development in the understanding of the different experiences of bittul that are 

possible and understood to be the ultimate goal of Jewish contemplative prayer. But we first 

need some context to track some of the associations and correspondences that interlace and 

interweave throughout his discourses. In one of his teachings, Rabbi Morgenstern describes 

the goal of the Kabbalistic contemplative path as the unificaWiRn ZiWh ³Whe lighW Rf KeWeU´ (liW. 

³cURZn´) Zhich iV Whe higheVW Rf Whe diYine emanaWiRnV (sefirot) after Hokhmah (wisdom) and, 

aV WRlfVRn deVcUibeV, Whe ³VXmmiW Rf Whe Vcala cRnWemSlaWiYa, Whe Slace Rf Whe cRincidenWia 

oppositorum in the Godhead, where limitlessness and limitedness intersect and collude in the 

identity of their (in)difference, where nothing becomes VRmeWhing and VRmeWhing nRWhing´ 

(WRlfVRn 2011, 230). R. MRUgenVWeUn ZUiWeV WhaW ³b\ meanV Rf Whe SRZeU Rf SUa\eU, WhaW iV, 

when one prays in Whe aVSecW Rf µI am SUa\eU¶ (Za-ani tefillah) (Psalms 109:4), can one also 

meUiW Whe lighW Rf KeWeU, Zhich iV Whe aVSecW Rf XnificaWiRn and fXViRn ZiWh Whe acWXal lighW«fRU 

KeWeU iV Whe SRZeU WhaW XnifieV«WhaW iV, iW iV in iWV SRZeU WR Xnif\ Whe emanaWed and the 

emanaWRU´ (TXRWed in WRlfVRn 2011, 230). WRlfVRn e[SlainV WhaW Vince Whe lighW Rf Keter is 

XndeUVWRRd aV ³Whe Xnif\ing lighW´, ³Whe Rne ZhR faWhRmV WhaW XniW\, mRUeRYeU, iV incRUSRUaWed 

within it; indeed, only one incorporated in the incomposite unity of the nothing can be 

cognizant of it, but the one so incorporated is nothing and therefore no longer the one who 

ma\ be cRgni]anW Rf an\Whing, inclXding Whe XniW\ ZheUein all WhingV aUe nR Whing´ (233). 

MRUgenVWeUn cRnWinXeV WhaW ³iW mXVW be knRZn What this aspect of complete union (ha-yihud 
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ha-gamur) is what the soul in truth needs and desires, and this is the whole matter of prayer, 

to yearn to be in complete oneness [ahdut gemurrah] ZiWh Whe cUeaWRU´ (233). WRlfVRn 

emShaVi]eV WhaW ZiWh Whe aWWainmenW Rf WhiV ³cRmSleWe´ RneneVV, ³Whe dialRgical XndeUSinning 

Rf Whe SeWiWiRnaU\ aVSecW Rf ZRUVhiS iV VeYeUel\ cRmSURmiVed´ and SeUhaSV eYen cRllaSVeV inWR 

a nonduality between subjectivity (Whe ³I´) and Whe SUa\eU, aV Whe SaVVage fURm PValm 109 can 

be radically interpreted to mean (Wolfson 2011, 233). 

This realization of the light of Keter corresponds to a third form of bittul in R. 

MRUgenVWeUn¶V WeachingV. He aUgXeV WhaW aW Whe end Rf Rabbi DRY BeU¶V life he meUiWed Whe 

realization of this highest level of bittul, beyond the nondual Hokhmah (Wisdom) level of ayin 

(no-thingness) we discussed above, which corresponds to an aspect of prophecy (Morgenstern 

2020, 36). He explains that while the level of Hokhmah/ayin corresponds to the aspect of no-

self we saw above, and the previous sefirah (divine emanation) of Binah (Understanding) 

corresponds to a level of divine Self or subjectivity (ani),  

The \ichXd Rf KeVeU, hRZeYeU, iV cRmSUiVed Rf bRWh Whe aVSecWV Rf ³ani´ and ³a\in´ aW 
once. And because of its profound and lofty nature which is far beyond the level of the 
\ichXd in Whe aVSecW Rf ChRchmah, iW iV caSable Rf WUanVfRUming Whe leYelV Rf ³ani´ and 
³\eiVhXV´ (Velf and VRmeWhing)²which in and of themselves stand in total opposition 
WR Whe leYel Rf ³a\in´ and biWWXl²from their essential state of separation and division 
WR be inclXded ZiWhin Whe leYelV Rf hRlineVV. TR Whe e[WenW WhaW Whe ³ani´ iV completely 
nullified from its essential state which is the aspect of separation and yeishus, on which 
Cha]al VWaWe, ³I cannRW dZell alRng ZiWh him in Whe Vame VSace´, and WUanVfRUmed back 
inWR Whe inclXViRn Rf hRlineVV. AW Zhich SRinW Whe ³ani´ becRmeV Whe vehicle 
(meUkaYah) fRU Whe aVSecW Rf ³Whe WUXe Ani´ UefeUUed WR in Whe SaVVXk ³I am HaVhem 
your G-d´, and iV nRZ inclXded ZiWhin Whe fXll XniW\ Rf Whe hRl\ \ichXd. IW iV fRU WhiV 
UeaVRn WhaW KeVeU iV UefeUUed WR aV a ³ZRndeU´ (Selah) Vince iW iV cRmSUiVed of two 
opposites- Whe ³ani´ and Whe ³a\in´- something that the human mind is incapable of 
comprehending. (Morgenstern 2020, 37) 

In other words, the light of Keter refers to a state of both the presence of a divine Self and the 

absence of any sense of separate self. This state he calls, bittul ha-gamur RU ³The cRmSleWe 

nXllificaWiRn,´ Zhich iV be\Rnd bRWh bittul ha-yesh and bittXl b¶met]iXt (Morgenstern 2020, 
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20). Once again a Biblical quotation using the word ani (³I´) iV inWeUSUeWed WR UefeU WR Whe 

ultimate divine subjectivity, one that paradoxically combines a state of (lesser) divine 

subjectivity with the absence of any subjectivity and sense of separate self at all. If Hokhmah 

and bittXl b¶met]iXt represent a state of nondual awareness, then we might borrow the locution 

fURm DaYid LR\ WR UefeU WR WhiV XlWimaWe VWaWe aV Whe ³nRndXaliW\ Rf dXaliW\ and nRndXaliW\´ 

(Loy 2019, 18). 

 

CHRISTIAN TRADITIONS 

HESYCHASM 

 

Lindahl (2010) aUgXeV WhaW µaVceWic¶ SUacWiceV VhRXld nRW be Veen aV ZhRll\ diVWincW 

fURm µm\VWical¶ RneV and SaUWicXlaUl\ WhaW aVceWic SUacWiceV WhaW cXlWiYaWe VenVRU\ deSUiYaWiRn 

and VenVRU\ ZiWhdUaZal aUe an imSRUWanW fRXndaWiRn fRU VWaWeV Rf µcRnWemSlaWiRn¶ in eaUl\ 

Christian mystical traditions. He explains how in Greek Orthodox contemplative traditions 

VSecificall\, WheUe aUe ³WZR meanV Rf VenVRU\ cRnWURl: Rne inYRlYeV cUeaWing an enYiURnmenW 

or an object of contemplation that presents minimal sensory input; the other involves 

ZiWhdUaZing Rne¶V cRnVciRXVneVV fURm Whe VenVeV, UegaUdleVV Rf Whe VenVRU\ enYiURnmenW´ 

(208). He e[SlainV hRZ ³cRnWURl and eYen deSUiYaWiRn Rf Whe VenVRU\ facXlWieV iV a neceVVaU\ 

preliminary to the advanced stages of contemplation that are oriented towards the cultivation 

Rf lXminRXV aZaUeneVV´ in WhiV WUadiWiRn (208). In VRme caVeV, Sh\Vical VeclXViRn and VenVRU\ 

deprivation are recommended for achieving the stilling and calming of the mind, as Callistus 

and Ignatius of Xanthopoulos (14th-15th CE) write,  
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For sight, seeing with the eyes, usually distracts and disperses thoughts; but if a man 
be shut up in a quiet and dimly lit room, as is said, thoughts cease to dart about and 
multiply, and thus the mind, whether it likes it or not, little by little grows more still 
and cRllecWed ZiWhin iWVelf; aV SW. BaVil Va\V: µA mind XndiVWUacWed b\ e[WeUnal WhingV 
and not dispersed through the senses among worldly things, returns to itself. (quoted 
in Lindahl 2010, 219)  

While a sensory deprivation environment is advised in the above example, in other cases 

sensory withdrawal is prioritized regardless of the environment, as Gregory Palamas (13th-

14th) writes: 

enter into thy closet, and when thou hast shut thy door, pray to thy Father which is in 
VecUeW´ (MaWW. 6:6). The clRVeW Rf Whe VRXl iV Whe bRd\, Whe dRRUV aUe Whe fiYe bRdil\ 
senses. The soul enters its closet when the mind does not wander hither and thither 
over worldly things, but remains within our heart. Our senses are closed and remain 
so, when we do not allow them to cling to outward and visible things; and in this way 
our mind remains free from all worldly attachment, and by its secret and inward prayer 
is united with God our Father. (quoted in Lindahl 2010, 222) 

HeUe Ze Vee a VWUikingl\ cleaU inWeUSUeWaWiRn in Zhich ³VhXW Wh\ dRRU´ iV diUecWl\ Uead aV a 

VenVRU\ ZiWhdUaZal (RU SeUceSWXal decRXSling) WhaW iV SUeliminaU\ WR Whe SUacWice Rf ³VecUeW´ 

SUa\eU. Lindahl claUifieV WhaW, ³Unlike Whe SaVVage fURm CalliVWXV and Ignatius cited above, in 

which the act of placing oneself in an environment of minimal sensory stimulus was itself 

sufficient for calming the fluctuations of the mind, in this passage, the emphasis is placed 

more on an act of mental volition that withdraZV aWWenWiRn fURm Whe VenVeV´ (222). He gReV Rn 

to show how the foundations of sensory deprivation and sensory withdrawal directly lead to 

Whe gRalV Rf GUeek OUWhRdR[ WUadiWiRn VXch aV ³SXUe SUa\eU´ and ³cRnWemSlaWiRn´ (theoria). 

For example, Maximus the Confessor (6th-7th CE) explains that there are two signs by which 

the practitioner knows that he or she has attained the state of pure prayer: 

The sign of the first is that the intellect, abandoning all conceptual images of the world, 
concentrates itself and prays without distraction or disturbance as if God Himself were 
present, as indeed He is. The sign of the second is that at the very onset of prayer the 
intellect is so ravished by the divine and infinite light that it is aware neither of itself 
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nor of any other created thing, but only of Him who through love has activated such 
radiance in it. (quoted in Lindahl 2010, 332) 

Lindahl e[SlainV WhaW Zhile Whe ³fiUVW VWaWe Rf SXUe SUa\eU iV Whe cXlminaWiRn Rf Whe acWiYe effRUWV 

of watchfulness and continual prayer, which result in a self-concentrated and undistracted 

inWellecW WhaW cRnWinXeV WR SUa\ WR GRd,´ Whe VecRnd VWaWe ³VRXnds as if it is a more passive 

state, a fruition of the previous active states of prayer. From the concentrated stillness of pure 

prayer, the intellect becomes absorbed with the divine light of God, and remains in that way 

so long as it is unaware of any otheU RbjecWV, WhRXghWV, RU imageV´ (332). MRUe UecenWl\, 

Theophan the Recluse, (19th CE), an important modern saint of the Greek Hesychastic 

tradition, demonstrates how sensory withdrawal continues to be understood as leading directly 

inWR abVRUSWiYe VWaWeV Rf ³cRnWemSlaWiRn´: 

The principal condition for success in prayer is the purification of the heart from 
passions and from every attachment to things sensual. [...] The more the heart is 
purified, the more oral prayer will become prayer of the mind in the heart, and when 
the heart becomes quite pure, then unceasing prayer will be established. [...] Later on, 
when the state of the soul under the influence of this attraction becomes constant, 
mind-in-heart prayer will be active unceasingly. All earlier temporary attractions now 
become transformed into states of contemplation; and it is at this point that 
contemplative prayer begins. The state of contemplation is a captivity of the mind and 
of the entire vision by a spiritual object so overpowering that all outward things are 
forgotten, and wholly absent from the consciousness. The mind and consciousness 
become so completely immersed in the object contemplated that it is as though we no 
longer possess them. (333) 

 
Here we see quite clearly that the state of contemplative prayer is one in which complete 

perceptual decoupling has been achieved, with perhaps an allusion to a reduction or absence 

in meta-aZaUeneVV UeVXlWing in nR lRngeU µSRVVeVVing¶ Rne¶V mind. In VXmmary though, we 

can appreciate the basic trajectory of Hesychastic contemplative practice: one must learn to 

first re-cRllecW Rne¶V aWWenWiRn and mind fURm being diffXVed WhURXgh Whe VenVeV and When, Rnce 
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collected, still it from movements of any thoughts, images, and passions. Only then, once the 

heart/mind is still, will it naturally reflect the light of the divine that is (at all times) emanating 

to and through it²given the Neoplatonic emanative scheme adopted and adapted by this 

tradition.68  

RECOGIMIENTO AND ST TERESA 

 

In the western Catholic tradition of the early modern period, we find St Teresa of Avila 

(16th CE) and St John of the Cross (16th CE) continuing to describe and develop this 

connection (and perhaps continuum) from sensory deprivation and withdrawal to states of 

(absorptive) contemplation. Their contemplative practice did not arise out a vacuum however, 

and their immediate context was significantly shaped by the Recogimiento movement, usually 

WUanVlaWed aV ³UecRllecWiRn,´ a ZRUd ³XVed bRWh in Whe bURad VenVe of a spiritual way of life 

based on withdrawal, interiorization, and silence and in the more restricted sense of a method 

Rf inWeUiRU m\VWical SUa\eU aW Whe cenWeU Rf VXch a Za\ Rf life´ (McGinn 2017, 24). MRUe 

VSecificall\, Whe ³SSaniVh ZRUd recoger implies not simply a withdrawal or retiring, but also 

a cRllecWing WRgeWheU, Zhich alVR inclXdeV a UefRUmaWiRn´ and iV mXlWiYalenW, VXch WhaW iW meanV 

³a Sh\Vical ZiWhdUaZal Rf Whe indiYidXal WR a TXieW and VecUeW Slace, bXW aW Whe Vame Wime iW iV 

a gathering within of the powers of the soul as well as holding (possession) or a contemplation 

 
68 For the role of Neoplatonism in Eastern Christian traditions, see Dimitrov (2014). Boon (2012, 8) explains 
fXUWheU, ³In a neR-Platonic Eastern text that had marked influence on the development of scholastic and 
mystical theology in the West after its ninth-century translation into Latin, the sixth-century Syrian monk 
Pseudo-DiRn\ViXV Whe AUeRSagiWe adYiVed hiV UeadeUV WR µ[l]eaYe behind eYeU\Whing WhaW iV SeUceiYed and 
XndeUVWRRd¶ and fXUWheUmRUe, laXded MRVeV, ZhR µbUeakV ... aZa\ fURm ZhaW VeeV and iV Veen ... renouncing all 
that the mind may conceive, wrapped entirely in the intangible and invisible, he belongs completely to him 
ZhR iV be\Rnd eYeU\Whing.´  
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Rf GRd in WhiV SURfRXndeVW and mRVW inWimaWe SaUW Rf Whe VRXl´69 (McGinn 2017, 25). In other 

words, the word has connotations of both a physical withdrawal (as in retreat) as well as the 

re-collecting of attention in order to focus singularly upon the divine. As we will see below, 

the practice(s) associated with the word and movement explicitly seek to withdraw the 

attention from the senses to accomplish this goal, as one influential Recogimiento author 

BeUnaUdR LaUedR e[Slained, ³µThRVe ZhR cRnWemSlaWe GRd aWWain Whe gUeaWeVW SeUfecWiRn b\ 

carefully closing the gates of the five senses and getting rid of all that is not God from the 

heaUW´ (TXRWed in BRRn 2012, 165). 

St Teresa herself was influenced by several important texts from the Recogimiento 

movement²in fact, it was from these texts and not from any teacher that she first learned to 

practice recollection leading to contemplative prayer ²and heU ³acWXal ³meWhRd fRU 

UecRllecWing Whe WhRXghWV´ (el modo para recoger el pensamiento) was otherwise exceedingly 

VimSle´ and  ³cRnViVWed Rf nRWhing mRUe Whan haYing Whe nXn WU\ WR imagine aV YiYidl\ aV 

possible that her most Beloved Spouse and dearest Friend, Jesus Christ Himself, is actually 

SUeVenW b\ heU Vide Zhile Vhe YRcall\ SUa\V WR Him´ (HRllenback 2000, 539). HeUe Ze Vee WhaW, 

as in the recogimiento movement more broadly, the positive affect and imagination are used 

as concentrative tools, even though the latter will eventually be dropped in more advanced 

stages of prayer. Teresa describes recollection in slightly different ways in her earlier and later 

ZUiWingV, bXW cRnViVWenW WhURXghRXW iV WhaW WheUe iV VRme effRUW WhaW iV neceVVaU\ WR fRcXV Rne¶V 

attention, and then a stronger focus and concentration is granted by God as a gift of grace. In 

 
69 One thing to note here is the similarity to both the Hebrew word hitbodedut and khalwa in Arabic that we 
saw above, in that all three mean both the physical act of seclusion as well as the rarefied states that can be 
cultivated (most easily) in those settings.  



 

 156 

her earlier Camino de Perfeccion (The Way of Perfection, published 1566) where she 

emphasizes more the active and effortful dimension of this this kind of prayer, she writes, 

Those who by such a method can enclose themselves within the little heaven of our 
soul, where the Maker of heaven and earth is present, and grow accustomed to refusing 
to be where the exterior senses in their distraction have gone or look in that direction 
should believe they are following an excellent path and that they will not fail to drink 
ZaWeU fURm Whe fRXnW; fRU Whe\ Zill jRXUne\ faU in a VhRUW Wime«TheUe iV a ZiWhdUaZing 
of the senses from exterior things and a renunciation of them in such a way that, 
ZiWhRXW Rne¶V Ueali]ing iW, Whe e\eV clRVe VR aV WR aYRid Veeing Whem and VR WhaW Whe 
VighW mighW be mRUe aZake WR WhingV Rf Whe VRXl«And eYen WhRXgh iW iVn¶W aZaUe Rf 
this at the beginning, since the recollection is not so deep²for there are greater and 
lesser degrees of recollection²Whe VRXl VhRXld geW XVed WR WhiV UecRllecWiRn«If Ze 
make the effort, practice this recollection for some days, and get used to it, the fain 
will be clearly seen; we will understand, when beginning to pray, that the bees are 
aSSURaching and enWeUing Whe beehiYe WR make hRne\«When Whe VRXl dReV nR mRUe 
than give a sign that it wishes to be recollected, the senses obey it and become 
recollected. (Kavanaugh and Rodriguez 2017, 142-143) 

HeUe Ze Vee WhaW UecRllecWing Whe VenVeV iV an acWiYe µZiWhdUaZing¶ Rf Whem²or we might say, 

disengaging the attention from sensory input. She describes why this prayer is called 

³UecRllecWiRn´ aV fRllRZV: 

ThiV SUa\eU iV called ³UecRllecWiRn,´ becaXVe Whe VRXl cRllecWV iWV facXlWieV WRgeWheU and 
enters within itself to be with its God. And its divine Master comes more quickly to 
teach it and give it the prayer of quiet than He would through any other method it 
might use. For centered there within itself, it can think about the Passion and represent 
the Son and offer Him to the Father and not tire the intellect by going to look for Him 
on Mount Calvary or in the garden or at the pillar. (141) 

These passages are extremely interesting for a few reasons. For one, they underscore the point 

that active recollection takes place in the context of vocal and imaginative prayer, as Teresa 

VXggeVWV Whe aVSiUanW ³BeVeech Him aV \RX ZRXld a faWheU; Well Him about your trials; ask him 

fRU a Uemed\ againVW Whem, Ueali]ing WhaW \RX aUe nRW ZRUWh\ WR be HiV daXghWeU´ and ³VSeak 

to Him as a father, or a brother, or a lord, or as with a spouse; sometimes in one way, at other 

WimeV in anRWheU´ (141). WiWh WhiV kind Rf SUa\eU, TeUeVa UemaUkV, ³The inWellecW iV UecRllecWed 

mXch mRUe TXickl\ « eYen WhRXgh iW ma\ be YRcal´ (141). BRRn (2012) alVR callV RXU 
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attention to the fact that this type of prayer also engages the imagination in a meditation on 

JeVXV Zhen TeUeVa ZUiWeV, ³cenWeUed WheUe ZiWhin iWVelf, iW can Whink abRXW Whe PaVViRn and 

UeSUeVenW Whe SRn.´ In SRinWing RXW WhiV mXch mRUe caWaShaWic YeUViRn of recollection, she 

e[SlainV WhaW ³TeUeVa deVcUibeV recogimiento aV an inWeUiRUi]aWiRn Rf Whe PaVViRn,´ and Ze 

VhRXld ³NRWe heU XVe Rf Whe WeUm µUeSUeVenW¶ (representar), which according to the dictionary 

of Spanish language released shortly after her deaWh ZaV defined aV µmaking VRmeWhing SUeVenW 

ZiWh ZRUdV RU an image WhaW iV fi[ed in RXU imaginaWiRn.¶ She WheUefRUe«SRUWUa\V JeVXV¶V 

CUXcifi[iRn aV an image fi[ed in Whe inneU VenVe Rf Whe imaginaWiRn´ (BRRn 2012, 174). 

In this vocal and imaginative prayer, one actively recollects the senses (and attention) 

to become more drawn into and absorbed in the meditation. While we can understand this 

SUacWice aV µacWiYe¶ UecRllecWiRn, laWeU in El Castillo Interior (The Interior Castle, published 

1588), Vhe cRnWUaVWV iW ZiWh a fRUm Rf UecRllecWiRn, laWeU claUified aV ³infXVed UecRllecWiRn´ WhaW 

³dReVn¶W inYRlYe being in Whe daUk RU clRVing Whe e\eV, nRU dReV iW cRnViVW in an\ e[WeUiRU Whing, 

since without first wanting to do so, one dReV clRVe RneV e\eV and deViUe VRliWXde«The VenVeV 

and e[WeUiRU WhingV Veem WR be lRVing WheiU hRld becaXVe Whe VRXl iV UecRYeUing ZhaW iW had lRVW´ 

(Kavanaugh and Rodriguez 2017, 327). Here the absorption seems to be happening more 

passively or effortleVVl\ and ³iV a leVV inWenVe fRUm Rf iniWial cRnWemSlaWiRn, RU, aV called b\ 

TeUeVa, Whe SUa\eU Rf TXieW. While Whe Zill findV UeVW in Whe SUa\eU Rf TXieW in Whe Seace Rf GRd¶V 

SUeVence, Whe inWellecW (in TeUeVa¶V WeUminRlRg\) cRnWinXeV WR mRYe abRXW«[caXVing] 

diVWUacWiRnV, Whe ZandeUing mind´70 (Kavanaugh and Rodriguez 2017, 273). While earlier one 

 
70 McGinn UemaUkV WhaW ³TeUeVa ZaV nRW a WUained WheRlRgian, RU a V\VWemaWic WhinkeU, VR ZhaW Vhe XlWimaWel\ 
meanW b\ Whe ³SUa\eU Rf TXieW´«and iWV UelaWiRn WR Whe ³SUa\eU Rf UecRllecWiRn´«VeemV WR haYe XndeUgRne a 
development that she does not advert to and WhaW haV led WR VRme cRnfXViRn amRng heU UeadeUV´ (2017, 189). 
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ZenW WR lengWhV WR cRnWinXall\ ZiWhdUaZ Rne¶V aWWenWiRn eYen WhRXgh iW Zill keeS being dUaZn 

out of them again (like bees coming to but then leaving the hive), here71 iW iV aV if Rne¶V 

attention is magnetized and rests with more stability upon its object: 

One noticeably senses a gentle drawing inward, as anyone who goes through this will 
RbVeUYe, fRU I dRn¶W knRZ hRZ WR make iW cleaUeU. IW VeemV WR me WhaW I haYe Uead ZheUe 
it was compared to a hedgehog curling up or a turtle drawing into its shell. (The one 
who wrote this example must have understood the experience well.) But these 
cUeaWXUeV dUaZ inZaUd ZheneYeU Whe\ ZanW. In Whe caVe Rf UecRllecWiRn, iW dReVn¶W cRme 
Zhen Ze ZanW iW bXW Zhen GRd ZanWV WR gUanW XV Whe faYRU«If HiV MajeVW\ haV nRW 
begun to absorb us, I cannot understand how the mind can be stopped. (Kavanaugh 
and Rodriguez 2017, 328-329) 

HeUe Ze Vee TeUeVa XVe Whe ZRUd ³abVRUb´ (absorto), which she does several times in her 

ZUiWingV, aV Zell aV Zell aV V\nRn\mV like ³embelesamiento´ which means ³to remain without 

VenVeV RU mRYemenW´ and ³embebecimiento´ Zhich meanV ³WR be WRWall\ immeUVed´ (Gil 

2019, 19, n167-8). The ne[W VWage Rf SUa\eU, Whe ³SUa\eU Rf TXieW´ iV eYen mRUe abVRUSWiYe, aV 

Vhe ZUiWeV, ³Whe facXlWieV aUe nRW XniWed bXW abVRUbed and lRRking aV WhRXgh in ZRndeU aW ZhaW 

Whe\ Vee´ and ³ThiV TXietude and recollection is something that is clearly felt through the 

satisfaction and peace bestowed on the soul, along with great contentment and calm and a 

YeU\ genWle delighW in Whe facXlWieV´ (KaYanaXgh and RRdUigXe] 2017, 325). 

As one deepens and grows in the practice of recollective prayer, one experiences 

deeSeU and mRUe abVRUSWiYe VWaWeV. One caWegRU\ Rf deeSeU VWaWeV iV ZhaW Vhe callV, ³UaSWXUeV´ 

(arrobamientos), which she argues are necessary because the soul might die if its powers were 

still functioning as it approaches the Divine majesty (McGinn 2017, 196). The first kind of 

arrobamiento, which can occur even outside of the practice of prayer in daily life (and in the 

 
71 McGinn notes that there is often some confusion about the relationship between the prayer of quiet and the 
SUa\eU(V) Rf UecRllecWiRn, bXW claUifieV Whe SUacWiceV Rf UecRllecWiRn ³in WZR Za\V. The fiUVW iV Whe acWiYe 
fRUm«in Zhich Whe SeUVRn UeWUeaWV inWR a darkened room or some similar situation, closes her eyes, and strives 
to put her powers to rest and concentrate on prayer. The second kind is infused recollection, a strictly 
VXSeUnaWXUal gifW´ (2017, 187-188). 



 

 159 

final dZelling Slace WRR), dReV nRW inYRlYe WRWal lRVV Rf all Whe VenVeV and enWailV ³deeS 

enlighWenmenW and knRZledge Rf hiV majeVW\´ (196). AV McGinn e[SlainV, in ³WhiV kind Rf 

suspension the Lord shows the soul heavenly secrets, sometimes by way of imaginative 

visions, which can be partially described, but other times by intellectual visions that the soul 

cannRW VSeak Rf´ (196). OWheU fRUmV Zill enWail ³e[WUeme VXVSenViRn´ VXch aV Whe ³flighW Rf 

Whe VSiUiW´ (vuelo del Espiritu) which happens suddenly and with such strength that it seems 

like ³bRWh VRXl and bRd\ aUe being caUUied alRfW (Whe feeling Rf leYiWaWiRn)´ like ³a liWWle bRaW 

VXddenl\ lifWed XS be\Rnd iWV cRnWURl b\ SRZeUfXl ZaYeV´ (197). The UeVXlW Rf VXch e[SeUienceV 

aUe ³infXVed knRZledge, bRWh in terms of what is revealed in imaginative visions during the 

flighW, and eVSeciall\ ZhaW iV cRnYe\ed in inWellecWXal YiViRn´ and Zhen Whe VSiUiW UeWXUnV WR 

Whe VRXl benefiWV like ³knRZledge Rf Whe gUandeXU Rf GRd; gUeaW Velf-knowledge and humility; 

and eVWeemV fRU eaUWhl\ WhingV Rnl\ inVRfaU aV Whe\ can be XVed in Whe VeUYice Rf GRd´ (197). 

Here we can note that while the imagination has already been relinquished, sometimes 

it spontaneously awakens as the medium for certain visions. For one representative example 

of how she describes such states of absorption: 

Your Reverence will ask how it is that the rapture sometimes lasts so many hours and 
occurs so often. What happens in my case, as I said in speaking of the previous prayer, 
is that the rapture is experienced at intervals. The soul is often absorbed or, to put it 
better, the Lord absorbs it in Himself suspending all the faculties for a while and then, 
afterward, holding only the will suspended. It seems to me that the activity of these 
other two faculties is like that of the little pointer on the sundial that never stops. But 
when the Sun of Justice wants to, He makes the faculties stop. This suspension of the 
two faculties, I say, is brief! (quoted in Gil 2019, 30, n272) 

In summary then, the works of St Teresa present states of absorption of varying depths, with 

the deepest involving complete perceptual decoupling, lack of meta-awareness, and some 

impairment of memory. These absorptive features of contemplative prayer continue to be 

reported by teachers and practitioners today in the Centering Prayer movement. 
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TODAY 

 

Father Thomas Keating (d. 2018), perhaps the most influential teacher in the Centering 

PUa\eU mRYemenW, deVcUibeV WZR diffeUenW SaWhZa\V Rf SUa\eU, ³Whe SaWh Rf e[XbeUanW 

m\VWiciVm´ Rf SW. TeUeVa and Whe ³hidden laddeU´ deVcUibed b\ SW JRhn,72 the former compared 

WR ³Whe fURnW enWUance Rf Whe inWeUiRU caVWle´ Zhile Whe laWWeU iV like ³Whe VeUYice enWUance´73 

(Keating 2012,  108). He ZUiWeV WhaW, Zhile ³bRWh SaWhV lead WR Whe gRal Rf WUanVfRUming XniRn,´ 

indiYidXalV WhaW find WhemVelYeV Waking Whe alWeUnaWiYe ³daUk´ Za\ deVcUibed b\ SW JRhn, ³dR 

not experience the levels of absorption described by St Teresa. At times they are aware that 

their will is resting in God, but their habitual experience is one of dryness accompanied by 

endleVV ZandeUingV Rf Whe imaginaWiRn´74 (Keating 2012, 108). The absorptive stages of prayer 

 
72 Keating clarifies that St John actually discusses both paths in his works (2012, 108). 
 
73 InWeUeVWingl\, he alVR nRWeV WhaW Zhile he dReV nRW mean ³WR denigUaWe Whe cRnVRlaWiRnV Rf cRnWemSlaWiYe 
SUa\eU,´ Vince ³VRme SeRSle need Whem, eVSeciall\ WhRVe WhaW haYe been VeYeUel\ damaged in childhRRd. GRd 
bends over, caresses, and virtually makes love to people who have been deeply hurt, in order to convince them 
that it is all right to enjoy pleasures that they thought they should not enjoy, or were taught that they should not 
enjR\´ (2012, 109). IW iV an inWeUeVWing h\SRWheViV, YieZed fURm a mRUe Vcientific register, that people who are 
more prone to dissociation due to childhood trauma might also be more prone to states of positive absorption²
seemingly due to having higher trait absorption. This is an idea found in several contemporary contemplative 
traditions and is deserving of empirical inquiry.  Interesting! 
 
74 ElVeZheUe KeaWing cRmSaUeV Whe diffeUence beWZeen Whe WZR SaWhV WR ³Whe diffeUence beWZeen Waking an 
express elevator to the top floor of a skyscraper and taking a local. The local elevator stops at every floor, and 
at every stop the vista gets better and better. The problem is that one may never get back on the elevator 
becaXVe Rne iV VR enWUanced b\ Whe YieZ«The ZiVdRm Rf Waking Whe e[SUeVV eleYaWRU²the way of pure faith²
to the top floor is that it avoids all the mystical phenomena that might occur as by-products of the unloading of 
Whe XncRnVciRXV´ (2012, 139). 
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of St Teresa are, according to Father Keating and his students, along a spectrum of absorption 

aV Ze haYe Veen. While Whe VWaWe Rf infXVed UecRllecWiRn, ³dReV nRW abVRUb XV in VXch a Za\ 

WhaW Ze cannRW UeViVW,´ Whe SUa\eU Rf TXieW iV ³mRUe abVRUbing«Whe divine action seems to 

grasp the will in a spiritual embrace. The will could break away but does not want to. In fact, 

it easily becomes attached to the feeling of consolation and wants to prolong the time in 

SUa\eU´ (KeaWing 2012, 107). He cRnWinXeV WhaW, ³If the prayer of quiet moves to a deeper level, 

Whe imaginaWiRn and memRU\ aUe WemSRUaUil\ VXVSended«Zhile Whe\ aUe TXieW, Whe Zill enjR\V 

Whe diYine SUeVence«ThiV iV Whe ³SUa\eU Rf XniRn´´ (2012, 107). Finall\, he VXmmaUi]eV and 

introduces even one further stage of prayer: 

In all these states, we are aware of the presence of something real, but it is not a form, 
image, or concept. The divine presence may arise in various ways. It can come 
suddenly or overtake us gradually. It may seem to descend from above or arise from 
below. It may envelop us like a luminous cloud or well up from within. In any case, 
there is a sense of deep quiet as the imagination and memory grow still. When they 
are completely still and the will is totally absorbed in God, there is no self-reflection. 
ThiV iV Whe e[SeUience Rf Whe ³SUa\eU Rf fXll XniRn´75 in which all the faculties are 
motionless and rest in God. (Keating 2012, 107-108) 

In anRWheU ZRUk he deVcUibeV ZhaW haSSenV in fXll XniRn aV, ³ThiV gUace WakeV aZa\ all Velf-

reflection. One is not even aware that one is in this state until it is over. Afterwards, one knows 

that one has been in a spiritual place that was marvelous. Not only does the Spirit suspend the 

RUdinaU\ UeflecWiYe facXlWieV, bXW eYen VXVSendV Whe VenVe Rf an indiYidXal VenVe Rf Velf´ 

(quoted in Frenette 2017, 96). In other words, Keating distinguishes the absorptive states of 

full union by the fact that there is absolutely no meta-awareness present during them.  

 
75 LaWeU KeaWing ZUiWeV WhaW, ³TeUeVa Rf AYila VXggeVWed Rnce in heU ZUiWingV WhaW Whe SUa\eU Rf fXll XniRn mighW 
be a shortcut to transforming union. That may indeed be its purpose. It may be a special way of hastening the 
ordinary process of dismantling the falVe Velf´ (2012, 138). 
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 KeaWing¶V VWXdenW DaYid FUeneWWe elabRUaWeV Rn WheVe VWaWeV b\ dUaZing Rn a Weaching 

from Anthony of the Desert (3rd- 4th CE) ZhR ZUiWeV, ³The SUa\eU Rf Whe mRnk iV nRW SeUfecW 

XnWil he nR lRngeU Ueali]eV himVelf WhaW he iV SUa\ing´ and When SURceedV WR UecRXnW hiV RZn 

experience on a particular retreat of beginning to enter into this stage of prayer:   

M\ mediWaWiRn SeUiRdV dXUing Whe UeVW Rf Whe UeWUeaW ZeUe bleVVed b\ VRmeWhing neZ«I 
had a new sense that for the duller development of pure contemplation, it is critical to 
move from the awareness of deep interior silence into pure consciousness, in which 
there is not even an indirect sense of self that is conscious of being aware. Interior 
silence, stillness, spaciousness, and the absence of thoughts, valuable as they are, are 
e[SeUienceV in cRnVciRXVneVV, nRW SXUe cRnVciRXVneVV iWVelf«Recall What in the prayer 
of union your thoughts, thinking, and all your faculties are united with God, while you 
remain fully aware of this union«ThiV SUa\eU inYRlYeV XniWing ZiWh Whe gURXnd Rf 
experience, in which awareness is freed from all thoughts. In the prayer of union, there 
is a subject who is aware²not the separate-self sense conditioned by thoughts and 
emotions, but the Christ life who is aware, through you, of his uncreated, 
unobjectifiable source, the Father. There may be great stillness within, with no 
thoughts, no things as objects to the mind. But there is a hidden subject who is aware 
in you, and the separate-self sense subtly identifies with it. You identify with 
awareness itself and silently witness the contents of awareness, or its lack of contents 
in a still, VilenW inWeUiRU VSaciRXVneVV«In Whe fXllneVV Rf SXUe cRnWemSlaWiRn, WhiV 
hidden subject, this spiritual witness, is invited to lose any kind of awareness, any 
point of subjectivity, as it is fully known in even greater sacred nothingness. (Frenette 
2017, 91-92) 

He laWeU ZUiWeV WhaW Zhile ³AW fiUVW, fXll XniRn ma\ be e[SeUienced aV a fRUm Rf 

nRncRnVciRXVneVV«WiWh Wime, WhiV cRmSleWe nRn-self-awareness becomes integrated into the 

fXll\ aleUW, Zaking VWaWe´ (2017, 95-96). And laWeU he addV WhaW, ³AV Whe SUa\eU Rf fXll union 

moves from being a state in centering prayer to a more stable condition in activity, you become 

mRUe WUanVSaUenW WR Whe TUiniW\ in mRUe and mRUe Rf life, emSW\ WR GRd¶V SUeVence acWing 

through your ordinary activities, more compassionate in your presence to others, more 

acceSWing Rf \RXU RZn hXmaniW\´ (94). ThiV gRal, Rnce acWXali]ed nRW jXVW Zhile Rne iV in 

SUa\eU bXW alVR acWiYe in Whe ZRUld, iV Rne WhaW FUeneWWe callV Whe Ueali]aWiRn Rf ³nRndXal lRYe´ 

(97).  
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 FURm KeaWing and FUeneWWe¶V ZUiWingV Ze Vee WhaW in Whe CenWeUing SUa\eU WUadiWiRn Whe\ 

continue to practice the stages of prayer delineated by St Teresa but emphasize the goal of full 

union as a state of absorption so total that, according to Keating, there is no meta-awareness 

VXch WhaW Rne ³iV nRW eYen aZaUe WhaW Rne iV in WhiV VWaWe XnWil iW iV RYeU´(FUeneWWe 2017, 96). 

FUeneWWe alVR agUeeV ZiWh WhiV chaUacWeUi]aWiRn Rf Whe VWaWe aV ³nRncRnVciRXVneVV´ bXW addV WhaW 

laWeU iW can be ³inWegUaWed in Whe fXll\ aleUW, Zaking VWaWe´²seemingly implying that some kind 

of cognition and meta-awareness can return even as the sense separate-self does not.  

In a recent qualitative study that made use of the micro-phenomenological interview 

technique of carefully probing experiences and making them amenable to finer grained 

phenomenological analysis, Blaschke (2017) interviewed practitioners of Centering prayer 

and e[SlRUed VSecificall\ Whe diffeUenW and ³incUeaVing leYelV Rf abVRUSWiRn dXUing SUa\eU´ 

Zhich aUe ³infXVed UecRllecWiRn; SUa\eU Rf TXieW; SUa\eU Rf XniRn; and SUa\eU Rf fXll XniRn´ 

Zhich Whe\ cRnceiYe Rf aV ³Whe claVVic VWageV Rf SUa\eU delineaWed b\ TeUeVa Rf AYila´ (166). 

Based on his interviews, Blaschke describes how in the states of the prayer of union, 

³PUacWiWiRneUV aUe VR abVRUbed WhaW Whe\ lRVe cRgniWiYe acceVV WR RUdinaU\ cRnVciRXVneVV. ThiV 

renders them unaware of any internal or external coarse-level content so that the union state 

is world- e[clXding´ (178). He nRWeV WhaW a ³VXbWle´ leYel Rf meWa-awareness is still present in 

this state, but that in the prayer of full union however, as it is reported by one of the 

practitioners from his stXd\, ³The UealiVaWiRn Rf nRWhingneVV iV nRW Zhen I am in iW. IW¶V Zhen 

I cRme RXW Rf iW´ (197). In RWheU ZRUdV, WheUe iV nR aZaUeneVV RU meWa-awareness such that 

there is no phenomenal content to report from it, reports can only be offered immediately upon 

coming out of the state. This practitioner describes the first time he had this experience: 

The first time it happened it was very distinct, probably three to five years ago. I started 
the session with a strike (a gong) and a reading. It was very similar to today. I was 
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gRne. I ZaV jXVW gRne. And all Rf a VXdden jXVW ³bRRm´ I ZaV SUeVenW again. And I 
ZaVn¶W aVleeS! Ma\be I ZaV aVleeS, I dRn¶W knRZ. [laXgh] BXW iW ZaV WhaW feeling again 
Rf being jXVW in Whe UighW Slace. I became aZaUe ZiWh a biW Rf a VhRck like, ³Ugh, ZheUe 
ZaV I?´ The VhRck iV like VRmebRd\ Vnee]ing and me cRming back WR WhRXghWV. Ma\be 
³VhRck´ iV nRW Whe UighW ZRUd: iW¶V Whe VXdden end RU Whe VXdden UealiVaWiRn WhaW I ZaV 
someplace else. (Blaschke 2017, 200)  

Blaschke compares this experience with another of his subjects who similarly experience a 

³nRn-lXcid´ YeUViRn Rf WhiV SUa\eU Rf fXll XniRn²in hiV ZRUdV, ³maUked b\ ShenRmenRlRgical 

SaXciW\´²ZiWh an accRXnW Rf ³lXcid´ fXll XniRn, Zhich FUeneWWe belieYeV iV SRVVible, as 

mentioned above (201; 198). 

 

SUMMARY 

 

As described in the introduction, while the trait of absorption has received a 

considerable amount of scientific research, states of absorption have been comparatively 

understudied, and even less scholarly or scientific attention has been paid to those that arise 

or are cultivated within the contemplative traditions of Islam, Judaism, and Christianity. While 

surely inexhaustive and meant only as an opening of this topic for future investigation, our 

review sought to highlight important and canonical descriptions of these states that are still 

authoritative and used widely in contemporary traditions, seen from the lens of absorption as 

understood in clinical and cognitive science. 

We saw how such states can be cultivated using sensory deprivation and sensory 

withdrawal to facilitate perceptual decoupling. In all three traditions, retreats in (more or less 

complete) sensory deprivation environments were utilized in this manner given their utility in 

inducing sensory withdrawal. We also saw a spectrum of perceptual decoupling involved in 

absorptive experiences, from states where the senses are active but sensory data are not salient 



 

 165 

or being registered²like during mind wandering or daydreaming²to states of complete 

VenVRU\ ZiWhdUaZal ZheUe WheUe aSSeaU WR be nR VenVe daWa SUeVenWing WhemVelYeV WR Rne¶V 

awareness²as when asleep.76 Absorptive states can also have both a positive or a negative 

valence, and the valence does not determine whether the experience is appraised as normative 

or not since in some contexts distressing experiences are appraised as of divine origin77 and 

in RWheUV eXShRUic RneV aUe a UeVXlW Rf gRing µRff Whe SaWh.¶ The\ alVR VRmeWimeV enWail 

cognitive or functional impairment, particularly when absorption is pronounced enough to 

entail strong perceptual decoupling or complete sensory withdrawal, which, once again, may 

or may not be normative depending on the context. Finally, some absorption experiences are 

also set apart as the goals of particular contemplative paths, often involving acute changes to 

Rne¶V VenVe Rf Velf and UedXced (RU nR) meWa-awareness. Some of these absorptive states are 

alVR WhRXghW WR caWal\]e baVeline µWUaiW¶ changeV WR Rne¶V VenVe Rf Velf WhaW aUe embRdied in a 

transformed life after the state comes to an end. In the Hasidic traditions which promote the 

cultivation of states of bittul as the goal of contemplative prayer, it is valued both for its 

personally and theurgically potent effects, though the state itself may be absorptive to different 

degrees in different formulations or seemingly not at all, as we saw in the ultimate conception 

of R. Morgenstern. In Sufi traditions, fana is usually understood to be a completely absorptive 

and imSaiUing VWaWe Zhich When leadV WR WUaiW changeV WR Rne¶V VenVe Rf Velf in baqa, though the 

 
76 In fact, in Jewish traditions various terms for such states evoke the comparison with sleep, such as tardemah 
(slumber), nim lo nim (VleeS WhaW iVn¶W VleeS) and tardemat nevuah (the slumber of prophecy) (Garb 2011, 81, 
55; Idel 1988b, 105). 
 
77 Although examples of distressing absorptive states interpreted as normative were not included in our survey 
of Jewish traditions, they are reported by authors and texts included in the study, such as Abraham Abulafia, 
Shaarei Tzedek, and Rabbi Hayyim Vital (Idel 1988b, 75±76; Fine 1987, 90). 
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modern Turkish example complicates this simple dichotomy as well. In the Centering prayer 

tradition, the prayer of full union is presented by Keating as necessarily involving a lack of 

meta-awareness while Frenette and Blaschke describe how it may transform inWR mRUe ³lXcid´ 

forms where meta-awareness is present.  

Though the shared Neoplatonic influences that fed into and helped shape Islam, 

Judaism, and Christianity no doubt account for many of the similarities observed regarding 

these states of contemplative absorption, some have argued that these similarities extend 

beyond even the Abrahamic religions. In his book, Mysticism: Experience, Response, 

EmSRZeUmenW (1996), JeVV HRllenback deVcUibeV a ³XniYeUVal WechniTXe fRU indXcing m\VWical 

e[SeUienceV´ Zhich he, fRllRZing ChUiVWian m\VWical WUadiWiRnV, WeUmV ³UecRllecWiRn´ and 

defines it as follows: 

Recollection refers to that procedure wherein the mystic learns to focus one-pointedly 
his or her mind, will, imagination, and emotions on some object or goal. This focused 
WRWal mRbili]aWiRn Rf Whe m\VWic¶V affecWiYe and inWellecWXal SRZeUV, if VXcceVVfXlly 
carried out, eventually shuts down the incessant mental chattering that is normally 
present as a kind of background noise behind all our activities in the waking state. 
Once mystics stop this process of silently talking to themselves, they transform their 
mode of consciousness and begin to have their first tangible encounters with that 
spiritual world that otherwise remains imperceptible to the five senses. (Hollenback 
1996, 94) 

Hollenback describes the fruits of recollective techniques in ways reminiscent of Tellegen 

and AWkinVRn¶V RUiginal ³WRWal aWWenWiRn´ WhRXgh ZiWh Whe added cRmSRnenW RU emShaViV Rn 

emRWiRnal and cRgniWiYe SURceVVeV. He laWeU deVcUibeV hRZ ³Rne Rf Whe mRVW important 

UecRllecWiYe meWhRdV´ iV ³abVWUacWing RneVelf fURm VenVRU\ inSXWV and diVWUacWiRnV´ and WhaW 

WhiV ³kind Rf menWall\ indXced aneVWheVia Rf Whe cRUSRUeal VenVeV eYenWXall\ bUingV abRXW a 

WUanVfRUmaWiRn in Whe indiYidXal¶V mRde Rf cRnVciRXVneVV jXVW as it does every night when we 

cut off awareness of sensory inputs as we go to sleep and then shortly afterward begin to go 
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inWR Whe mRde Rf cRnVciRXVneVV knRZn aV dUeaming´ (170). AccRUding WR hiV accRXnW, 

recollection is a crucial mechanism of²and in fact the doorway into²many kinds of higher 

states of consciousness, both soteriological and paranormal, not just in Christian traditions, 

but also those found in classical Yogic traditions such as states of samadhi, the related 

Buddhist states of jhana as well as those found in Islamic mystical traditions and even 

indigenous traditions such as Eskimo shamanism (96±111). Importantl\ WhRXgh, WhiV dReVn¶W 

lead him to see all recollection methods as the same²even if they produce similar attentional 

enhancement by quieting mental chatter²and he highlights differences in the use of the 

imagination or affect to show how the different practices reflect different goals that the 

UeVXlWing VWaWeV aUe mRbili]ed WRZaUdV. FRU e[amSle, he deVcUibeV hRZ, ³deVSiWe a cRmmRn 

SV\chRlRgical fXncWiRn Rf fRcXVing Whe aWWenWiRn and TXieWing Whe mind and ³heaUW,´ 

recollective techniques exhibit a considerable VWUXcWXUal diYeUViW\´ and ³WheVe RbVeUYed 

diffeUenceV Rf fRUm haYe mRUe Whan jXVW an incidenWal Vignificance´ (525±526). InVWead, ³WheVe 

different recollective techniques are not just different paths leading to the same goal. They do 

considerably more than jXVW cRncenWUaWe Whe VXbjecW¶V aWWenWiRn. The\ alVR SUeSaUe Whe 

individual who employs them to fulfill the ultimate spiritual goals of his particular religious 

WUadiWiRn´ (526). 

I am V\mSaWheWic WR HRllenback¶V chaUacWeUi]aWiRn Rf all WheVe VWaWeV XndeU Rne 

umbrella, suggesting that a similar mechanism or set of mechanisms contribute to the 

attentional enhancement and amplification reported across different traditions. Even if, as 

GaUb nRWeV, hiV ³emShaViV Rn Whe URle Rf UecRllecWiYe WechniTXeV in indXcing m\VWical 

e[SeUience´ iV a biW ³e[aggeUaWed´²since this family of practices is only one type of 

meditation and there are many other (non-meditative) means of accessing altered states of 
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consciousness employed in different traditions²still it is an important cross-cultural 

ShenRmenRn WR highlighW (GaUb 1998, 598). While HRllenback XVeV Whe WeUm ³UecRllecWiRn´, 

drawn from Christianity, I think a more generic framing is more appropriate and believe that 

we are justified in calling them states of absorption cultivated through intentional perceptual 

decoupling. Indeed, Hollenbeck suggests as much (without using the term) when he concludes 

WhaW in hiV bRRk he haV aWWemSWed WR demRnVWUaWe WhaW ³WheUe iV nR Uadical diVcRnWinXiW\´ 

beWZeen m\VWical VWaWeV Rf UecRllecWiRn ³and WhRVe RUdinaU\ menWal SURceVVeV WhaW Wake Slace 

Zhile Rne dUeamV RU engageV in idle imaginingV´ (HRllenback 1996, 180). In RWheU ZRUdV, 

mind wandering and contemplative states of absorption exist on a spectrum²or are at least 

importantly related to each other²as the studies on perceptual decoupling and absorption that 

we surveyed above similarly contend. Intentional perceptual decoupling is indeed a critical 

process in the cultivation of contemplative states of absorption cross-culturally and one that 

has been overlooked particularly in scholarship on Islamic, Christian, and Jewish traditions. 

 

«ARE PIVOTAL STATES 

 

In this section, I argue that a recently developed complex systems approach to 

understanding ascetic practices and psychedelic experiences, the Pivotal Mental States model 

(PiMS), can help with our culturally sensitive etic understanding of meditation related 

difficulties. 

As described in the introduction, complex systems theory is a species of dynamical 

systems theory, which in the last thirty or so years has served as the foundation for a particular 
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approach to cognitive science. Thompson (2007) explains that the central idea of this approach 

³iV WhaW cRgniWiRn iV an inWUinVicall\ WemSRUal ShenRmenRn and accRUdingl\ needV WR be 

XndeUVWRRd fURm Whe SeUVSecWiYe Rf d\namic V\VWemV WheRU\´ Zhich he deVcUibes as follows, 

A dynamic systems model takes the form of a set of evolution equations that describe 
how the state of the system changes over time. The collection of all possible states of 
the system corresponds to the system's "state space" or "phase space," and the ways 
that the system changes state correspond to trajectories in this space. Dynamic-system 
explanations focus on the internal and external forces that shape such trajectories as 
they unfold in time. Inputs are described as perturbations to the system's intrinsic 
dynamics, rather than as instructions to be followed, and internal states are described 
as self organized compensations triggered by perturbations, rather than as 
representations of external states of affairs. (11)  

ThiV aSSURach iV baVed Rn Whe ³TXaliWaWiYe´ VWXd\ Rf diffeUenWial eTXaWiRnV, ZheUe ³One WhinkV 

Rf Whe VSace Rf all SRVVible VWaWeV Rf Whe V\VWem aV a geRmeWUic VSace« and Whe Za\ WhaW Whe 

system changes or behaves over time as curves or trajectories in thiV VSace´ and iW iV ³Vaid WR 

be qualitative because it uses topological and geometrical techniques to study the general or 

global character of the system's long-term behavior (its behavior in phase space) instead of 

seeking to predict the system's exact future state (the specific values of its variables at a future 

Wime ́   (ThRmSVRn 2007, 40).  WhaW VSecifieV a V\VWem aV complex iV WhaW iW e[hibiWV ³behaYiRU 

that is neither random nor or ordered and predictable; rather, it is in between, exhibiting 

changing and XnVWable SaWWeUnV´ and a ZealWh Rf UecenW VcienWific eYidence ³indicaWeV WhaW 

complexity of this sort can be found at numerous scales and levels, from the molecular and 

RUganiVmic WR Whe ecRlRgical and eYRlXWiRnaU\, aV Zell aV Whe neXUal and behaYiRUal´ (40). 

TheVe SaWWeUnV aUe knRZn aV ³aWWUacWRUV´ and can be Rf YaUiRXV kindV²fixed point, cycle, 

toroidal, or chaotic²and in the complex dynamical approach to mind science, cognitive states 

and change processes can be modeled as different attractor states and trajectories in this 

geometric phase space (Thompson 2007, 378-379; Hipolito et al. 2023, 10). 
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Building on this generic complex systems framework in order to  model cognitive 

changeV in Whe chaRWic aWWUacWRUV knRZn aV ³bifXUcaWiRnV,´ BURXZeU and CaUhaUW-Harris (2021) 

UecenWl\ inWURdXced Whe neZ cRnVWUXcW, ³SiYRWal menWal VWaWeV´ (PiMS) WR deVcUibe ³transient, 

intense hyper-plastic mind and brain states, with exceptional potential for mediating 

psychological transformation aiding rapid and deep learning that can mediate psychological 

WUanVfRUmaWiRn´ in eiWheU adaSWiYe RU maladaSWiYe diUecWiRnV (320). They argue that ascetic 

practices (through inducing stress) and psychedelics cause an upregulation of the serotonin 

2A UeceSWRU V\VWem and WhaW WhiV V\VWem haV been demRnVWUaWed WR ³indXce a VWaWe Rf cRUWical 

hyper-plasticity conducive to major adaptive change´ (326). The\ e[Slain WhaW ³ceUWain naWXUal 

inducers of stress such as social isolation, starvation, atypical breathing, sleep deprivation, 

extreme body temperature and pain can be intentionally manipulated for the purposes of 

personal and/or spiritual development, presumably by promoting endogenous psychedelic-

like Vignaling´ (322), and belieYe ³hXmanV haYe inWXiWed hRZ WR hijack RU µhack¶ WheiU RZn 

physiology for the purpose of self-deYelRSmenW´ (329). The\ alVR nRWe WhaW mediWaWiRn 

practices that are cleaUl\ ³cRgniWiYe VWUeVVRUV,´ VXch aV ³mediWaWiRn Rn Vin, gXilW, deaWh and 

VXffeUing,´ ZRXld alVR engage WhiV mechaniVm, bXW alVR add WhaW cRmbining ³mXlWiSle aVceWic 

practices with meditation, prayer or ritual and a background of stress may (perhaps 

inadvertently) create ideal synergistic conditions for the natural upregulation of 5-HT2AR78 

Vignaling«and WhXV, Whe emeUgence Rf a PiMS´79 (330).  

 
78 EYen mRUe UeleYanW fRU RXU e[aminaWiRn, Whe\ nRWe WhaW, ³Whe 5-HT2AR rs6313 TT genotype is associated 
ZiWh WUaiW abVRUSWiRn´²though again, the empirical connection between training, states of absorption, and trait 
absorption have yet to be firmly established. 
 
79 The\ nRWe WhaW, ³iW iV naWXUal WR VXUmiVe WhaW cRgniWiYe-stress-induced upregulation of 5-HT2AR expression 
may be an important biology x environment interaction through which both spiritual and psychotic experiences 
manifest via a subsequent increase in 5-HT2AR acWiYaWiRn´ (327)  
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The PiMS mRdel iV bXilW Rn Whe cRmSle[ V\VWemV ShenRmenRn Rf ³bifXUcaWiRn,´ Zhich 

Whe\ XVe WR deVcUibe hRZ WheVe h\SeUSlaVWic VWaWeV ³aUe SiYRWable eiWheU WRZaUdV illneVV RU 

ZellneVV´ (319). In cRmSle[ V\VWemV WheRU\, bifXUcaWiRnV aUe a VSecieV Rf ³chaRWic aWWUacWRUV,´ 

Zhich aUe VimilaU WR RWheU aWWUacWRUV in WhaW Whe\ aUe ³SRinWV WhaW aUe SXlled inWR and VWa\ ZiWhin 

Whe VSace,´ hRZeYeU in WheVe caVeV ³Whe\ aUe allRZed WR mRYe ZiWhin Whe VSace´ aV Zell 

(GXaVWellR and LiebRYiWch 2009, 12). AV VXch, Whe ³inWeUnal mRWion within the attractor space 

iV mRUe cRmSle[ Whan iV Whe caVe ZiWh Whe RWheU aWWUacWRUV,´ VXch aV fi[ed SRinW, limiW c\cle, 

and toroidal attractors, since chaotic attractors80 exhibit the three primary features of 

³XnSUedicWabiliW\, bRXndedneVV, and VenViWiYiW\ WR iniWial cRndiWiRnV´ (12). BURXZeU and 

Carhart-Harris discuss how bifurcation attractors are understood to apply in their model: 

A fork in the road or river analogy is often used to reflect a bifurcation process, namely 
a µcURVV-URadV¶, ZheUe Whe WUajecWRU\ Rf a V\VWem can UaSidl\ deVWabiliVe and cRmSle[if\ 
aW a SRinW Rf bifXUcaWiRn«CRnWe[WXal facWRUV can be YieZed aV biaVing cXUUents in the 
river influencing particular outcomes, in the same way that cambers or slopes bias 
outcomes along a solid path. Briefly, bifurcation theory describes the occurrence of 
sudden changes in the trajectory of a system. Typically, energy introduced into a 
system causes the destabilization of a previously dominant trajectory or state (e.g., 
represented by the single path that precedes the fork). The critical destabilization 
creates new potential states or trajectories that the system can enter or follow. For 
VimSliciW\, µZellneVV¶ and µillneVV¶ aUe SUeVenWed heUe aV diVcUeWe binaU\ VWaWeV bXW Ze 
recognize that this is an oversimplification and that mixed features are also possible, 
for example symptoms consistent with post-traumatic stress and growth can co-exist 
RU µfliS-flRS¶ afWeU a WUaXmaWic eSiVRde, and VimilaUl\, mi[ed eXShRUic and d\VShRUic 

 
80 ChaRWic aWWUacWRUV can alVR diffeU in ³cRmSle[iW\´ Rn a VSecWUXm fURm adaSWabiliW\ WR UigidiW\, and bifXUcaWiRn 
aWWUacWRUV in SaUWicXlaU can be eiWheU ³VXbWle,´ ³caWaVWURShic´ RU ³annihilaWiRn´ (16). GXaVWellR and LiebRYiWch 
(2009) describe the difference between subtle bifurcations, like pitchfork bifurcations, and catastrophic or 
annihilaWiRn bifXUcaWiRnV. AV Whe\ ZUiWe, ³In caWaVWURShic bifXUcaWiRnV, neZ aWWUacWRU UegimeV SRS in and RXW Rf 
the dynamical field as a control parameter changes. In annihilation bifurcations, a control parameter induces 
WZR RU mRUe d\namical VWUXcWXUeV WR cRllide, SURdXcing a d\namical field WhaW did nRW e[iVW SUeYiRXVl\´ (16). 
While Whe\ nRWe WhaW, ³NeiWheU Rf WheVe W\SeV Rf bifXUcaWiRnV haV VXUfaced in SV\chRlRgical aSSlicaWiRnV´ (16), iW 
remains an question (discussed in chapter 4) as to which form of bifurcation is most appropriate to describe the 
ability of absorptive states to result in both adaptive and maladaptive outcomes since Brouwer and Carhart-
HaUUiV (2021) dRn¶W enWeU inWR WhaW level of granularity or specificity when discussing the bifurcation 
ShenRmenRn, ZUiWing WhaW ³Whe deWailV Rf WhiV [bifXUcaWiRn WheRU\] aUe be\Rnd Whe VcRSe Rf WhiV aUWicle´ (323).  

 



 

 172 

states can occur in manic psychoses. The unifying principle, however, is that change, 
whatever its nature, is more likely after such pivotal events.81 (323) 

 

In other words, in their model, once the hyperplastic PiMS is accessed either through ascetic 

SUacWiceV RU SV\chedelic cRmSRXndV Zhich ³deVWabili]e´ Rne¶V cXUUenW VWaWe RU WUajecWRU\, Whe 

psychological system can branch off on a new trajectory leading to either wellness or 

SaWhRlRg\. AccRUding WR WhiV XndeUVWanding, Whe ³cRnWe[WXal facWRUV´ biaVing Whe V\VWem in Rne 

diUecWiRn RU Whe RWheU UefeUV WR ³bRWh biRlRgical (e.g., SRl\genic) SUediVSRViWiRn aV Zell aV Whe 

indiYidXal¶V immediaWe and UemRWe enYiURnmenWal cRnWe[W´ ZheUe ³Whe WeUm µcRnWe[W¶ iV XVed 

heUe in an e[Wended biRSV\chRVRcial and WemSRUal Za\´ (320). ThiV Uange in WimeVcaleV and 

factors would include things in ones more distant past like "an enriched versus adverse 

childhood or any past trauma but it can also include what is inherited (i.e. genetically 

encRded)´ aV Zell aV mRUe WemSRUall\ SUR[imaWe facWRUV like ³a UecenW UelaWiRnVhiS bUeakdRZn 

RU a beUeaYemenW, RngRing cXlWXUal RU VRcial cUiViV, RU UecenW VXcceVV RU caXVe fRU celebUaWiRn´ 

(320). ElVeZheUe Whe\ highlighW WhaW a ³ZealWh Rf eYidence fURm SV\chedelic dUXg, child 

psychology and mental health research can be cited to highlight the importance of contextual 

factors, such as: (a) preparedness, (b) intentions and expectations, (c) inter-personal 

trust/therapeutic alliance, (d) community support and (e) other forms of psychological 

inWegUaWiRn, fRU Vafe gXaUding againVW haUm and enhancing SRViWiYe WheUaSeXWic RXWcRmeV´ 

(323).  

 
81 AnRWheU dimenViRn Rf WhiV mRdel ³cRnViVWenW ZiWh bifXUcaWiRn WheRU\´ iV WhaW ³Whe UelaWiRnVhiS beWZeen VWUeVV 
and upregulated 5-HT2AR signaling is non-linear, in the sense that once stress crosses a critical threshold (the 
specifics of which are presently not clear) ± in terms of its severity or chronicity ± there is an abrupt shift in a 
V\VWem¶V fXncWiRning (e.g. glRbal bUain fXncWiRn) inWR a Uadicall\ diffeUenW mRde´ (334). 
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While Whe\ dRn¶W VSecif\ hRZ WheVe RU RWheU biRlRgical, SV\chRlRgical, and VRcial 

factors might relate to each other in determining one trajectory over the other82 due to the 

PiMS mRdel¶V ³RXWcRme agnRVWiciVm,´ Whe aXWhRUV aUgXe WhaW iW haV an imSRUWanW beaUing Rn 

³a claVVic cRnWURYeUV\ in SV\chRlRg\ and SV\chiaWU\: namel\, Whe UelaWiRnVhiS beWZeen 

VSiUiWXal e[SeUienceV and SV\chRViV´ (334). The\ aUgXe, ³AccRUding WR Whe mRdel SUeVented 

here, the framing of psychosis as pathological and spiritual experience as psychologically 

beneficial, RbVcXUeV WheiU cRmmRn UelaWiRnVhiS WR Whe PiMS´ and WhiV cRnnecWiRn iV ³RfWen 

overlooked because of a tendency to selectively focus on outcomes rather than the processes 

WhaW lead XS WR Whem´ (334). While I ZRXld aUgXe WheiU claim UelaWed WR diffeUenWial diagnRVeV²

namel\ WhaW ³a negaWiYe RU SRViWiYe RXWcRme iV Whe SaUamRXnW cUiWeUiRn fRU diVWingXiVhing 

between mystical and psychotic experience, respecWiYel\´² obscures a much more complex 

landscape of appraisal processes and opinions amongst psychologists of religion (Lindahl et 

al. 2020), nevertheless their recognition that PiMS can lead to both salutogenic and pathogenic 

outcomes makes it a good fit for a culturally sensitive understanding of meditation-related 

difficulties, since this is a claim that the three traditions surveyed above make related to the 

both the fruits and dangers of contemplative states of absorption.  

 Now, as Brouwer and Carhart-Harris (2021) note, combining meditation with ascetic 

practices can trigger the 5-HT2AR upregulation²as occurs in all three traditions²but so can 

solitary isolation itself, a key component in the cultivation of many classical contemplative 

states of absorption. Therefore, I believe it is warranted to extend the applicability of the PiMS 

model to the contemplative practices used to cultivate the states of absorption discussed above. 

 
82 This, as we will see in chapter four, is one of the major critiques leveled against the biopsychosocial model 
from different camps and schools of psychiatry. 
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Furthermore, there may also be other mechanisms of hyperplasticity operative in these states 

WhaW cRXld cRnWUibXWe WR VXch ³bifXUcaWiRn´ WUajecWRUieV. FRU e[amSle, Lindahl eW al. (2013) 

inYeVWigaWed cRncenWUaWiRn ³aV VenVRU\ deSUiYaWiRn´ aV iW iV deYelRSed in Buddhist 

cRnWemSlaWiYe cRnWe[WV and emShaVi]eV Whe ³laUgel\ inhibiWRU\ SURceVV´ Rf aWWenWiRn in WheVe 

SUacWiceV (10). The\ nRWe WhaW ³RSWimal WaVk SeUfRUmance Rn a nXmbeU Rf cRgniWiYe WaVkV, 

including selective and sustained attention, is determined by the extent of alpha activity in 

task-irrelevant areas rather than gamma in task-UeleYanW aUeaV´ and WhaW, VimilaUl\, 

³ZideVSUead incUeaVeV in alSha SRZeU in mediWaWRUV . . . WhaW ZeUe iniWiall\ YieZed aV inSXWV aV 

a meanV Rf faciliWaWing aWWenWiRn´ (10). In their qualitative analysis, they focus on different 

kinds of experiences of light reported by Buddhist meditators and propose that they may be 

³caXVed b\ VXSSUeVViRn Rf VenVRU\ inSXW Yia alSha inhibiWiRn leading WR cRmSenVaWRU\ 

diVinhibiWiRn´, a mRdel Zhich iV VXSSRUWed ³b\ SeUceSWXal iVRlaWiRn and VenVRU\ deSUiYaWiRn 

VWXdieV´ (11). The\ fRXnd WhaW ³VeYen Rf Whe nine SUacWiWiRneUV ZhR UeSRUWed lighWV 

spontaneously connected their meditation-induced light experiences with a period of increased 

concentratiRn, a claim alVR made in BXddhiVW liWeUaWXUe acURVV WUadiWiRnV´ and finall\ 

h\SRWheVi]ed WhaW Whe ³aUiVing Rf lighWV ma\ Vignal a SeUiRd Rf enhanced neXURSlaVWiciW\ and 

SRWenWial fRU imSRUWanW and endXUing VhifWV´ (13). EYen WhRXgh WhiV VWXd\ cRnceUned SaUticular 

forms of Buddhist practice, the framing of concentration as sensory deprivation and the fact 

that enhanced neuroplasticity has been demonstrated in sensory deprivation studies provides 

the potential link with our study. While it was not discussed in our survey above, experiences 

of light are also widely reported in states of absorption in Islamic and Jewish traditions (Corbin 

1994; Ziai 2004; Abuali 2020; Idel 1988c, 77±83; Wolfson 2004; Garb 2011, 36±45, 82±89).   
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While Lindahl et al. (2013) and Brouwer and Carhart-Harris (2021) propose different 

potential mechanisms (attenuation of sensory input and stress-induced upregulation of the 

serotonin 2A receptor system respectively) for hyper-plasticity, they are far from incompatible 

and could both be operant in cases where ascetic practices are combined with sensory 

deprivation and sensory withdrawal²as we find in many traditional Christian, Islamic and 

Jewish retreat contexts. However, regardless of the specific mechanism(s) involved, we can 

say with confidence that the classical texts surveyed above take for granted the fact that 

contemplative states of absorption are both hyper-plastic and pivotal, and therefore the 

complex systems83-based PiMS model is one that can be adapted for a culturally sensitive etic 

understanding of some meditation-related difficulties, namely those that would be appraised 

emically as non-normative. 

 

 

 

 

 

83 Another way in which the PiMS model is built on complex systems theory is that it draws on the 
³biRSV\chRVRcial´ mRdel (BPS), Zhich iV iWVelf e[SliciWl\ baVed Rn BeUWalanff\¶V RUiginal fRUmXlaWiRn Rf 
cRmSle[ V\VWemV he WeUmed µGeneUal S\VWemV TheRU\¶, WR account for why destabilization can result in one 
WUajecWRU\ RYeU anRWheU (de Haan 2020, 38; Benning 2015). The\ ZUiWe, ³We SURSRVe WhaW Whe VXUURXnding 
cRnWe[W and UelaWiRnal fUame in Zhich a giYen PiMS RccXUV iV a YiWal deWeUminanW Rf hRZ iW manifeVWV´ 
(Brouwer and Carhart-HaUUiV 2021, 322) and aUgXe fRU ³an eVVenWial cRnWe[W and UelaWiRnal deSendenc\ ZheUe 
cRnWe[W UefeUV WR bRWh biRlRgical (e.g. SRl\genic) SUediVSRViWiRn aV Zell aV Whe indiYidXal¶V immediaWe and 
remote environmental context. Thus, the teUm µcRnWe[W¶ iV XVed heUe in an e[Wended biRSV\chRVRcial and 
WemSRUal Za\´ (320). Finall\ Whe\ aUgXe, ³If Ze aUe cRUUecW WhaW cRnWe[W Sla\V a ke\ URle in VhaSing Whe 
outcome of a PiMS, an important implication is that contextual factors need to be treated with special attention 
and WheUaSeXWic caUe (ZheUe SRVVible) if an indiYidXal¶V SV\chRlRgical Zellbeing iV WR be VafegXaUded, ZheneYeU 
a PiMS aUiVeV RU VeemV imminenW´ (320). ThiV SUacWical imSlicaWiRn (and VXggeVWed aSSlicaWiRn) Rf Whe WheRU\ 
will be addressed and extended in chapter four.  
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CHAPTER THREE: NONLINEAR PATHS & NONLINEAR SYSTEMS 
 

INTRODUCTION 

 

While the CST based PiMS framework helps to explain how contemplative states of 

absorption can cause bifurcations resulting in both salutogenic and pathogenic outcomes²

just as these traditions themselves claim²it does not necessarily explain the trajectories of 

such change processes, in other words, how these states can cause the challenging stages of 

contemplative paths which come before (or may somehow be necessary for) the realization of 

the goals of such paths. In other words, we still need an etic framework to explain how pivotal 

contemplative states of absorption are involved in nonlinear paths. In part one of this chapter, 

we will first present an overview of the place of fluctuations and oscillation before enduring 

contemplative goals are reached in nonlinear paths both historically and today. We will then 

describe how complex systems approaches to clinical and psychedelics medicine science help 

to explain how these critical fluctuations precede bifurcations and the new attractor 
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landscapes that result from them. In Part two, we will look at some of the goals of these 

traditions in more depth, and then argue that the complex systems-based enactive approach 

to self can help us to understand this spectrum of different goals and how they are brought to 

fruition in a more fine-grained manner. 

 

 

 

PART I: NONLINEAR CHANGE PROCESSES & NONLINEAR PATHS 

 

While in the last chapter we saw how one CST approach, namely the PiMS model, can 

help explain meditation-related difficulties that are appraised as adverse, we still need an etic 

framework to help understand how the difficult stages are appraised, in other words, how 

some difficulties are thought to be necessary for the attainment of traditional goals²what I 

called SUeYiRXVl\ µnRnlineaU SaWhV¶ (FiVheU 2019). FXUWheUmRUe, RXU adaSWaWiRn Rf Whe PiMS 

model may at first blush seem incompatible with nonlinear change processes or trajectories, 

since if we imagine the brain or nervous system to be hyperplastic like wet cement, we would 

expect lasting changes to take effect right after being imprinted via the state of absorption. 

However, once again the perspective from complex-systems theory offers a very parsimonious 

and plausible explanation for these kinds of trajectories, towards which we will turn after 

introducing these non-linear paths. 

 

ABRAHAMIC NON-LINEAR PATHS 
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In chapter one we saw that in addition to appraising meditation-related difficulties as 

adverse or non-normative, they were also at times appraised as part of the path or normative. 

Again, for a complete and culturally sensitive etic framework to make sense of meditation-

related difficulties sufficiently to guide care, it must be able to account for both kinds. We 

now turn to the second category of difficulties, those which are considered part of the path 

and perhaps even necessary to achieve traditional contemplative goals. 

In chapter one we also explored how in all three religions there were parts of the 

contemplative path that were identified as difficult, challenging, or involving necessary 

suffering by connecting them to (or reading them through) textual traditions. We also 

e[amined hRZ Rne¶V ZRUldYieZ RU inWeUSUeWiYe fUameZRUk, SaUWicXlaUl\ in UelaWiRn WR hRZ a 

tradition or sub-tradition understood the goal of the contemplative path, had a bearing on 

whether difficulties were appraised as necessary or unnecessary relative to the attainment of 

that goal. We explored how in some cases the goal was understood to be a particular kind of 

self-transformation, a realization of nonduality, and/or new ways of being and acting in the 

world. In the previous chapter we also discussed how some of those goals were related to 

SaUWicXlaU cRnWemSlaWiYe VWaWeV Rf abVRUSWiRn. Finall\, in m\ maVWeU¶V WheViV, I e[SlRUed in mRUe 

depth some of the textual sources and themes that contemporary teachers and students draw 

upon to normatively appraise distressing meditation-related experiences and introduced the 

WeUm ³nRnlineaU SaWhV´ in WhaW cRnWe[W. In WhiV VecWiRn, I Zill dUaZ fURm bRWh Whe inWeUYieZV 

and the textual traditions informing contemporary interpretive frameworks to argue that the 

complex-system frameworks of Hayes, Hipolito and their colleagues can be adapted to help 

make sense of nonlinear paths in contemporary Abrahamic contemplative traditions. 
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JEWISH TRADITIONS 

 

In the Jewish traditions of those interviewed, challenging stages of the path were 

associated with: psycho-spiritual and embodied purification frameworks, the need to learn 

ceUWain leVVRnV in WhiV lifeWime RU VRXl WUanVmigUaWiRn, a SaWh WhaW iV ³bi-SRlaU´ and/or consists 

of both expanded and constricted consciousness (mochin d¶katnXt) necessary for the 

achieYemenW VSiUiWXal deYelRSmenW, Whe idea WhaW Whe SXUSRVe Rf cUeaWiRn iV WR UecWif\ Rne¶V 

emotional and character traits which entails some amount of suffering, and the conception that 

certain kinds of spiritual descent (yeridah) are necessary for spiritual ascent (l¶t]orech ali\ah). 

In terms of texts and ideas used to guide normative appraisal processes, Jewish practitioners 

and WeacheUV dUeZ XSRn Whe SXUificaWiRn fUameZRUk Rf ³deVcenW fRU Whe Vake Rf aVcenW´ 

(\eridah l¶t]orech ali\ah) fURm Whe ZRhaU, Whe cRVmRgRnic fUameZRUk Rf µWhe bUeaking Whe 

YeVVelV¶ (shevirat ha-kelim) from Lurianic Kabbalah, the doctrine of expanded and constricted 

consciousness (mochin d¶gadlXt and mochin d¶katnXt) as it was adopted and adapted from 

LXUianic Kabbalah inWR HaVidiVm, and finall\, Whe SUacWice Rf eleYaWing VSaUkV and ³fRUeign 

WhRXghWV´  (machshavot zarot) in Hasidism (Fisher 2019). 

In the interviews, some of the goals of Jewish contemplative paths were conceived as 

a WUajecWRU\ fURm ³Whe WUanVcendence Rf Whe egR´ WR ³nRndXal cRnVciRXVneVV´ WR an ³immanenW 

WUanVcendence´ ZheUe Rne ³UecRYeU[V] a VenVe Rf Velf´ and e[SeUienceV a ³Uefinement of 

chaUacWeU´ and When, XlWimaWel\, WR an embRdimenW Rf ³Velf-e[SUeVViYe´ behaYiRU in Whe ZRUld, 

ZheUe WhRVe e[SeUienceV Rf WUanVcendence ³infRUm hRZ I acW in Whe ZRUld´ (99113). ThiV 

practitioner described the goal of the contemplative path as "to feel that state of limitlessness 

or transcendence but within the structures of my daily life, my job, my family, my friends, in 
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WhiV bRd\´ (99113). AnRWheU JeZiVh WeacheU deVcUibed Whe gRal UelaWedl\ aV ³VancWif\ing Whe 

Sh\Vical [ZRUld]´, WR ³Sla\ all Whe ke\V Rn Whe SianR´ VXch aV being ³VRcial, ShilanWhURSic, 

VenVXal, inWellecWXal, emRWiRnal, VenVe Rf Velf cRnfidence and making a liYing´ (99206). And 

Rne RWheU (99125) deVcUibed Whe SaWh aV Rne in Zhich fURm a baVe Rf a ³VWURng, healWh\ egR´ 

Rne eYenWXall\ leaUnV WR ³VXUUendeU iW.´ In Whe laVW chaSWeU, Ze alVR VaZ hRZ gRalV Rf Whe 

contemplative path in some contemporary Jewish traditions were related to the term bittul 

(also discussed in the interviews) and three different versions of it (ha-\esh, b¶met]iXt, and 

ha-gamur), the latter of which refers to the paradoxical realization of both the presence of a 

divine Self and the absence of any separate self. Finally, in my 2019 article, we saw how one 

other contemporary Jewish meditation teacher and scholar described his own experience of 

bittul ha-yesh aV a kind Rf ³SV\chic deaWh´ ZheUe ³I e[SeUienced eYeU\Whing I had knRZn WR 

be ZhR I am and ZhaW UealiW\ ZaV, ZenW WhURXgh a SURceVV Rf eUaVXUe«and diVVRlXWiRn´ 

(quoted on 46). This process, for him and his reading of Jewish mystical sources, gives rise to 

Rne¶V ³WUXe Velf´ RU ³eVVenWial Velf´ bXW Whe XlWimaWe gRal iV Whe fXUWheU Ueali]aWiRn Rf ³Whe 

diVVRlXWiRn Rf egRcenWUic cRnVciRXVneVV´ and Whe ³nRndXal´ aZaUeneVV Rf being cR-essential 

ZiWh Whe diYine´ (46). 

ISLAMICATE TRADITIONS 

 

In chapter one we explored how difficult stages of the path entailing necessary 

suffering were appraised as also related to: psycho-emotional and subtle energetic purification 

frameworks, the idea that some kinds of distressing experiences are necessary for certain kinds 

of spiritually significant events or spiritual maturation, the classical Sufi states (hal) and stages 

(maqamat) understood as revelations of the two dimensions of the divine, and the idea that 
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some distress or discomfort is unavoidable for Jungian shadow work towards individuation. 

In terms of the texts and traditions84 drawn on for these appraisals, in my MA thesis we 

explored in more depth how classical Sufi psychological literature describes different states 

(hal) and stations (maqamat) of the Sufi path (tariqa), particularly those related to a process 

Rf SXUificaWiRn RU ³SRliVhing Whe miUURU Rf Whe heaUW,´ and mRdeUn inWeUSUeWaWiRnV Rf VRme (e[. 

talwin) Rf Whem like Whe ³\R-\R V\ndURme´ in Rne WeVWeUn SXfi WUadiWiRn. OWheU ke\ ideaV 

discussed were the valley of bewilderment (hayrat) in Farid ad-Din AWWaU¶V The Conference 

of the Birds and some modern interpretations of it, descriptions of painful and purgative 

experiences in the poetry of Jallal al-din Rumi, and the dual concept of annihilation (fana) and 

subsistence (baqa) that is ubiquitous in classical Sufi literature (Fisher 2019).  

In terms of goals referenced, the traditional goals of fana and baqa were referenced 

and deVcUibed b\ VeYeUal VXbjecWV, inclXding Rne (99236) ZhR UeSRUWed WhaW heU WUadiWiRn¶V 

understanding follows the classical teaching that there are three stages of fana ±in Rne¶V 

teacher, in a prophet, and in God. The first fana ZaV WhaW ³aW a ceUWain SRinW Rne Ueali]eV WhaW 

the teacher one thought was outside and one maybe met with a several times a year, you know, 

aW Whe annXal ZRUkVhRS RU ZhaWeYeU, iV inVide Rne¶V heaUW. And WheUe¶V nR VeSaUaWiRn«Rne¶V 

inWeUnal bRXndaUieV diVVRlYe and, Xm, WheUe¶V a neZ eaVe in life.´ While Vhe didn¶W RffeU a 

phenomenological description of the second, the third form of fana was described more 

 
84 There are (at least) two important difficult stages that I did not include in my previous exploration of the 
topic that were not mentioned in the interviews. One is what is called in Sufi literature bala RU ³WRUmenW´ Zhich 
SellV deVcUibeV aV ³a WUial RU WeVWing WhaW each SXfi mXVW SaVV WhURXgh Rn Whe SaWh WR XniRn ZiWh Whe BelRYed´ 
(Sells 1996, n79). In the work of the 9th century Sufi Junayd, it is particularly associated with "the painful death 
Rf Whe egR Velf´ (257). The RWheU iV Whe VWaWe Rf fatra RU ³abandRnmenW.´ AddaV deVcUibeV hRZ ³in IVlamic 
SURSheWRlRg\ WhiV WeUm iV XVed WR deVignaWe Whe SeUiRd Rf µdiYine Vilence¶ Zhich VeSaUaWeV Whe cRming Rf WZR 
SURSheWV´ bXW ³in Whe Wechnical YRcabXlaU\ Rf SXfiVm, fatra UefeUV WR a SeUiRd Rf ineVcaSabale µVlackening¶, Rf 
acedia, when the spiritual man feels himself somehow abandoned by his Lord and fears that this state of 
abandRnmenW cRXld be SeUmanenW: fRU VRmeWimeV He UemainV VilenW fRUeYeU´ (AddaV 1993, 42-43). 
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experientially as not a permanent state of the loss of sense of self, but a new psychological 

baVeline VXch WhaW ³Rne can neYeU again SXW Rne¶V egR aW Whe cenWeU Rf e[iVWence becaXVe Whe 

game haV changed fRUeYeU.´ OWheU VXbjecWV UefeUenced VRme RWheU cRnceptions of the goal 

defined leVV aV a SV\chRlRgical VWaWe RU VhifW, and mRUe UelaWed WR Rne¶V behaYiRU RU RUienWaWiRn. 

For example, one teacher (992333) described how a normative orientation in his tradition was 

³Whe abiliW\ WR be SUeVenW in bRWh ZRUldV, Whe inner world of the spirit and the outer world of 

dail\ UeVSRnVibiliWieV´ Zhile a SUacWiWiRneU (99127) VimilaUl\ deVcUibed hRZ ³SXfiV aUe YeU\ 

big on people staying integrated in society and not becoming monks and not retreating from 

the world completely. You have to be able to function in the world while these transformations 

aUe Waking Slace and \RX Vee Whem in Whe lighW Rf Whe Za\ \RXU eYeU\da\ life iV.´ Finall\, Rne 

WeacheU (99234) VhaUed WhaW ³m\ XndeUVWanding´ iV WhaW ³iW¶V Whe hXman miVViRn VR WR VSeak to 

deYelRS a fXll\ fRUmed, healWh\ Velf´ and When echRed Jack EngleU in hiV belief WhaW ³\RX¶Ye 

gRW WR haYe a Velf WR lRVe a Velf.´ In bRWh Whe MA and chaSWeU WZR Ze alVR e[amined Whe 

understanding of fana aV an abVRUSWiYe VWaWe Zhich iniWiaWeV WUaiW effecWV Rn Rne¶V VenVe Rf Velf, 

described in a contemporary Turkish tradition as a kind of psychological death before the birth 

of a new identity in the stage of baqa (Toussulis 2010, 177; discussed in Fisher 2019, 27). I 

also discussed how many traditions understand fana aV Whe annihilaWiRn Rf Rne¶V idenWificaWiRn 

with the ego and baqa as the re-emeUgence Rf a ³diYine Self,´ bXW VRme RWheU cRnWemSRUaU\ 

traditions believe there is goal beyond this where even the divine Self and in fact any sense of 

separate self is extinguished as well (Fisher 2019, 29). 

 

CHRISTIAN TRADITIONS 
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In Christian traditions, difficult stages of the path were understood by many subjects 

aV UelaWed WR SW. JRhn Rf Whe CURVV¶ cRnceSWiRn Rf Whe daUk nighWV Rf Whe VenVeV and VSiUiW, SW. 

IgnaWiXV Rf LR\Rla¶V RZn life and cRnWemSlaWiYe WUajecWRU\, Whe mRUe idiosyncratic idea of 

³hRl\ diVWXUbanceV,´ CaUl JXng¶V cRnceSWiRn Rf Whe VhadRZ, Michael WaVhbXUn¶V mRdel Rf Whe 

VSiUal SaWh and ³UegUeVViRn in Whe VeUYice Rf egR-WUanVcendence,´ and ThRmaV KeaWing¶V 

conception of the path as entailing the purgative untying of emRWiRnal knRWV, ³kenRWic 

XnlRading Rf Whe XncRnVciRXV,´ and ³diYine WheUaS\.´ In 2019 Ze mRUe deeSl\ inYeVWigaWed 

the teachings of both Teresa of Avila discussing her own challenging and impairing 

experiences as well as the teachings about the dark nights of John of the Cross, and the 

contemplative path structure of purgation-illumination-union utilized by both of them. We 

also examined how purgation or purification was often translated into a psychological key and 

ThRmaV KeaWing¶V cRnceSWiRn Rf ³diYine WheUaS\´ and WhiV ³XnlRading Rf Whe XncRnVciRXV´ in 

the Centering prayer tradition. 

In chapter one, we saw how the goal of Christian contemplative paths was conceived 

Rf aV ³egR decRnVWUXcWiRn and UeinWegUaWiRn Rf a neZ VenVe Rf Velf,´ Whe enlighWened life aV Rne 

Rf incaUnaWe SeUVRnhRRd, Whe achieYemenW Rf Whe ³WUanVSeUVRnal SeUVRnal´ and VhifWing Rne¶V 

idenWiW\ fURm ³RXU VeSaUaWed and naUUaWiYel\ cRnVWUXcWed VelfhRRd´ WR a ³nR-Velf VelfhRRd´ RU 

SeUmanenW ³ZiWneVVing VelfhRRd´ (99222). ThiV Vame WeacheU alVR diVcXVVed Whe idea WhaW ³Ze 

gUadXall\ gain enRXgh being WR be nRWhing´ ZheUe ³Ze learn to live without constant recourse 

WR a naUUaWiYe, UefeUenWial SRinW«ZheWheU WhaW¶V nR-self or simply a lighter way of being 

ZiWneVVing, I dRn¶W knRZ.´ And finall\, ³nRndXal UelaWiRnaliW\´ RU UelaWiRnal XniRn (99221) 

was also mentioned as a goal of pracWice, in addiWiRn WR a SeUSeWXal VWaWe Rf ³ga]ing aW GRd´ 

Zhich iV alZa\V SUeVenW in Whe backgURXnd and, Zhile ³nRW nRn-dXal´ ZaV alVR VRmehRZ ³nRW 
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VeSaUaWe eiWheU´ (99110). In 2019, Ze bUiefl\ diVcXVVed a feZ gRalV RXWlined in Whe CenWeUing 

PUa\eU WUadiWiRn, namel\ ³WUanVfRUming XniRn´ and ³XniW\ cRnVciRXVneVV.´ The fRUmeU iV 

deVcUibed aV a ³UeVWUXcWXUing Rf cRnVciRXVneVV´ in Zhich ³Whe SUeVence Rf God becomes a kind 

of fourth dimension to the three-dimenViRnal ZRUld in Zhich Ze haYe been liYing.´ IW iV alVR 

a SV\chRlRgical change ZheUe ³emRWiRnal VZingV diVaSSeaU´ WhRXgh Whe emRWiRnV WhemVelYeV 

dR nRW, and ³WheUe iV nR lRngeU a Velf-cenWeUed µI¶.´ The latter goal is preceded by what Thomas 

KeaWing and hiV VWXdenW DaYid FUeneWWe call Whe ³nighW Rf Whe Velf´ and iV iWVelf deVcUibed aV 

³XniW\ cRnVciRXVneVV,´ ³Whe e[SeUience Rf nRndXaliW\´ RU ³nRndXal cRnVciRXVneVV´ WhaW enWailV 

Whe ³diminiVhmenW RU lRVV Rf Whe VenVe Rf VeSaUaWeneVV´ and Whe ³deaWh Rf Whe VeSaUaWe-self 

VenVe.´ (FiVheU 2019, 17) 

 

LENS ON NONLINEAR CHANGES 

HAYES¶ COMPLEX SYSTEMS APPROACH TO PSYCHOTHERAPY 

 

Adele Hayes and her colleagues have been working to incorporate complex and dynamical 

systems frameworks into psychotherapy research for decades. In a recent paper (2020), Hayes 

and her colleague Andrews summarize the problem and the need for a new paradigm in the 

field, aUgXing WhaW WUadiWiRnall\, ³symptom change was often analyzed in snapshots of 

symptoms at pre- and post-WUeaWmenW ZiWh Whe aVVXmSWiRn Rf gUadXal and lineaU change,´ 

hRZeYeU mRUe UecenWl\, ³IW haV becRme aSSaUenW WhaW WhiV WUadiWiRnal aSSURach does not fully 

caSWXUe Whe SaWWeUnV Rf SV\chRSaWhRlRg\ and Whe d\namicV Rf WheUaSeXWic change´ (2). TheiU 

ZRUk iV inWended WR, ³fXUWheU adYance a cRmSle[ V\VWemV aSSURach WR SV\chRWheUaS\ 
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UeVeaUch,´ and WRZaUdV WhaW gRal, Whe\ define and emSlR\ VeYeUal ke\ cRmSle[ V\VWemV 

technical terms, some of which we are already familiar with. For example, they sketch out 

how, 

a dynamic system is a set of interconnected elements that evolve over time and self-
organize into higher-order functional units, called attractor states, that are preferred 
and govern system behavior. Self-organization is the process by which lower-order 
processes interact and higher-order patterns emerge and then influence the lower-order 
processes in a top-down manner. Attractor states constrain system behavior such that 
iW WendV WR be ³SXlled´ back WR WheVe VWaWeV Zhen SeUWXUbed. An adaSWiYe V\VWem iV 
flexible as conditions change, but also able to maintain functional integrity in the face 
of perturbation. A system that has multiple functional patterns (known as 
multistability) can flexibly switch between patterns to meet the demands of internal 
and external challenges. Attractors that are well-established have strongly 
interconnected elements, with reinforcing and inhibiting feedback loops that can 
increase or decrease the probability of activation over time and contexts. When 
attractor patterns are entrenched, they become rigid and relatively insensitive to 
challenges or new information. Significant disturbance or strong jolts are therefore 
required to disrupt these patterns. Less developed or destabilized attractors have a 
weaker hold, allowing the system to more easily switch to alternative states. (2) 

 
The\ When e[Slain hRZ, ³TR mainWain cRheUence, cRmSle[ V\VWemV can adaSW WR, incRUSRUaWe, 

RU defend againVW challengeV´ and bRWh ³deWeUminiVWic (SXUSRVefXl RU caXVal) and VWRchaVWic 

(naturally occurring random events, fluctuations, noise) forces influence the maintenance and 

diVUXSWiRn Rf cRmSle[ V\VWemV´ (2). BRWh kindV Rf fRUceV can UeVXlW in WZR diffeUenW kindV Rf 

change SURceVVeV, eiWheU ³incUemenWal and gUadXal, ZiWh minRU flXcWXaWiRnV and adjXVWmenWV 

ZiWhin Whe dRminanW SaWWeUn Rf fXncWiRning´ RU change can be ³abUXSW and diVcRnWinXRXV´ 

accRmSanied b\ ³SeUiRdV Rf WXUbXlence aV aWWUacWRUV deVWabili]e and cUeaWe Whe SRWenWial fRU 

phase or order transitions. During these transitions, systems can reorganize into qualitative 

neZ SaWWeUnV Rf fXncWiRning, VXch aV fURm a healWh\ VWaWe WR a diVeaVed VWaWe´ RU Yice YeUVa (2-

3). 
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 Ha\eV and AndUeZV call aWWenWiRn WR WZR ³geneUic eaUl\ ZaUning VignV WhaW RccXU 

cRnViVWenWl\ and heUald WUanViWiRn acURVV a Zide Uange Rf V\VWemV,´ cUiWical flXcWXaWiRnV and 

cUiWical VlRZing. The fRUmeU iV defined aV ³UiVing YaUiabiliW\ in V\VWem behaYiRU that indicates 

WhaW Whe V\VWem d\namicV aUe bUeaking dRZn´ and Whe laWWeU iV defined aV ³a VlRZeU UeWXUn WR 

baVeline RU UecRYeU\ afWeU SeUWXUbaWiRn´ (3). WiWhin Whe cRnWe[W Rf deSUeVViRn UeVeaUch Whe\ 

deYelRSed ZhaW Whe\ call Whe ³neWZRUk deVWabili]aWiRn and transition model (NDT) as an 

organizing framework to import concepts and principles from complexity sciences (dynamical 

V\VWemV WheRU\, V\neUgeWicV, and neWZRUk Vcience) WR SV\chRWheUaS\ UeVeaUch,´ bXW in WhiV 

SaSeU Whe\ ³bURaden Whe SeUVSecWiYe WR aSSl\ WR SV\chRSaWhRlRg\ in geneUal´ (2). WiWhin WhiV 

SaUWicXlaU mRdel, Whe\ ³cRnceSWXali]e SV\chRSaWhRlRg\ aV an aWWUacWRU VWaWe ZiWh inWeUacWing 

elemenWV Rf cRgniWiRnV, emRWiRnV, behaYiRU, and Sh\ViRlRg\´ and VkeWch RXW VeYeUal fRUmV Rf 

psychotherapeutic change (3). The fiUVW ³involves making minor adjustments to maladaptive 

SaWWeUnV´ WhaW ³dR nRW indXce fXndamenWal aWWUacWRU changeV´85 ZheUeaV anRWheU ³inYRlYeV 

VZiWching fURm a SaWhRlRgical WR a healWhieU aWWUacWRU,´ aVVXming ³WheUe iV an alWeUnaWiYe WR 

VZiWch WR,´ bXW alVR dReV ³nRW change Whe SaWhRlRgical aWWUacWRU diUecWl\´ (5). The WhiUd W\Se Rf 

change Whe\ diVcXVV, ³destabilizing the pathological attractor and developing new, more 

healWh\ SaWWeUnV Rf fXncWiRning´ Zhich can be iniWiaWed b\ inWeUYenWiRnV Zhich ³acWiYaWe and 

challenge´ Whe SaWhRlRgical aWWUacWRU WhURXgh a ³deVWabili]ing jRlW«needed WR bUeak Whe VWaViV 

 
85 E[amSleV Rf WhiV kind Rf change aUe, ³Distress tolerance, mindfulness, and positive emotion activation 
aSSURacheV´ Zhich can ³change Whe WhUeVhRld Rf acWiYaWiRn (RU Whe VenViWiYiW\) and aXWRmaWiciW\ Rf bRWh 
SaWhRlRgical and mRUe fXncWiRnal SaWWeUnV´ (5). In addiWiRn, ³BehaYiRUal, inWeUSeUVRnal, cognitive reappraisal, 
emotion regulation, or parenting skills can be used to: (1) reduce feedback loops that block new information 
and interfere with new learning (spiral in panel 1, right), (2) deactivate or unhook from the pathological 
patterns of the aWWUacWRU, RU (3) cRmSenVaWe fRU RU RYeUUide WheVe SaWWeUnV´ (5). 
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and faciliWaWe WUanViWiRn´86(5). Importantly for our purposes, during the period of 

deVWabili]aWiRn, ³indicaWRUV Rf cUiWical flXcWXaWiRnV (incUeaVed YaUiance)´ aUe likel\ WR be 

aSSaUenW and WhiV SeUiRd ³can be chaUacWeUi]ed b\ V\VWem-wide disturbance and symptom 

exacerbation, but thiV WXUbXlence can alVR incUeaVe Whe fle[ibiliW\ needed fRU aWWUacWRU change´ 

(5).  

The\ When diVcXVV hRZ a ³cRmSle[ V\VWemV aSSURach YieZV SeUiRdV Rf incUeaVed 

variability and turbulence in psychotherapy as potential opportunities for change rather than 

aV nRiVe RU diVWXUbanceV WR TXell.´ While WRR ³feZ VWXdieV haYe been conducted on early 

ZaUning VignalV in SV\chRWheUaS\ WR dUaZ fiUm cRnclXViRnV,´ neYeUWheleVV ³Whe findingV WhXV 

far suggest that nonlinear and discontinuous changes and periods of rising variability in 

symptoms and patterns of pathology occur in psychotherapy, and that these fluctuations 

SUedicW V\mSWRm UedXcWiRn and Whe deYelRSmenW Rf mRUe healWh\ SaWWeUnV Rf fXncWiRning´ (7). 

HRZeYeU, Whe\ alVR nRWe WhaW, ³IW iV nRW cleaU ZheWheU Whe VignaWXUeV Rf eaUl\ ZaUning VignalV 

differ when predicting the onset of clinical disorders, improvement or worsening in 

SV\chRWheUaS\, RU UelaSVe´ (8). While ³IW iV clinicall\ imSRUWanW WR diffeUenWiaWe WXUbXlence WhaW 

precedes the degradation or worsening of a system from turbulence that heralds change to a 

more functional staWe,´ WheUe iV nRW cXUUenWl\ enRXgh UeVeaUch RU emSiUical daWa WR dR VR (8). 

 

HIPOLITO¶S COMPLEX SYSTEMS APPROACH TO PSYCHEDELIC MEDICINE 

 
86 E[amSleV Rf inWeUYenWiRnV Zhich aim fRU WhiV kind Rf change aUe ³Exposure therapy, insight-oriented 
therapy, and emotion-focused and cognitive re- VWUXcWXUing WechniTXe´ Zhich can ³inWURdXce cRUUecWiYe 
infRUmaWiRn and VkillV WR indXce diVVRnance and SeUWXUb maladaSWiYe neWZRUkV´ (5). 
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Hayes and Andrews model is important for our purposes particularly in their 

conception of psychopathological and adaptive networks as consisting of cognitions or 

thoughts, emotions, behaviors, and physiological responses and for their highlighting that 

critical fluctuations RfWen SUecede ShaVe WUanViWiRnV and ³heUald WUanViWiRn acURVV a nXmbeU 

Rf V\VWemV in naWXUe´ (7). HRZeYeU, anRWheU cRmSle[ V\VWemV aSSURach fURm IneV HiSRliWR, 

Robin Carhart-Harris and their colleagues (2023) helps us understand how contemplative 

practices leading to states of absorption can destabilize cognitive systems (like the 

psychotherapeutic methods Hayes and Andrews highlight) and also cause critical fluctuations. 

Because Carhart-Harris is also the co-author of the PiMS framework, he provides a 

helpful bridge that allows us to understand how contemplative states of absorption interact 

ZiWh Whe nRnlineaU change SURceVVeV WhaW define nRnlineaU SaWhV. The\ aUgXe WhaW ³psychedelics 

deVWabili]e fi[ed SRinWV RU aWWUacWRUV, bUeaking UeinfRUced SaWWeUnV Rf Whinking and behaYing´ 

and e[Slain ³hRZ SV\chedelic-induced increases in brain entropy destabilize 

neurophysiological set-points and leads to new conceptualizations of psychedelic 

SV\chRWheUaS\´ (2023, 2). The\ alVR, like Ha\eV and AndUeZV, SRViW ³deVWabili]aWiRn´ aV ke\ 

to the clinical efficacy of psychedelics, since in their understanding, hyper-plastic psychedelic 

VWaWeV haYe Whe SRZeU WR deVWabili]e ³VWXck´ SaWhRlRgical attractor states. In their view, 

destabilization is actually marked by critical fluctuations. For example, they write that, 

³Evidence shows that psychological destabilization, measured as increased fluctuations in 

psychological states, is a predictor of clinical change in both coded observational data of 

therapy sessions and repeated self-ratings...Such psychological destabilization can be 

inWeUSUeWed aV eaUl\ indicaWRUV fRU XScRming clinical WUanViWiRnV´ (9). They specify how the 

³SURceVV Rf deVWabili]aWiRn ma\ caXVe Whe enhancemenW Rf feaWXUeV Rf cUiWicaliW\«aV Whe glRbal 
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system moves out of a subcritical regime associated with ill health. Such features might 

include critical fluctuations, cascading, long-range correlations, scale-free or fractal dynamics 

and cUiWical VlRZing dRZn´ (8). The\ alVR bXild Rn Ha\eV ZRUk WR VkeWch out the therapeutic 

trajectory involved with psychedelic therapies, explaining that once such attractors are 

deVWabili]ed, ³VXbVeTXenW WUeaWmenWV WaUgeWed aW VXSSRUWing an alWeUnaWiYe, healWhieU VWaWe VSace 

are promoted ² a process also known as integraWiRn (Ha\eV eW al. 2015)´ (9). In facW, in 

addition to the importance of the continuation of the therapeutic intervention after the 

psychedelic experience itself in such integration processes, they also mark the importance of 

bRWh ³VeW and VeWWing´ in VhaSing such states and (like Brouwer and Carhart-Harris) the 

importance of both for guiding system change in more adaptive directions (10).87  

Finally, they bridge to another complex-systems framework, this time the enactive 

approach to cognitive science, to clarify their perspective on psychopathology: 

This dynamical view of psychopathology can be further developed following an 
enactive approach operationalized via tools from dynamical systems theory. In this 
framework individuals are seen as evolving coupled with their sociocultural 
environment, viz. enacting their environment, which can be interpreted as a dynamical 
SURceVV ZheUeb\ a V\VWem WUaYeUVeV a giYen ³ShaVe VSace" ² i.e. the set of possible 
states or configurations available to the individual. In enacting their environments, the 
specific properties of how the individual is presently coupled with their environment 
result in the dynamical trajectory being more or less attracted to certain behaviours, 
represented by the system persisting on different regions of the phase space. 
Dynamical systems theory then tells us that such attractor sets can be of different types: 
single stable points, periodic cycles, or so-called ³VWUange" aWWUacWRUV Rf cRmSlicaWed 
geometries. Moreover, a given system can have multiple attractors and dynamically 
switch between them, which gives rise to metastable behaviour ² which has been 
shown to be important for biological and social systems (6) 
 

 
87 As we will see in the next chapter, Studstill (2005) will argue that both philosophical training and analytical 
mediWaWiYe SUacWiceV aUe imSRUWanW SaUWV Rf VXch ³VeW and VeWWing´ fRU deVWabili]ing cRnWemSlaWiYe SUacWiceV      
to lead the cognitive system in generative and adaptive directions. 
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ThiV leadV Whem WR cRnclXde WhaW, ³SV\chRSaWhRlRg\ iV Veen aV an emeUgenW ShenRmenRn, in 

the sense that it depends on the coupling between the individual and his/her environment, and 

hence iW cannRW be UedXced WR Whe VXm Rf Whe SaUWV in iVRlaWiRn´ (5). 

 Thus, in summary, the basic idea of complex systems approaches to both 

psychotherapy and psychedelic medicine is that human cognitive systems behave like other 

systems in nature, and therefore can be understood in similar terms and using similar methods 

and conceptual tools. My claim is that, through contemplative states of absorption, states of 

hyperplasticity are cultivated which similarly destabilize existing attractors (which we can 

think of as looping or non-linearly related clusters of thoughts, emotions, behaviors, and 

physiological states) that can bifurcate into either salutogenic or pathogenic new attractors or 

mXlWiVWable aWWUacWRU landVcaSeV«bXW, like RWheU cRmSle[ V\VWemV, Zill demRnVWUaWe cUiWical 

fluctuations before doing so. In addition, while these new attractor landscapes do qualitatively 

describe psychological changes, the enactive approach (which we will examine in more depth 

in SaUW IV) heighWenV RXU aZaUeneVV WhaW WhRVe ³cRgniWiYe´ changeV and eYRlXWiRnV cR-arise 

with new actions, behaviRUV, and cRXSlingV ZiWh Rne¶V Sh\Vical and VRciRcXlWXUal 

environment.  

CST LENS ON NONLINEAR PATHS 

 

There are many different contemplative paths found within Judaism, Christianity, and 

Islam. Despite the variability, I believe there are certain patterns that hold true across many of 

them. For one, we have seen how goals of these contemplative paths are understood to be 

lasting trait changes (as opposed to state changes), some of which may involve baseline sense 
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of self changes² as in some stages of bittul, some stages of fana, and some stages of union. 

We have also seen how for all those traditions which posit such goals as possible, they also 

report difficult or challenging stages of practice which come before such changes (on different 

time scales), some of which are explicitly identified as oscillations or fluctuations²between 

mochin d¶gadlXt and mochin d¶katnXt, contentos and discontentos, and Whe ³YaUiegaWiRn´ 

(talwin) between states of bast and qabd. For those paths that include various states of 

contemplative absorption and conceive of their goal as some kind of lasting psychological 

shift and/or mode of being in the world, I argue that complex-systems theory based models 

can illumine these nonlinear change trajectories 

The basic account I am proposing is that because contemplative states of absorption 

are hyperplastic, they have the capacity to induce more lasting psychological changes. From 

the frameworks we examined above, I argue that one route to such change is the 

destabilization of attractors that cause bifurcations and phase shifts to new attractor 

landscapes. The key point is that destabilization, here as in other complex systems in nature, 

can caXVe ³cUiWical flXcWXaWiRnV´ Rf Whe V\VWem befRUe WhRVe neZ aWWUacWRUs or attractor 

landVcaSeV aUe VeWWled in RU VWabili]ed. TheVe cUiWical flXcWXaWiRnV dRn¶W neceVVaUil\ RU alZa\V 

lead to the goals of the tradition, as they merely indicate that the current attractor is being 

destabilized, but they will be reliably observed before such bifurcations occur. While this 

framework, like that of both Hayes and Hipolito, lacks detail it nonetheless breaks new 

theoretical ground88 and allows us to make sense of a broad swath of contemplative traditions 

 
88 Both Hayes and Andrews and Hipolito et al. that their models are preliminary and merely sketches. For 
example, Hipolito and her colleagues qualify their cRnWUibXWiRn, WhaW ³The presented model is admittedly 
lacking in deWailed e[SlanaWiRnV,´ hRZeYeU ³iW iV belieYed WR hRld cRnVideUable inWXiWiYe aSSeal and ma\ aid in 
understanding the unitive or non-dual experiences associated with psychedelics and certain meditative states 
e[SeUienceV aVVRciaWed ZiWh SV\chedelicV and ceUWain mediWaWiYe VWaWeV´ (2023, 10). And Hayes and colleagues 
in an eaUlieU VWXd\ (2015) ZUiWe WhaW, ³SRme mighW aUgXe WhaW Rne aVSecW RU anRWheU Rf Whe fUameZRUk iV WRR 
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and trajectories both historically and today. Moreover, I believe it is sufficient to help guide 

care for those suffering from meditation-related difficulties, the implications of which we will 

examine in more depth in chapter four.  

This trajectory, of states of absorption catalyzing critical fluctuations which then phase 

shift into new attractor landscapes is not always fully visible in the interviews I conducted, 

due, I would argue (echoing Hayes), to the cross-sectional nature of the study. To gain a 

longitudinal perspective, I rely here on the published diary of a contemporary Sufi practitioner 

in which each of these dynamics is more clearly visible. Her diary records her experiences 

during an intensive retreat in a sensory withdrawal environment²likely amplified the 

hyperplasticity and thus the scale of the psychological changes she reports. 

 

CASE STUDY: MICHAELA OZELSEL 

 

In 1991, Dr. Michaela Ozelsel, a German-born clinical psychologist underwent a 

traditional 40-day Sufi retreat (halvet in Turkish) in Istanbul. She was encouraged by the Sufi 

Sheikh overseeing her retreat to take notes and ultimately to publish the diary of her 

experience, which, along with her own commentary, appeared as Forty Days: The Diary of a 

 
crude, does not meet the exact specifications of dynamic systems modeling, or does not include important 
deWailV.´ (28) In UeVSRnVe WhRXgh, Whe\ aUgXe WhaW, 

 
Our intent here is to suggest an organizing framework to integrate disparate findings, facilitate 
comparisons of processes and mechanisms across studies, and suggest methodological innovations. 
Such a framework can provide new ways of thinking about treatment research and development, 
although at this point applications of dynamic systems theory to psychotherapy research might 
represent successive approximations. To realize the full potential of dynamic systems modeling, 
clinical research will likely involve new types of data collection, new analytic tools, and 
interdisciplinary collaborations with scientists in other fields such as physics, computational 
modeling, mathematics, and computer science. (28) 
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Traditional Solitary Sufi Retreat. The introduction by the eminent scholar of Sufism 

Annemarie Schimmel is a glowing approbation establishing not only the psychological import 

of the work but also its traditional scholarly continuity and credibility as well.  Ozelsel divides 

her book into two parts, her diary and then her commentary on her experiences, and even 

though her diary entries themselves already freely combine her experiences with her 

appraisals (as would be expected), I will separate them in my presentation of her case study. 

We will first examine her descriptions of the phenomenology and trajectory of experiences 

she reports over the course of the retreat, then consider the appraisals she invoked, and only 

then apply the lens we have been developing in the past two chapters. This resonance between 

some modern emic CST based appraisals and our own CST based etic lens²which we will 

examine more next chapter²is what makes this approach such a potentially good fit for 

culturally-sensitive clinical care. 

PHENOMENOLOGY & TRAJECTORY 

 

Ozelsel arrived in Istanbul during the buildup towards the Gulf war and on the heels 

of a newly minted divorce from her husband. The retreat takes place in a tiny room in an 

abandRned aSaUWmenW bXW befRUe being ³Vealed´ inWR iW Vhe deVcUibeV gRing ZiWh Whe Sheikh 

and his attendants to sacrifice a sheep and making a mark with its blood upon her forehead 

(4). DXUing Whe UeWUeaW Vhe RbVeUYed an ³IVlamic faVW´²no food or water from before sunrise 

to sunset²and no reading matter apart from a copy of the Quran and some works by the 

medieval Sufi masters Jellaludin Rumi and Muhyiddin Ibn Arabi. Her daily routine consisted 

of the traditional Islamic prayers and the contemplative practice of dhikr consisting of a 
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rhythmic repetition of verses from the Quran prescribed specifically for her for this retreat by 

her Sheikh (10). 

The first few days she reports crying a lot during dhikr practice (11) as she adjusts to 

her new environment and living conditions. In those entries she reflected on her intentions for 

engaging in such an intense period of spiritual training²it was in response to a period of 

³XneaUWhl\´ SV\chRlRgical Sain VXch WhaW ³iW became VR VWURng WhaW I feaUed RU hRSed iW ZRXld 

liWeUall\ WeaU me aSaUW in a mRmenW, WhaW I ZRXld ma\be becRme SV\chRWic´ (13). In heU diaU\ 

she writes that she understood this period of severe depression, de-realization, and despair 

abRXW Vi[ mRnWhV afWeU meeWing heU WeacheU in lighW Rf heU WeacheU¶V caVXal cRmmenW, ³On WhiV 

SaWh \RX Zill lRVe ZhaWeYeU iV deaUeVW WR \RX´ (12). She nRWeV, XSRn Uecalling WhiV cRmmenW, 

the pain ultimately lessened, her suicidality diminished, but instead of vanishing completely 

iW WUanVmXWed inWR a ³deVSeUaWe deViUe WR be in WRXch ZiWh heU WeacheU´ ZhR had m\VWeUiRXVl\ 

YaniVhed VRRn WheUeafWeU (14). ThiV ³RbVeVViRn´ manifeVWed (befRUe Whe UeWUeaW) aV ³feYeUiVhl\´ 

waiting for the mail each day and compulsively wondering if or when her teacher might get 

in WRXch ZiWh heU (14). On Whe fRXUWh da\ Rf Whe UeWUeaW Vhe UeSRUWV a ³bUeakWhURXgh´ UelaWed WR 

this obsessive ideation and behavior, realizing the past year of being consumed by the absence 

of the teacher was really sent by God to help her cultivate patience and trust (17). On this day 

during her dhikr SUacWice Vhe UeSRUWV inYRlXnWaU\ mRYemenWV fRU Whe fiUVW Wime: ³m\ head, all 

by itself with no voluntary action on my part starts to execute the traditional movements. 

Stronger and stronger, faster and faster, at first from right to left, sliding smoothly, then simply 

XS and dRZn, XS and dRZn´ XnWil a ³WUance-like feeling VeWV in´ (18). 

On day 5 she reports despair and guilt over her perceived laziness²and the sheep that 

gave its life for it²until at some point during her dhikr SUacWice ³a VWaWe Rf deeS Zell-being 
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enYelRSV me«and WheUe iV a nRWiceable Sh\Vical cRmSRnenW beVideV Whe VSiUiWXal-SV\chic Rne´ 

(20). She comments on the reversal, from feelings of despair to well-being, and reflects on 

WhiV SaWWeUn in heU life XnWil ³All aW Rnce, in WhiV VRfW, flRaWing VWaWe, there on my cotton mattress, 

I Vee Whe µbig SicWXUe¶, Vee Whe cRnViVWenc\ in eYeU\Whing WhaW haSSened, \eV, and iW all had to 

haSSen Whe Za\ iW did´ (23). The ne[W da\ Vhe UeSRUWV anRWheU SeUiRd Rf fUXVWUaWiRn UelaWed WR 

her spiritual practice leading tR helSleVVneVV XnWil eYenWXall\ nRWing ³changeV WR m\ bRdil\ 

aZaUeneVV´ WhaW ZeUe VimilaU WR V\neVWheWic and kineVWheWic e[SeUienceV Vhe had begXn WR 

nRWice beginning Whe SUeYiRXV VXmmeU (28). In addiWiRn, Vhe deVcUibeV ³an inWenVe WUembling 

arose in my whRle bRd\´ VRmeWimeV becRming ³VR inWenVe WhaW Ueal-live twitches and jerks 

RccXUUed´ SURmSWing heU fUiendV WR WeaVe heU abRXW Whem (28-29). Over several months the 

³WUembling had becRme SURgUeVViYel\ mRUe delicaWe´ and finall\ became a feeling Rf 

³YibUaWiRn WhaW VRmeWimeV SXlVed WhURXgh m\ bRd\ like a cXUUenW´ Zhich ZaV VRmeWimeV 

aWWended b\ ³SUeVVXUe againVW Whe WRS Rf m\ VkXll, RU VRmeWimeV a feeling aV if m\ lRZeU SelYic 

cavity was filled with a bubbly, champagne-like liTXid´ (29). NRZ dXUing Whe SeUiRdV of dhikr 

SUacWice Rn Whe UeWUeaW WheVe SeUceSWiRnV came back eYen VWURngeU, ³aV if m\ bRd\ ZaV 

VXUURXnded b\ a kind Rf bXbble filled ZiWh VRme VXbVWance Rf VlighWl\ gUeaWeU denViW\ Whan aiU´ 

Zhich Vhe XlWimaWel\ began UefeUUing WR aV heU ³aiU bRd\´ (29).  

On da\ 7 Vhe UeSRUWV ³nRWiceable alWeUaWiRn in bRdil\ feeling´ again dXUing dhikr as 

Zell aV YiYid imageV VXch aV ³genWle mRXnWain UangeV,´ ³a VimSle liWWle mRVTXe b\ VWaUlighW´ 

and ³a VWill nighW in Whe YaVWneVV Rf AnaWRlia´ (33). The ne[W da\ Vhe UeSRUWV ³cU\ing a lRW 

again´ and ³I haYe VXffeUed a majRU UelaSVe: m\ RbVeVViRn makeV iWself conspicuous again, 

RYeUVhadRZing eYeU\Whing elVe´(34). LaWeU Vhe UeSRUWV mRUe inYRlXnWaU\ mRYemenWV WhaW giYe 

Za\ WR ³Whe deeSeVW WUanTXiliW\, inneU Seace´ aV Zell aV mRUe vivid imagery such as various 
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cRlRUed SaWWeUnV and a ³hXge e\e ZiWh lRng, Whick laVheV aSSeaUV, lRRking aW me mRWiRnleVVl\´ 

(35). On day 9 she notes that her obsession mysteriously vanishes and then she noticed a 

SaWWeUn amRng heU da\V VR faU, WhaW ³da\V WhaW begin in banaliW\ RfWen end with important 

inVighWV´ bXW da\V ³WhaW VWaUW SURmiVingl\ mRVWl\ end XS TXiWe Whe RSSRViWe!´ (36). On da\ 10 

Vhe deVcUibeV becRming ³VXddenl\ VWUicken ZiWh lRYe fRU MRhammad«Whe lRYe I feel iV VR 

deeS iW hXUWV«an immenVe jR\ SXlVeV WhURXgh me, making me cU\ mRUe and mRUe´ (37). On 

Day 11 she describes a vision that occurs during dhikr SUacWice, ³m\ ZhRle bRd\ iV in flameV, 

eYeU\ Vingle cell bXUnV clean ZiWh hRl\ fiUe´ and an acXWe e[SeUience Rf lRYe aUiVeV XnWil ³Whe 

tears of joy that come from this painfully intense experience of love turn to sadness, indeed 

deVSaiU. IW VWa\V WhaW Za\´ (40). Da\ 12 Vhe aZakenV ZiWh Whe QXUanic YeUVe, ³VeUil\, 

ZheneYeU kingV enWeU a cRXnWU\ Whe\ cRUUXSW iW,´ Zhich Rn WhaW da\ Vhe inWeUSUeWV WR mean Zhen 

³Whe µe[acW knRZledge¶ beginV WR VXSSlanW Whe µUelaWiYe knRZledge,¶ When a SeUVRn¶V e[iVWing 

structures are simply too narrow, they must break apart to make room for the new realization. 

JXVW aV a Vnake mXVW mRlW WR gURZ«´ (40). She deVcUibeV SUeWW\ VeYeUe memRU\ imSaiUmenW 

VXch WhaW Vhe dReVn¶W UemembeU if Vhe jXVW cRmSleWed heU SUa\eUV RU nRW and ZRndeUV, ³Am I 

VWill µall WheUe¶ menWall\?...Ma\be I Ueall\ Zill haYe WR bUeak Rff Whe halvet´ (42). On da\ 14 

Vhe UeSRUWV feeling ³VRmeZhaW dXll WRda\, nXmb, XncaUing´ Zhich eYenWXall\ VhifWV WR ³an 

inWenVe Sain Rf gUeaWeU and gUeaWeU VeYeUiW\´ and ³a YiRlenW WUembling Rf Whe ZhRle bRd\´ (46-

47). 

On da\ 15 Vhe beginV WR nRWice Whe ³eURWic cRmSRnenW´ Rf Whe feelingV Rf Zell-being 

generated during the dhikr SUacWice, and WhaW ³Whe mRUe e[clXViYel\ I cRncenWUaWe Rn Whe RbjecW 

of meditation, the ancient holy formulas, the pleasanter the sensations are and the pleasanter 

the sensations, the more exclusive my concentration on the dhikr´ (49-50). Her obsessive 
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ideaWiRn UeWXUnV bXW Whe ne[W da\ Vhe nRWeV WhaW ³Whe eURWic VenVaWiRnV VWUeaming WhURXgh m\ 

ZhRle bRd\ becRme mRUe and mRUe inWenVe´ (53). On da\ 17 Vhe UeSRUWV ³a nRWiceable WXgging 

VenVaWiRn VRmeZheUe aURXnd Whe heaUW´ and Rn da\ 18 deVcUibeV e[SeUienceV Rf ³inneU Seace´ 

and ³WUanTXiliW\ Rf Whe heaUW´ felW Sh\Vicall\ ³abRYe Whe heaUW UegiRn´ (54). She aWWemSWV WR 

³VacUifice´ heU RbVeVViYe ideaWiRn and ³deVSaiUing ZiVh WR Vee m\ TeacheU again´ Zhich cR-

arises with burning pain like she experienced during heU VeYeUe deSUeVViRn bXW When aW ³VRme 

point, much later, the terrible pain ceases all at once just for a second, and I experience the 

deeSeVW and UicheVW WUanTXiliW\ Rf Whe heaUW WhaW I haYe eYeU felW´ (56). On Da\ 19 Vhe UecRUdV 

a YeU\ VhRUW enWU\: ³I feel only emptiness, burned-out, endless emptiness. No traces of this 

indeVcUibable inneU Seace«WhaW had cRme in Whe nighW fRU a feZ VecRndV like a beam Rf lighW 

through the cloud-cRYeU Rf Sain´ (56). On da\ 20 VimilaUl\, Vhe deVcUibeV hRZ Vhe ³can¶W gR 

Rn´ giYen heU ³ab\VV-like helSleVVneVV´ (57) and Rn da\ 21 ZUiWeV, ³I dRn¶W XndeUVWand 

an\Whing an\mRUe. TheUe¶V nRWhing mRUe fRU me WR dR bXW ZhaW ZaV aVVigned WR me«SR Sain 

iV healed b\ Sain´ (61).  

On da\ 22 Vhe UeSRUWV e[SanViYe VWaWeV Rf ³Seace´ and Whe ne[W da\ Vhe UeSRUWV WhaW 

Zhile being ³deeS in abVRUSWiRn´ dXUing dhikr she has a cascade of insights related to her 

upbringing and psychological/emotional defense mechanisms in the greater context of Sufi 

VSiUiWXal SUacWice ZheUe Sain and ³VZeeWneVV´ cR-arise (67-68). On da\ 24 Vhe deVcUibeV, ³an 

extremely pleasant floating sWaWe embUaceV me«Rf inneU YaVWneVV and e[SanViRn´ (73). The 

following day she reports sadness, doubt, and despair as well as a recurrence of her obsessive 

ideation about her Sheikh ultimately culminating the next day in a deeper despair where she 

can¶W cRncenWUaWe Rn Whe dhikr and feelV WhaW ³I¶Ye hiW URck bRWWRm´ (74). Da\ 27 WheUe iV an 

actual earthquake in Istanbul and (unrelatedly) she reports a reprieve in her despair but the 
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ne[W da\ Vhe haV ³inWeUmiWWenW UelaSVeV Rf m\ RbVeVViRn´ and ³I dRn¶W knRZ ZhaW WR dR ZiWh 

m\Velf, nRWhing VeemV WR dR an\Whing fRU me´ (77). On da\ 29 Vhe UeSRUWV feeling a YibUaWiRn 

throughout her whole body as well as a vision²WhRXgh Vhe¶V nRW VXUe if Vhe was asleep or 

awake²Rf being a ³majeVWic VWUeam´ flRZing inWR Whe Rcean Zhich eYRkeV feelingV Rf lRYe 

and WUanTXiliW\ XnWil Whe ³feeling Rf becRming-one/being-one is all-embUacing, RUgaVmic´ 

WhRXgh XlWimaWel\ dReVn¶W laVW (78-79). The next day she reports a series of significant dreams:  

An old man shows me certain practices that will lead every cell of my body to start 
glowing, that will cause a little flame to burn in each cell, burning me all bright and 
clean. ³Oil´ he Va\V ZiWhRXW XVing ZRUdV, VR bUighW WhaW iW gleamV befRUe iWV eYen 
lighWed.´«I dUifW inWR Whe ne[W dUeam: VRmeRne I can¶W Vee e[SlainV Whe SUeYiRXV dUeam 
sequence to me: This old man is Muhammad (peace be upon him). By his light the 
RWheU lighWV aUe lighWed. ThaW¶V Zh\ \RXU bRd\ haV been YibUaWing. (79) 
 

On da\ 31 Vhe iV ³cRnfURnWed again ZiWh Whe fXll e[WenW Rf m\ helSleVVneVV´ and heU ³ZhRle 

bRd\ iV aglRZ ZiWh inneU YibUaWiRn, each cell ZiWh a life Rf iWV RZn, bXUning´ XnWil Vhe 

eYenWXall\ feelV ³bXUned RXW´ and menWall\ ³deSleWed´ (81). The ne[W da\ Vhe reports vivid 

imageU\ Rf heU heaUW ³aV a cU\VWalline VWUXcWXUe´ ZiWh ³Whe neWZRUk Rf YeinV like glaVV´ ZiWh 

heU an[ieWieV ³VWicking Rn WRS like fUagmenWV Rf black RliYeV VWXck beWZeen Rne¶V WeeWh´ bXW 

the dhikr ultimately scrubs everything clean89 (83).  On day 33 she reports another significant 

vision or series of images:  

I Vee MXhammad (Peace be XSRn him) ViWWing in a ZhiWe AUabian gRZn«He haV me 
on his lap and presses me to his bosom, like my grandpa did when I was still a little 
giUl«I aVk him WR VhRZ me hiV heaUW, WR Weach me Whe Za\ Rf heaUW, Whe Za\ Rf SRYeUW\. 
He opens his garment to show his chest, and his heart is like a gleaming, reflecting 
mirror, like an indescribably powerful silvery-white sun that burns up and destroys 
eYeU\Whing in iWV cRRl fiUe«I VWa\ WheUe fRU a lRng Wime, UighW in fURnW Rf WhiV gliWWeUing, 
all-SeneWUaWing lighW VRXUce, VecXUe in hiV VWURng aUmV, keSW Vafe«infiniWe lRYe, Sain, 
consolation. At the same time I sense my body in the here and now: then, empty, 
hungry, twitching, shaking, vibrating in every single cell of my being²burning clean, 
glowing. (84-85) 

 
89 On this day she also the constructed nature of many of her experiences, that Ibn Arabi says God comes in 
Whe fRUm \RX haYe Rf him and WhaW ³cRnVWUXcWiYiVm´ XlWimaWel\ UingV WUXe (160). 
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On day 35 she describes sensing the blessing (baraka) from the chain of transmission of the 

departed Sufi masters in her lineage (silisila) and Whe fRllRZing da\ UeSRUWV: ³I haYe SUacWicall\ 

nR WURXble an\mRUe keeSing m\ WhRXghWV Rn Whe maWWeU aW hand´ (86). DXUing SUa\eU Rn da\ 

37 Vhe UelaWeV a neZ VWaWe RU e[SeUience Rf ³indeVcUibabl\ YaVWneVV, VR gUeaW aV WR encRmSaVV 

Whe ZhRle Rf cUeaWiRn´ and Whe ³afWeUglRZ Rf WhiV e[SeUience VWa\V ZiWh me afWeUZaUdV fRU a 

Zhile lRngeU,´ VXch WhaW deVSiWe ³m\ Sh\Vical ZeakneVV, I feel ine[SUeVVibl\ gRRd´ (87-88). 

BXW Rn da\ 37 Vhe UeSRUWV anRWheU challenging da\, anRWheU ³da\ ZheUe nRWhing fiWV! I¶m 

slowly getting used to this regular back-and-fRUWh´ (90). She allXdeV WR e[SeUiencing mRUe 

pain the next day and on day 39 UeSRUWV mRUe deVSaiU and diVWUeVV aV heU ³WRXch Rf deVSeUaWiRn 

makeV me imSaWienW, and m\ imSaWience heighWenV m\ deVSeUaWiRn. A bad c\cle´ (91-92). And 

When Xne[SecWedl\ anRWheU YiViRn Rf MXhammad RccXUV WR heU, WhRXgh WhiV Wime nRW in ³hXman 

fRUm. He¶V like a gUeaW endleVV clRXdbank´ (93). AW fiUVW Vhe iV Veeing heUVelf fURm behind, 

flying toward this cloud bank, 

Then ³I´ VWRS Veeing ³m\Velf.´ NRZ WheUe iV Rnl\ Rne SeUceiYing. InVide WhiV clRXd 
bank I spread out farther and farther. My outstretched arms and legs at first get longer 
and longer, I am pulled in all directions at once. Then I come apart and dissolve 
completely in this fog that is purest love and mercy. As if a glass of tea were tossed 
inWR Whe gUeaW Vee. The Wea geWV WhinneU and WhinneU Will finall\ iW¶V ³Wea-being´ iV lRVW in 
Whe ³ZaWeU being´, leaYing Rnl\ Rn Vea ZaWeU. HaYing nRZ becRme Rne, ³Ze´ VSUead 
RXW immeaVXUabl\, endleVVl\, faUWheU and faUWheU. ³We-I-he´ aUe VR diVVRlYed, VR VSUead 
RXW, WhaW Ze embUace Whe ZhRle XniYeUVe«IW iV Rne Vingle Being Rf immeaVXUable lRYe 
and mercy. (93-94) 
 

She spends more time than usual reflecting on this experience in the journal and ultimately 

quotes the 11th century Sufi al-Gha]]ali ZhR deVcUibeV WhiV VWaWe aV ³e[WincWiRn´ (fana), the 

culmination of the traditional Sufi path as she understands it and the very state she has been 

longing for and intending towards throughout her retreat (95). On the 40th day she changes her 

schedule to read the notes she has written so far and prays that she can bring the fruits of her 
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UeWUeaW inWR heU life and inWR Whe ZRUld (98). In Whe eYening Whe Sheikh cRmeV WR ³XnVeal´ heU 

and takes her to his home where she at first has difficulty comprehending the words of others 

and VSeaking bXW ³gUadXall\ iW geWV eaVieU fRU me WR e[SUeVV m\Velf´ and Vhe UeSRUWV VRme Rf 

her experiences to the Sheikh and his family (99). After two hours the Sheikh reports to others 

WhaW ³She haV meW heU heaUW´ and Vhe UeWXUnV WR heU cell WR VleeS WR eaVe heU WUanViWiRn back inWR 

the world the following day (99).  

 

CST LENS & APPRAISALS 

 

At the beginning of her self-proclaimed commentary, Ozelsel relates that she will need 

WR dUaZ fURm a ³mRVaic Rf Whe mRVW YaUiRXV diVciSlineV´ WR ³illXminaWe Whe halvet experience 

from a Western scientific point of view (109). These include transpersonal psychology, 

anthropology, comparative religion, neuroscience, developmental psychology, and clinical 

psychology among others. She begins by explaining how she navigates between Sufi 

SV\chRlRgical and ZeVWeUn SV\chRlRgical fUameZRUkV, namel\ WhaW ³WeVWeUn SV\chRlRgieV, in 

WheiU VWage mRdelV Rf hXman deYelRSmenW, VWRS ZheUe Whe SURceVV Rf ³becRming hXman´ in 

Whe SXfi YieZ iV jXVW VWaUWing´ (109; 111). In RWheU ZRUdV, bRWh fUameworks are valid but the 

goals for western psychological frameworks are the beginnings of Sufi psychological 

frameworks. This hierarchy²which she acknowledges is informed by the work of Ken 

Wilber²allows her to combine traditional (emic) and scientific (etic) perspectives in her 

aSSUaiVal Rf heU e[SeUienceV. In addiWiRn, Whe idea WhaW GRd iV Whe ³fiUVW caXVe´ RU Whe XlWimaWe 

cause but there may be secondary or more proximate causes (such as psychological or 
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biRlRgical RneV) fRU SaUWicXlaU e[SeUienceV allRZV heU WR e[SlRUe WhiV ³fXll mRVaic´ Rf 

methodologies and causal explanatory frameworks.  

While each chapter of her commentary dealing with a different theme and sometimes 

a different disciplinary lens is quite interesting, we will restrict ourselves to just a few of them. 

The first thematic chapter worth mentioning for our purposes is entitled ³AccRmSan\ing 

Ph\ViRlRgical PhenRmena´ and in iW Vhe cRmSaUeV heU VRmaWic e[SeUienceV (Zhich began 6 

mRnWhV befRUe UeWUeaW) WR liWeUaWXUe Rn ³kXndalini´ (fURm Whe ZRUk Rf Lee Sannella) Vince WheVe 

e[SeUienceV ³ZeUe nRW familiaU WR me eiWheU fURm WUadiWiRnal Sufi literature nor from 

cRnYeUVaWiRnV ZiWh fUiendV Rn Whe SXfi SaWh´ (131). IW iV ZiWh UegaUd WR WheVe ShenRmena 

(namel\ inYRlXnWaU\ mRYemenWV and e[SeUienceV Rf VRmaWic eneUg\) WhaW O]elVel¶V 

³inWeUSUeWiYe dUifW´ iV aSSaUenW, Vince Vhe acknRZledgeV nRt understanding these experiences 

as they were happening and only being able to find a personally meaningful appraisal of them 

afWeU fUiendV UefeUUed heU WR Sannella¶V ZRUk (LXhUmann 1989). When WheVe e[SeUienceV fiUVW 

began prior to the retreat, Ozelsel writes that she did ask her Sheikh at the time about them 

and he didn¶W e[Slain Whem RYeUWl\ bXW did nRUmali]e Whem b\ ³UecRmmending aWWaching 

imSRUWance WR VXch ShenRmena and aZaiWing fXUWheU deYelRSmenWV´ (28). 

She UemaUkV WhaW Whe deVcUiSWiRnV Rf ³kUi\aV´ in Whe kXndalini liWeUaWXUe aUe SaUWicXlaUl\ 

resonant with her experience and that the fasting and physical immobility may have amplified 

such effects in her experience given that physical exercise and eating heavy foods are 

UecRmmended in WhiV liWeUaWXUe WR ameliRUaWe VXch V\mSWRmV (134, 135). She e[SlRUeV ³YaUiRXV 

aWWemSWV WR find e[SlanaWiRnV in Whe naWXUal VcienceV fRU Whe KXndalini V\mSWRmRlRg\´ VXch 

aV Whe idea WhaW ³Whe cRnVWanW UeSeWiWiRn Rf Whe Vame VRXnd that occurs in mantra meditation 

can SURdXce a UeVRnance effecW in a SeUVRn¶V limbic V\VWem´ WhaW can lead WR ³VenVaWiRnV Rf an 
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electric nature that spread through the head and can become rhythmic and sometimes almost 

cRnYXlViYe RU RUgaVmic´ (136). She When SRViWV WhaW ³UecenW diVcRYeUieV in endRcUinRlRg\´ ma\ 

also be relevant for her experiences, particularly the pituitary hormones which have been 

WheRUi]ed WR be affecWed b\ ³SV\chRlRgical mRdXlaWiRn and h\SnRWheUaSeXWic inWeUYenWiRn.´ 

She cRnWinXeV, ³In m\ RSiniRn, ZhaW gReV fRU h\SnRWicall\ indXced WUanceV can alVR be 

assumed for trance states resulting from the practices of variRXV VSiUiWXal WUadiWiRnV´ (137). 

She laWeU addV WhaW Zhile Whe ³illXViRnV and hallXcinaWiRnV Rf Whe h\SnRWic WUance, in m\ 

opinion, could have a correlation²on another level, to be sure²in the visions occurring in 

trance induced by spiritual practices, that is, they might be related to the same physiological 

SURceVVeV´ Vhe admiWV WhaW ³VXch cRnVideUaWiRnV aUe SXUel\ VSecXlaWiYe´90 (139).  While clearly 

speaking with her social scientific hat on here, she is also still careful to be measured and not 

to exceed connections that have been empirically demonstrated so far. Nevertheless, hopefully 

we can now see that her intuitions regarding the connection between hypnosis, trance, and 

meditation may still be a fruitful line of inquiry more than 20 years later.91   

The RWheU chaSWeU and Wheme Rf heU aSSUaiVal WhaW Ze Vhall highlighW iV called ³MeWhRdV 

Rf SXfi SchRRling: DR Whe\ make \RX Well RU Make \RX Vick?´ (156). She beginV b\ nRWing 

 
90 She cRnWinXed WhaW, ³InWeUdiVciSlinaU\ inYeVWigaWiRnV in VXch WUadiWiRnall\ Zidel\-separated areas as 
neurology, molecular genetics, biology, psychology, religion, energetic medicine and cultural anthropology are 
requisite before any more concrete statemenWV can be made´ (140). 

 
91 In Whe UelaWed chaSWeU, ³The Ph\ViRlRgical DimenViRn´ Vhe diVcXVVeV VRme UeVeaUch Rn aVceWic SUacWiceV and 
sensory deprivation and summarizes as follows: 
 

Both of the consciousness-altering techniques depicted above as being poles apart, namely sensory 
deprivation (absolute isolation) and vestibular overstimulation (dhikr, namaz) apply to the conditions 
of a halvet at the same time. The combination of these with the further requirements (heavy fasting, 
extensive motionlessness, daylight deprivation and indoctrination with selected Islamic reading 
materials) causes the halvet conditions in their totality to be an extraordinarily powerful method of 
physic-psycho-VSiUiWXal WUanVfRUmaWiRn.´ (154) 
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WhaW ³ZeVWeUn SV\chRVRmaWic UeVeaUch VhRZV WhaW Whe fXncWiRning Rf Whe immXne V\VWem iV 

Zeakened b\ acXWe and chURnic VWUeVV´ and When WhaW Whe SURceVV Rf VSiUiWXal WUaining inYRlYed 

in a UeWUeaW like Whe Rne Vhe did ³ZRXld haYe WR be claVVified, fURm Whe western point of view, 

aV an abVRlXWel\ claVVic e[amSle Rf VWUeVV Rf Whe mRVW maVViYe kind´ (156). She cRnWinXeV, 

It might be asked how it is that a way of proceeding that according to one kind of 
jXdgmenW ³makeV a SeUVRn Vick´ can be XndeUVWRRd accRUding WR anRWheU kind Rf 
jXdgmenW aV ³leading WR UecRYeU\´. In m\ RSiniRn, Whe diffeUence (WhaW iV, aV WR ZheWheU 
the result will be physical health or sickness, psychosis or expanded consciousness) 
lies in being embedded in a clearly delineated (spiritual) system of teaching. In the 
YaUiRXV e[WUemel\ difficXlW WUanViWiRn ShaVeV Rn Whe ³Za\´, dXUing Zhich Whe VWXdenW iV 
psychologically and physically very vulnerable, this embedding provides the 
necessary protective structure. (157) 
 

She deVcUibeV hRZ ³Whe Velf-transcendence that is the aim of spiritual schooling requires 

Whe VWXdenW WR make µTXanWXm leaSV¶ in hiV RU heU ZRUld SicWXUe, WhaW iV WR Va\, menWal 

SURceVVeV´ and WhaW Whe ³mRVW SeUVXaViYe mRdelV Rf Whe mechaniVm XndeUl\ing any such 

radical mental re-organization are in my opinion those that have been fashioned from 

cRnVideUaWiRnV Rf V\VWemV WheRU\´ (160). O]elVel inYRkeV chemiVW and NRbel laXUeaWe Il\a 

PUigRgine Rn hRZ V\VWemV eYRlYe ³in TXanWXm leaSV, WhaW iV, in a diVcRnWinXous and self-

WUanVcendenW Za\´ (160). The TXRWe cRnWinXeV, ³The eneUg\ WhaW Whe V\VWemV need fRU Whe 

purpose is drawn from outside; but the conditions sufficient for such a qualitative 

transformation come from fluctuations within their structure. By this process of evolutionary 

feedback, Whe V\VWemV achieYe WheiU neZ RUgani]aWiRn´ (161). She When TXRWeV GeUman 

psychotherapist and Zen teacher Karlfried Grad Durckheim who describes how once a 

SUeYiRXV cRnVWUXcWiRn iV ³annihilaWed and iWV SUeYiRXV VWUXcWXUe destroyed, so that the chaos 

seems complete and the student lies shattered on the floor, before he or she begins to sense 

WhaW VRmeWhing neZ iV fRUming, a neZ RUdeU iV SXWWing iWVelf WRgeWheU, a neZ VhaSe iV emeUging´ 

(161). This is quite commensurate with her insight early on in the retreat that when the 



 

 204 

knRZledge bRUn Rf cRnWemSlaWiYe inVighW ³beginV WR VXSSlanW Whe µUelaWiYe knRZledge,¶ When a 

SeUVRn¶V e[iVWing VWUXcWXUeV aUe VimSl\ WRR naUURZ, Whe\ mXVW bUeak aSaUW WR make URRm fRU 

Whe neZ Ueali]aWiRn. JXVW aV a Vnake mXVW mRlW WR gURZ«´ (40). 

 While Ozelsel was not familiar with psychological models that draw directly on 

complex systems theory and so can only gesture towards what such a model would entail, I 

hope the resonance between the CST-based nonlinear change framework we have outlined 

and the incipient one pointed towards by Ozelsel is apparent. Both Hayes and Ozelsel cite the 

work of Ilya Priogine (Hayes et al. 2007, 1; Ozelsel 1991, 160) but Ozelsel provides an 

accRXnW Rf ZhaW VXch ³cUiWical flXcWXaWiRnV´ RU ³YaUiegaWiRn´ (talwin) looks like in relatively 

fine-gUained deWail. Indeed, O]elVel¶V diaU\ iV Whe fXncWiRnal eTXiYalenW Rf Whe meWhRdRlRg\ 

Ha\eV aUgXeV iV neceVVaU\ WR caSWXUe nRnlineaU change, namel\ ³mXlWiSle aVVeVVmenWV RYeU 

Wime and Whe e[aminaWiRn Rf indiYidXal WUajecWRUieV´ cRnVWiWXWing Whe ³UeYiYal Rf Whe Vingle 

VXbjecW deVign´ in SV\chRWheUaS\ UeVeaUch (Ha\eV eW al. 2007, 74). O]elVel UeSeaWedl\ UefeUV 

to states of contemplative absorption and perceptual decoupling as well as an oscillation 

between states of well-being, joy, and love with states of despair, helplessness, and cognitive 

impairment. She notices this oscillation pattern first explicitly on day 5 (as mentioned above) 

but then repeatedly describes it in real time throughout the rest of the retreat²for example, 

on days 8, 9, 11, 18, 19-21 vs. 22, 24 vs. 25, and finally, 36 vs. day 37.  

She then also points to her attainment of the goal of classical Sufi paths which would 

be understood as a new baseline sense of self in Sufism and a new attractor landscape for her 

embodied cognitive system by Ozelsel herself. While her diary ends after the retreat ends and 

Ze dRn¶W haYe an\ ³fRllRZ-XS´ daWa WR aVVeVV if WhiV ZaV in facW Whe caVe, Whe facW WhaW Vhe chRVe 

to publish her explicit appraisal identifying it as fana suggests there were enduring changes 
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afterward that were likely verified by her Sheikh. 

 

PART II: A CLOSER LOOK AT GOALS AS TRANSFORMED ATTRACTOR 

LANDSCAPES 

 

While we now have some neutral etic language for conceptualizing the goals of 

contemplative paths²as new attractor landscapes consisting of new attractors, depths of 

attractor basins or multistable networks of attractors92²we now need to take a deeper look at 

how various Abrahamic traditions and sub-traditions actually understand, interpret, and 

WheUeb\ Veek WR µUeali]e¶ WheVe gRalV. In Whe inWeUYieZV fURm chaSWeU Rne, Ze haYe Veen hRZ 

the goals of contemplative paths are conceived of as particular states with trait effects related 

WR Rne¶V VenVe Rf Velf and/RU neZ Za\V Rf being and acWing in Whe ZRUld. We haYe alVR Veen 

that Hayes and Andrews include behaviors in their conception of cognitive systems and that 

Hipolito et al. XndeUVWand endXUing changeV in Whe V\VWem aV neZ d\namical ³cRXSlingV´ 

between cognitive systems and their environments. In this section, we will explore how 

 
92 Hipolito et al. (2023) explains in more depth: 
  

Rather, the key to avoiding psychopathology is achieving multistability. More precisely, systems must 
engage with the environment to avoid becoming isolated, as this creates a network of multistability that 
enables them to rebound from environmental stressors. Multistability refers to the ability of an 
indiYidXal¶V SV\chRlRgical V\VWem WR aWWain mXlWiSle VWable VWaWeV RU aWWUacWRUV in UeVSRnVe WR changing 
environmental conditions. These attractors can correspond to various patterns of thoughts, emotions, 
behaviours, and beliefs. The ability to transition between these states is considered indicative of 
psychological flexibility and resilience. Thus, mental health is defined by the capacity to achieve and 
sustain a variety of stable states or attractors, as opposed to being confined to a rigid, single state. This 
capability permits individuals to adjust to fluctuating circumstances, cope with stressors, and interact 
with the world in an adaptable and effective manner. Conversely, mental illness or psychopathology is 
the result of being ensnared in a too-flat attractor landscape or being unable to transition between states, 
leading to maladaptive thoughts, emotions, and behaviours. (7) 
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historically and today, the goals of contemplative paths are defined in relation to psychological 

and behavioral trait changes, specifically, baseline sense of self transformations and new ways 

of acting in the world. 

ISLAMIC MYSTICISM 

HISTORICALLY  - IBN ARABI AND THE AKBARIAN TRADITION 

 

Ibn AUabi in VRme SlaceV deVcUibeV Whe ³VWaWiRn Rf VeUYiWXde´ (ubudiyya) as the goal of 

Whe SXfi SaWh. AV AddaV (1993) ZUiWeV, ³in Ibn AUabi¶V e\eV Whe VWaWe Rf Whe ubudiyya surpasses 

all others. It is the state every disciple must aspire to and the goal of spiritual realization 

because it represents the return to the original state: to the ontological nothingness of the 

cUeaWXUe RU cUeaWed being´ (61-62). He continues, 

Whoever has realized ubudiyya or servitude has stripped himself of rububiyya, of the 
µLRUdVhiS¶ Zhich Ueall\ belRngV WR GRd alRne bXW Zhich RUdinaU\ men in WheiU 
arrogance claim for themselves. According to Ibn Arabi the state of such a person is 
cRmSaUable WR a VWRne WhaW fallV ZheUe iW iV WhURZn: he iV liWeUall\ µabd Allah, the slave 
Rf GRd. In a VenVe iW can be Vaid WhaW Ibn AUabi¶V enWiUe Weaching aV embRdied in hiV 
ZUiWingV haV aV iWV VRle aim WR gXide hiV VSiUiWXal childUen«WRZaUdV Whe VWaWe Rf 
servitude to which Uryabi had guided him. (62) 

 
The first thing to note here is that the goal is defined in relation to both a trait change related 

to the diminishment or even total loss of a sense of self-agency, as well as a certain kind of 

action in the world. Addas clarifies this further as he identifieV WhaW, ³³Whe Rnl\ SeRSle ZhR 

realise the state of ubudiyya fully are the malamiyya, Whe µPeRSle Rf Blame¶´ (62). TheVe 

attained Sufis were described by Ibn Arabi as follows: 

The malamiyya are spiritual men (al-rijal) who have assumed the highest degree of 
sainthood (walaya). There is nothing higher than them except the station of prophecy. 
[Their station] is the one referred to as the Station of Proximity (maqam al-TXUba)«NR 
miracles (kharq adat) are ascribed to them. They are not admired, because in the eyes 
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Rf men Whe\ aUe nRW diVWingXiVhed b\ behaYiRXU Zhich iV RVWenVibl\ YiUWXRXV«The\ 
are the hidden ones, the pure ones, the ones in this world who are sure and sound, 
cRncealed amRng men«The\ aUe Whe VRliWaU\ RneV (al-afrad). (quoted in Addas 1993, 
71) 

 
Here we see that even though their behavior has changed, such behavioral changes are not 

loud or very apparent to others. Addas specifies that there are actually two different categories 

Rf ³VRliWaU\ RneV´²those that have achieved the highest level of sainthood equated with 

³geneUal SURShec\´ (nubuwwa amma) inVWead Rf Whe legiVlaWiYe SURShec\ ³Vealed´ b\ Whe 

Prophet Muhammad²bRWh Rf Zhich ³haYe fXll\ and WRWall\ Ueali]ed ubudiyya, the service of 

GRd´ (77; 72). TheUe aUe ³WhRVe ZhR XVe WheiU VSiUiWXal eneUg\ (rukkab al-himmam) as their 

µmRXnW¶, and WhRVe ZhR XVe WheiU acWV (rukkab al-a¶mal),´ in RWheU ZRUdV, WhRVe ZhRVe VeUYice 

consists in spiritual intentional engagement in the spiritual worlds, and those whose service 

entails physical engagement in the physical world (72). Those of the second category are 

³VXSeUiRU WR WhRVe in Whe fiUVW caWegRU\ becaXVe, fRllRZing Whe e[amSle Rf Whe prophets, they 

have returned from God to created beings²without, however, leaving God, for in every single 

thing at every instant they perceive the wajhullah, Whe Face Rf GRd´ (72). 

AnRWheU imSRUWanW faceW Rf Ibn AUabi¶V WhRXghW fRU RXU SXUSRVe iV hiV diVWincWiRn 

beWZeen ³Whe SeUVRn ZhR Rnl\ VeeV GRd in WhingV and Whe SeUVRn ZhR VeeV WhingV and GRd in 

Whem´ (139). AddaV e[SlainV WhaW WheVe ³WZR VWandSRinWV cRUUeVSRnd UeVSecWiYel\ WR Whe 

perspective of the waqif, the person who comes to a halt in the Divine Presence and from that 

time onwards knows and sees nothing but God and the raji, the person who has returned from 

GRd becaXVe he VeeV Whe Face Rf GRd in eYeU\Whing.´ AddaV nRWeV WhaW the first standpoint is 

e[emSlified b\ Whe ³laysiyya,93 WhRVe ZhR den\ Whe UealiW\ Rf Whe ZRUld´ bXW fRU Ibn AUabi, 

 
93 Casewit (2020) translates the school or madhab of the la\si\\a as the ³school of non-dXalism´(17) and 
deVcUibeV hRZ in hiV VWXdenW ShXVhWaUi¶V XndeUVWanding, iW iV ³deeSl\ inflXenced b\ Ibn Sab¶in¶V 
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³Whe VecRnd caVe iV VXSeUiRU WR Whe fiUVW´ (139, n31). Ibn AUabi ZUiWeV WhaW, ³TR be aWWenWiYe WR 

God and [simultaneously] to the created object forms part of the perfect acquisition [obtained 

b\ Whe man] Rf Whe DiYine NameV´ bXW alVR nRWeV WhaW WheUe iV an even higher stage or 

SeUVSecWiYe. ThiV VWage iV, accRUding WR AddaV, ³Whe VWage ZheUe Whe YiViRn Rf GRd iV Whe YeU\ 

YiViRn Rf Whe ZRUld´ ZheUe Whe ³being ZhR aWWainV WR WhiV VWage neYeU ceaVeV cRnWemSlaWing Whe 

multiple in the One and the One in the multiSle´ (140). 

Ibn Arabi also described two categories of raji¶Xn RU ³WhRVe ZhR UeWXUn´: ³On Whe Rne 

hand WheUe iV Whe SeUVRn ZhR iV VenW back fRU himVelf«him Ze call Whe gnRVWic (al-arif): he 

UeWXUnV VR aV WR SeUfecW himVelf b\ fRllRZing a diffeUenW URXWe fURm Whe Rne he had Waken´ 

ZheUeaV Rn ³Whe RWheU hand WheUe iV Whe SeUVRn ZhR iV VenW back WR cUeaWed beingV fRU Whe Vake 

of directing and guiding them by his word. He is the knowing heir (al-alim al-warith)´ (153-

154). AddaV nRWeV WhaW ³Ibn AUabi Slainl\ belRnged WR WhiV VecRnd caWegRU\´ (154) and MRUUiV 

(2005) VimilaUl\ nRWeV WhaW WhURXghRXW hiV ZRUkV Ibn AUabi UeSeaWedl\ emShaVi]ed ³Whe 

fXndamenWal imSRUWance Rf Whe cRnclXding ShaVe Rf Whe VainWV ³UeWXUn´ WR a WUanVfRUmed 

awareness of the physical and social world (in its immediate relation with God) and to the 

particular responsibilities and activities²whether teaching and spiritual guidance, or the less 

visible tasks of the representatives of the spiritual hierarchy²flRZing fURm WhaW Ueali]aWiRn´ 

(204). So while some behavioral changes may not be very readily apparent, especially for 

 
XncRmSURmiVing mRniVm´ e[SUeVVed in Whe ShUaVe he XVed RfWen, ³GRd alRne´ (Allah faTaW). He nRWeV WhaW Ibn 
KhaldXn, ³ciWeV ShXVhWaUi and Ibn Sab¶in aV being amRng WhRVe ZhR belieYe in OneneVV (Zahda); in cRnWUaVW WR 
those who believe in disclosures (tajalli\aW)´ (18, n32). ChiWWick hRZeYeU, nRWeV WhaW he dReVn¶W belieYe Whe 
leiWmRWiY Allah faTaW iV ³a VWaWemenW Rf a ShilRVRShical SRViWiRn, bXW an inciWemenW WR hiV UeadeU WR fRllRZ Whe 
KRUanic injXncWiRn ³Sa\ µAllah¶ When leaYe Whem WR WhemVelYeV, Sla\ing WheiU game Rf SlXnging´ (SXUa 6:91)´ 
(1994, 82). Chittick goes on to note that Awhad al-Din Bal\ani¶V, cRnnecWed WR Ibn Sab¶in WhURXgh ShXVhWaUi, 
expresses a different understanding of wahdat al-ZXjXd Whan Ibn AUabi, ³ZhR alZa\V WRRk caUe WR RffVeW 
expressionV Rf GRd¶V VimilaUiW\ ZiWh deVcUiSWiRnV Rf hiV incRmSaUabiliW\. WheUe Bal\ani and RWheUV Va\ like he 
Va\ ³He,´ Ibn al-AUabi and hiV fRllRZeUV Va\ He/nRW He´ (83).   
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those whose service is more oriented towards the spiritual worlds, for others, teaching and 

spiritual guidance is what they are propelled towards or the kind of action in the world which 

arises spontaneously without a sense of personal intention and personal agency. 

In The Meccan Revelations, we are provided an intriguing anecdote and visionary 

conversation that occurs between Ibn Arabi and the prophet Aaron who criticizes those (Sufis) 

who think that the goal of the path is to experience the undifferentiated unity of the divine: 

I Vaid: ³O AaURn, VRme SeRSle amRng Whe WUXe KnRZeUV haYe claimed WhaW Whe e[iVWence 
[of the external world] disappeared with regard to them, so that they see nothing but 
God, and so that nothing of the world remains with them that might distract them, in 
cRmSaUiVRn WR GRd«Then he UeSlied: ³The\ VSRke VinceUel\ [abRXW WheiU e[SeUience]. 
However, they did not have any more than what was given them by their immediate 
experience (dhawq). But look and see²did what disappeared from them [in that state 
actually] diVaSSeaU fURm Whe ZRUld?´ ³NR,´ I anVZeUed. He Vaid: ³Then Whe\ ZeUe 
lacking in the knowledge of the way things are, to the extent of what they missed, since 
the world was nonexistent for them, So they were lacking the True Reality (al-Haqq) 
to the extent of that [aspect] if the world which was veiled from them. Because the 
whole world is precisely the Self-manifestation (tajalli) of the Truly Real, for whoever 
really knows the Truly Real. (Morris 2005, 224) 

 
IW iV nRW WhaW Whe e[SeUience Rf Veeing µnRWhing bXW GRd¶ iV ZURng in WhiV accRXnW, iW iV jXVW nRW 

the perfected vision which can behold both God and the world, indeed, the world as a 

revelation of the Divine. Morris emphasizes that this privileging of baqa, which he translates 

aV ³enlighWened abiding´²RYeU ³Waking Whe ecVWaWic e[SeUience Rf ³e[WincWiRn´ (fana) Rf Whe 

Velf in cRnWemSlaWiRn Rf GRd aV Whe XlWimaWe gRal and higheVW VWage Rf Whe VSiUiWXal SaWh«iV a 

cRnVWanWl\ UeSeaWed Wheme in Ibn AUabi¶V ZUiWing´ and, in facW, ZaV ³likeZiVe VWUeVVed almRVW 

XnanimRXVl\ in eaUlieU SXfi liWeUaWXUe and SUacWice´ (MRUUiV 2005, 341 n142). He cRnWinXeV b\ 

calling aWWenWiRn WR Whe ³inWenViW\ and cenWUaliW\ Rf Ibn AUabi¶V inViVWence Rn Whe Ueali]aWiRn Rf 

the nature and imSRUWance Rf WhiV ³ZRUld´ aV an aVSecW Rf hXman SeUfecWiRn (kamal)²and 



 

 210 

indeed aV Whe eVVenWial gURXndV Rf man¶V VXSeUiRUiW\ WR Whe angelV and SXUel\ VSiUiWXal beingV´94 

Zhich can ³beVW be meaVXUed b\ cRmSaUing hiV ZUiWingV WR Whe familiaU cXUUenWV Rf ³mRniVWic 

m\VWiciVm´, VXch aV Whe SXfiVm Rf Ibn AUabi¶V AndalXVian cRnWemSRUaU\, Ibn Sab¶in´95 (341 

n142).  

Ibn AUabi¶V cRmmenWaWRU Ha\daU AmXli (14th CE) writes in a similar vein when he 

proposes a tripartite division of religious practitioners: (1) the common people (awamm) or 

men of reason (dhawu al-'aql), (2) the privileged people (khawass) or men of intuition (dhawu 

al-'ayn), and (3) the privileged of all privileged people (khawass al-khawass) or men of reason 

and intuition (dhawu al-'aql wa-al-'ayn) (Izutsu 1994, 21). The first category includes both 

WhRVe ZhR Rnl\ UecRgni]e Whe UealiW\ Rf WheiU VenVeV aV Zell aV ³WhRVe ZhR UecRgni]e VRmeWhing 

be\Rnd Whe ShenRmenal,´ WhiV ³VRmeWhing-beyond is the Absolute²or in popular terminology 

God²which is conceived as the Transcendent. God is here represented as an absolute Other 

Zhich iV eVVenWiall\ cXW Rff fURm Whe ShenRmenal ZRUld´ (23). The VecRnd caWegRU\ Rf SeRSle, 

³aUe WhRVe ZhR haYe aWWained WR an immediaWe YiViRn Rf abVRlXWe RealiW\ in Whe e[SeUience Rf 

fana«Whe WRWal annihilaWiRn Rf Whe egR and cRUUeVSRndingl\ Rf all Whe ShenRmenal WhingV WhaW 

 
94  SellV (1994) elabRUaWeV Rn Ibn AUabi¶V WeachingV abRXW Whe VXSeUiRUiW\ Rf hXmanV, RU mRUe SaUWicXlaUl\ 

the complete person:  
 

The strongly ascetic tendency of much of early Sufism was spiritualist in character. The goal of the 
Sufi path was to shed one's humanity and to become as like the angels as possible. The goal was to 
become as "perfect" (kamil) as possible. Although Ibn Arabi maintained the ethical seriousness of the 
early Sufis, he placed the Sufi life, both in its attempt to adhere as loyally as possible to the shari'a and 
in its own ascetic, devotional, and meditative practices, in a new context. Adam's central place in the 
cosmos is due to his being kamil, not "perfect" in the sense of having shed human imperfections, but 
rather "complete" in the sense of embracing all realities. The statement takes on a dramatic edge, 
given the propensity of those who seek the perfection of the angels rather than the deepening of the 
human to read kamil as "perfect" rather than "complete." (79) 

 
95 MRUUiV addV WhaW Whe WZR SeUVSecWiYeV Rf Ibn AUabi¶V and Ibn Sab¶in¶V ³haYe WheiU SaUallelV in man\ RWheU 
m\VWical WUadiWiRnV´ (341, n142). In Whe diVcXVViRn, I Zill e[SlRUe and e[Wend WhiV inVighW aV Zell.  
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cRnVWiWXWe Whe e[WeUnal, RbjecWiYe ZRUld´ (24).  HRZeYeU, ³Whe SeRSle Rf WhiV claVV jXVW VWRS aW 

WhiV VWage and dR nRW gR an\ fXUWheU«WheVe SeRSle aUe aZaUe Rnl\ Rf abVRlXWe XniW\. The\ Vee 

eYeU\ZheUe XniW\, nRWhing elVe´ (24). A SeUVRn ZhR VWRSV aW WhiV Vtage would be the waqif, as 

described above. Izutsu continues, 

The whole world in their view has turned into absolute unity with no articulation and 
determination. Certainly, when these people come back immediately from the 
experience of fana to their normal consciousness, multiplicity does again become 
visible. But the phenomenal world is simply discarded as an illusion. In their view, the 
world of multiplicity has no metaphysical or ontological value because it is essentially 
unreal. The external objects are not "existent" in the real sense of the word. They are 
just floating gossamers, sheer illusions backed by no corresponding realities. Such a 
view is in its fundamental structure identical with the Vedantic view of the 
phenomenal world in its popular understanding, in which the notorious word mkyk is 
taken to mean sheer illusion or illusion-producing principle. (1994, 24) 

While this category of realization could be described as a kind of nondual awareness or 

attainment, it is only amongst those in the third category that have realized a deeper level of 

nonduality: 

It is at the third stage, that is, at the stage of the "privileged of all privileged people" 
that the relation between the Absolute and the phpnompnal world is correctly grasped 
as the coincidentia oppositorum of unity and multiplicity. It is, moreover, in this rpgion 
that the cognitive value of metaphorical thinking to which reference has been made 
earlier is most profusely displayed. Those whose consciousness has been raised to the 
height of baqa' after the experience of fana', experience the relation 'between the 
Absolute and the phpnompnal as the coincidentia oppositorum of unity and 
multiplicity. (25)  

 
One who has reached this goal is called by a "man of two eyes" (dhu al-'a\na\n)´ meaning 

Rne ZhR, ³ZiWh hiV UighW e\e, VeeV XniW\, i.e. abVRlXWe RealiW\, and nRWhing bXW XniW\, Zhile 

ZiWh hiV lefW e\e he VeeV mXlWiSliciW\, i.e. Whe ZRUld Rf ShenRmenal WhingV´ and, fXUWheUmRUe, 

³in addiWiRn WR hiV VimXlWaneRXV YiViRn Rf XniW\ and mXlWiplicity, he knows that these two are 

XlWimaWel\ Rne and Whe Vame Whing´ (19). He deVcUibeV hRZ, 



 

 212 

Subjectively, this is the stage at which man regains his phenomenal consciousness 
after having experienced the existential annihilation of its own self. The mind that has 
completely stopped working at the previous stage resumes its normal cognitive 
activity. Corresponding to this subjective rebirth, the phenomenal world also takes its 
rise again. The world once more unfolds itself before the man's eyes in the form of the 
surging waves of multiplicity. The things that have been "gathered up" into unity are 
again separated from one another as so many different entities. This is why the stage 
iV called "VeSaUaWiRn afWeU XnificaWiRn" RU Whe µVecRnd VeSaUaWiRn¶ [«] And WhiV VWage 
is called "gathering of gathering" (jam' al-jam') for the very reason that the 
phenomenal things that have all been once reduced to the absolute unity of total 
annihilation at the stage of fana, i.e. the primary "gathering," are again "separated" and 
then again "gathered" together in this new vision of unity. (17-18) 

Finally, Izutsu clarifies that this position and worldview does not fit into traditional 

philosophical categories: 

It will be clear by now that it is a serious mistake to consider²as it has often been 
done²this position as pure monism or even as "existential monism." For it has 
evidently an element of dualism in the sense that it recognizes two different 
dimensions of reality in the metaphysical structure of the Absolute. Nor is it of course 
right to regard it as dualism, for the two different dimensions of reality are ultimately, 
i.e., in the form of coincidentia oppositorum, one and the same thing. The "oneness of 
existence" is neither monism nor dualism. As a metaphysical vision of Reality based 
on a peculiar existential experience, which consists in seeing unity in multiplicity and 
multiplicity in unity, it is something far more subtle and dynamic than philosophical 
monism or dualism. (34) 

 
In summary then, the goal is not a complete eradication of all distinction and sense of self, 

even if there are moments of this that are instrumental, but rather the ultimate goal is the re-

emergence of the perception of both the world and the (enlightened) self in such a way that 

spontaneous virtuous action emerges from the new coupling of the two. This, again, is what 

iW meanV WR be Whe ³SRVVeVVRU Rf bRWh e\eV´ (dhX¶l a\na\n) with which one can see the 

phenomenal world with one eye and its divine core with the other so to speak, which is to say, 
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to simultaneously see the world as an expression of the divine in a way that transforms both 

but effaces neither (see also Chittick 1989, 362-364).96  

 

 

TODAY - THE NURIYYA-MALAMIYYA 

 

As described in the last chapter, the contemporary Turkish Sufi path of the Nuriyya-

Malamiyya culminates in the realization of fana, Zhich iV XndeUVWRRd aV ³a cRndiWiRn Rf Velf-

effacemenW in Whe UealiW\ Rf GRd¶V OmniSUeVence´ and ³a gUadXal effacemenW Rf Whe falVe VenVe 

Rf a VeSaUaWiYe Velf (RU egR),´ Zhile baqa iV XndeUVWRRd aV Whe VXbVeTXenW ³UeinWegUaWiRn inWR 

an authentic selfhood, which, following Ibn Arabi,97 is also the condition of intrinsic servitude 

(XbXda)´ (TRXVVXliV 2010, 172). The NXUi\\a alVR bUeak XS Whe WUanVfRUmaWiRn Rf baqa into 

three stages, the first of which is jam (gathering), where, 

 
96 Despite the apparent differences between Ibn Arabi and Ahmad Sirhindi, the Naqshbandiyya-Mujadidiyya 
tradition continued to emphasize this trajectory of return as well. In this tradition, as described by Buehler, the 
experiences of fana and baqa bUing WR fUXiWiRn ZhaW iV called Whe SaWh Rf leVVeU inWimac\ ZiWh GRd´ (walayat-I 
sughra), hRZeYeU aW WhiV SRinW ³Whe SURSheWic SaWh beginV´ (BXehleU 2011, 319). The ne[W SaWh (Rf gUeaWeU 
intimacy) or part of the total path, 

 
inYRlYeV a deVcenW ³UeWXUning WR Whe ZRUld Rf cUeaWiRn fRU GRd and b\ meanV Rf GRd (Va\U µan Allah 
billah); this is the beginning of greater intimacy with God (walayat-I kubra). This is where one begins 
to purify the spirit from the ego-self (nafs), associated with the station of separation after synthesis 
(maqam al-faUT ba¶d al-jami). This is when a person is once again able to recognize multiplicity (farq, 
or separaton of conventional objects) in conventional reality afWeU haYing Whe SeUceSWiRn WhaW ³all iV 
GRd´ (jam; jam-I jam). The journey culminates in the fourth and last cycle to live as an 
e[WUaRUdinaUil\ RUdinaU\ SeUVRn in Whe cUeaWed ZRUld (Va\U fi¶l-ashya). Although one experiences the 
multiplicity of the world, it is experienced as a mirror of the One. Here unity is experiences in the 
multiplicity, and multiplicity is experienced as a unity. This is the place where one is with God in the 
inVide and ZiWh Whe ZRUld Rn Whe RXWVide«ZheUe Rne can Vee ZiWh WZR e\eV, the right eye of unity and 
the left eye of multiplicity. It is following the prophetic path of inviting others to God. (Buehler 2011, 
319)  

 
97 The Nuriyya trace themselves back to the teachings of Nur al-Arabi (19th) who was initiated into the 
Naqshbandi tariqa, a tradition that based itself firmly on the teachings of Ibn Arabi. 
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all the former realizations in the phase of fana²the effacement of actions, attributes, 
and essence²aUe SRZeUfXll\ ³gaWheUed´ (jam) WRgeWheU. AV a maWWeU Rf facW, Whe\ aUe 
synthesized so intensely that the servant temporarily ceases to be, often falling into a 
VWaWe Rf WRWal inWR[icaWiRn in Zhich Whe aSSaUenW ZRUld diVaSSeaUV«ThiV cRndiWiRn 
cRmSleWel\ alWeUV Rne¶V VenVe Rf Velf-identity in a way Attar has expressed as follows: 
³I haYe nR neZV Rf m\ cRming RU SaVVing aZa\²the whole thing happened quicker 
than a breath; ask no questions of the moth. In the candle flame of his face I have 
fRUgRWWen all Whe anVZeUV.´«Rne cannRW Uemain in WhiV VWaWe fRU WRR lRng fRU WR dR VR 
ZRXld be WR UiVk becRming ³mad in allah´ (mXalla). BecaXVe Rf WhiV, Whe malamaWi 
guide immediately coaxes his student into the next stage of baqa. (Toussulis 2010, 
177) 

 
While man\ VWaWeV can be abVRUSWiYe VXch WhaW Rne µWemSRUaUil\ ceaVeV WR be¶ and µWhe aSSaUenW 

ZRUld diVaSSeaUV¶, aV Zell aV being cRmSaUable WR madneVV, nRW all Rf Whem alWeU Rne¶V VenVe 

of identity at baseline in an enduring way. Whereas in the earlier states of ecstasy, one is like 

one who is mualla, here there is actually a risk of inhabiting this emically pathological state 

from that point forward. 

In the second stage of baqa, called bRWh Whe ³VecRnd VeSaUaWiRn´ (farq al thani) and 

³Whe SUeVence Rf gaWheUing´ (hadhrat al-jam), ³Whe VWXdenW UeWXUnV WR VRbUieW\, \eW Whe Rne ZhR 

UeWXUnV RU ZhR iV UebRUn in WhiV Za\ iV Uadicall\ diYeVWed Rf Whe m\Wh Rf VeSaUaWe VelfhRRd´ 

WhRXgh ³WheUe iV VWill, hRZeYeU, a YeVWige Rf VeSaUaWiRn´ WhaW UemainV and maUkV iW aV an 

incomplete realization (178). The third and final stage of baqa, described and translated as the 

³inWegUaWiRn Rf gaWheUing´ (jam al-jam) consists in Whe Ueali]aWiRn ³WhaW cUeaWiRn iV WUXl\ Whe 

lRcXV fRU GRd WR manifeVW Whe fXllneVV Rf HiV RZn naWXUe´ Zhich UeVXlWV in a cRndiWiRn ZheUe 

³VRbUieW\ (sahw), induced through perception of the forms, and intoxication (sukr), induced 

through the perception of God, alternate in such a way that the integrative state of human 

being aV a VeUYanW and deSXW\ gUadXall\ UiSenV´ (180). In UeVSRnVe WR Whe TXeVWiRn Rf ZheWheU 

Whe e[SeUience Rf XniRn ZiWh GRd UeTXiUeV ³a cRmSleWe WUanVcendence Rf Rne¶V indiYidXal ³I´, 

a conWemSRUaU\ Sha\kh Rf WhiV WUadiWiRn (and TRXVVXliV¶ WeacheU) MehmeW Selim O]ic anVZeUV: 
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³YeV, a WRWal effacemenW iV UeTXiUed in RUdeU WR WUanVfRUm indiYidXal ³I-neVV´ inWR ³We-neVV´´ 

bXW WhaW ³Whe eVVenWial XniTXeneVV Rf a SeUVRn iV nRW lRVW in WhiV fRUm Rf UelaWedneVV´ (154). In 

facW, ³\RXU XniTXeneVV iV enhanced through that greater relatedness. After effacement, there is 

an effacement of the effacement, and one returns to being an individuated human being²but 

ZiWh a cUiWical diffeUence in Rne¶V SeUceSWiRn and diVceUnmenW´ (154-55). Toussulis then 

summarizes that, 

Continuance (baqa) was thought to be a fundamental reorientation of the separateness 
of the human being and God, which does not constitute the permanent dissolution of 
Whe indiYidXal. InVWead, accRUding WR Whe PiU, hXman maWXUiW\, ³cRmSleWiRn´ UeTXiUeV 
the comprehension of a fXndamenWal SaUadR[: WhaW Rne iV (figXUaWiYel\) ³Rne´ ZiWh GRd 
and \eW TXiWe VeSaUaWe. ThiV cRnYicWiRn ZaV«e[emSlified b\ BahaXddin NaTVhband 
ZhR Vaid, ³The e[iVWence Rf Whe lRYeU ZhR haV fRXnd baTa ZiWh Whe BelRYed dReV nRW 
become overwhelmed in the Awesome Lights of the theophanies [tajalliyat] and does 
not become nonexistent²Rn Whe cRnWUaU\, iW iV VWUengWhened«In Whe fiUVW VeSaUaWiRn, 
the ego-bound identity is convinced of its separateness from the interrelatedness of 
Being. At the apex of the Sufi path, this divisive delusion is dispelled by the experience 
of momentary union (jam). The second separation that follows jam consists of a 
reintegration of the personality after the dissolution of the separative ego; and this 
stage is grounded in an ongoing perception of the inseparability of all beings. In short, 
individual existents are viewed as manifold expressions of Being itself, and the human 
entity is perceived to be the primary vehicle through which Being realizes its inherent 
unity. (183-84) 

O]ic claUifieV WhaW eYen in WhiV SeUfecWed Ueali]aWiRn, ³HXman beingV can neYeU be WUXl\ 

perfected as human. Perfection²RU aV Ze SUefeU WR call iW, ³ZhRleneVV´²can only be realized 

WhURXgh Whe UecRgniWiRn Rf RXU RZn imSeUfecWabiliW\. In RXU WUadiWiRn, ³SeUfecWiRn´ VhRXld be 

YieZed aV UelaWiYe«InVan al-kamil, Whe ³maWXUe hXman being´, iV Rne ZhR haV achieYed 

greater wholeness through a greater awareness of both perfection and imperfection. Our aim 

is not static²and therefore we cannot subscribe to any notion of self-SeUfecWiRn WhaW iV fi[ed´ 

(153-154). TRXVVXliV cRnclXdeV Whe SUeVenWaWiRn Rf WhiV final VWage b\ TXRWing Abi¶l-Khayr 

(10th-11th CE) ZhR ZUiWeV, ³The SeUfecW m\VWic iV nRW an ecVWaWic deYRWee lRVW in cRnWemSlaWiRn 

Rf OneneVV, nRU a VainWl\ UeclXVe VhXnning all cRmmeUce ZiWh mankind, bXW µWhe WUXe VainW¶ 
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goes in and out amongst the people and eats and sleeps with them and buys and sells in the 

market and marries and takes part in social intercourse, and never forgets God for a single 

mRmenW´ (198). In RWheU ZRUdV, heUe Ze Vee Whe maUkeU Rf VainWhRRd iV baVed on action in the 

world and not only the realization of some kind of transformative experience. 

 

CHRISTIANITY 

HISTORICALLY - MEISTER ECKHART 

 

BeUnaUd McGinn (2001) diVcXVVeV EckhaUW¶V WeachingV Rn XniRn²the third stage in 

the traditional purgation-illumination-union trajectory²and what is novel or unique about 

Whem, Vince ³Whe langXage fRXnd in WheVe We[WV VhRZV hRZ Whe m\VWiciVm Rf Whe gURXnd 

challenged WUadiWiRnal ChUiVWian XndeUVWandingV Rf XniRn ZiWh GRd´ Vince ³he cleaUl\ had a 

neZ cRnceSWiRn Rf XniRn´ (46-47). He writes, 

For the Dominican, as well as some of the anonymous sermons and treatises written 
XndeU hiV inflXence, Whe gRal Rf Whe ChUiVWian life ZaV XniRn Rf idenWiW\ RU indiVWincWiRn´ 
(unitas indistinctionis) in which there was no difference at all between God and human 
³GRd¶V gURXnd and Whe VRXl¶V gURXnd iV Rne gURXnd...alWhRXgh EckhaUW and hiV 
followers made use of Neoplatonic concepts of union drawn from Christians such as 
Dionysius, and even from pagans such as Proclus, what was happening in Germany 
aURXnd 1300 ZaV nRW meUel\ a caVe Rf UeYiYing VRmeWhing fURm Whe SaVW«WhaW 
emeUged in EckhaUW¶V m\VWiciVm Rf Whe gURXnd iV VRmeWhing neZ, a cUeaWiRn deVigned 
to express the spiritual needs of a specifically late medieval audience avid for total 
transformation into God. (47) 

 
LaWeU he nRWeV WhaW, ³EckhaUW did nRW inYenW indiVWincW XniRn´ Vince iW ³had deeS URRWV in 

NeRSlaWRniVm, bRWh Sagan and ChUiVWian´ like PURclXV and DiRn\ViXV aV menWiRned abRYe, bXW 

alVR ³VimilaU YieZV had alUead\ adYanced b\ VRme Rf Whe female m\VWicV Rf the thirteenth 

cenWXU\, nRWabl\ MaUgXeUiWe PRUeWe´ (148). SWill WhRXgh, ³nR m\VWic in Whe hiVWRU\ Rf 
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Christianity was more daring and more detailed than Eckhart in the way in which he explored 

how true union with God must go beyond the mere uniting of two substance that remain 

potentially separable in order to attain total indistinction and substantial, oU eVVenWial, idenWiW\´ 

(148). 

He When endeaYRUV WR ³VXmmaUi]e hRZ EckhaUW XndeUVWRRd XniRn,´ ZUiWing WhaW 

³IndiVWincW XniRn, fRU EckhaUW, iV a mXWXal and cRnWinXRXV VWaWe Rf nRnabVRUSWiYe ³aZaUeneVV´ 

of identity in the grunt. Ecstatic states play at best a preparatory and nonessential role.98 Union 

iV alVR a fRUm Rf deificaWiRn, Zhich, in Whe XlWimaWe anal\ViV, gReV be\Rnd knRZing and lRYing´ 

(148). He alVR emShaVi]eV WhaW Whe ³langXage Rf dXal bUeaking-WhURXgh´ VhRZV WhaW EckhaUW, 

³like Whe begXine m\VWic HadeZijch, VWUeVVed Whe mXWXaliW\ Rf indistinct union. Of course, 

fURm Whe SeUVSecWiYe Rf Whe VRXl¶V cUeaWed being WheUe iV nR mXWXaliW\ aW all²pure existence 

has nothing in common with nothing. But from the perspective of the grunt del sele, there is 

a meeWing Rf eTXalV´ (149). McGinn When nRWeV imSRUWanWl\ WhaW ³WhiV cRnWinXRXV XniRn ZiWh 

GRd iV nRW an ³e[SeUience´ in an\ RUdinaU\ VenVe Rf Whe WeUm²it is coming to realize and live 

out of the ground of experience, or better, of consciousness. It is a new way of knowing and 

acting, not any particular experience or act of knowing something´ (149). 

 
98 I ZRXld aUgXe ZiWh McGinn¶V SRViWiRn WhaW abVRUSWiRn Sla\V a nRneVVenWial URle, Vince eYen he laWeU nRWeV 
WhaW ³Whe nRW-knRZing´ (unwizzen) neceVVaU\ fRU WhiV kind Rf Ueali]aWiRn Rf XniRn ³iV Ueached WhURXgh Whe 
SUacWice Rf VWaWeV Rf inWeUiRUiW\´ (149). He aUgXeV WheUe WhaW eYen WhRXgh Whe\ aUe Ueached WhURXgh VXch VWaWeV, 
WhiV Ueali]aWiRn ³iV nRW deSendenW Rn Whem´ becaXVe ³iW deSendV Rn GRd¶V gifW, aV EckhaUW made abXndanWl\ 
cleaU RYeU and RYeU´ (149). While I agUee Whe imSRUWance Rf gUace needV WR be acknRZledged, Whe Rne dReV nRW 
mean Whe Ueali]aWiRn iVn¶W deSendenW Rn Whem. M\ aUgXmenW iV WhaW VXch VWaWeV aUe neceVVaU\ bXW nRW VXfficienW, 
a SRVVibiliW\ McGinn dReVn¶W Veem WR enWeUWain. He dReV laWeU diVcXVV hRZ ³Whe DRminican¶V aWWiWXde WRZaUd 
VWaWeV Rf m\VWical abVRUSWiRn, UaSWXUe, ecVWaV\, aV Zell aV YiViRnV and Whe like´ ZaV Rne WhaW ³UecRgni]ed WhaW 
these forms of special mystical consciousness did exist, and that they might even be useful if understood in the 
SURSeU Za\. BXW Whe\ did nRW SeUWain WR Whe eVVence Rf XniRn´ (150). ThaW ma\ be WUXe, bXW Rnce again, I Whink 
McGinn dRZnSla\V Whe SUeSaUaWRU\ URle, XWiliW\, and jXVW hRZ ³XVefXl´ EckhaUW cRnVideUed Whem fRU WhiV fXlleU 
realization. Later again, McGinn while qualifying that they can also be dangerous, he is still forced to 
acknRZledge WhaW ³e[SeUienceV Rf ³enjR\menW Rf GRd,´ Zhich he VSRke Rf aV gebruchenne, had WheiU Slace´ 
(150). 
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HeUe iW iV jXVW imSRUWanW WR nRWe WhiV aWWenWiRn WR McGinn¶V chaUacWeUi]aWiRn Rf WhiV kind 

Rf XniRn aV a µUeali]aWiRn¶ WhaW iV alVR a neZ Za\ Rf liYing²knowing and acting. He then 

extends this focus on action²particularly as a fruit of his most mature understanding²when 

he emShaVi]eV WhaW mRVW Rf ³EckhaUW¶V laWe SUeaching emShaVi]eV WhaW Whe caSaciW\ WR becRme 

³XnknRZingl\ aZaUe´ Rf Whe grunt iV«fXll\ cRmSaWible ZiWh a life Rf acWiYiW\ and VeUYice´ 

(149-150). He cRnWinXeV WR emShaVi]e WhiV SRinW, WhaW if ³Whe highest form of union is meant 

to be in some way constant, Eckhart hold that it is realized in activity, at least the kind of 

transcendent activity that is the welling up, or bullitio, Rf life ZiWhin Whe TUiniW\´99 (151). 

Finall\, McGinn nRWeV WhaW ³EckhaUW¶V XndeUVWanding Rf XniRn, finall\, iV diYini]ing: 

God became man that man might become God. He does not use the term 

divinization/deificatio, preferring transformation (see 1 Cor. 13:12), transfiguratio and other 

ZRUdV Waken fURm VcUiSWXUe´ (153). He When SRVeV Whe TXeVWiRn, ³HRZ dReV Whe SeUVRn liYe 

who has attained this constant, non-absorptive, indistinct union in the one ground? How does 

Vhe cRndXcW heUVelf in Whe ZRUld, RU, aV Rne Rf EckhaUW¶V e[SUeVsions about leaving behind the 

bRd\ and maWWeU mighW VXggeVW, RXW Rf Whe ZRUld?´ (153). ³The anVZeU,´ he ZUiWeV, ³UeYRlYeV 

aURXnd hiV Weaching cRnceUning ³liYing ZiWhRXW a Zh\´´ in Zhich he bi]aUUel\ cRmSaUeV ³GRd 

and by extension the person who lives without a why to a frisky horse, gamboling about in a 

field´ (155). UlWimaWel\ McGinn aUgXeV WhaW ³deVSiWe hiV emShaViV Rn inZaUdneVV and eYen 

Rn fleeing maWeUialiW\ and Whe bRd\,´ hiV m\VWiciVm iV a m\VWiciVm Rf eYeU\da\ life.´ TR Ueali]e 

WhiV YiViRn, ³EckhaUW bURke WhURXgh Whe traditional distinction between the active life and 

 
99 SellV (1994) makeV a VimilaU SRinW: ³EckhaUW iV mRVW e[SliciW in cRXnWeUing Whe nRWiRn Rf m\VWiciVm aV 
something extraordinary and removed from everyday reality. In a distinctive version of the dialectic of 
transcendence and immanence, he states that the most noble, the most extraordinary of all events (the birth of 
Whe diYine VRn in Whe VRXl), iV Whe mRVW cRmmRn (an\ acW Rf jXVWice, inVRfaU aV iW iV jXVW)´ (8). 
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cRnWemSlaWiYe life, WUadiWiRnall\ UeSUeVenWed b\ MaUWha and MaU\´ and WheUeb\ cUeaWed ³a neZ 

mRdel Rf VancWiW\´ (156). He cRnWe[WXali]eV Whe nRYelW\ Rf EckhaUW heUe Zhen he deVcUibeV 

hRZ Whe ³cRnWUaVW beWZeen Whe acWiYe and Whe cRnWemSlaWiYe liYeV in Whe history of Christian 

mysticism is part of its inheritance from classical antiquity ad mediated through the patristic 

SeUiRd and Waken XS b\ medieYal m\VWicV´ (157). Since OUigen, nRW Rnl\ ³Whe ViVWeUV MaU\ and 

Martha of Luke 11 but also Rachel and Leah (Gen 29-30) and Peter and John (John 20:1-10), 

had been employed as allegorical illustrations of the difference between the contemplative life 

deYRWed VRlel\ WR lRYe Rf GRd and Whe acWiYe life Rf chaUiWable VeUYice WR neighbRU´ (157). 

While bRWh ³ZeUe Veen aV neceVVaU\ WR ChUiVWian SeUfecWiRn,´ VWaUWing ZiWh AXgXVWine WheUe 

deYelRSed a ³SUeeminence Rf Whe vita contemplativa´ and ³in geneUal Whe m\VWicV WaXghW WhaW 

in this fallen world there was always bound to be a tension between action and contemplation 

and that the best one could hope for was to oscillate between them, recognizing that the duty 

of Christian charity would often call the mystic away from the higher delights of 

cRnWemSlaWiRn´ (158). And When, ³EckhaUW bURke ZiWh WhiV mRdel´ Zhen he ³nRW Rnl\ 

abandoned the notion of tension-filled oscillation between action and contemplation but 

daUingl\ aVVeUWed WhaW a neZ kind Rf acWiRn SeUfRUmed RXW Rf a µZell-e[eUciVed gURXnd¶ ZaV 

VXSeUiRU WR cRnWemSlaWiRn, aW leaVW RUdinaUil\ cRnceiYed´ (158). ThiV iV hRZ ³here for the first 

Wime, a VSiUiWXaliW\ Rf Whe acWiYe life becRmeV YiVible´ Zhich cRnWUaVWV ZiWh Whe ³RWheU-

ZRUldlineVV´ Rf SUeYiRXV ChUiVWian m\VWicV, ³eVSeciall\ WhRVe deeSl\ inflXenced b\ ceUWain 

fRUmV Rf PlaWRniVm´ (158). While aW WimeV iW iV neceVVaU\ WR VeSaUaWe fURm ³mXlWiSliciW\´ and 

³cRUSRUaliW\,´ in acWXal facW, WhiV ³deWachmenW«ZaV UeTXiUed becaXVe iW ZaV Whe Rnl\ Za\ WR 

find all WheVe WhingV in GRd¶V diVWincW-indiVWincWiRn WhaW iV Whe cUeaWed ZRUld´ and WhXV fRU 

virtuous action to arise spontaneously in response (158). 
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EckhaUW deVcUibeV hRZ ³Ze haYe Rnl\ WR be URRWed in Whe Vame gURXnd Rf cRnWemSlaWiRn 

and make iW fUXiWfXl in ZRUkV, and WhXV Whe SXUSRVe Rf cRnWemSlaWiRn iV achieYed«The Rne 

UeVWV in Whe RWheU and bUingV iW WR fXlfillmenW´ (156). ThiV demRnVWUaWeV fRU McGinn that, 

³EckhaUW¶V m\VWiciVm WaXghW WhaW WUXe cRnWemSlaWiRn Rf GRd iV Ueali]ed in fUXiWfXl acWiRn´ eYen 

aV ³Whe Rnl\ Za\ WR SURSeU engagemenW ZiWh Whe WemSRUal ZRUld iV WhURXgh WRWal deWachmenW 

fURm iW´ (157). The gRal, hRZeYeU, iV XlWimaWel\ SURSeU engagement with the world through 

VXch ³fUXiWfXl´ acWiRn and in WhiV Za\ iV hiV V\VWem cRnVideUed a fRUm Rf ³WhiV-worldly 

m\VWiciVm´ (159). UlWimaWel\ iW¶V nRW jXVW MaUWha bXW ³ChUiVW himVelf´ ZhR iV Whe mRdel and 

nRUmaWiYe SaUadigm fRU ³Whe neceVViW\ Rf cRnVWanW acWiYiW\ ZiWhRXW a Zh\«AV daUing, aV 

profound, and sometimes even as obscure as his preaching of the rara et subtilia were, Eckhart 

baVicall\ ZanWed hiV aXdience«WR dR Whe Vame Whing«WR be VR dedicaWed WR fXlfilling Whe Zill 

of God, so unconcerned with Velf, WhaW WheiU eYeU\ acWiRn SURceedV fURm Whe ³Zell-exercised 

gURXnd´ in Zhich GRd and HXman aUe Rne.´ (161) I belieYe iW iV ZaUUanWed WR gR eYen fXUWheU 

than this and argue that the intentionality or chronology is actually reversed: one becomes 

unconcerned with self so as to act from the well-exercised ground and thereby fulfill the will 

of God in fruitful action like Martha and Jesus. 

 

TODAY ± CENTERING PRAYER 

THOMAS KEATING 

 

As mentioned in Fisher (2019), the Centering Prayer tradition (led by Father Thomas 

Keating) pioneered the contemporary exploration and elucidation of the goals of the Christian 



 

 221 

contemplative path, in some cases moving into quite daring theological territory to do so. The 

traditional view of the goal of the Catholic contemplative path²beyond the states of 

contemplation themselves²iV ZhaW CenWeUing SUa\eU diVcXVVeV aV µTUanVfRUming UniRn¶. AV 

I wrote there, this goal is conceived of by Keating as, 

a ³UeVWUXcWXUing Rf cRnVciRXVneVV, nRW an e[SeUience RU VeW Rf e[SeUienceV´ in Zhich 
³Whe SUeVence Rf GRd becRmeV a kind Rf fRXUWh dimenViRn WR Whe WhUee-dimensional 
ZRUld in Zhich Ze haYe been liYing.´ In WhiV abiding VWage Rf Whe SaWh ³emRWiRnal 
VZingV diVaSSeaU,´ WhRXgh Whe emRWiRnV WhemVelYeV dR nRW, and ³WheUe iV nR lRngeU a 
self-cenWeUed µI¶.´ He cRnclXdeV WhaW WUanVfRUming XniRn ³iV Whe gRal Rf Whe fiUVW SaUW Rf 
Whe VSiUiWXal jRXUne\,´ inWUigXingl\ implying there is a second part to the journey. In 
the forward to a reprinting of another of his books, he describes this more advanced 
WeUUain aV ³Whe e[SeUience Rf nRn-dXaliW\´ and ³an abiding VenVe Rf Whe XniW\ ZiWh 
UlWimaWe RealiW\´ Zhich enWailV Whe ³diminiVhmenW RU lRVV Rf Whe VenVe Rf 
VeSaUaWeneVV.´ In an eYen mRUe UecenW bRRk, he deVcUibeV WhiV XlWimaWe gRal aV ³nRn-
dXal cRnVciRXVneVV,´ ³XniW\ cRnVciRXVneVV,´ and Whe ³deaWh Rf Whe VeSaUaWe-Velf VenVe´ 
and addV WhaW Whe ³VenVe Rf a VeSaUaWe Velf iV Whe XlWimaWe caXVe Rf all RXU SURblemV in 
the first place, eYen mRUe fXndamenWal Whan Whe falVe Velf.´ (FiVheU 2019, 16-17) 

While XVing WeUmV like ³nRndXal´ and Whe lRVV Rf ³VeSaUaWe-Velf VenVe,´ iW iV VWill TXiWe difficXlW 

to ascertain the precise phenomenological states that this refers to. Luckily, we have a recent 

qualitative study by Benno Blaschke (2015) investigating Centering Prayer practice that 

explicitly engaged some of these questions in related terms.  

In the study, Blaschke made use of the elicitation interview that many have suggested 

is one of the most promising methods for gathering the fine-grained phenomenological data 

to explore this terrain most robustly (Milliere 2017). He specifically focuses on reported 

changes to senses of self, both in the states of absorption known as Prayer of Union as well as 

WhRVe UelaWed WR Whe gRalV Rf WhiV SaWh called ³TUanVfRUming UniRn´ and ³UniW\ 

CRnVciRXVneVV.´ UnfRUWXnaWel\, in hiV diVVeUWaWiRn he did nRW inclXde an\ Rf Whe TXaliWaWiYe 

data related to the latter two stages²in a private correspondence he mentioned that he was 
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saving it for future publication²but he does discuss what such changes would look like by 

putting the textual sources of the central teachers in the tradition(s) (Keating, Frenette, 

Bourgeault) in conversation with the theoretical outline of Philosopher Miri Albahari. He first 

nRWeV WhaW AlbahaUi¶V ³SeUVSecWiYal ZiWneVVing´ iV Whe eTXiYalenW Rf ZahaYi¶V ³fRU-me-neVV´ 

associated with the basic self²and which is not actually altered or attenuated in the higher 

reaches of the Centering Prayer path. What is attenXaWed iV ZhaW AlbahaUi callV ³SeUVSecWiYal 

RZneUVhiS´²what she also believes is diminished or dispensed with in the Buddhist 

attainment of enlightenment (43). He describes the goal of transforming union in Centering 

Prayer as follows: 

TUanVfRUming XniRn iV cRnceiYed aV a ³UeVWUXcWXUing Rf cRnVciRXVneVV´ effecWed b\ 
regular creative practice not restricted to seated prayer and a willingness to endure the 
night of spirit. The goal of the Christian journey, as outlined by the Keating School of 
Centering Prayer, is therefore not conceived as a temporary experience afforded by 
cRnWemSlaWiYe SUa\eU, bXW a ³cRnWemSlaWiYe VWaWe´, Zhich iV WhRXghW Rf aV a SeUmanenW 
transformation of consciousness that frames all experience. The transformation 
discussed entails an apparent stabilisation of a multi-mode awareness as the new 
structure of consciousness with three levels of awareness that run in tandem: divine, 
spiritual, and ordinary. Specifically, the divine level of awareness is meant to be 
experienced b\ Za\ Rf a dXaliVWicall\ VWUXcWXUed aZaUeneVV Rf GRd¶V SUeVence-absence. 
Like SUa\eU Rf XniRn, Whe ³VenVe Rf SUeVence´ iV diYided inWR an RbjecWiYe VenVe Rf 
SUeVence WhaW iV ShenRmenall\ aSSUehended aV ³RXWVide´ and ³RWheU´ and a VXbjecWiYe 
sense of presence that is the reflective reference point of the experience. The latter is 
also called the spiritual witness and it is the subject who is aware. Unlike prayer of 
XniRn, Whe abiding dXaliVWic aZaUeneVV Rf GRd¶V SUeVence-absence does not 
compromise cognitive access to ordinary consciousness. Thus psychological 
experience of everyday life should continue unimpaired. (110) 

BlaVchke When deVcUibeV Whe fXUWheU gRal Rf ³XniW\ cRnVciRXVneVV´ Zhich iV a ³a ChUiVWian 

soteriological vision that Centering Prayer has explicated with full understanding that it does 

nRW cRnfRUm WR WUadiWiRnal ChUiVWian WheRlRg\´, e[ceSW SeUhaSV EckhaUW, and is marked by four 

chaUacWeUiVWicV: 1) diVaSSeaUance Rf diffeUence, 2) an acTXiViWiRn Rf GRd¶V imSeUVRnal naWXUe 

3) nRndXaliW\ and 4) ³nR Velf´ (112). The laVW maUkeU iV deVcUibed aV ³Whe VeSaUaWe-Velf VenVe´ 
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alVR knRZn aV ³the phenomenal fact of the sense of ³I´ as a strXctXre of conscioXsness and 

not the psychological content associated with the self, be it authentic (true self) or inauthentic 

(falVe Velf)´ Zhich BlaVchke eTXaWeV ZiWh AlbahaUi¶V µSeUVSecWiYal RZneUVhiS¶ (118). The WhiUd 

maUkeU Rf ³nRndXaliW\´ iV ³is only used to refer to the soteriological goal and never to the type 

of unity encountered in full union. Hence nonduality appears to be a unique marker of unity 

consciousness and it demarcates this abiding state from the temporary type of unity 

encoXnWeUed in VeaWed pUa\eU (fXll Xnion)´ (117). 

CYNTHIA BOURGEAULT 

 

Blaschke also delineates between two major sub traditions of Centering Prayer, what 

he callV Whe ³KeaWing SchRRl´ and Whe ³BRXUgeaXlW VchRRl´ (13). BRXUgeaXlW heUVelf (2016) 

diVWingXiVheV Whe ³KeaWing VchRRl Rf CenWeUing PUa\eU,´ in Zhich Vhe ZaV ³fRUmed,´ from the 

tradition of practice and interpretation of Father Basil Pennington (161),100 but also 

diVWingXiVheV heU RZn aSSURach and XndeUVWanding Rf Whe SUacWice fURm KeaWing¶V. The 

diffeUenceV lie VSecificall\ ³aURXnd Whe XndeUVWanding Rf Whe VacUed ZRUd, kenosis as key to 

everything,101 and aWWenWiRn Rf Whe heaUW´ and alVR addV WhaW in ³geneUal, m\ aSSURach iV 

 
100 She deVcUibeV WheUe being ³diVWincW diffeUenceV beWZeen Whe WZR ³VchRRlV Rf inWeUSUeWaWiRn´ in Ueading Whe 
inVWUXcWiRnV fURm Whe ClRXd Rf UnknRZing Zhich ³ZheWheU Whe VacUed ZRUd VhRXld be SeUVRnall\ meaningfXl´ 
ZheUe FaWheU PenningWRn ³Slaced gUeaW imSRUWance Rn Whe facW WhaW Whe ZRUd iV a ³lRYe ZRUd,´ aV he called iW, 
filled ZiWh bRWh cRgniWiYe and emRWiRnal inWenW´ (2016, 161). ThiV SlaceV him and WhiV WUadiWiRn Rf SUacWice and 
inWeUSUeWaWiRn ³cleaUl\ in line ZiWh Whe claVVic SedagRg\ Rf mRnaVWic lRYe m\VWiciVm´ ZheUeaV in KeaWing¶V 
VchRRl Whe ZRUd iV VimSl\ a ³SlacehRldeU fRU inWenWiRn´ ZiWhRXW an\ ³addiWiRnal cRgniWiYe RU emRWiRnal 
baggage´ (161).  

 
101 She deVcUibeV hRZ iW ZaV ³Wen \eaUV inWR m\ SUacWice befRUe I Ueali]ed WhaW Whe WheRlRgical baViV fRU 
CenWeUing PUa\eU lieV in Whe SUinciSle Rf kenRViV, JeVXV¶V Velf-emptying love that forms the core of his own self-
XndeUVWanding and life SUacWice´ (33). And explains that in Philippians 2:6-11, the Greek verb kenosein, 
WUanVlaWed aV ³emSWied himVelf,´ iV Whe RSSRViWe Rf Whe ZRUd ³cling´ in Whe line befRUe iW, WR cRnclXde, ³JeVXV iV 
SUacWicing genWle UeleaVe«And iW¶V WhiV Vame cRUe geVWXUe Ze SUacWice in CenWeUing PUa\eU: WhRXghW b\ WhRXghW 
b\ WhRXghW´ (34). 
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SURbabl\ mRUe ShenRmenRlRgical Whan \RX¶Ue XVed WR (Wied WR ZhaW iV acWXall\ haSSening in 

Whe mRmenW UaWheU Whan WheRlRgical cRnVWUXcWV) and mRUe inWeUVSiUiWXall\ RUienWed«aV I¶m 

seeking specifically to dialogue with an audience larger than just practicing ChUiVWianV´102 

(12). 

Bourgeault begins her book, The Heart of Centering Prayer ± Nondual Christianity in 

Theory and Practice, ZiWh an e[SlRUaWiRn Rf ZhaW Vhe meanV b\ ³nRndXal,´ anWiciSaWing RU 

knowing her use of this designation will raise eyebrows both amongst Christians and 

SUacWiWiRneUV Rf eaVWeUn fRUmV Rf mediWaWiRn. She indicaWeV WhaW ZRUd ³nRndXal´ iV ³Rne Rf Whe 

most eagerly sought-after titles in the spiritual marketplace today, and [that] to label anything 

³nRndXal´ iV WR UeinfRUce Whe SRZeUfXl cRnnRWaWiRn WhaW iW iV ³gRRd,´ ³adYanced,´ and 

³enlighWened´ (43). HRZeYeU, ³OYeU Whe SaVW feZ decadeV dXUing Zhich Whe WeUm haV 

snowballed its way to its current rock star status, it has accumulated such a retinue of 

overlapping and even competing meanings that it actually creates more confusion than 

enlighWenmenW´ and ³haV becRme VR YagXe and idiRV\ncUaWic WhaW iW mighW be beWWeU WR declaUe 

a mRUaWRUiXm Rn iWV XVe XnWil eYeU\Rne can agUee WR aW leaVW a baVeline definiWiRn´ (43). AmidVW 

all this confusion, she offers her own definition is as follows: 

Whatever nondual may look like when approached through the metaphysical and 
spiritual filters classically used to describe it, neurologically, the capacity to perceive 
reality in this way depends on a new way of organizing the perceptual field²an 
upgrade of the operating system, if you will. Basically, the essence of the nondual is a 
quantitative change not in the object of perception but in the mechanics of perception. 
RaWheU Whan ³SeUceSWiRn WhURXgh diffeUenWiaWiRn´ (Whe SURgUamming XVed b\ Whe 
cognitive mind), one begins to perceive through holographic resonance²the capacity 
to sense the whole pattern as a single unified field. (2016, 5)  

 

 
 

102 Blaschke (2015) largely affirms these reflexive observations (214-217). 
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She clarifies this definition and opposes it to three other meaningful uses of the term, the first 

b\ heU cRlleagXe RichaUd RRhU ZhR XVeV Whe WeUm ³WR deVignaWe Rne¶V SeUVRnal caSaciW\ WR 

beaU SaUadR[ and ambigXiW\,´ Whe VecRnd Zhich eTXaWeV iW ZiWh a WemSorary mystical 

e[SeUience, and Whe WhiUd Zhich XndeUVWandV iW aV a SeUmanenW ³XniWiYe aWWainmenW´ (44-47). 

InVWead, heU ³nRndXaliW\ aV a VhifW in Whe VWUXcWXUe Rf SeUceSWiRn´ Sa\V mRUe aWWenWiRn WR ³ZhaW 

the structures of perception are actually doing beneaWh all Whe meWaSh\VicV and deYRWiRn´ (48). 

Finally, she opposes her definition with two confused meanings of the term, the first of which 

iV WhaW ³nRndXal dReV not mean UenRXncing Whe caSaciW\ fRU cUiWical Whinking,´ a fRUm Rf 

VSiUiWXaliW\ Vhe hXmRURXVl\ deVcUibeV aV ³bRRmeUiWiV nRndXaliVm´ ZheUe ³enlighWenmenW iV 

eTXaWed ZiWh abdicaWiRn Rf all inWellecWXal UeVSRnVibiliW\´ (51). InVWead, ³nRndXal SeUceSWiRn 

can and does express itself through the best of our human cognitive faculties, provided they 

are groXnded in VRmeWhing deeSeU Whan meUe abVWUacWiRn and inWellecWXaliVm´ (51). And 

VecRndl\, Vhe iV adamanW WhaW ³nRndXal iV nRW Whe Vame aV ShilRVRShical mRniVm´ Zhich Vhe 

XndeUVWandV aV ³Whe imSUeVViRn Rf cRmSle[iW\ and diffeUenWiaWiRn iV VimSl\ SaUW Rf Whe illusion 

Rf WhiV ZRUld´ (51). While Rne ZhR haV aWWained nRndXal cRnVciRXVneVV can indeed ³aVcUibe 

WR WhiV ShilRVRShical SRViWiRn and flRXUiVh ZiWhin iW´, iW iV jXVW aV SRVVible ³WR lRRk XSRn Whe 

world from a nondual vantage point and still affirm the reality of change, movement, and the 

structures in which the formless so marvelously drapes itself; one simply sees them from the 

SeUVSecWiYe Rf RneneVV´ (52). 

She later goes on to explore how, in her reading, both the Hesychast Symeon the New 

Theologian (10th-11th CE) and the anonymous Cloud of Unknowing (14th CE) are advocating 

a SaWh Rf nRndXal ChUiVWianiW\. In Whe laWWeU, Vhe SURSRVeV WhaW, ³UaWheU Whan being a WUadiWiRnal 

specimen of Christian love mysticism, it is actually a groundbreaking phenomenological 
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study, the first treatise ever written in the West that attempts to describe the transition to 

nondual consciousness understood as a mode of perception, not a state of mystical union´ 

(126). In her discussion and contemporary commentary on the Cloud she writes how, 

Even our highest vision of spiritual attainment²the unitive state²is typically 
described in affective metaphors (such as mystical marriage), leading one to believe 
WhaW ZhaW gReV Rn WheUe iV an ecVWaWic cRnVXmmaWiRn Rf ³m\´ VRXl in GRd, Whe higheVW 
possible state of beatific splendor and grace. But nondual consciousness is not a state. 
IW¶V nRW a m\VWical e[SeUience. IW iV nRW neceVVaUil\ bliVVfXl. YRX can¶W aWWain iW. YRX 
can¶W cRme back fURm iW WUanVfRUmed becaXVe WheUe iV nR ³\RX´ lefW WR be WUanVfRUmed. 
It is not an intensification of union. It is simply a quiet erasing of the line that divided 
the field in the first place. (2016, 136) 

 
She When addV WhaW, ³Ze dRn¶W heaU a lRW Rf SeRSle Walking abRXW iW in ChUiVWianiW\. MeiVWeU 

Eckhart is clearly talking about it. In our own times, Bernadette Roberts is talking about it. 

And I believe The Cloud of Unknowing is also talking about it, but in ways we have barely 

begXn WR aSSUeciaWe´ (136). EaUlieU in Whe bRRk Vhe e[SUeVVed a VimilaU VenWimenW, WhaW, ³iW 

mXVW be Vaid, TXiWe fUankl\«WhaW nRW all WhRVe ZhRm ChUiVWianiW\ ZRXld idenWif\ aV haYing 

attained the unitive state thereby display the qualiWieV Rf nRndXal cRnVciRXVneVV´ WhRXgh ³WheUe 

aUe VRme ZhR dR´ like EckhaUW, HadeZijch Rf AnWZeUS, MaUgXeUiWe PRUeWe, and BeUnadeWWe 

RRbeUWV (47). She inViVWV XSRn Whe diVWincWiRn beWZeen Whe ³mRUe affecWiYe and SeUVRnal VWance 

in which union with the divine beloved remains uppermost²rather than a transcendence of 

Whe VXbjecW/RbjecW SRlaUiW\ WhaW cUeaWeV lRYeU and belRYed in Whe fiUVW Slace.´ While I dRn¶W Whink 

there is consensus that this is what divine union means for all Christian writers and mystics, 

neYeUWheleVV Vhe gReV Rn WR UefeUence RRbeUWV ZhR ³SRinWV RXW WhaW eYen JRhn Rf Whe CURVV, Whe 

CaUmeliWe maVWeU ZhR ³ZURWe Whe bRRk,´ VR WR VSeak, Rn ChUiVWian XniWiYe aWWainmenW, dReV nRW 

fully traverse the unitive terrain to access what lies at the its endpoint in the dissolution of that 
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VXbjecW/RbjecW SRlaUiW\´103 (47). She dReV nRWe WhaW BeUnadeWWe heUVelf ³adamanWl\ UeViVWV Whe 

WeUm nRndXal aV meaningleVV ZiWhin ChUiVWianiW\´ and \eW VWill belieYeV WhaW Whe e[SeUience Vhe 

deVcUibeV in heU bRRkV ³cRUUeVSRndV mXch mRUe clRVel\ WR Whe WhUeVhRld Rf ZhaW Whe EaVW 

would call the authentic nondual than to anything commonly encountered in Western 

W\SRlRgieV Rf Whe XniWiYe´ (48). She alVR nRWeV WhaW RRbeUWV RZn jRXUne\ WR ³nR-Velf´ iV ³almRVW 

always interpreted as a dropping of the ego-self, not a piercing of the veil of self-reflexive 

cRnVciRXVneVV iWVelf,´ Whe laWWeU being heU RZn inWeUSUeWaWiRn. 

 In a more recent work, The Corner of Fourth and Nondual, Bourgeault continues to 

develop and synthesize her understanding on nonduality and the kind of self-transformation 

WhaW iV Whe gRal Rf heU SaWh. She UeVWaWeV heU XndeUVWanding Rf Whe ClRXd aV ³Whe eaUlieVW WUeaWiVe 

on the phenomenology of consciousness in Whe ChUiVWian WeVW´ and WhaW Whe aXWhRU ZaV 

³alUead\ RnWR Whe V\mbiRWic feedback lRRS beWZeen Whe µRbjecWificaWiRn¶ Rf aWWenWiRn and Whe 

illXViRn Rf ShenRmenal VelfhRRd RU µI¶´ (2022, 19). FXUWheUmRUe, ³he VenVeV ZiWh SUecRciRXV 

claUiW\ WhaW ZhaW Whe WeVW callV cRnWemSlaWiRn and ZhaW Whe EaVW callV µnRndXal Ueali]aWiRn¶ 

has everything to do with the stabilization of consciousness beyond the subject/object split´ 

(19). HeUe iW iV ZRUWh nRWing WhaW Vhe belieYeV ShenRmenal VelfhRRd, likel\ Whe ³Velf-reflexive 

cRnVciRXVneVV´ Vhe menWiRned abRYe, WR be an illXViRn. LaWeU WhRXgh, Vhe cRmSlicaWeV ZhaW, 

from the above, we might characterize as a no-self position. One of Whe ³cRVmRgRnic SUemiVeV 

on which my theRlRg\ iV bXilW´ iV WhaW, 

Unitive or nondual oneness does not cancel out, melt, or override particularity, but 
rather transfigures it²in a µSaUR[\Vm Rf haUmRni]ed cRmSle[iW\,¶ WR TXRWe TeilhaUd 
de Chardin²like sunlight shining through a stained-glass window which draws the 

 
103 Path to No Self, 141; As mentioned above, several of the practitioners interviewed by Blaschke at 
Snowmass would disagree with this assertion. One in particular mentioned that it was especially within John of 
Whe CURVV¶ The Flame WhaW he dReV, in facW, diVcXVV RU allXde WR WhiV ³XniW\ cRnVciRXVneVV´ WeUUiWRU\ (BlaVchke 
89?) 
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whole complex assemblage into a single radiance. In a Western and Christian vision 
of unitive attainment, both the One and the particular are to be preserved, for these are 
the conditions through which love²the ultimate unity²is made manifest. (41) 

 
LaWeU Vhe UecaSV heU XndeUVWanding WhaW Whe WeUm ³nRndXal´ haV UecenWl\ cRme WR diVSlace Whe 

WeUm ³XniWiYe´ in cRnWemSRUaU\ ChUiVWian m\VWiciVm ³WR deVcUibe Whe higheVW VWaWeV Rf VSiUiWXal 

realization, but there is still no consensus as to what the term acWXall\ meanV.´ Again, Vhe 

VXmmaUi]eV WhaW ³OSWiRnV Uange fURm a gaUden YaUieW\ SaUadR[-tolerance to a complete 

overhaul of the operating system of perception enabling one to see consistently form 

oneness²i.e., without intervention of the subject/object dichRWRm\´ and WhaW ³I m\Velf SUefeU 

this more hard-edged end Rf Whe VSecWUXm.´ AfWeU being SeUhaSV mRUe diVmiVViYe Rf heU 

colleague Richard Rohr here than in her last work, she goes on to summarize how in the 

cRnWemSRUaU\ VSiUiWXal climaWe, Whe ³nRndXal Uealms of consciousness are overwhelmingly 

SUeVXmed WR be imSeUVRnal, and WR Whe e[WenW WhaW ChUiVWianiW\ iV SeUceiYed WR be µVWXck in Whe 

SeUVRnal¶ iW iV RfWen diVmiVVed aV lacking an aXWhenWic WUadiWiRn Rf nRndXal aWWainmenW´ (67). 

However, in contrast to thiV aVVXmSWiRn, Vhe ciWeV heU ³mRnaVWic menWRU BUXnR BaUnhaUW´ and 

celebUaWeV him ³fRU hRlding Whe line ZiWh hiV VWXbbRUn inViVWence WhaW Whe ChUiVWian nRndXal 

path had its own intrinsic gestalt´ and ³Whe ChUiVWian e[SeUience Rf Whe XniWiYe haV a 

fXndamenWall\ diffeUenW chaUacWeU fURm eYen iWV clRVeVW nRndXal analRgXeV´ VXch WhaW ³nRW all 

nRndXal aWWainmenW iV alike´ (69). InVWead, iW iV, 

shaped by the metaphysical and cultural vessel in which it is received, and attempts to 
merge the streams too quickly simply result in muddied waters. A much more nuanced 
and respectful listening will be necessary before the terms can be accurately 
synchronized and the extraordinary tools coming to us from the east can be used to 
mRUe fXll\ e[caYaWe ChUiVWianiW\¶V RZn hidden WUeaVXUe. (69-70) 

 
³WheUe dReV WhiV leaYe me?´ Vhe When aVkV UheWRUicall\, anVZeUing WhaW ³in Whe end, Zhen all 

Whe adjXVWmenWV haYe been made, Zhen Whe WeUmV µnRndXal¶ and µXniWiYe¶ haYe been fXll\ 
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calibrated and levels of consciousness have been teased apart from metaphysical assumptions 

about levels of consciousness, I agree with my mentor Bruno that we will still see two 

TXaliWaWiYel\ diffeUenW e[SUeVViRnV Rf Whe Vame nRndXal animal´ (70-71). Ultimately, she 

belieYeV WhaW eYen ³aW Whe higheVW leYelV Rf VSiUiWXal aWWainmenW«ChUiVWian nRnduality will still 

hRld faVW WR WhUee cRUe affiUmaWiRnV´ WZR Rf Zhich aUe mRUe diUecWl\ UeleYanW fRU RXU SXUSRVeV, 

³Whe endXUance Rf Whe SeUVRnal´ and ³Whe µVcandal¶ Rf SaUWicXlaUiW\´ (71). She deVcUibeV Whe 

first as follows: 

The personal is no longer confined to the anthropomorphized versions of itself. God 
is no longer an old man with a beard, and personal prayer does not mean simply 
plowing through the punch list of individual petitions. But the personal itself remains. 
Both Teilhard and Merton draw an identical distinction between an individual and a 
person. An individual lives for himself alone; a person knows himself or herself as 
belonging to a greater relational whole. An individual is what Merton was before his 
epiphany at the corner of Fourth and Walnut; a person is what he became in the wake 
of it. Teilhard, the paleontologist, takes this insight still a step further. Because of this 
cognizance of a greater relational whole, personhood reflects a greater degree of 
symbiotic unity and hence occupies a higher rung on the evolutionary ladder. The 
personal is for Teilhard the measure of relationality, and relationality is in turn the 
measure of manifest consciousness within a system. Therefore, he argues, the highest 
levels of consciousness must necessarily be more SeUVRnal, nRW leVV VR, fRU µhigheU¶ b\ 
definiWiRn meanV µmRUe UelaWiRnal,¶ and µmRUe UelaWiRnal¶ meanV mRUe SeUVRnal. ThiV 
same wisdom²that the highest manifestation of the divine nature unfolds within a 
relational (i.e., personal) field²is the mystery at the heart of the Trinity, which now 
re-emerges as the quintessential mandala of the Christian nondual. (72-73, emphasis 
original). 
 

The emShaViV Rn bRWh Whe UealiW\ Rf Whe ³SeUVRn´ RYeU Whe indiYidXal and Whe UelaWiRnal naWXUe 

Rf ChUiVWian nRndXaliW\ Zill be ideaV Ze¶ll engage ZiWh laWeU.104 However, noteworthy for our 

 
104 In an inWeUYieZ (2017) Vhe VXmmaUi]ed WhaW, ³His basic starting point was he differentiated between an      
individual and a person. An individual is an autonomous unit bounded by his or her own skin who thinks of 
himself or herself as an autonomous unit. A person for Teilhard is one who knows that he or she belongs 
indisputably, irreducibly to a relational field.´ (https://www.scienceandnonduality.com/article/sand-
emergence-series-with-cynthia-bourgeault) We will see later that Thompson characterizes his enactive self 
aUgXmenW fURm a BXddhiVW SeUVSecWiYe aV XVing Whe ´WeUminRlRgical and cRnceSWXal diVWincWiRn beWZeen ³Velf´ 
(aWman) and ³SeUVRn´ (SXdgala)´ (2020, 113). He e[SlainV, 

 

https://www.scienceandnonduality.com/article/sand-emergence-series-with-cynthia-bourgeault
https://www.scienceandnonduality.com/article/sand-emergence-series-with-cynthia-bourgeault
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SXUSRVeV iV Zhen BRXUgeaXlW inYRkeV Whe cRnceSWiRn ³V\mbiRWic XniW\´ fURm anRWheU Rne heU 

mentors, Beatrice Bruteau, which seems almost identical to the idea of emergence, as she 

deVcUibeV iW aV ³diffeUenWiaWiRn Rf fXncWiRn ZiWhin an RYeUall VWUXcWXUal XniW\´ Zhich Rne can 

Vee ³TXinWeVVenWiall\ in a cell, ZheUe indiYidXal cRmSRnenWV SeUfRUm diffeUenW bXW 

cRmSlemenWaU\ fXncWiRnV, cUeaWing a ZhRle WhaW iV gUeaWeU Whan Whe VXm Rf iWV SaUWV´ RU Zhen 

³WZR h\dURgen mRlecXleV cRme WRgeWheU ZiWh Rne R[\gen, and a Zhole new substance²

water²aSSeaUV (46). She When mRYeV Rn WR deVcUibe ³SaUWicXlaUiW\´ aV Whe, ³inWXiWiYe ChUiVWian 

(and in facW WeVWeUn) SUedilecWiRn fRU Whe biWV and SieceV RYeU Whe XndiffeUenWiaWed ZhRle´ (74). 

She continues, 

If Eastern versions of nonduality have traditionally tended toward the drop dissolving 
in the ocean, Western versions have traditionally tended more toward the ocean 
pouring itself into the drop. But even here the metaphor falls short, for it fails to take 

 
If Ze UeVWUicW ³Velf´ WR mean a SeUVRnal eVVence WhaW iV Whe indeSendenW RZneU Rf e[SeUience and agenW 
Rf acWiRn, and Ze XVe ³SeUVRn´ WR UefeU WR Whe mXlWifaceWed cRnVWUXcWiRn WhaW inclXdeV mRdeV Rf Velf-
awareness, then we can say that whereas the self is an illusion or nonexistent fiction, the person exists. 
In other words, from the perspective of Buddhist philosophy, my argument that the self is a 
construction can be taken as an argument for the claim that the person is a construction. (113) 
 

In hiV UecenW (2022) UeYieZ Rf GaUfield (2022), ThRmSVRn addUeVVeV GaUfield¶V aUgXmenW ³WhaW m\ YieZ 
amRXnWV WR Uedefining ³Velf´ aV ³SeUVRn´´ baVed Rn SaVVageV like Whe Rne jXVW ciWed (9). He UeVSRndV WhaW  

 
GaUfield iV fUee WR XVe ³Velf´ hRZeYeU he likeV, bXW hiV XVage dReV nRW fiW Whe cRnceSW aV iW figXUeV in 
large swathes of philosophy (Taylor 1989), including phenomenology and parts of cognitive science, 
which are the perspectives from which I am writing. He WhinkV ³Velf´ mXVW be UeVWUicWiYel\ defined aV 
a Vingle Whing WhaW iV a VeSaUaWe beaUeU Rf Whe mind and bRd\, becaXVe ³WhiV iV Whe Za\ Ze inVWincWiYel\ 
Wake RXUVelYeV WR e[iVW. BXW hiV aUgXmenW fRU WhiV claim iV inYalid« SR WR keeS inViVWing Rn hiV XVage 
when discussing other authors who conceptualize the self differently is blinkered and tendentious, and 
is to argue against a strawman. (9-10) 
 

LaWeU he diVcXVVeV WhiV diVWincWiRn again, in UeVSRnding WR GaUfield¶V WUeaWmenW Rf ³Whe idea WhaW Whe Velf iV a 
naUUaWiYe cRnVWUXcWiRn´ (10). He SRViWV WhaW GaUfield¶V diVcXVViRn ³amRXnWV jXVW WR Whe aVVeUWiRn WhaW WheVe 
theorists are really talking about the person, not the self, and does not take account of the various reasons why 
narrative theorists²Alasdair MacIntyre, Charles Taylor, Paul Ricoeur, Marya Schechtman, and Daniel 
Hutto²XVe Whe WeUm ³Velf´ and nRW jXVW ³SeUVRn.´´ (10). ThRmSVRn When VXmmaUizes the positions of 
MacInW\Ue, Ta\lRU, and RicReXU WR VhRZ hRZ, ³³Velf´ iV W\Sicall\ XVed nRW WR VWand fRU an enWiW\, bXW fRU 
³VelfhRRd,´ XndeUVWRRd aV indiYidXal VXbjecWiYiW\ in iWV Uefle[iYiW\, VXch WhaW iW inTXiUeV inWR iWVelf, ZheUeaV 
³SeUVRn´ deVignaWeV a cRncUeWe, named indiYidXal in a Wime, Slace, and cXlWXUe´ (2022, 10). 
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into account the wider relational field. Picture not just a single drop, but a vast ocean 
of drops, each one of them holographically containing the entire ocean. And now 
picture this ocean not as the Sargasso Sea but as the Gulf Stream, surging powerfully 
forward, destination unknown, propelled by its own mysterious inner current. That 
would be at least a beginning approximation of nonduality in Western mode. In the 
end, iW¶V a diffeUenW WaVWe mRUe Whan an\Whing elVe: VimSl\ Whe VenVe Rf a diffeUenW kind 
of energy, flowing in a different direction. (74) 
 
 

JEWISH TRADITIONS 

HISTORICALLY ± EARLY HASIDISM 

Daniel MaWW, in hiV VWXd\, ³A\in ± NRWhingneVV in JeZiVh M\VWiciVm´ deVcUibeV hRZ 

the sense of self is altered in the experience of bittul in early Hasidism. He describes how, 

³DRY BaeU, Whe Maggid (PUeacheU) Rf Me]UiWch, encRXUageV hiV fRllRZeUV WR SeUmXWe aniy (I) 

into ayin, WR diVVRlYe Whe VeSaUaWe egR in nRWhingneVV´ WhRXgh he aUgXeV WhaW ³WhiV iV nRW a 

deVWUXcWiYe bXW a dialecWical and XlWimaWel\ cUeaWiYe SURceVV´ (1990, 139). He e[SlainV, 

World, mind and self dissolve momentarily in ayin and then reemerge. Every object, 
every thought is revealed as an epiphany of ayin. Yet ayin is not the goal in itself; it is 
the moment of transformation from being through nonbeing to new being. The Maggid 
conveys this thought with the image of the seed that disintegrates before sprouting. 
AnnihilaWiRn iV a naWXUal SURceVV engendeUing neZ life« Every birth must navigate the 
depths of ayin, as when a chick emerges from an egg: for a moment "it is neither chick 
nor egg." HXman UebiUWh iV alVR engendeUed in a\in «When WhiV aSSaUenWl\ VeSaUaWe 
self is ayinized, the effect is not total extinction but the emergence of a new form, a 
more perfectly human image of the divine. (144-145) 

GRldVWein (1996) agUeeV ZiWh WhiV Ueading Rf Whe Maggid¶V WeachingV and aVkV ZhaW ³fRllRZV 

Whe bUXVh ZiWh infiniW\ and deVWUXcWiRn Rf idenWiW\«ZhaW RccXUV in Whe afWeUmaWh Rf Whe deaWh 

of self-cRnVciRXVneVV?´ (105). In a VimilaU Yein he anVZeUV WhaW ³WhRXgh the mystical 

encRXnWeU leadV WR ³deaWh,´ iW alVR leadV WR neZ life, neZ being, and VSiUiWXal WUanVfRUmaWiRn´ 

(105). Similarly, Brody (1998) remarks on these teachings in the Maggid (and his student and 
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VWXdenWV¶ VWXdenWV) bXW inWURdXceV Whe WeUm ³nRn-dXal´105 in his exploration of Hasidism in his 

aUWicle, ³OSen WR me Whe GaWeV Rf RighWeRXVneVV: The PXUVXiW Rf HRlineVV and NRn-Duality in 

EaUl\ HaVidic Teaching.´ He defineV ³nRn-dXaliW\´ aV ³Whe diVVRlXWiRn Rf a VXbjecW-object 

dichotomy and the absorption of self and phenomena in an overarching, transcendent 

cRnVciRXVneVV´ and aVVRciaWeV nRn-duality with acosmism in the previous scholarship on 

Hasidism106 (5 n4). In cRnWUaVW, he deVcUibeV hiV WheViV aV VXggeVWing ³WhaW Whe haVidic Weaching 

RUiginaWing in Mied]\U]ec eYRlYeV«inWR a VXbWle nRn-dualistic spirituality and praxis 

affiUming Whe RngRing V\mbiRWic UelaWiRnVhiS Rf Whe One and Whe Man\´ (5-6).  Here we can 

nRWe WhaW ³nRn-dXaliW\´ iV nRW idenWical WR acRVmiVm aV Whe µman\¶ aUe nRW effaced in WhiV 

YeUViRn Rn nRndXaliW\. BURd\ UefeUV WR I]XWVX¶V VWXd\ (1994) UefeUenced abRYe and e[SlainV 

that,  

non-dual epistemologies force their practitioners to grapple with the issue of the 
ontological status and value of differentiated phenomena. While the vision of the 
oneness of existence can lead to the deprecation and even denial of the reality of the 
physical world, it can just as readily produce a spirituality which affirms the unity of 
the One with the Many, in which material entities prove to possess a spiritual core and 
dimension. The illuminate cultivates a two-tiered perception of the world in which he 
or she learns to perceive the manifold phenomena within the light of their cosmic 
gURXnd«Whe cRnWemSlaWiYe abVRUSWiRn Rf VRXl and UealiW\ in iWV diYine VRXUce 
paradoxically sparks their ontological renewal and rebirth. Indeed, the creative 
reintegration and renewal of the cosmos proves to be one of the fundamental duties of 
the religious virtuoso when engaging in the life of holiness. Consequently, Hasidic 
teachings concerning the pursuit of holiness convey a rich evaluation of the 
relationship between material reality and its divine ground, culminating in a vision of 

 
105 He claUifieV hiV WeUmV: ³B\ dXaliW\, I UefeU WR cRnVciRXVneVV' nRUmal YiViRn Rf a ZRUld cRnVWiWXWed Rf diVcUeWe 
and independent phenomena, the perceptual field of subjects and objects encompassing what Buber labels the 
experiential realm of I-It and the relational realm of I-Thou. By non-duality, I will generally be referring to the 
dissolution of a subject-object dichotomy and the absorption of self and phenomena in an overarching, 
WUanVcendenW cRnVciRXVneVV´ (5, n4). 
 
106 AW leaVW in hiV Ueading Rf SchRlem¶V inWeUSUeWaWiRn Rf HaVidiVm, and he aUgXeV WhaW SchaW] fRllRZV SchRlem 
in SUeVenWing Whe WeachingV Rf Whe ciUcle Rf Whe Maggid Rn ³m\VWical e[SeUience aV a meUgeU Rf hXman 
consciousness with its divine counterpart in which the ego's sense of distinct and separate existence is 
annXlled´ (5). 
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the cosmic responsibility of the holy individual, who is charged with the task of 
sustaining the life and well-being of creation. In the Hasidic version of non-duality, 
the integration of the Many into the One ultimately serves to effect its recreation and 
to suffuse it with blessing. (6-7)  

BURd\ When gReV Rn WR e[SlRUe WhiV ³haVidic YeUViRn nRn-dXaliW\´ afWeU addUeVVing Whe 

µacRVmic¶ Ueading Rf HaVidiVm RffeUed b\ SchRlem and SchaW] UffenheimeU. While he agUeeV 

WhaW ³a definiWe acRVmic Wendenc\, Whe e[SeUience Rf Whe naWXUal ZRUld SeUmeaWed and even 

absorbed in its divine ground, plays a significant role in at least one modality of mystical 

illXminaWiRn ZiWhin haVidic ciUcleV, aV SchRlem and SchaW] amSl\ demRnVWUaWe´ (15), he alVR 

belieYeV WhaW ³WhaW Zhen Ze fRcXV Rnl\ XSRn Whe SRZeUfXl deSictions of individual and cosmic 

absorption and annihilation in the divine, we receive an incomplete picture of the teloi of 

haVidic VSiUiWXal SUacWice and Whe e[WUaRUdinaU\ UichneVV Rf iWV VSiUiWXaliW\´ (17). He gReV Rn WR 

explain that, 

When dealing with the goals of contemplative prayer, classical kabbalistic sources 
differentiate between the activities of yihud and berakhah, unification and the bestowal 
of blessing upon the cosmos. Classical kabbalah is, in essence, a spirituality and a 
mystical praxis of cosmic blessing. The mystical adept enters into the divine realm in 
order to draw its light in a purer and more refined form back into the cosmos, becoming 
an active partner in the work of creation. So too, hasidic homiletic literature argues 
that the discovery of the divine vitality animating all material desires and aspects of 
reality and their unification within their transcendent roots ultimately culminates in 
their regeneration in an enhanced form via the contemplative intentionality of the 
hasidic adept. (17-18) 

 
Later Brody makes a more general statement reflecting on what he sees in the late 1990s, that, 

³In Whe SRSXlaU and eYen in Whe academic literature exploring the nature of mystical 

consciousness and language, one often encounters insufficient rigor when exploring the 

conceptual apparatus and experience of non-dXal mRdeV Rf cRnVciRXVneVV´ (23). He cRnWinXeV, 

 
Non-dual perception is generally depicted as the dissolution of egocentric 
consciousness and the differentiated world within a greater framework of transcendent 
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being. Such indeed is the definition with which we have been working until now, for 
it represents a reasonable verbal representation of the acosmic aspects of hasidic 
mystical perception. Yet, this definition of non-duality as merger of self and world 
within a greater whole hardly exhausts the richness and variability of this rare modality 
of consciousness. (23) 

He When dUaZV XSRn Whe ZRUk Rf DaYid LR\ and hiV aUgXmenW WhaW ³nRn-dual forms of 

cRnVciRXVneVV aUiVing in AVian WUadiWiRnV Wake Rn YaUied fRUmV VXch aV µWhe negaWiRn Rf 

dualistic thinking, the non-plurality of the world, and the nondifference of subject and RbjecW¶ 

bXW WhaW ³TheVe nRn-dual modes of perception can often coincide. The perception of the non-

SlXUaliW\ Rf Whe ZRUld iV RfWen accRmSanied b\ Whe diVVRlXWiRn Rf VXbjecW/RbjecW diffeUenWiaWiRn´ 

(24). Finall\, he claimV WhaW ³in UealiW\, WheVe mRdaliWies of non-dual being can be lived in 

VignificanWl\ diVWincWiYe Za\V´ and cRmSaUeV Whe diffeUence in RUienWaWiRn beWZeen a Zen 

BXddhiVW and AdYaiWa VenWanWan SUacWiWiRneU in ZhRm ³Ze encRXnWeU VignificanWl\ diffeUenW 

models of non-dual awareness, which are shaped by prior philosophical preconceptions 

infRUming each WUadiWiRn'V VSecific mediWaWiYe SUa[eV´ (24). He When aUgXeV WhaW Whe HaVidic 

SUacWiWiRneUV e[SeUience and Zalk RXW WheiU XniTXe nRndXal SUacWice aV Rne WhaW iV a ³meUged 

vita contemplative et acWiYa´: 

Similarly, arising in a tradition affirming the reality of divinity and soul and 
functioning within a framework of cosmic blessing, the hasidic teachers in the circle 
of the Maggid develop their own distinctive modalities of non-dual perception. In the 
Maggid's circle, the non-dual experience is predicated upon egoless entrance into the 
foundational structures of consciousness and cosmos. These are discovered to 
originate in a common transcendental source, divine Wisdom. Such illumination 
serves for the benefit of the entire cosmos, for the devotee is transformed into a living 
conduit for the manifestation of creative energy into a world which is renewed rather 
than annihilated. Within this framework non-dual action is activity pursued in 
harmony with the underlying vision of divine Wisdom, in order to imbue all things 
with blessing. (25) 

Brody goes on to describe teachings from second and third generation Hasidic masters to 

aUgXe WhaW Whe SeUceSWiRn Rf VSaUkV Rf diYiniW\ in Whe Sh\Vical ZRUld ³UeinWegUaWeV Whe immanenW 
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lighW Rf Whe diYine inWR iWV WUanVcendenW URRWV, UeYiWali]ing Whe enWiUe emanaWiYe SURceVV´ and 

WheUeb\ ³WUanVfRUmV m\VWical SeUceSWiRn inWR a SURceVV Rf ZRUld-UeneZal´ Zhich Waken all 

WRgeWheU cRnVWiWXWeV in hiV mind ³A mRdel Rf nRn-dual experience and praxis distinct from that 

Rf AVian WUadiWiRnV´107 (32-33). The basic point he argues is that Scholem and Schatz were 

right in emphasizing the movement towards an undifferentiated vision of God which effaces 

the world and self, it is only half the story and the first half of a process which culminates in 

renewal of holy differentiation. For example, 

When God proves to be all in all, all conceptual and linguistic categories are shattered 
on the shoals of the undifferentiated One. Yet, precisely at the moment where one 
would expect ego and cosmos to be annihilated by the devotee in an apophatic vision 
of the ineffable One, Ze'ev Wolf [a Hasidic master] reveals God's true greatness in 
Zion to consist precisely of a renewed and regenerative infusion of holiness within 
individuated human consciousness and a reaffirmation of creative activity within the 
realm of the particular. It is only pursuant to the annihilation of our normal linguistic 
and conceptual categories that the animating light of the infinite can be perceived. Yet 
paradoxically, this annihilation of self, cosmos and corporeality must itself be annulled 
if the true goal of creation is to be fulfilled- the active and creative indwelling of the 
Infinite within the demarcated boundaries of the material universe. (34) 

HeUe Ze Vee an allXViRn (SURbabl\ inWended) WR Whe ³annihilaWiRn Rf annihilaWiRn,´ Whe Wechnical 

locution in Sufi mystical traditions (fana al fana) that we encountered above, and a claim 

about its relevance to Jewish traditions. However, once again we see the point Brody wishes 

WR make, WhaW ³Whe XlWimaWe gRal Rf VXch a SV\chR-contemplative praxis is the transfiguration 

rather than the annihilation Rf hiV YiViRn Rf a diffeUenWiaWed ZRUld´ (37) and fXUWheUmRUe WhaW 

 
107 Idel (1995) makeV a VimilaU SRinW in VlighWl\ diffeUenW WeUm: ³in man\ inVWanceV Whe HaVidic UighWeRXV men,´ 
the zaddiqim, did not conceive of ecstasy as their ultimate goal; rather, they had an additional spiritual aim: the 
dUaZing dRZn Rf Whe diYine efflXence fRU Whe benefiW Rf Whe cRmmXniW\´ (1). 
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Zhen ³Whe cRVmRV iV SeUceiYed fURm Whe SeUVSecWiYe Rf iWV diYine gURXnd, bRWh Whe illXminaWe 

and Whe XniYeUVe XndeUgR UebiUWh´ (38). 

BURd\ When aUgXeV WhaW WhiV flaYRU Rf HaVidic nRndXal WeachingV ³UeacheV iWV aSRgee in 

the metaphysical system constructed out of the Preacher of Miedzyrzec's teachings by two of 

Hasidism's most subtle thinkers, R. Shneur Zalman of Lyady (1745-1813) and his disciple, R. 

Aaron b. Moses ha-LeYi Rf SWaURVel\e´ (39). He SUeVenWV VeYeUal hRmilieV and WeachingV Rf 

Rabbi AaURn, and cRnclXdeV in a VimilaU Yein (WhRXgh ZiWh a diffeUenW YRcabXlaU\) WhaW ³RaWheU 

than annihilation, the goal of spiritual praxis is the manifestation within the material world of 

Whe indZelling \eW infiniWe lighW Rf Whe ³AncienW One´ (43). He cRnclXdeV WhaW, 

R. Aaron of Staroselye's metaphysics is thus animated by a powerful vision of unity 
within differentiation. Reality, in all of its complexity, arises from and is animated by 
a changeless divine core which undergoes no substantive change throughout all of its 
permutations. The cosmos is the product of this infinite being's "desire" to "dwelling 
the lower worlds," to undergo finite manifestation... one's goal is to permit the light to 
dwell within the world rather than sublimate it within the divine Nought. Or better put: 
the hasidic vision is to view the One within the Many as an interpenetrating and 
interactive totality... The Hasid's final goal is neither the world's annihilation in the 
vision of the One nor an existential affirmation of concrete reality as it stands in itself. 
Rather, he is to integrate the perception of the material realm in a spiritualized form 
into a greater vision of its transcendent source while reaffirming the continued value 
of differentiated phenomena as the terrestrial dwelling place of the Infinite One.  (43)  

Elliot Wolfson, in his own path-breaking exploration of the Habad tradition (2009) also makes 

XVe Rf Whe cRnVWUXcW Rf µnRndXaliW\¶ in hiV fRUmXlaWiRn and SUeVenWaWiRn Rf Whe gRalV Rf WhiV 

particular Hasidic contemplative path, but extends and pushes beyond BURd\¶V anal\ViV. LaVW 

chaSWeU, Ze VaZ BURd\¶V deVcUiSWiRn Rf bittul ha-yesh in Whe WeachingV Rf Whe Maggid aV ³Whe 

mind¶V SeUceSWiRn Rf Whe maWeUial ZRUld aV SeUmeaWed ZiWh and animaWed b\ [Whe] cUeaWiYe 

YiWaliW\ Rf Whe diYine´ and hiV TXalificaWiRn WhaW iW iV Rnl\ ³Whe fiUVW VWage in Whe m\VWical 

transformation of human consciouVneVV´ (11). The ne[W VWage iV ayin, ZheUe ³hXman 
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consciousness loses its sense of individuated existence as a distinct self and merges with its 

WUanVcendenW VRXUce´ in ³nRn-dXal cRnVciRXVneVV´ (BURd\ 11), and Ze nRWed WheUe WhaW 

Wolfson also distinguishes between two forms of bittul, the latter of which (bittXl b¶met]iXt) 

he UefeUV WR aV ³nRndXal mindfXlneVV´ (2009, 76). The final mRYemenW fRU BURd\, hRZeYeU, iV 

Whe ³annihilaWiRn Rf Whe annihilaWiRn´ RU Whe ceVVaWiRn Rf Whe VWaWe Rf nRn-dual consciousness 

Zhich iV Whe ³WUanVfigXUaWiRn´ (UaWheU Whan Whe annihilaWiRn) Rf Whe ³diffeUenWiaWed ZRUld´ and 

Whe ³³YiViRn Rf XniW\ ZiWhin diffeUenWiaWiRn´ Zhich iV alVR Whe YiViRn Rf ³diffeUenWiaWed 

ShenRmena aV Whe WeUUeVWUial dZelling Slace Rf Whe InfiniWe One.´ 

Wolfson, however, reads the two forms of bittul in a way that changes his conception 

Rf ZhaW Whe Ueali]aWiRn Rf ³nRndXal mindfXlneVV´ cRnViVWV Rf, and Zhile agUeeing ZiWh BURd\¶V 

RYeUall inWeUSUeWaWiRn Rf Whe gRal Rf eaUl\ HaVidiVm aV a ³meUged YiWa cRnWemSlaWiYe eW acWiYa´, 

WRlfVRn¶V ZUiWingV RffeU XV a different vision of the actual mechanics of such a path and its 

fruition. For example, he introduces his reading of these two forms of bittul as discussed in 

the works of the second Rebbe of Habad: 

In Whe fRUmXlaWiRn Rf Whe MiWWeleU Uebbe, Whe eVVence Rf Whe VRXl¶V Velf-sacrifice consists 
Rf ³Whe nXllificaWiRn and inWegUaWiRn inWR Whe aVSecW Rf Whe nRWhing Rf Whe InfiniWe iWVelf 
in an essential nullification (ha-biܒܒul we-hitkallelut bi-veۊinat ayin de-ein sof a܈mo 
be-viܒܒul a܈m) . . . and not merely the aspect of the nullification of something to nothing 
(beۊinat biܒܒul ha-yesh le- ayin).´ Implicit here are the two forms of annihilation 
distinguished by ণabad maVWeUV, Whe ³nXllificaWiRn Rf e[iVWence´ (biܒܒul bi-me܈i¶ut) and 
Whe ³nXllificaWiRn Rf VRmeWhing´ (biܒܒul ha-yesh), Zhich cRUUeVSRnd WR Whe ³eVVenWial 
nRWhing´ (ha- ayin ha-a܈mi) and Whe ³nRWhing Rf Whe VRmeWhing´ (ayin shel ha-yesh), 
that is, the nothing that is not in relation to anything but to its own nothingness, the 
nothing that is not even and therefore more than nothing, and the nothing that is 
nothing only in relation to something other that comes forth from the nothing, though 
that other itself can be nothing other than nothing, the more that is less than the less 
that is more. The nullification of existence, which is also marked semantically as the 
³eVVenWial nXllificaWiRn´ (biܒܒul a܈mi), that is, the nullification of essence, completely 
obliterates all differentiation in the divine nothing (biܒܒul ha-yesh le- ayin ha-elohi be-
takhlit). The semblance of individuality is undone, as the one assimilated into the 
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essential nothing, the true worshipper of god (oved yhwh be-emet), has no sense of self 
at all (eino margish et a܈mo kelal). elsewhere dov Baer describes what we might call 
Whe diVVRlXWiRn Rf Whe egRcenWUic cRnVciRXVneVV: ³ThiV iV Whe aVSecW Rf Whe acWXal 
nothing (ayin mammash) and this is the aspect of humiliation and modesty (ha-shiflut 
we-ha-anawah), which is called the essential annihilation (biܒܒul a܈mi), for his soul is 
essentially like dust in relation to everything. (2009, 75-76) 

Up to here it may sound as if bittXl b¶met]iXt iV idenWical ZiWh BURd\¶V ³nRn-dual 

cRnVciRXVneVV,´ hRZeYeU, in hiV SUeVenWaWiRn Rf VRme Rf Whe WeachingV Rf Whe VeYenWh Rebbe 

Rf Habad, Menachem, Mendel SchneeUVRn, SaUWicXlaUl\ UelaWed WR hiV ³VRmaWic XndeUVWanding 

Rf«annihilaWiRn (bittul),´ Whe diffeUenceV becRme mRUe aSSaUenW (2009, 146). WRlfVRn 

e[SlRUeV ³an e[WUaRUdinaUil\ Uich diVcRXUVe´ Rn cRnWemSlaWiYe SUa\eU WhaW Rabbi SchneeUVRn 

delivered in 1954, where he explains, 

The line of worship (qaw ha-avodah), which comprises both sacrifices and prayer, 
given the rabbinic tradition that the latter was instituted in place of the former, involves 
Whe ³eleYaWiRn fURm belRZ WR abRYe.´ The VWUXcWXUe Rf Whe mRUning liWXUgical VeUYice iV 
e[SlicaWed aV a URadmaS Rf Whe VRXl¶V aVcenW: Whe beginning Rf SUa\eU, Zhich SUecedeV 
the gesture of blessing (berakhah), is a verbal act of thanksgiving (hoda¶ah), which 
signifies the assent of faith in the truth without comprehension, an acquiescence that 
functions as the prayer before prayer, the prayer, that is, that makes prayer possible in 
the face of what reason deems impossible, and then there is a gradual advance to the 
nullification of self connected to the declaration of the oneness of God (qeri¶at shema) 
and the silent prayer of the eighteen benedictions (shemoneh esreh). (146) 

 

WRlfVRn UemaUkV WhaW Whe VWage Rf nXllificaWiRn Rf Velf, ³Rne mighW Whink Rf WhiV aV a spiritual 

clima[,´ hRZeYeU, inVWead, 

it is followed by the supplication prayer (nefilat appayim), which marks the need for 
the mind to be engaged again with corporality (gashmiyyut) and materiality 
 Although there is a danger of falling from the heightened state of .(omriyyutۊ)
consciousness, the paradox must nonetheless be embraced: it is precisely when one 
reenters the physical world that one is most fully conjoined to the divinity that 
transcends the world. Schneerson marks the difference in the levels of attainment by 
noting that the conjunction connected to prayer is such that the worshipper becomes a 
vessel to receive the light, but he is still an independent entity; by contrast, the 
conjunction that is connected to the supplication is an act of incorporation (hitkallelut) 
whereby the worshipper and the worshipped are one thing in actuality. Alternatively 
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expressed, the nullification of the former (biܒܒul di-shemoneh esreh) provokes the 
³VacUifice Rf Whe Velf in SRWenWial, Whe VacUifice Rf Velf fURm Whe SeUVSecWiYe Rf Whe VRXl, 
and iW dReV nRW UelaWe WR Whe bRd\,´ ZheUeaV Whe nXllificaWiRn Rf Whe laWWeU (biܒܒul di-
nefilat appayim) indXceV Whe ³VacUifice Rf Whe Velf in acWXaliW\, and fURm Whe SeUVSecWiYe 
Rf Whe bRd\.´ It is precisely by returning to the corporeal that one can claim to be 
wholly incorporated into the incorporeal and, as a consequence, to have the capacity 
to draw down the effluence of light into the world. (146-147) 

TheVe WZR mRdeV Rf ZRUVhiS aUe elVeZheUe deVcUibed b\ WRlfVRn aV ³itkafya, the subjugation 

Rf VRmeWhing b\ nRWhing´ Zhich iV needed in RUdeU WR Ueali]e Whe mRUe eleYaWed ³VWaWe Rf 

ithapkha, Rf WUanVfRUming VRmeWhing inWR nRWhing´ (96). He When e[SlainV hRZ Whe diffeUence 

between the two is related to two kinds of knowledge, supernal knowledge and lower 

knRZledge, ZheUe ³The lRZeU knRZledge bUingV abRXW nXllificaWiRn Rf VRmeWhing (biܒܒul ha-

yesh), the supernal knowledge nullification of existence (biܒܒul bi-me܈i¶ut)´ and fXUWheUmRUe, 

WhaW Whe ³fRUmeU iV an illXVWUaWiRn Rf itkafya, the subduing of one thing by its opposite, the latter 

an example of ithapkha, Whe WUanVmXWaWiRn Rf Rne Whing inWR iWV RSSRViWe´ (96). Finall\, Ze can 

begin to appreciate the difference between the two modes of divine service as they correspond 

to the two forms of bittul and mRUeRYeU, ZhaW kind Rf ³nRndXal mindfXlneVV´ Whe Ueali]aWiRn 

of the latter entails: 

The denegation associated with the former clears away the extreme of existence and 
the extreme of nonexistence, whereas the denegation of the latter clears away the 
extreme of existence but not the extreme of nonexistence. To occupy the space of the 
middle, the verbal and logical correlate to what is conceived meontologically as the 
void, one must pass beyond the ayin of biܒܒul ha-yesh, the nothing of the nullification 
of existence, to the efes of biܒܒul bi-me܈i¶Xt , the naught of the nullification in existence, 
Whe ³acWXal inWegUaWiRn´ (hitkallelut mammash), which entails the annihilation of both 
e[iVWence and nRne[iVWence, aV ³WheUe iV nR e[iVWence aW all bXW Rnl\ eVVence´ (she-lo 
yesh shum me܈i¶Xt kelal raq ha-a܈mut).The second nullification, therefore, yields the 
not-nothing, the positivity of the double negative, a voiding of the distinction between 
being and not-being in an absolutely relative way. When the truth that the essence is 
neither existent nor nonexistent²in the infinite power, yesh and ayin, something and 
nRWhing, ³aUe idenWical ZiWh nR diVWincWiRn aW all´ (shawwin beli hevdel kelal)²is 
coupled with the traditional notion of creation of something from nothing, we are faced 
with another insurmountable paradox. The annihilation of all beings in the nothing 
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makes possible the bringing forth of each discrete being as something from nothing, 
and yet, insofar as all beings persist in that nothing, to the extent that they are 
annihilated therein, every innovation cannot but be a renewal of that annihilation. If 
one were to disavow either of these claims, one would be guilty of concealing the 
concealment that is the world. (112-113) 

 
HeUe, Whe cUXcial SRinW iV WhaW Whe XlWimaWe ³RbjecWiYe, When, iV nRW WR negaWe Whe negaWiRn, WR 

discard the veil of nature, but to see through it and thereby discover that there is no seeing 

ZiWhRXW a Yeil´ (113). ThiV leadV WRlfVRn WR SRViW WhaW ³Whe mRUe effective nomenclature to 

capture the acosmic naturalism of ণabad in all its subtleties and ramifications is the 

VXSSRVedl\ incRngUXRXV aSRShaWic SanenWheiVm´108 (96). He continues, 

This term implies that the world is not thought to be an illusion vis-j-vis the hidden 
essence as much as it is conceived to be a veil through which the illusion can be 
apprehended and thereby unveiled for the illusion it appears to be, an unveiling in 
which the hidden essentiality is (un)veiled. nature, accordingly, is not denied real 
e[iVWence, aV if iW ZaV Whe ³Yeil Rf Ma\a,´ but rather it is the veil that reveals the 
unveiling of the veil. The one who acquires this gnosis perceives that the world is 
suffused with divine reality, that there is, paraphrasing the zoharic locution favored by 
many ণasidic masters, no place devoid of the divine. It follows that enlightened 
consciousness, which is a prolepsis of redemption, consists not in thinking that 
spirituality can overcome materiality, that the infinite essence is a noumenal negation 
of the phenomenal, but in the realization that the distinction between the two collapses 
in the identity of their difference. (96) 

HeUe Ze can Vee WhaW in WRlfVRn¶V Ueading Rf Habad, Whe ³nRndXal mindfXlneVV´ Rf bittul 

b¶met]iXt iV nRW BURd\¶V ³annihilaWiRn Rf Whe Velf´ RU ZheUe ³hXman cRnVciRXVneVV lRVeV iWV 

 
108 He deVcUibeV eaUlieU hRZ he iV bRUURZing WhiV ³fecXnd neRlRgiVm´ fURm CaWheUine KelleU WR mean ³the one 
is affirmed in everything to the extent that everything is negated in relation to the one, but the one is negated in 
relation to ever\thing to the extent that ever\thing is affirmed in the One´ (90). He continues, 

 
³Negated´ is a careful rendering of biܒܒul, the technical terminology of ণabad¶s contemplative praxis, 
which we can translate into the contemporary jargon of denegation. By denegate I mean to eradicate, 
to uproot by clutching the root, or to efface, as effacing is always also a facing of what can- not be 
faced. The double gesture of the one denegated in relation to the totality of all things and the totality 
of all things denegated in relation to the one, issues from the void of the Infinite, the chasm in which 
everything is nothing in virtue of being everything, and nothing is everything in virtue of being 
nothing. (90-91) 
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VenVe Rf indiYidXaWed e[iVWence aV a diVWincW Velf.´ InVWead, Ze mighW bRUURZ a lRcXWiRn WhaW 

DaYid LR\ added in Whe UeYiVed inWURdXcWiRn WR hiV claVVic VWXd\ Rf nRndXaliW\, ³Whe nRndXaliW\ 

of phenomena and Absolute or, better, the nonduality of duality and nRndXaliW\´ WR 

characterize the kind of nondual mindfulness Wolfson has in mind here (2019, xxxvi).  I 

VXggeVW When WhaW Ze can XndeUVWand WRlfVRn¶V Ueading Rf bittul ha-yesh as the experience of 

Whe ³annihilaWiRn Rf Velf´ and (in BURd\¶V WeUmV) ³nRn-dXal cRnVciRXVneVV´ and When Whe 

annihilation of this kind of annihilation²a locution used by both Brody and Wolfson²is 

ZhaW WRlfVRn UefeUV WR aV ³nRndXal mindfXlneVV´ and cRUUelaWes with bittul ha-metziut (96; 

126). As Wolfson emphasizes again in relation to this form of bittul, ³In Whe annihilaWiRn Rf 

annihilations, the difference between time and eternity collapses, not, however, through the 

demolition of the world, the sublation of finitude, and the annulment of time in the face of a 

timeless infinity, but through an opening that allows one to see the world as the manifestation 

Rf Whe eVVence WhaW iV cRncealed, a UeYealing Rf Whe Yeil aV Yeil´ (126). He When makeV Whe 

cRnnecWiRn WR BURd\¶V WhiUd ShaVe e[SliciW Zhen he e[SlainV WhaW ³Whe Veeing Rf Whe Yeil WhURXgh 

the veil is expressed in the rabbinic language of the divine presence making its habitation 

belRZ´ (126), a UefeUence WR Whe dRcWUine knRZn aV dirah ba-tahtonim (³habiWaWiRn in Whe lRZeU 

beingV´), Zhich WRlfVRn illXVWUaWeV iV cRUUelaWed ZiWh Whe effRUW ³WR WUanVfigXUe maWeUialiW\ 

immaWeUiall\´ (75) RU ³Whe mandaWe WR WUanVmXWe Whe cRUSRUeal bRd\ inWR Whe We[WXal bRd\ b\ 

augmenting the effluence of the infinite light in the cosmos, the paradoxical ideal of delimiting 

the limitless, of determining the indeterminate, of creating a temporal-spatial habitation 

(dirah) fRU Whe diYiniW\ WhaW iV be\Rnd Wime and VSace´ (160). 

 
TODAY ±  KEDUMAH 
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Zvi Ish-ShalRm, in hiV µKedXmah¶ RU ³PUimRUdial´ TRUah WeachingV, iV VWURngl\ URRWed 

in Kabbalistic and Hasidic sources²particularly Habad²while also weaving together 

teachings from Vajrayana Buddhism, Kashmiri Shaivism, and the contemporary tradition of 

Whe µDiamRnd¶ TeachingV Rf A. Hameed Ali, whose pen name is AH Almaas. He expresses 

his rootedness in Habad teachings when he conceives the goal of his Kedumah path as follows, 

The usual view is that physicality with its limitation, finitude, and materiality is a 
barrier to spirituality. Many religions see these things as barriers, and practices are 
therefore designed to transcend them. From the Kedumah point of view, in contrast, 
the whole purpose of creation is to be embodied and to experience finitude. The whole 
point is for the infinite to experience itself as finite, which is the original intention and 
fulfillment of the act of creation. Instead of transcending into the infinite, we have to 
learn how to become more finite, Or we should say, to experience the material of 
finitude completely and thoroughly, through and through. (Ish-Shalom 2017, 37) 

In Whe nRWeV he deVcUibeV hRZ ³WhiV iV Whe claVVical YieZ Rf Chabad HaVidiVm´ and elabRUaWeV 

WhaW Whe ³naUUaWiYe Rf KedXmah iV WhaW Whe infiniWe, in RUdeU fRU iW WR WUXl\ be endleVV, mXVW 

inclXde all SRVVibiliWieV«iW mXVW b\ iWV YeU\ naWXUe alVR be able WR be limited and finite. In 

other words, an infinite that cannot manifest as finite is really not infinite. The infinite must 

aW leaVW haYe VRme e[SUeVViRn Rf finiWXde in RUdeU WR cRmSleWe iWV infiniWe SRVVibiliWieV´ (18). 

In the note he clarifies again thaW Whe ³naUUaWiYe WhaW Whe infiniWe UeTXiUeV Whe finiWe WR Ueali]e 

iWV SRWenWial iV Whe cenWUal meWaSh\Vical YieZ Rf Chabad HaVidiVm´ TXRWing Whe Tan\a, AhaURn 

haLevi and the academic work of Rachel Elior (298, n10). He continues in a creative way to 

draw on traditional sources of this idea but interpret it anew when he discusses the difference 

beWZeen µZaking XS¶ and µZaking dRZn´: 

Waking up is seeing things as they are, without anything filtering our perception. 
Waking Down involves living our realization in the world. It is one thing to wake up, 
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but it is a whole other thing to Wake Down. In some sense, waking up is the easy part. 
Waking Down is usually very messy. Perhaps you can relate to the experience of going 
on retreat and struggling to integrate newfound expansiveness upon returning to 
ordinaU\ life, eVSeciall\ in an inWimaWe UelaWiRnVhiS. I call WhiV Whe ³bXngee cRUd effecW´. 
I XVed WR call iW Whe ³bRRmeUang effecW´ bXW Whe bRRmeUang mRYeV faU WRR VmRRWhl\ WR 
really do justice to the intensity of the snap-back that typically follows expanded states. 
(145) 

In a creative combined translation and interpretation, he once again refers (in the notes) to 

Rabbi ShneXU Zalman Rf Liadi (aV baVed Rn Whe ZRhaU) Zhen he deVcUibeV hRZ Whe ³AUamaic 

phrase that is used to refer to this process is Itaruta De-litata which literally means 

³aZakening Rf belRZ´ RU mRUe SReWicall\ ³Zaking dRZn´´ meaning ³UeenWU\ and inWegUaWiRn, 

Whe digeVWiRn and meWabRliVm Rf RXU e[SeUience Rf e[SanViRn«inWR Whe ZRUld Rf hXman 

UelaWiRnVhiS and acWiYiW\, cXlminaWing in ZhRleneVV´ (152). 

 While this emphasis on embodying or making a dwelling place below for the Infinite 

is faithful to Zoharic and these Hasidic sources, Ish-ShalRm¶V SUeVenWaWiRn iV alVR flaYRUed b\ 

his involvement in the Diamond Approach,109 as he cites AH Almaas as offering feedback on 

the manuscript (xiii) and has even published on that tradition himself separately (352; Davis 

eW al. 2013). The DiamRnd ASSURach, aV deVcUibed aVWXWel\ b\ Ann Gleig, iV SaUW Rf a ³neZ 

postmodern stage in the history of mysticism: one that is marked by an emphasis on the 

embodiment Rf m\VWical e[SeUienceV´ aV UecenWl\ ³Whe UheWRUic Rf inWegUaWiRn and embRdimenW 

haV UeSlaced an eaUlieU mRdeUniVW emShaViV Rn m\VWical e[SeUience and aWWainmenW´ (2018, 

122). This postmodern mystical turn, and those like Almaas who are integral to it, also 

 
109 He ZUiWeV laWeU, ³KedXmah iV in Rne VenVe an e[WenViRn Rf Whe SV\chRd\namic WUadiWiRn, aV Ze e[SliciWl\ 
integrate knowledge of psychology with mystical perception. Other contemporary systems that utilize 
knowledge of Western psychology on the path of spiritual realization and development²most notably the 
Diamond Approach²also inform our teachings and influence some of the ways that we practice inquiry in 
KedXmah.´ (288) 
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³UecRgni]eV fXndamenWal diVWincWiRnV beWZeen diffeUenW mRdelV Rf nRndXaliW\´ VXch aV 

³beWZeen fRUmV Rf nRndXaliW\ WhaW emShaVi]e Whe XncRndiWiRned RU abVRlXWe RYeU Whe 

conditioned or relative realms of reality as found within Advaita Vedanta, and between forms 

of nonduality that embrace both the unconditioned and the conditioned as expressed by 

D]Rgchen and Zen BXddhiVm and KaVhmiU SaiYiVm´ (Gleig 2018, 116). TheVe fRlkV, 

favor models of nonduality that embrace both the relative and absolute dimensions of 
UealiW\. The\ UefUame WheVe mRdelV aV fRUmV Rf ³maWXUe nRndXal embRdimenW´ in 
Zhich Whe ³WUanVcendenW´ RU ³YeUWical´ XncRndiWiRned Uealm Rf being becRmeV 
embRdied in Whe ³immanenW´ RU ³hRUi]RnWal´ cRndiWiRned Uealm Rf hXman e[SeUience. 
The process of individuation is seen as a crucial aspect of this embodiment process. 
(116) 

 
AlmaaV deVcUibeV hRZ ³a fXndamenWal SaUW Rf Whe VRXl¶V indiYidXaWiRn SURceVV iV Whe 

Ueali]aWiRn Rf a XniTXe eVVenWial aVSecW called Whe ³SeUVRnal eVVence´ RU Whe ³SeaUl,´ Zhich iV 

Whe Rnl\ eVVenWial aVSecW WhaW iV SeUVRnal UaWheU Whan imSeUVRnal in naWXUe´ and ³UecRncileV Whe 

SRleV Rf imSeUVRnal being and Whe indiYidXal egR´ (TXRWed in Gleig 2018, 114).  IVh-Shalom 

nRWeV WhaW hiV RZn XVe Rf Whe WeUm ³PeaUl´ in hiV WeachingV iV baVed SaUWl\ Rn ³A.H. AlmaaV¶V 

use of the same term in his book The Pearl Beyond Price«and m\ e[SeUience Rf WhiV aVSecW 

WhURXgh m\ SeUVRnal ZRUk in Whe DiamRnd aSSURach´ Vince ³Whe XVe Rf WhiV WeUm WR VSecificall\ 

denote the maturation of the individual consciousness, including its functional and relational 

capacities, seems to be unique to Whe DiamRnd ASSURach´ (2017, 329 n17). 

 Finally, in his own scholarship on the teachings of Rabbi Isaac Luria (2021), Ish-

ShalRm haV bRUURZed Whe WeUm ³inWegUal mRniVm´ fURm VWXdieV Rf SaUWicXlaU HindX WUadiWiRnV 

to describe the paradoxical worldview and perspective of Lurianic Kabbalah and, I would 

suggest, his own system. He writes how,  

The WeUm ³nRndXaliVm´ iV aSSlied in Whe academic VWXd\ Rf UeligiRn WR meWaSh\Vical 
systems that posit that there is no ontological duality inherent to the nature of 
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existence. The prototype for this perspective is the Hindu path of Advaita Vedanta (the 
SanVkUiW ZRUd ³AdYaiWa´ liWeUall\ meanV ³NRndXal´), WhaW claimV WhaW Whe Rnl\ WUXe 
existence is the nondual ground of reality, generally referred to with the term 
³BUahman.´ In WhiV V\VWem, WheUe iV nR RnWRlRgical WUXWh WR dXaliVm; iW iV VimSl\ an 
epistemological error and fundamentally illusory (this error is referred to by the term 
avidya, ³ignRUance´)« However, Lurianic Kabbalah is not a nondual system in this 
classic usage of the term, since it does not claim that dualistic ways of perceiving are 
fundamentally erroneous. Its acceptance of the reality of dualism is expressed through 
the multiple soul-parts that live and function independently of the others in different 
loci. This perspective allows Luria to posit his doctrine of multiple soul-parts 
inhabiting several bodies simultaneously as well as the possibilities of one body 
housing up to four soul-parts of different individuals. All this can happen in this view 
without the individual soul ever losing its fundamental integrity as an ontological 
unity. Thus, Luria views reality and the soul to be simultaneously dual and nondual in 
nature. This view is closer to the particular form of monism found in the teachings on 
nondual Shaivite Tantra, or Kashmir Shaivism. Mark S. G. Dyczkowski calls this 
aSSURach ³InWegUal MRniVm,´ and I haYe adRSWed hiV WeUm WR deVcUibe LXUianic 
Kabbalah. (Ish-Shalon 2021, 119 n58) 

He e[SlainV WhaW in Whe ³nRndXal HindX WUadiWiRn Rf KaVhmiU ShaiYiVm, SaUWicXlaUl\ aV iW iV 

expressed in the writings of one of its most celebrated masters, the tenth-century mystic, 

AbhinaYagXSWa´ Rne can find ³a Uadical kind Rf inclXViYe mRniVm WhaW includes within its 

SXUYieZ an inWegUal UelaWiRnVhiS beWZeen dXal and nRndXal elemenWV´ (145). While ³mRniVm 

holds that only one reality exists, and that all distinct forms that appear to our perceptual 

senses (individual persons, objects, etc.) are aspects of WhiV Rne UealiW\,´ ZhaW iV fRXnd in 

AbhinaYagXSWa¶V WeachingV iV an emShaViV Rn ³Whe abVRlXWe UealiW\ Rf Whe UelaWiYe fRUmV Rf 

e[iVWence´ (145). In SaUWicXlaU, ³all Whe dXaliVWic deWailV WhaW XndeUgR a SURceVV Rf change 

within the dimensions of time and space are seen to be as fundamentally real as the nondual 

ground of existence. Indeed, it is the simultaneous inclusion of both the dual and the nondual 

WhaW accRXnWV fRU Whe WUXe m\VWical Ueali]aWiRn Rf XniW\´ (145-146). He concludes then that, 

³ThiV aSSURach parallels the Lurianic acceptance of both absolute and relative dimensions of 

UealiW\ aV fXndamenWall\ cRe[iVWenW and eTXall\ Ueal.´ InWeUeVWingl\, cRnWUa BURd\ (1998) and 

WRlfVRn (2009), he belieYeV WhaW ³Xnlike laWeU fRUmXlaWiRnV Rf acRVmiVm VXch aV found in the 
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Lurianic-inspired school of Habad Hasidism, we do not have an explicit indication from Luria 

that the variegated and distinct expressions of form that appear to the senses lack ontological 

e[iVWence´ (147).  

ENACTIVE SELF LENS ON GOALS 

THOMPSON¶S CURRENT VIEW 

 

In his most recent book (2020), Why I am Not a Buddhist (2020), Evan Thompson 

aUgXeV WhaW, ³cRgniWiYe Vcience dReVn¶W VhRZ WhaW Whe Velf iV an illXViRn«RaWheU, iW indicaWeV 

WhaW Whe Velf iV a cRnVWUXcWiRn´ (88).110 He claUifieV WhaW WheUe aUe ³illXViRnV and delXViRnV Rf 

VelfhRRd, bRWh RUdinaU\ and clinical RneV, bXW iW dReVn¶W fRllRZ WhaW Whe Velf aV VXch, aV a 

structure of experience is an illusion. Although illusions are mental constructions, not all 

mental constrXcWiRnV aUe illXViRnV.´111 Crucially for our purposes in this chapter, he argues 

WhaW, ³TR Va\ WhaW Whe Velf iV a cRnVWUXcWiRn allRZV fRU Whe SRVVibiliW\ Rf VelfleVV VWaWeV, 

e[SeUienWial VWaWeV in Zhich Whe VenVe Rf Velf iV highl\ aWWenXaWed RU abVenW´ (114).112 He 

 
110 LaWeU he claUifieV fXUWheU, WhaW ³I SUefeU WR VSeak Rf Whe Velf aV being a cRnVWUXcWiRn, and Whe SaUW Rf Whe VenVe 
Rf Velf WhaW inYRlYeV Whe imSUeVViRn Rf an Xnchanging and indeSendenW SeUVRnal eVVence aV being an illXViRn´ 
(114). See also Bourgeault (2020) who describes how reading this idea from Thompson had a major impact on 
her own life and vision of contemplative practice in relation to her teacher. 

 
111 He addV, ³TR Va\ WhaW Whe VenVe Rf Velf iV a cRnVWUXcWiRn²RU UaWheU WhaW iW¶V a SURceVV WhaW¶V XndeU cRnVWanW 
construction²dReVn¶W lRgicall\ imSl\ WhaW WheUe iV nR Velf RU WhaW Whe VenVe Rf Velf iV Whe SUeVenWaWiRn Rf an 
illXViRn´ (113). In hiV SUeYiRXV bRRk (2015), he VWaWed WhiV VlighWl\ diffeUenWl\: ³AlWhRXgh VRme illXViRnV aUe 
constructions, not all constructions are illusions. The self is a case in point. To say that the sense of self is a 
mental construction²RU UaWheU WhaW iW¶V a SURceVV XndeU cRnVWant mental and bodily construction²dReVn¶W 
lRgicall\ imSl\ WhaW WheUe iV nR Velf RU WhaW Whe VenVe Rf Velf SUeVenWV an illXViRn´ (359). 
 
112 ImSRUWanWl\ he ZUiWeV, ³BXW hRZ WR cRnceSWXali]e VXch VWaWeV WUick\´ Vince ³PhenRmenRlRgiVWV Whink Rf 
them as ones in which reflection or meta-awareness is absent, because they deny that there can be experiential 
states that lack pre-reflective self-awareneVV. BXW WhiV iV cRnWURYeUVial RXWVide Rf ShenRmenRlRg\.´ And, 
³SimilaUl\, VRme Indian and TibeWan BXddhiVW ShilRVRSheUV mainWain WhaW all aZaUeneVV iV ³Uefle[iYe´ (Velf-
aZaUe) and hence WhaW WheUe can be nR e[SeUienWial VWaWeV WhaW lack ³Uefle[iYe aZaUeneVV´ (114). He gReV Rn WR 
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cRnWinXeV, ³If Whe Velf iV a cRnVWUXcWiRn, aV I¶Ye aUgXed, iW VWandV WR UeaVRn WhaW iW can be 

dismantled²perhaps through certain kinds of meditation²while some of its constituents, 

such as bodily life or sentience, remain present. Whether such selfless states are beneficial or 

deWUimenWal, accRUding WR nRUmaWiYe RU VRWeUiRlRgical cUiWeUia, iV a fXUWheU TXeVWiRn´ (115).  

In his previous book (2017), Thompson describes this possibility in more depth, 

VSecificall\ in UegaUdV WR Whe VenVe Rf ³mineneVV´ Rf e[SeUience,113 what Dan Zahavi 

deVignaWeV aV Whe ³fRU-me-neVV´ Rf e[SeUience and ZhaW he idenWifieV aV ZhaW 

ShenRmenRlRgiVWV WeUm ³SUe-reflective self-aZaUeneVV.´ He ZUiWeV, 

Of course, if there are experiences in which any pre-aWWenWiYe VenVe Rf ³mineneVV´ 
completely disappears²as happens perhaps in certain meditative states²then these 
e[SeUienceV can¶W SURSeUl\ be chaUacWeUi]ed aV e[SeUienWiall\ ³mine´ RU ³\RXUV,´ 
except perhaps retrospectively or prospectively. (One might be able to know 
UeWURVSecWiYel\ WhaW Whe VWUeam Rf cRnVciRXVneVV WhaW SUeVenWl\ feelV ³mine´ ZaV fRU a 
time in such a state²maybe by remembering the outer edges of entering and exiting 
the state²or be able to know prospectively that the stream of consciousness that 
SUeVenWl\ feelV ³mine´ iV gRing WR enWeU VXch a VWaWe.) SXch WUXl\ VelfleVV VWaWeV ZRXldn¶W 
be able WR VXSSRUW eYen Whe minimal fRUm Rf ³I-Me-Mine´ Whinking jXVW deVcUibed (in 
which one thinks of oneself as a subject of experience but not as a substantial ego). 
(2015, 361-362)      

 
The state he describes here is one in which autobiographical memory is suspended and no 

meta-awareness is present, as can occur in the hypnotic and meditative states that he and 

Markovic discuss and that we examined in the last chapter. He then specifies thaW Zhile, ³I 

Vee nR UeaVRn WR den\ Whe SRVVibiliW\ Rf VXch VWaWeV,´ aW Whe Vame Wime ³I dR Vee UeaVRn WR den\ 

WhaW Whe\ VhRZ WhaW WheUe iV nR Velf RU WhaW ³I-Me- Mine´ WhRXghWV aUe inWUinVicall\ miVWaken´ 

and inVWead all Whe\ demRnVWUaWe iV WhaW ³WheUe can be experiences in which no sense of self is 

 
Va\, WhRXgh, WhaW ³FRU Whe SXUSRVeV Rf m\ SRinW abRXW Whe Velf being a cRnVWUXcWiRn, hRZeYeU, Ze can VeW WheVe 
debaWeV aVide´ (115). 

 
113 Which he claUifieV he dReV nRW Whink iV a ³delXViRn´ (2017, 359). 
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SUeVenW.´ He When VXmmaUi]eV WhaW, ³giYen WhaW Whe Velf iV a SURceVV and nRW a VXbVWanWial Whing, 

iW ma\ be SRVVible WR VhXW dRZn WhiV SURceVV XndeU ceUWain cRndiWiRnV and When VWaUW iW XS again´ 

(362). 

He then goes on to, building on the work of Ulrich Neisner, to outline five different 

kinds of self-knRZledge and ³fiYe cRUUeVSRnding cRnceSWV Rf Whe Velf.´ 

The ³ecRlRgical Velf´ iV Whe e[SeUience Rf being an acWiYe bRdil\ agenW geaUed inWR Whe 
immediate physical environment. This concept of self connects to the 
phenomenological idea of bodily self-aZaUeneVV. The ³inWeUSeUVRnal Velf´ iV Whe 
experience of being a self in relation to others. This concept of self connects to the 
phenomenological idea of intersubjective self-aZaUeneVV. The ³e[Wended Velf´ iV Whe 
experience of having a recollected past and an anticipated future. This concept of self 
connects to the phenomenological idea of autobiographical and narrative self-
aZaUeneVV. The ³SUiYaWe Velf´ iV Whe e[SeUience Rf haYing Rne¶V RZn inneU e[SeUienceV. 
This concept of self connects to the phenomenological idea of subjectivity, which in 
its basic form is prereflective self-awareness but also includes reflective self-
aZaUeneVV. Finall\, Whe ³cRnceSWXal Velf´ iV Whe e[SeUience Rf haYing a menWal 
representation of the self that one uses when one thinks about oneself. This concept of 
self connects to the phenomenological idea of reflective self-awareness. (2020, 115-
116) 

 

He e[SlainV WhaW nRne Rf WheVe cRnceSWV Rf Velf RU Za\V Rf XVing Whe ZRUd ³enWailV Whe cRnceSW 

Rf Whe Velf aV a SeUVRnal eVVence RU an indeSendenW Whing´ (116). He When dUaZV Rn Sean 

GallagheU¶V ZRUk Rn Whe µPaWWeUn WheRU\ Rf Velf¶114 to argue that these aspects of selfhood are 

³RUgani]ed inWR ceUWain SaWWeUnV´ a SaUWicXlaU YaUiaWiRn Rf Zhich ³cRnVWiWXWeV ZhaW Ze call a 

Velf´ (GallagheU 2013 ciWed in ThRmSVRn 2020, 116). While he dReVn¶W menWiRn iW, fRU RXU 

purposes it is relevant to nRWe WhaW GallagheU VSecifieV WhaW accRUding WR ³WhiV YieZ VelYeV 

RSeUaWe aV cRmSle[ V\VWemV WhaW emeUge fURm d\namic inWeUacWiRnV Rf cRnVWiWXenW aVSecWV´ 

(2013, 3). 

 
114 GallagheU VSecifieV in WhaW aUWicle WhaW ³VelYeV RSeUaWe aV cRmSle[ V\VWemV WhaW emeUge fURm d\namic 
inWeUacWiRnV Rf cRnVWiWXenW aVSecWV.´ (2013, 3). 
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ThRmSVRn When gReV Rn WR e[Slain WhaW, ³a Velf iV an RngRing SURceVV WhaW enacWV an ³I´ 

and in Zhich Whe ³I´ iV nR diffeUenW fURm Whe SURceVV iWVelf, UaWheU like Whe Za\ dancing iV a 

SURceVV WhaW enacWV a dance and in Zhich Whe dance iV nR diffeUenW Whan Whe dancing.´115 He 

cRnclXdeV WhaW like ³a dance, a Velf iV an emeUgenW SURceVV, cRnVWUXcWed WhURXgh bRdil\ and 

mental activities at many scales of space and time. A self supervenes on the enculturated, 

liYing bRd\ in a Uich VRcial VeWWing. AlWhRXgh iW¶V a miVWake WR Whink that a self has an 

indeSendenW and nRnUelaWiRnal e[iVWence, being deSendenW and UelaWiRnal dReVn¶W make iW 

XnUeal´ (2020, 117). 

 While SeUhaSV nRW abXndanWl\ cleaU in WhiV ZRUk, ThRmSVRn¶V YieZ iV fXndamenWall\ 

built on complex systems theory (CST). We will now turn to some of his earlier work where 

this is more evident, before using this lens to examine goals from an Abrahamic perspective. 

  

COMPLEX SYSTEMS FOUNDATION 

 In his earlier work, Waking, Dreaming, Being (2017), Thompson fleshes out this 

³emeUgenW´ and ³enacWiYe´ cRgniWiYe VcienWific YieZ Rf Whe Velf, deVcUibing hRZ Whe Velf iV nRW 

a Whing bXW a SURceVV, bXW neYeUWheleVV Rne ZiWh Ueal caXVal efficac\ aV a ³Velf-RUgani]ing´ and 

³Velf-VSecif\ing V\VWem.´ He e[SlainV WhaW ³A Velf-specifying system is a collection of 

processes that mutually specify each other so that they constitute the system as a self-

SeUSeWXaWing ZhRle in UelaWiRn WR Whe enYiURnmenW.´  A liYing cell iV an e[amSle Rf WhiV, Vince 

 
115 An additional consequence that follows from this analogy is that just as it is very difficult and disruptive to 
be thinking of the moves of a dance while one is dancing, so too it can be very disruptive to being cognizant of 
the different processes constructing the self as one is simultaneously enacting it²and this is one of the areas 
where considerable distress is reported by those who experience ongoing impairment from certain mindfulness 
SUacWiceV RUienWed WRZaUdV. IW¶V alVR SeUhaSV Rne Za\ WhaW UeWUeaW periods have been (and continue to be) fruitful 
for people trying to engineer alternative sense of self enactments, since otherwise if one is engaging in such 
contemplative practice in daily life, one is trying to, so to speak, rebuild the bicycle while one is riding it. 
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iW ³iV a cRllecWiRn Rf chemical SURceVVeV WhaW mXWXall\ SURdXce each RWheU VR WhaW Whe\ 

constitute the cell as a self-SeUSeWXaWing ZhRle in UelaWiRn WR iWV enYiURnmenW´ (325). In RWheU 

words, ³the chemical processes that make up a cell enact or bring forth a relational self/nonself 

diVWincWiRn, ZheUeb\ Whe cell haV a XniTXe idenWiW\ RU ³Velf´ in UelaWiRn WR Whe enYiURnmenW RU 

ZhaW iV ³nRW-Velf´ (325). ThRmSVRn When lRRkV aW VeYeUal analRgieV fRU VXch an ³emeUgenW´ 

self, such as a tornado or a flame,116 but concludes that 

neither the tornado nor the flame has any internal chemical reaction network that 
synthesizes its own molecular components. Nor does either system control how matter 
and energy flow through it and around it in the way a cell does, thanks to its 
metabolism. Unlike the tornado or the flame, the cell creates its own molecular being 
as an individual whole. This kind of self-specification makes the cell strongly 
emergent: its parts reciprocally produce each other while the cell as a whole provides 
the necessary setting for these chemical reactions. Since this kind of self-specification 
iV abVenW fURm Whe WRUnadR and Whe flame, WheVe V\VWemV aUen¶W fXll-fledged individuals 
but simply macrostates of underlying microprocesses. For these reasons, the living cell 
works better as an analogy for the emergent and dependently arisen self than either the 
tornado or the flame does. (2015, 327-8; emphasis mine) 

 
We can alVR gR back WR ThRmSVRn¶V eYen eaUlieU ZRUk, Mind in Life (2007), to unpack his 

XndeUVWanding Rf µemeUgence¶ and WR aSSUeciaWe hiV indebWedneVV WR cRmSle[ V\VWemV WheRU\ 

(CST) fRU WhiV accRXnW Rf Whe Velf. He ZUiWeV, ³In cRmSle[ V\VWemV WheRU\, an emeUgenW SURceVV 

is one that results from collective self-organization. An emergent process belongs to an 

ensemble or network of elements, arises spontaneously or self-organizes from the locally 

defined and globally constrained or controlled interactions of those elements, and does not 

belRng WR an\ Vingle elemenW´ (2007, 60-62). In other words, an emergent process cannot be 

fRXnd in an\ Rne Rf Whe SaUWV Rf Whe neWZRUk RU V\VWem bXW Rnl\ µemeUgeV¶ RU iV fRXnd in Whe 

 
116 Indeed these are the examples Jonathan Ganeri uses and that he cites in 2017, but seems to have revised his 
position in the latest (2020) book.  
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gaWheUing Rf Whe SaUWV Rf Whe V\VWem. The WeUm µglRbal¶ UefeUV WR Whe V\VWem aV a ZhRle ZheUeaV 

µlRcal¶ UefeUV WR Whe SaUWV Rf Whe V\VWem. He cRnWinXeV: 

Coherent and ordered global behaviors, which are described by collective variables or 
order parameters, constrain or govern the behavior of the individual components, 
entraining them so that they no longer have the same behavioral alternatives open to 
them as they would if they were not interdependently woven into the coherent and 
ordered global pattern. At the same time, the behavior of the components generates 
and sustains the global order. This two-sided or double determination is known as 
circular causality. (62)  

 
ThRmSVRn claUifieV WhaW µemeUgence¶ cRnViVWV Rf bRWh ³lRcal-to-global determination, as a 

UeVXlW Rf Zhich nRYel macURleYel VWUXcWXUeV and SURceVVeV emeUge´ and ³glRbal-to-local 

determination whereby global structures and processes constrain local interactiRnV,´ Whe laWWeU 

Rf Zhich iV RfWen deVignaWed b\ Whe WeUm ³dRZnZaUd caXVaWiRn´ although he prefers the term 

³ciUcXlaU caXValiW\´ RU ³V\VWem caXVaWiRn´ fURm ShilRVRSheU JRhn SeaUle (62; 426). 

Furthermore, complex systems which have emergent processes in the way just described can 

alVR be Vaid WR haYe ³nRnlineaU inWeUacWiRnV´ amRng WheiU cRmSRnenW SaUWV Zhich aUe 

UeVSRnVible fRU WheVe SURceVVeV, and WhiV ³nRnlineaUiW\ UeVXlWV fURm SRViWiYe and negaWiYe 

feedback UelaWiRnVhiSV,´ RWheUZiVe knRZn aV µfeedback lRRSV¶ (15). 

Autonomy is another key idea within complex systems theory that Thompson draws 

upon in his understanding of an emergent self process.117 Thompson explains that an 

aXWRnRmRXV V\VWem ³iV defined b\ iWV endRgenRXV, Velf-organizing and self-controlling 

d\namicV´ and WhaW Whe WeUm µaXWRnRmRXV¶ in cRmSle[ V\VWemV WheRU\ UefeUV WR ³a geneUic W\Se 

Rf RUgani]aWiRn´ Rf a V\VWem cRnViVWing Rf ³SURceVVeV«UaWheU Whan VWaWic enWiWieV´ (2007, 43; 

 
117 He nRWeV WhaW, ³Whe main e[SlanaWRU\ WRRl Rf Whe enacWiYe aSSURach iV Whe WheRU\ Rf Velf-organizing and 
autonomous dynamic systems. Such systems bring forth or enact meaning in continuous reciprocal interaction 
ZiWh WheiU enYiURnmenWV´ (2007, 26). He TXRWeV DXSX\ ZhR deVcUibeV hRZ fRU aXWRnRmRXV V\VWemV ³XVXall\ 
possess a multiplicity of self-behaYiRUV´ Zhich aUe ³alVR VRmeWimeV called aWWUacWRUV´ (26.).  
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44). Thompson then explains that the constituent processes making up autonomous systems 

³UecXUViYel\ deSend Rn each RWheU fRU WheiU geneUaWiRn and WheiU Ueali]aWiRn aV a neWZRUk´ and 

³cRnVWiWXWe Whe V\VWem aV a XniW\ in ZhaWeYeU dRmain Whe\ e[iVW,´ Whe SaUadigm Rf Zhich iV ³a 

liYing cell´ eYen WhRXgh ³a V\VWem can be aXWRnRmRXV ZiWhRXW haYing WhiV VRUW Rf maWeUial 

boundary. The members of an insect colony, for example, form an autonomous social 

network, but the boundary is social and territorial, not material´ (44). ThRmSVRn When 

elaborates as follows: 

An autonomous system, such as a cell or multicellular organism, is not merely self-
maintaining, like a candle-flame; it is also self-producing and thus produces its own 
self-maintaining processes, including an active topological boundary that demarcates 
inside from outside and actively regulates interaction with the environment. In the 
single-cell, autopoietic form of autonomy, a membrane-bounded, metabolic network 
produces the metabolites that constitute both the network itself and the membrane that 
permitV Whe neWZRUk¶V bRXnded d\namicV. OWheU aXWRnRmRXV V\VWemV haYe diffeUenW 
sorts of self-constructing processes and network typologies. Whether the system is a 
cell, immune network, nervous system, insect colony, or animal society, what emerges 
is a unity with its own self-producing identity and domain of interactions or milieu, be 
it cellular (autopoiesis), somatic (immune networks), sensorimotor and neurocognitive 
(the nervous system), or social (animal societies). (65) 

Finally he adds one more key term (or family of terms) related to autonomy when he explains 

WhaW, ³anRWheU Za\ WR chaUacWeUi]e aXWRnRmRXV V\VWemV iV in UelaWiRn WR Whe cRnWUaVW beWZeen 

³decRmSRVable´ and ³nRndecRmSRVable V\VWemV´ (2007, 420). He e[SlainV, 

Decomposable systems have a clear hierarchical organization. Each component or 
subsystem operates according to its own intrinsic principles independent of the others, 
making the system strongly modular. In a "nearly decomposable" system, higher levels 
interact with lower levels through top-down or feedback relations. The nature of these 
interactions determines the extent to which the system is nearly decomposable: "A 
system will be nearly decomposable to the extent that the causal interactions within 
subsystems are more important in determining component properties than are the 
causal interactions between subsystems" (Bechtel and Richardson 1993, 27). As the 
components of the system become less governed by intrinsic factors and more by the 
system's organization, then the system is "minimally decomposable." A 
nondecomposable system is one in which the connectivity and interrelatedness of the 
components give rise to global processes that subsume the components so that they 
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are no longer clearly separable. In such a system, the distinction between preexisting 
parts and supervening whole becomes problematic. Not only does the whole emerge 
fURm Whe cRmSRnenWV, bXW alVR Whe cRmSRnenWV emeUge fURm Whe ZhRle«An 
autonomous system is at least minimally decomposable, if not non- decRmSRVable´ 
Vince ³Zhen Rne adRSWV an aXWRnRm\ SeUVSecWiYe, Rne iSVR facWR chaUacWeUi]eV Whe 
system as at least minimally decomposable.118 (2007, 420) 

We aUe nRZ in a SRViWiRn WR aSSUeciaWe hiV claim WhaW ³a Velf iV an emeUgenW SURceVV, 

cRnVWUXcWed WhURXgh bRdil\ and menWal acWiYiWieV aW man\ VcaleV Rf VSace and Wime.´ B\ 

VSecif\ing WhaW Whe Velf iV ³VWURngl\ emeUgenW´ he iV claUif\ing WhaW hiV XndeUVWanding is that it 

is ontologically and not just epistemologically emergent. In comparing the emergence of the 

self to a living cell, he is positing that a self is also autonomous and self-producing, and 

WheUeb\ ³aW leaVW minimall\ decRmSRVable, if nRW nRndecRmSRVable.´ The UXbbeU meeWV Whe 

road, and for our purposes it is important to note this distinction²between nearly 

decomposable and minimally decomposable²because it means that components of the 

complex self system, the five different senses of self119 VSecified b\ ThRmSVRn, aUe ³gRYeUned 

b\ Whe V\VWem¶V RUgani]aWiRn´ and e[hibiW ³nRnlineaU inWeUacWiRnV´ amRng Whem. BecaXVe Rf 

this, in trying to understand changes in sense of self, we must always look at the whole 

complex system and not any one of the components in isolation. In other words, changes to 

Rne¶V inWeUSeUVRnal Velf RU naUUaWiYe Velf Zill haYe a glRbal imSacW Rn Whe ³dance´ Rf Rne¶V 

overall sense of self process.120 While it may be important to identify how each of the 

 
118 ThiV iV becaXVe, ³an aXWRnRmRXV V\VWem iV an RUgani]aWiRnall\ and RSeUaWiRnall\ clRVed neWZRUk; hence iW 
iV Whe cRnnecWiYiW\ Rf iWV cRnVWiWXenW SURceVVeV WhaW deWeUmineV iWV RSeUaWiRn aV a neWZRUk´ (ThRmSVRn 2007, 
421). 
 
119 In a recent paper from Gallagher and colleagues (2023), 10 different sets of processes were specified: 
Bodily, Prereflective experiential, Affective, Behavioral/action-related, Social/intersubjective processes, 
Cognitive and psychological, Reflective, Narrative, Ecological and Normative (3). 

 
120 Gallagher et al. (2023) provide a nice example of some of these nonlinear relationships among the 
component part processes:  
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processes are being impacted, we must not forget that this will always only give us a piece of 

the puzzle and not the whole puzzle itself.  

 

ENACTIVE ENLIGHTENMENT 

 

 Thompson describes how his own conception of the emergent (and thus non-

substantially real) nature of the self is indebted to the Madhyamaka Buddhist philosophical 

tradition (2015, 324-5). But once again we must first step back to appreciate the arena of 

discussion and debate Thompson is writing in and for, before looking at the resonances he 

sees between the enactive conception of self and other philosophical and religious traditions. 

RecenWl\ a gURXS Rf ShilRVRSheUV began a VSiUiWed debaWe RYeU Whe naWXUe Rf ³Whe Velf,´ 

or different senses of self, and how they may be altered in different ways and contexts 

including the arena of spiritual practice, particularly meditation in Indian contemplative 

WUadiWiRnV like BXddhiVm and AdYaiWa VedanWa. ThiV gURXS VRXghW WR ³begin a dialRgXe amRng 

philosophers who are interested in problems to do with the nature of consciousness and the 

self but are situated in differing locations in the philosophical landVcaSe´ and VR iniWiaWed WhiV 

project through two conferences in 2008 and 2009, a collection of the papers presented at the 

 
For example, ecological factors include how my body dynamically relates to the surrounding 
environment. Such relations can be shaped by a particular set of my skills or habits, and in turn can 
constrain my actions and my intersubjective interactions, as well as my sense of agency ± all of which 
may contribute to my self-experience and to defining who I am. These are all factors that can also get 
expressed in my self-narrative about my actions and my encounters with others. Accordingly, these 
bodily, ecological, interpersonal, agentive and narrative factors interrelate to form a pattern which is 
what we call self. (2)  
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latter becoming the volume (2011) Self, No Self? Perspectives from Analytical, 

Phenomenological, & Indian Traditions. 

The volume begins with a clarification of some of the major debates and positions 

ZiWhin diffeUenW ShilRVRShical VchRRlV abRXW WhaW naWXUe Rf µWhe Velf¶ and Whe\ inWURdXce a 

threefold classification of such views²substantialist, non-substantialist, and non-self²and 

SRViW WhaW Zhile ³nRn-self theorists deny the existence of a self, substantialist and non-

VXbVWanWialiVW Velf WheRUiVWV affiUm iWV e[iVWence bXW diVagUee abRXW iWV naWXUe´ (SideUiWV eW al. 

2011, 4). The VXbVWanWialiVW YieZ ³iV Rne WhaW WakeV Whe self to be a substance or property-

bearer, the substrate in which different properties are all located at one time or, for substances 

WhRXghW WR SeUViVW, aW diffeUenW WimeV´ and Vee WhaW Velf ³aV aW leaVW minimall\ Whe VXbjecW Rf 

experience, that entity to Zhich cRnVciRXV VWaWeV aUe giYen´ (4). NRn-substantialist self views, 

VXch aV AdYaiWa VedanWa, ³hRld WhaW Whe Velf iV nRW a VXbVWance RU SURSeUW\-bearer standing in 

UelaWiRn WR a cRnVciRXVneVV WhaW iV in VRme VenVe diVWincW fURm iW´ bXW inVWead aUgXe WhaW iW ³iV 

something that is just of the nature of consciousness, and that we are mistaken in attributing 

agenc\, RU an\ RWheU SURSeUW\ WhaW mighW inYRlYe YaUiaWiRn, WR Whe Velf« The Velf iV jXVW µWhe 

ZiWneVV¶, RU SeUhaSV beWWeU, µa ZiWneVVing¶´ (5). And finally, the non-self view²held most 

famously by Hume in the West and (some forms of) Buddhism in Asia² SRViWV WhaW ³RXU 

ordinary sense of self is the source of a certain sort of deep-VeaWed VXffeUing´ bXW ³UaWheU Whan 

say that our mistake lies in identifying with the wrong thing (e.g. the body), or the wrong kind 

Rf Whing (e.g. a VXbVWance), iW lRcaWeV Whe eUURU in idenWificaWiRn aV VXch.´ (5) The\ deVcUibe hRZ 

Zhile BXddhiVW ³mRnaVWic SUacWice iV geneUall\ aimed aW eUadicaWiRn Rf all idenWificaWiRn RU 

µaSSURSUiaWiRn¶ (XSadƗna),´ Whe ³BXddhiVW ShilRVRShical SUacWice cRnWUibXWeV WR WhiV b\ 
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aWWemSWing WR SURYe WhaW WheUe iV nR enWiW\ WhaW mighW VeUYe aV Whe UefeUenW Rf µI¶, and WR e[Slain 

hRZ Whe belief WhaW WheUe iV VXch an enWiW\ mighW haYe aUiVen´ (5). 

For non-substantialist Advaita traditions, for example, our normal and mistaken sense 

of self is displaced when the goal of realizing Atman is achieved, which is a non-substantialist 

µZiWneVV¶ Velf (Veemingl\) ZiWhRXW agenc\. In Whe caVe Rf AdYaiWa, Whe SUoblem is that we 

normally identify with either the body or a substantial self and the solution is to learn to 

identify with the witness Self. For non-self Buddhist traditions, our normal and mistaken self 

is exposed as an illusion when the goal of nibbana is achieved and theoretically no self or 

VenVe Rf Velf WakeV iWV Slace. AV Whe aXWhRUV SRinW RXW, Whe SURblem iVn¶W idenWif\ing ZiWh Whe 

wrong thing but identifying with anything at all²although technically non-substantialists 

would agree that the goal isn¶W WR idenWif\ ZiWh an\ ³Whing´ eiWheU. ThiV iV ZheUe Whe debaWeV 

get more subtle and different Buddhist traditions can come down on one side or the other (no-

self or non-substantial self), depending on how central texts and commentaries are interpreted, 

particularly in different schools of Mahayana Buddhism.  

One key distinction that corresponds to this debate are the differences between the 

Indo-Tibetan Yogacara and Madhyamaka Buddhist traditions. To summarize the debate²or 

how the debate is presented by Thompson121²in the Yogacara view, the self is ultimately an 

illusion and as such would be characterized as a no-self position, such that enlightenment 

 
121 Buddhist scholars like John Dunne critique Thompson for playing fast and loose with some of the 
attributions of different sides of the debate²for example, that Nagarjuna is interpreted different ways by 
different commentators and one of the Buddhist authorities (Candrakirti) that Thompson cites would not 
espouse the position he attributes to him (Dunne 2016, 939). More specifically, he argues that the key Buddhist 
term that Thompson relies on and is a pivot of this debate²ahamkara RU Whe ³I-making SURceVV,´ Zhich 
Thompson characterizes as real even if the self is not, is the position of some later Madhyamaka philosophers 
like Tsongkhapa but not Candrakirti (939). 
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consists of dismantling any sense of self. In contrast, the Madhyamaka view is presented as a 

non-substantialist view of the self such that enlightenment consists of experientially realizing 

WhaW Whe Velf iVn¶W a Whing RU VXbVWance (aV Ze nRUmall\ imagine iW WR be) bXW UaWheU a 

³deSendenWl\ aUiVen´ SURceVV. In this characterization of the debate, Thompson cites 

Nagarjuna who uses the analogy of an image in a mirror or a dream which is likened to the 

self, where the image depends on both a real object in the world perceived at some time and 

the mirror, and while it would be incorrect to think the image was the object it was reflecting 

RU UeSUeVenWing, Whe image dReV indeed e[iVW aV an image deSendenW Rn Whe miUURU¶V e[iVWence. 

So too while the self is not independently or substantially real, it still does exist, just in a 

dependently arisen way. He explains, 

NRWice WhaW Whe SRinW Rf Whe analRg\ iVn¶W WhaW WheUe iV nR Velf aW all and WhaW an\ VenVe 
of self is completely mistaken. After all, dreams exist as genuine experiential 
phenomena, yet they lack the independent being that we take them to have when we 
do nRW Ueali]e Ze¶Ue dUeaming. SimilaUl\, Ze habiWXall\ e[SeUience RXU Velf aV if iW ZeUe 
an indeSendenWl\ Ueal enWiW\ Zhen in facW iW dReVn¶W e[iVW in WhaW Za\ RU haYe WhaW kind 
of being. Instead, it exists as dependently arisen and hence as empty of any 
independent reality. (2017, 324) 
 

Then, in lighW Rf WhiV, ThRmSVRn cRnclXdeV WhaW ³Whe deep and penetrating experiential 

realization of this truth is like becoming lucid in a dream or waking up from the dream²the 

VXbjecW Rf e[SeUience VWill e[iVWV bXW iV nR lRngeU delXded abRXW iWV naWXUe´ (2017, 324). ThiV 

leads him to conclude at the end of the book: 

What I take from this perspective²and here I state my own view and make no claim 
that any other Indian yogic philosopher would agree²iV WhaW ³enlighWenmenW´ RU 
³libeUaWiRn´²at least in any sense I would want to affirm²dReVn¶W cRnViVW in 
dismantling our constructed sense of self, as may happen in certain meditative states. 
Rather, it consists in wisdom that includes not being taken in by the appearance of the 
self as having independent existence while that appearance is nonetheless still there 
and performing its important I-making fXncWiRn. NRU dReV ³enlighWenmenW´ RU 
³libeUaWiRn´ cRnViVW in VRmehRZ abandRning all I-making RU ³I-ing´²all self-
individuating and self-appropriating activity²though it does include knowing how to 
inhabit that activity without being taken in by the appearance of there being an 
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indeSendenW Velf WhaW¶V SeUfRUming Whe acWiYiW\ and cRnWURlling ZhaW haSSenV. We 
could say that the wisdom includes a kind of awakening²a waking up to the dream 
of independent existence without having to wake up from the dreaming.122 (2017, 366) 

While the take home message here too is that the self is emergently real and not an illusion²

eYen if Whe ³indeSendenW´ RU XncRnVWUXcWed aSSeaUance Rf Whe Velf iV²it is noteworthy that he 

dReVn¶W cRnceiYe Rf Whe endXUing changeV aVVRciaWed ZiWh enlighWenment as consisting of any 

³diVmanWling´ Rf Rne¶V ³cRnVWUXcWed VenVe Rf Velf.´ We VaZ abRYe WhaW he dReV acknRZledge 

that it can happen in certain (absorptive) meditative states, but the truly liberative lucidity is 

realized by inhabiting the dance of the self V\VWem ZiWhRXW ³being Waken in b\ Whe aSSeaUance´ 

of the independent self. 

It is unclear from this, though, whether he thinks such states may in some way assist 

or lead to such a realization. For example, perhaps the special cases of such states where some 

self-processes are deconstructed makes the constructed nature of the self opaque in a way that 

can then lead to such a liberative and lucid insight and ongoing perception. Or, as MacKenzie 

(2016) VXggeVWV, ³Whe UecRgniWiRn WhaW Whe Velf iV cRnVWUXcWed can lead, in Whe UighW WheRUeWical 

and SUacWical cRnWe[W, WR«Whe decRnVWUXcWiRn Rf fi[ed YieZV Rf Velf«and Whe UecRnVWUXcWiRn 

of a more fluid (sense of) self as a skillful means to cultivating and embodying wisdom and 

 
122 HeUe iW iV imSRUWanW WR nRWe Whe VimilaUiWieV ZiWh WRlfVRn¶V fRUmXlaWiRn and Ueading, eVSeciall\ in hiV (2011) 
monograph, A Dream Interpreted within a Dream: Oneiropoiesis and the Prism of the Imagination. There he 
also explores a passage from Nagarjuna that compares reality to a dream but Wolfson clarifies that it is not a 
dream to be awakened from, as in Theravadan conceptions of Nirvana as utterly distinct from Samsara, but as 
something to be awakened into analogous to becoming lucid in the dream state (263-264). He then argues that 
this particular conception of soteriological insight and the philosophical worldview that grounds it is resonant 
with the medieval Kabbalah of Moses de Leon, several early Hasidic thinkers, and some of the writings of Ibn 
Arabi and Jallal ad-din Rumi (265-274). In hiV inimiWable VW\le, he VXmmaUi]eV WhaW in WheVe VRXUceV, WR ³be 
enlightened means to peer through ²and not to abolish ²the veneer of nature by perceiving that all that exists 
is naught but a veil by which the enframing light beyond the veil is manifestly hidden in the hidden manifestation 
Rf WhaW Yeil´ (270).  
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cRmSaVViRn´ (106). MacKen]ie, ZhR in an eaUlieU ZRUk alVR aUgXed fRU a deeS UeVRnance 

beWZeen Madh\amika and enacWiYe XndeUVWandingV Rf ³Whe emeUgenW Velf´ (2010, 90), aUgXeV 

that the 8th cenWXU\ Madh\amika ShilRVRSheU ShanWideYa¶V ³deSlR\menW Rf Whe nR-self 

doctrine to undermine egocentrism is part of a larger movement to first deconstruct our default 

sense of self and then reconstruct a sense of self that is consistent with the altruistic ethics of 

Whe bRdhiVaWWYa´ (2016, 121). The ke\ heUe, Rf cRXUVe, iV Whe nRUmaWiYe deWeUminaWiRn Rf ZhaW 

Whe ³UighW WheRUeWical and SUacWical cRnWe[W´ ZRXld be and abRXW Zhich eYen YaUiRXV 

Madhyamika Buddhist traditions might disagree. Nevertheless, for our purposes in specifying 

our lens on Abrahamic contemplative goals, Thompson allows us to see that because the self 

from the enactive perspective is emergent and constructed it can also be disrupted and 

deconstructed, while MacKenzie highlights the flip side in which that emergent self can be 

reconstructed in various ways to afford certain kinds of action, some of which may be 

considered normative and/or virtuous in certain contexts.  

PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER: ENACTIVE LENS ON ABRAHAMIC GOALS 

 

As we saw in the last chapter, Abrahamic contemplative teachers and practitioners 

described the goals of their paths as certain psychological states with enduring effects, as 

soteriological insights sometimes related to nonduality or the nature of the self , and as new 

ways of being and acting in the world²or sometimes a combination of all three. Already in 

Whe laVW VecWiRn, Whe enacWiYe cRgniWiRn cRmSRnenW Rf HiSRliWR¶V fUameZRUk highlighWed WhaW 

the goals of Abrahamic contemplative paths were not only soteriological insights and 

psychological shifts, but also new ways of being and acting in the world.  
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Now through the enactive perspective on self, the first thing we can see is that many 

of the goals surveyed above, conceived as the realization of different forms and flavors of 

nonduality, fell along a spectrum of no-self approaches in which the sense of self (and the 

subject-object division of perception) is seen as an illusion at one end of the spectrum and a 

non-substantialist self is transformed and transfigured but does not vanish in enlightened 

abiding at the other. For example, Brody defines non-duality as a version of acosmism where 

Whe Velf and Whe ZRUld aUe illXVRU\ bXW aUgXeV WhaW iVn¶W Whe gRal Rf HaVidic SaWhV, and WRlfVRn 

agUeeV WhaW Whe gRal iVn¶W acRVmiVm bXW defineV Whe WUXe nRndXal gRal Ueali]ed in Habad 

Hasidism (and other traditions) as a more dialectical or paradoxical variety where the dream 

of self and world are not dissolved but inhabited lucidly. Ish-Shalom disagrees with Wolfson 

and reads the Habad tradition in an acosmic key, but nonetheless sees his approach as 

following Rabbi Isaac LXUia¶V ³inWegUal mRniVm´ Zhich dReVn¶W Vee ³dXaliVWic´ Za\V Rf 

SeUceiYing WR be ³eUURneRXV´ bXW aV an ³abVRlXWe UealiW\ Rf Whe UelaWiYe fRUmV Rf e[iVWence´ like 

Whe Velf. SimilaUl\, Ze VaZ WhaW Ibn AUabi¶V YiViRn Rf Whe gRal (and I]XWVX¶V Ueading Rf iW) is 

not one where the phenomenal world and self are considered an illusion (like some other 

contemporary Sufi traditions), but on the contrary, a real manifestation or expression (tajalli) 

of the divine. In his writings Ibn Arabi differentiates this position from the acosmic Laysiyya 

perspective²which scholars of Islamic mysticism like Addas, Morris, and Casewit connect 

WR Ibn Sab¶in, ShXVhWaUi, and Bal\ani²that involves a non-self interpretation of fana or self-

dissolution experiences. And the modern Nuriyya-Malamiyya Sufi order follows Ibn Arabi 

and hiV cRmmenWaWRUV in WhiV XndeUVWanding Rf Whe gRal aV ³aXWhenWic VelfhRRd´ and Whe UeWXUn 

WR being an ³indiYidXaWed hXman being´ afWeU Whe effacemenW Rf Rne¶V idenWiW\ in fana, which 

they believe to be different from some no-self Buddhist traditions. Finall\, in Whe µKeaWing 
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VchRRl¶ Rf CenWeUing SUa\eU, Whe\ Uead (and fRllRZ) EckhaUW aV being XniTXe fURm all fRUmV Rf 

BUidal m\VWiciVm in SRViWing a genXinel\ nRndXal fRUm Rf XniRn Whe\ call ³XniW\ 

cRnVciRXVneVV´ WhaW enWailV Whe deaWh Rf an\ VenVe Rf VeSaUaWe Velf. ThiV ZRXld Veemingly put 

them in the no-self nondual camp and Bourgeault seems to agree in her own characterization 

Rf ³ShenRmenal VelfhRRd´ aV an ³illXViRn´ and nRndXal Ueali]aWiRn aV Whe ³diVVRlXWiRn Rf Whe 

VXbjecW/RbjecW SRlaUiW\.´ HRZeYeU, Zhen Vhe cUiWiTXeV ShilRVRShical mRniVm, Whe ³endXUance 

Rf Whe SeUVRnal,´ emeUgence in Whe fRUm Rf ³V\mbiRWic XniW\,´ and Whe cRVmic Vignificance Rf 

particularity, she appears to occupy at least a more intermediate position on the spectrum. 

The idea that these traditions can be located on spectrum that runs from no-self 

dissolution nonduality to non-substantial self dialectical nonduality offers a broad strokes 

schema to aid in our construction of a culturally sensitive etic framework to make sense of 

these contemplative paths and the goals towards which they lead. While Thompson and 

Macken]ie¶V enacWiYe Velf SRViWiRn iV iWVelf a nRn-substantialist position based on ontological 

emergentism²influenced by Buddhist formulations and which may be resonant with other 

non-substantialist positions in Abrahamic traditions²the key is that, however interpreted, self 

systems (whether strongly or weakly emergent) are constructed from multiple self-processes 

such that they can be disrupted, deconstructed and/RU ³VhXW dRZn´ in man\ diffeUenW Za\V. 

Particularly for no-self traditions, this deconstruction may be considered an end in itself, 

whereas for non-substantial self traditions, this deconstruction is only for the sake of particular 

kinds of reconstruction. Importantly for both camps though, the enactive perspective also 

reminds and helps us to appreciate that new actions and behaviors are also (emically) 

understood to co-arise with such soteriological insights and psychological changes, such that 

with the latter but not the former, the goals would not be considered realized. For many of 
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these traditions, the spontaneous virtuous behavior and prosociality associated with these 

goals are, in fact, partially constitutive of them, and so any deconstruction or reconstruction 

of the complex self-system that is not geared towards such action must be considered 

incomplete, both emically and etically from the enactive perspective.  

 

CONCLUSION 

 In conclusion then, from the CST-based enactive perspective, our experiential self is 

an emergent (multifaceted) construction²that can be interpreted by different emic and etic 

perspectives as illusory (no-self) or (relationally/dialectically) real depending Rn Rne¶V 

philosophical commitments.123 Either way, because the global sense of self is a non- or 

minimally decomposable system of nonlinearly related processes, it can be disrupted by 

altering any one of the component self processes, including via different kinds of 

contemplative states of absorption. While we will explore a few of these absorption related 

³mechaniVmV´ aV Whe\ imSacW a feZ VSecific cRmSRnenW Velf V\VWem SURceVVeV in Whe ne[W 

chapter, the point for now is that, if (as I suggest) states of contemplative absorption are also 

hyperplastic, then these changes to the processes that emerge as self can also be enduring. 

These enduring self changes will then be appraised as normative or non-normative depending 

on the context²whether contemplative, philosophical, or clinical.  However, this perspective 

suggests that before we see either category of enduring changes in the system (in the form of 

 
123 FRU eWic ShilRVRShical cRmmiWmenWV, Rne¶V SRViWiRn Rn Whe RnWRlRgical VWaWXV Rf emeUgence and ³SaWWeUnV´ 
would have a bearing on how one interprets the self system. For example, Thompson explores the range of 
philosophical interpretations of emergence, both ontological and epistemological (2007, 417), and Gallagher et 
al. (2023) nRWe WhaW ³Whe nRWiRn Rf Ueal SaWWeUn cRnWinXeV WR be Whe VXbjecW Rf debaWeV in Whe ShilRVRSh\ Rf 
science, where some have defended instrumentalist and functionalist views, and others have defended positive 
UealiVW aSSURacheV´ (3). 
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altered attractor landscapes), we would expect to observe the critical fluctuations that signal 

phase shifts of a range of living complex systems at multiple scales in nature.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: PUTTING IT ALL INTO PRACTICE 
 

INTRODUCTION 

 

We have so far pieced together a complex systems-based etic framework that has the 

potential to be culturally sensitive by being able to account for distressing and challenging 

stages of contemplative paths as well as other kinds of (non-normative) distress and 

impairment that traditions understand to be pitfalls and involve unnecessary suffering. In this 

chapter, I will argue that in order to provide effective care for those suffering from meditation-

related difficulties, one first needs an understanding of the multilevel causal processes 

involved in such difficulties. Only then can effective interventions be designed and carried 

out between a caregiver and the meditator in distress. In this first section, we will explore how 

the ecosocial approach to cultural psychiatry seeks to overcome the limitations of the 

biopsychosocial model in order to provide more ecologically valid descriptions of 

psychopathology that can facilitate more effective interventions and care. In the next sections, 

we will apply this framework to meditation-related difficulties in Abrahamic traditions and 

then examine some other implications and applications of the combined Ecosocial Pivotal 

Critical (EPiC) framework for care. 

 

COMPLEX SYSTEMS IN CULTURAL PSYCHIATRY 

In the concluding chapter to the edited volume, Revisioning Psychiatry: Cultural 

Phenomenology, Critical Neuroscience, and Global Mental Health, cultural psychiatrist (and 
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Rne Rf Whe ediWRUV) LaZUence KiUma\eU aUgXeV WhaW Whe ³ZRUk cRllecWed in WhiV YRlXme 

encourages the hope that psychiatric theory is on the threshold of a renaissance, in which 

complex-systems thinking will allow us to integrate neuroscience, psychology, and the social 

VcienceV in mRdeV Rf SUacWice´ WhaW aUe beWWeU able WR ³UecRgni]e and UeVSRnd WR RWheUV in all 

WheiU diYeUViW\´ (2015, 623-624). He cRnWinXeV WhaW Vince ³PV\chiaWUic diVRUdeUV aUe aV mXch 

psychological and social disorders as they are brain disorders, and there is simply no way to 

diVSenVe ZiWh Whe need fRU mXlWiSle leYelV Rf e[SlanaWiRn in UeVeaUch and clinical SUacWice´ 

(629). TheUefRUe, ³Zhile Ze need UedXcWiYe mRdelV WR adYance Whe VcienWific VWXd\ Rf VSecific 

mechanisms, we need more complex, hierarchically structured, systems models to understand 

man\ aVSecWV Rf SV\chRSaWhRlRg\ and make clinicall\ XVefXl SUedicWiRnV and inWeUYenWiRnV´ 

(630). He continues: 

The causal pathways for psychopathology may not be simple, because they do not 
involve linear relationships between single factors or elements. Most causal pathways 
are part of dynamical systems with feedback loops in which multiple factors interact 
over time, both along develop- mental trajectories and over the course of the illness 
itself. Under certain circumstances, some systems can be decomposed into subsystems 
or component processes (Bechtel, 2013; Bechtel and Richardson, 2010).124 These can 

 
124 While William Bechtel and his colleague Robert C. Richardson were pioneers in methodologically 
conceptualizing decomposition as important scientific strategy, they later came to revise their position regarding 
the utility of the strategy as is alluded to in this quote. In 1993, Bechtel and Richardson frame the central question 
Rf decRmSRViWiRn aV a VcienWific VWUaWeg\ aV ZheWheU ³³V\VWemV encRXnWeUed in biRlRgy or psychology are likely 
to be decomposable or nearly decomposable²and hence amenable to mechanistic explanations developed 
through decomposition and localization²or only minimally decomposable or not decomposable at all²and 
hence not amenable to explanaWiRn XVing WheVe heXUiVWicV«If Whe degUee Rf inWeUacWiRn amRng cRmSRnenWV Zhen 
they come to form wholes does not obliterate the components as autonomous entities, the result is decomposable  
part-ZhRle hieUaUch\³ (1993/ 2010, 26-27). However, in the introduction to the 2010 version of the book, they 
revise their earlier position in relation to this question and the degree to which (most) living systems are 
decomposable: 

 
In referring to decomposition and localization as heuristics, we are emphasizing that they are fallible 
research strategies. Most simply, we may have misidentified some of the component operations in a 
mechanism. In other cases that we regard as both common and significant, the very error is in assuming 
the system is decomposable or even nearly decomposable²i.e., that the phenomenon of interest is due 
to component operations discretely localized in component parts of a mechanism. (xxx, emphasis mine) 
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be studied in isolation, and, once their dynamics are understood, they can be resituated 
in the larger systems to which they belong in order to identify the emergent dynamics. 
However, many biological systems with emergent properties cannot be decomposed 
into discrete subsystems without losing essential features of their dynamics (Bechtel 
and Richardson, 2010; Bedau and Humphreys, 2008). (630) 

BecaXVe VXch V\VWemV aUe ³emeUgenW,´ nRn-reductive systems tools and frameworks are 

required to accurately describe their behavior ²some of which have existed for decades and 

others which are only recently developed. Kirmayer explains how the subtitle to his chapter, 

³TRZaUdV an EcRlRg\ Rf Mind´ Sa\V hRmage WR GUegRU\ BaWeVRn ZhR ZaV a SaUWiciSanW in 

the Macy conferences out of which systems theory and cybernetics were developed (638). He 

UemaUkV WhaW Zhile ³WheVe eaUl\ YeUViRnV Rf V\VWemV WheRU\ ZeUe cUiWicized as too general and 

YagXe WR addUeVV ke\ TXeVWiRnV in neXURVcience and SV\chiaWU\ and make XVefXl SUedicWiRnV,´ 

recent advances in systems science in mathematics (dynamical systems theory and complexity 

theory) and biological science (systems biology) ³haYe imSRUWanW imSlicaWiRnV fRU SV\chiaWUic 

WheRU\ and SUacWice´ (638). While BaWeVRn XndeUVWRRd Whe mind aV ³aV embRdied and enacWed 

through brain-body-enYiURnmenW lRRSV´ alUead\ in Whe 1970¶V, mRUe UecenW aSSURacheV WR 

cognitive science (by people like Francisco Varela and Evan Thompson) which incorporate 

these recent advances in systems science similarly envisions mental processes as emergent 

SURSeUWieV Rf V\VWemV VXch WhaW ³Mind, in WhiV YieZ, UeVideV in V\VWemV WhaW inclXde bUainV, 

bodies, and the enYiURnmenW in inWeUacWing UelaWiRnVhiSV´ (638).   

 
While Whe\ VRXghW WR ValYage WheiU eaUlieU ZRUk in SXWWing fRUWh a ³neZ SeUVSecWiYe´ in Whe inWURdXcWiRn, ZhaW 
Whe\ call, ³d\namic mechaniVWic e[SlanaWiRn´ Zhich incRUSRUaWeV ³anal\Wical cRnceSWV and WRRlV WhaW haYe been 
developed in dynamical systems theory, they acknowledge that some might see this development as exactly the 
RSSRViWe Rf WheiU RUiginal WheViV ([[[Yiii). The\ ZUiWe WhaW, ³AlWhRXgh fRU VRme WheRUiVWV Whe inYRcaWiRn Rf 
dynamics entails a repudiation of mechanism, others recognize the need for d\namic mechaniVWic e[SlanaWiRn´ 
([[[Yiii). DXSUe (2013) iV an e[amSle Rf VXch an RSSRVing YieZ WhaW ³e[amineV cUiWicall\ Whe incUeaVing 
Wendenc\ WR eTXaWe caXVal e[SlanaWiRn ZiWh Whe idenWificaWiRn Rf mechaniVm´ and cRnclXdeV WhaW, ³While in 
principle it mighW be SRVVible WR accRmmRdaWe an accRXnW Rf mechaniVm´ WR Whe d\namic feaWXUeV Rf liYing 
V\VWemV, ³Whe aWWemSW WR dR VR UiVkV UedXcing Whe idea Rf a mechaniVm WR YacXiW\´ (19). 
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Finall\, he aUgXeV WhaW WhiV ³Za\ Rf lRRking aW menWal ShenRmena aV emeUgenW fURm 

interactions between brains, bodies, persons and environment has important implications for 

SV\chiaWU\´ (639). One Rf Whe imSlicaWiRnV Rf WhiV YieZ cRnceUnV inWeUYenWiRnV Zhich, 

³becaXVe SURblemV can SRWenWiall\ RccXU aW an\ leYel in Whe hieUaUch\ fURm mRlecXlaU biRlRg\ 

WR VRcieW\«inWeUYenWiRnV ma\ RSeUaWe aW man\ leYelV´ aV Zell (648). He cRnWinXeV, 

Although particular kinds of intervention may target specific levels, any intervention 
will have effects at multiple levels. Hence, conceptualizing any treatment as a 
multilevel, systemic intervention will allow the clinician to identify complementary 
strategies to reinforce its effect and anticipate potential wider ramifications. This 
requires knowledge of the dynamics at each level and how they may work together 
synergistically or in ways that conflict and require thinking through potential tradeoffs 
between psychological and social benefits and costs. (649) 
 

Because mind resides in a multi-level interactive system consisting of the brain, body, and the 

environment, interventions can target one or more of these levels (or sub-levels within them) 

and one must have at least a working model of these dynamics to design an effective 

intervention strategy. 

KiUma\eU¶V work in social and cultural psychiatry actively incorporates complex 

systems theory as a means to integrate different disciplinary perspectives in making sense of 

the different components of psychopathology. Most relevant for our purposes is how this 

perspective can improve our own emerging framework for making sense of meditation-related 

difficulties in ways that can improve care, and one place it can contribute to this is in making 

the PiMS model more dynamic and fine-grained. As discussed in chapter two, according to 

the PiMS model once the hyperplastic state is accessed either through ascetic practices or 

SV\chedelic cRmSRXndV Zhich ³deVWabili]e´ Rne¶V cXUUenW VWaWe RU WUajecWRU\, Whe 

psychological system can branch off on a new trajectory leading to either wellness or 

SaWhRlRg\. AccRUding WR WhiV XndeUVWanding, Whe ³cRnWe[WXal facWRUV´ biaVing Whe V\VWem in Rne 
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diUecWiRn RU Whe RWheU UefeUV WR ³bRWh biRlRgical (e.g., SRl\genic) SUediVSRViWiRn aV Zell aV Whe 

indiYidXal¶V immediaWe and UemRWe enYiURnmenWal cRnWe[W´ ZheUe ³Whe WeUm µcRnWe[W¶ iV XVed 

heUe in an e[Wended biRSV\chRVRcial and WemSRUal Za\´ (BURXZeU and Carhart-Harris 2021, 

320). ThiV Uange in WimeVcaleV and facWRUV ZRXld inclXde WhingV in Rne¶V mRUe diVWanW SaVW like 

"an enriched versus adverse childhood or any past trauma but it can also include what is 

inheUiWed (i.e., geneWicall\ encRded)´ aV Zell aV mRUe WemSRUall\ SUR[imaWe facWRUV like ³a 

recent relationship breakdown or a bereavement, ongoing cultural or social crisis, or recent 

VXcceVV RU caXVe fRU celebUaWiRn´ (320). ElVeZheUe Whe\ inYRke a ³ZealWh Rf eYidence fURm 

psychedelic drug, child psychology and mental health research can be cited to highlight the 

importance of contextual factors, such as: (a) preparedness, (b) intentions and expectations, 

(c) inter-personal trust/therapeutic alliance, (d) community support and (e) other forms of 

psychological integration, for safe guarding against harm and enhancing positive therapeutic 

RXWcRmeV´ (323). While WhiV liVW Rf facWRUV iV giYen heUe in a VWaWic Za\, in CaUhaUW-Harris and 

cRlleagXeV¶ ³e[WUa-ShaUmacRlRgical´ mRdel Rf SV\chedelic dUXg acWiRn WhaW alVR ³WakeV inWR 

accRXnW ValienW cRnWe[WXal facWRUV´ (CaUhaUW-Harris et al. 2018, 727), a slightly more dynamic 

picture is provided. In this model, the environment (including the sociocultural context) 

influences the pre-state expectations, the acute state, as well as longer term outcomes. They 

XndeUVWand WhiV mRdel WR be ³cRmSlemenWaU\´ WR WheiU ³cXlWXUal feedback lRRS mRdel´ ZheUe 

³acXWe and lRngeU-term responses to psychedelics, feed back into cultural context via media 

reporting which subsequently affects public opinion, thus influencing the expectations and 

preconceptions of individuals who intend to take a psychedelic²and so perpetuating the 

SURceVV´ (726). HeUe Ze Vee hRZ Whe UeSRUWV Rf SV\chRlRgical e[SeUienceV imSacW Whe 

sociocultural through media coverage, which then shapes the expectations of others in their 
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engagements with psychedelics, impacting their acute psychological experience and 

(therefore) long term outcomes influenced by the plasticity of the acute state.125  

The PiMS model²with the extra-pharmacological model implicit within it or associated 

with it²does elucidate a host of biopsychosocial factors that contribute to psychedelics 

experiences and the different outcomes that are possible from such states, but is relatively 

limited in describing how the biological, psychological, and social factors interact. While the 

cultural feedback model provides a bit more guidance in this direction²in specifying one 

pathway through which sociocultural factors can influence expectations which then impact 

the acute experience and then long-term outcomes²alternative causal pathways are left 

unspecified, especially in terms of the causal influence of other sociocultural dimensions and 

dynamics.  

Gomez-CaUillR and KiUma\eU (2023) diVcXVV hRZ, ³The biopsychosocial (BPS) 

approach championed by Engel promised a conceptual framework to integrate multiple levels 

of analysis in psychiatry based on general systems theory126´ and WhaW Whe ³mRWiYaWiRn fRU WhiV 

was a concern to give a place in clinical theory and practice to the intrapsychic processes 

 
125 TaYeV (2020) emShaVi]eV Whe imSRUWance Rf diVWingXiVhing ³beWZeen Whe inWeUacWiRn Rf facWRUV ZiWhin Whe 
context of the event itself and the environmental factors that affect the prestate and the long-WeUm RXWcRme´ aV 
Carhart-Harris does in this cultural feedback loop model (11). She also specifies that the perennialist claim that 
Stace-W\Se e[SeUienceV Rf XniW\ aUe aW Whe cRUe Rf Whe ZRUld¶V UeligiRnV iV SaUW Rf WhiV laUgeU cXlWXUal feedback 
lRRS Vince Whe ³claim SUimeV SaUWiciSanWV WR anWiciSaWe Whe SRWenWially transformative effects of such 
e[SeUienceV and WR YieZ ZhaW Whe\ e[SeUience in UelaWiRn WR XlWimaWe TXeVWiRnV Rf meaning and Vignificance´ 
(11). I would add here the possibility that other      kinds of religious and spiritual discourse, such as           
understandings of nonduality, and/or discourse about the relationship between religious and scientific domains 
VXch aV ³neXUR-nihiliVm´ cRXld haYe VimilaU d\namicV. 
126 In his article summarizing and then evaluating critiques of the BPS model, Benning (2015) describes how, 
³Rne ZRXld haYe WR acknRZledge WhaW WheUe aUe aVSecWV Rf GST WhaW Wend WR be eiWheU ignRUed all WRgeWheU RU 
dRZnSla\ed bRWh in Engel¶V ZUiWingV and in the day-to-day application of the BPS model. These include the 
nRWiRn WhaW V\VWemV í inclXding mindV í aUe ³cRmSle[´ and ³RSen´ and WhaW Whe\ aUe, aV VXch, RfWen VXbjecW WR 
Whe inflXence Rf XnidenWified facWRUV´ (349). In RWheU ZRUdV, Whe RUiginal BPS mRdel may actually have 
addressed some of the critiques of it that have been leveled on how it has been applied in practice. 
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chaUacWeUi]ed b\ SV\chRd\namic WheRU\ and SaWienWV¶ RZn e[SeUience and XndeUVWanding Rf 

WheiU cRndiWiRn´ (5). HRZeYeU, Whe\ aUgXe WhaW ³Whe definiWiRn and RSeUaWiRnali]aWiRn Rf WheVe 

levels and their exact interplay in cross-level formulations, were left undeWeUmined´ and WhaW 

³Whe BPS UemainV mainl\ deVcUiSWiYe UaWheU Whan d\namic, VimSl\ enXmeUaWing SRWenWial UiVk, 

causal or maintaining factors, without detailing causal mechanisms that could guide 

inWeUYenWiRn´ (5). In anRWheU ZRUk, CaUillR eW al. (2023) reiterate this critique of the model for 

³being XndeUVSecified and fRU RfWen UeVXlWing in a VWaWic liVW Rf facWRUV´ bXW SURYide a biW mRUe 

information on how the model is employed today: 

The biopsychosocial approach lists levels of explanation from the training of health 
practitioners in biology, psychology, and social sciences, and it aims to promote case 
formulation for a patient beyond a diagnostic label. In psychiatric training, 
practiWiRneUV aUe RfWen WaXghW WR fRUmXlaWe caVeV XVing a gUid baVed Rn Engel¶V 
biopsychosocial model combined with a temporal framework of predisposing, 
precipitating, perpetuating, and protective factors. Trainees are usually advised to start 
this case formulation with biological factors and then move on to social factors that 
are believed to lead to the behavioural and psychological processes that the clinician 
can assess... In practice, this process often results in a static formulation with little 
integration of mechanisms across levels. As mentioned by Engel, these mechanisms 
should not be thought of as distinct levels (i.e., bio, psycho, and social) but require 
dynamic systems thinking to include the developmental effects and health 
consequences of the social context and life trajectory of an individual. (297) 

 
The\ When VXmmaUi]e WhaW, ³TheUe iV a cleaU need fRU a mRUe SURceVV-oriented integrative 

framework for psychiatric theory and practice, which includes the effects of cultural meaning, 

social context, and self-understanding on the causes and course of mental diVRUdeUV´ (297). 

ThankfXll\, Whe\ dRn¶W VWRS aW cUiWiTXe bXW alVR SURSRVe an alWeUnaWiYe ³cXlWXUal-

ecRVRcial´ (heUeafWeU jXVW UefeUUed WR aV ecRVRcial) aSSURach WR SV\chiaWU\ WhaW makeV XS fRU 

these shortcomings. They describe four particular areas where their model extends and 

imSURYeV Rn Whe BPS fUameZRUk. FiUVW, iW ³emShaVi]eV Whe VRcial±ecological context to 

highlight the essential dynamic and interactional nature of biological, psychological, and 
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social processes, and it expands them to include culture, which involves shared meanings, 

idenWiWieV, inVWiWXWiRnV, and SUacWiceV´ (299). SecRnd, ³IW XVeV ZRUk in 4E (embRdimenW, 

enactment, embedding, and extension) cognitive science to integrate neurobiology, 

phenomenology, and social processes through the concepts of embodiment and enactment, 

which involve multiple levels of embedding in and extension through local context and wider 

environments, to give more process-RUienWed fRUmXlaWiRnV´ (299). IW dReV this by grounding 

³hXman cRgniWiRn and behaYiRXU in bRdil\ e[SeUience (i.e., embRdimenW), Zhich iV in WXUn 

embedded in and affected by physiological, psychological, and social±cultural contexts 

through ongoing cycles of action and perception (i.e., enactments), which extend into the 

environment through interactions with other people and through the cultural affordances (i.e., 

SRWenWialV fRU acWiRn and SeUceSWiRn) SURYided b\ WRRlV, media, and inVWiWXWiRnV´ (299). And 

finall\, iW ³inclXdeV e[SliciW aWWenWiRn to how self-understanding and illness explanations loop 

back WR affecW neXURbiRlRg\, cRgniWiRn, and cRSing and WUeaWmenW UeVSRnVeV´ (299). 

Using 4E cognitive science to integrate the varied levels of psychopathology brings in 

WR fRcXV Whe YaUiRXV inWeUdeSendenW feedback lRRSV and ³lRRS\ d\namicV´ WhaW e[iVW beWZeen 

them (Gomez-Carillo and Kirmayer 2023, 6). The 4E perspective sees a landscape of 

inWeUacWiRnV beWZeen ³Whe bUain [Zhich] iV cRmSRVed Rf fXncWiRnal ciUcXiWV, Zhich aUe made 

up of neurons; the social world [which] is made up of roles, niches and institutions which are 

constituted by patterned relationships among individuals, whose behavior is regulated by 

cRgniWiYe maSV, mRdelV and affRUdanceV, VRcial SRViWiRnaliW\, nRUmV, and cRnYenWiRnV´ (6). 

CUXciall\ fRU WhiV fUameZRUk, ³Each leYel enableV SURceVVeV WhaW cRnWUibXWe WR Whe caXVal 

mechanisms that underlie a particular symptom, syndrRme RU afflicWiRn´ and WhRXgh 

neXURbiRlRgical mechaniVmV aUe ceUWainl\ acknRZledged aV imSRUWanW, ³E[SeUience, behaYiRU, 
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narrative self-understanding, and social interactions can all contribute causally to the 

d\namicV Rf SV\chiaWUic V\mSWRmV and diVRUdeUV´ aV Zell (6). FRU e[amSle,  

Social interactions can also feed back into cognitive and bodily processes in ways that 
amplify or diminish symptoms and distress. These loops correspond to relationships 
between different aspects of the organism or between the organism and the 
environment. Loops may result in cycles of positive and negative feedback, with 
effects locally as well as across the organizational hierarchy. Depending on their 
structure, parameters and initial conditions, loops can result in nonlinear dynamics, for 
example, growing exponentially, showing discontinuities, bifurcations, or other 
complex dynamics. (6)  
 

PeUhaSV mRVW imSRUWanWl\, WheVe lRRSV beWZeen leYelV ³can be YieZed aV VSecific mechaniVmV 

that need to be considered in diagnostic assessment and case formulations and that can be the 

WaUgeW Rf clinical inWeUYenWiRn´ (6). And SaUWicXlaUl\ geUmane fRU RXU purposes, they highlight 

hRZ ³The SaWienW¶V RZn inWeUSUeWaWiRnV and Velf-cRnVWUXal,´ Zhich iV ³baVed Rn cRgniWiYe, 

VRcial and cXlWXUal mRdelV, inVWiWXWiRnV and SUacWiceV,´ effecW Whe ³imSacW Rf an\ inWeUYenWiRn 

and any subsequent interaction with the clinician´ (8). All WhiV Waken WRgeWheU callV fRU a 

³ciUcXlaU heUmeneXWicV WR cRmSlemenW RXU mRdelV Rf ciUcXlaU caXValiW\´ (8).  

The rubber meets the road in all of this in terms of clinical case formulation leading to 

inWeUYenWiRn. The\ nRWe WhaW a cRmSUehenViYe ³diagnosis and treatment in psychiatry requires 

addressing pathology in all its dimensions: biological, psychological, social, cultural, and 

enYiURnmenWal´ and \eW inWegUaWing WheVe inWR ³caXVal e[SlanaWiRnV Rf SaUWicXlaU W\SeV Rf 

problems remains a challenge fRU SV\chiaWUic WheRU\ and SUacWice´ (10). TR addUeVV WheVe 

challengeV, ³An ecRV\VWemic aSSURach WR inWegUaWiRn aimV WR idenWif\ mXlWiSle caXVal 

processes or mechanisms within and between levels of organization and articulate their 

connections in an oveUaUching V\VWem´ (10). AddiWiRnall\, iW UeTXiUeV  
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approaching the patient as embodied and embedded in an ecosocial niche that presents 
an array of inter-related social determinants of health with differential constraining 
and enabling opportunities. The same niche also provides models for self-
understanding, values, aspirations, and afflictions that shape experience, adaptation, 
coping, and help-seeking behavior, as well as access to services, educational and 
YRcaWiRnal RSSRUWXniWieV, and RWheU UeVRXUceV. IndiYidXalV¶ UeVSRnVeV WR adYeUViW\, 
symptoms or disorders, and modes of recovery will be influenced by the norms, 
expectations, and constraints of the sociocultural contexts they inhabit. (10) 

The\ acknRZledge WhaW effRUWV ³WR SURYide mXlWileYel V\VWemV e[SlanaWiRnV Rf healWh SURblemV 

aUe RfWen challenged aV ³WRR cRmSle[´ fRU SUacWical aSSlicaWiRn´ and ³cRmSle[ V\VWemV can 

e[hibiW cRXnWeUinWXiWiYe SURSeUWieV,´ \eW neYeUWheleVV SRViW WhaW ³TXaliWative understanding is 

RfWen VXfficienW WR gXide SUacWice´ (14). While Whe ³challengeV aVVRciaWed ZiWh cRmSle[iW\ 

reflect the real-world dynamics of human problems, it also underscores the need for 

idiographic methods of case formulation, which may include characterizing networks of 

UelaWiRnVhiSV amRng V\mSWRmV and UelaWed biRlRgical, cRgniWiYe, and VRcial SURceVVeV´ (14). 

TheVe cRmSle[ ecRVRcial mRdelV ³cRXld be XVed aV deciViRn WRRlV´ RU Whe\ ma\ alVR be XVed 

³b\ clinicianV and SaWienWV WR fRVWeU mXWXal XndeUVWanding and mRWiYaWe inWeUYenWiRnV´ Vince 

³The mRdelV Ze RffeU WR SaWienWV aUe WhemVelYeV inWeUYenWiRnV WhaW ma\ gXide Velf- reflection 

and eliciW neZ behaYiRUV´ (14). Such person-centered network models constructed according 

WR VXch an ecRVRcial SeUVSecWiYe ³offers a way for clinicians to organize the multiple 

explanatory models needed to capture the complexity and heterogeneity of psychiatric 

diVRUdeUV and illneVV e[SeUience´ (14). The\ cRnclXde WhaW baVed Rn VXch a YieZ Rf 

³SV\chiaWUic diVRUdeUV aV inYRlYing complex system dynamics, an ecosocial systems approach 

allows clinicians to use multiple languages of description to assess processes within and across 

levels of organization of an overarching ecology of mind and to prioritize those that offer the 

greatest therapeutic leverage and optimal use of resources for person-cenWeUed SUacWice´ (14). 
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A BRIEF INTERLUDE ON ³LEVELS´ AND ³MECHANISMS´ 

 

In the introduction to the cultural-ecosocial approach just sketched, the authors freely 

make XVe Rf Whe idea Rf mXlWiSle ³leYelV,´ SaUWicXlaUl\ in aUgXing WhaW their model is more 

useful than the bio-psycho-VRcial (BPS) fUameZRUk Zhich VRXghW WR cRmbine diffeUenW ³leYelV 

Rf anal\ViV´ bXW Zhich failed WR deVcUibe ³mechaniVmV acURVV leYelV.´ Since bRWh Whe meWaShRU 

Rf ³leYelV´ and Whe cRnceSWiRn Rf ³mechaniVm´ aUe understood in different ways by different 

researchers, it is worthwhile to take a moment to clarify what these authors mean by these 

terms in particular. 

CUaYeU (2007) RffeUV a ³Field-GXide´ RU ³Wa[RnRm\´ Rf diffeUenW kindV Rf ³leYelV´ 

diVcXVVed in VcienWific liWeUaWXUe and aUgXeV ³Rne mXVW be caUefXl WR keeS WheVe diffeUenW kindV´ 

of levels distinct (163). He most broadly distinguishes levels of nature from levels of science, 

then distinguishes the former into levels of causation, levels of size, and levels of composition 

(171). Levels of composition can then be broken down into levels of mereology, levels of 

aggregativity, levels of mere material/spatial containment, and finally his particular interest, 

levels of mechanisms (171).127 HeUe he defineV a mechaniVm aV ³a VeW Rf enWiWieV and acWiYiWieV 

RUgani]ed VXch WhaW Whe\ e[hibiW Whe ShenRmenRn WR be e[Slained,´ ZheUe ³EnWiWieV aUe Whe 

cRmSRnenWV RU SaUWV in mechaniVmV,´ ³AcWiYiWieV aUe Whe caXVal cRmSRnenWV in mechaniVmV,´ 

and ³Finally, the entities and activities in mechanisms are organized together spatially, 

 
127 In CUaYeU (2015), he aUgXeV WhaW ³Whe leYelV meWaShRU´ iV VWill ³XbiTXiWRXV and VR SURmiVcXRXVl\ aSSlied´ in 
contemporary science and philosophy (23), but here he specifies slightly different applications of the 
³meWaShRU´ Rf leYelV VXch aV, ³leYelV Rf Vcience, theory, realization, size, mereology, aggregation, and 
mechaniVm´ (23).  
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WemSRUall\, caXVall\, and hieUaUchicall\´ VXch WhaW Whe ³behaYiRU Rf Whe mechaniVm aV a ZhRle 

UeTXiUeV Whe RUgani]aWiRn Rf iWV cRmSRnenWV´ (6).  

AVSUem and TaYeV (2018) fRllRZ CUaYeU in emShaVi]ing WhaW ³¶LeYelV Rf mechaniVmV¶ 

are not WR be cRnfXVed ZiWh leYelV Rf µnaWXUe¶ (Uanked accRUding WR feaWXUeV VXch aV Vi]e and 

cRmSle[iW\ [e.g., aWRmV, mRlecXleV, cellV, RUganV, and RUganiVmV]) RU µdiVciSlinaU\ leYelV¶ 

(e.g., physics, chemistry, biology, psychology, the social sciences, and the humanities) (146). 

The\ highlighW WhaW WhiV W\Se Rf anal\ViV iV ³decRmSRViWiRnal´ in VSecif\ing Whe cRmSRnenWV 

and WheiU RUgani]aWiRn WhaW make XS Whe ShenRmena, and WhaW iW iV ³synchronic as opposed to 

diachronic, in the sense that it considers some phenomenon as a system (S), and analyzes it 

in WeUmV Rf cRmSRnenW SaUWV WhaW aUe all inWeUacWing V\nchURnRXVl\´ (147; emShaViV 

original).128 And finall\, and SeUhaSV mRVW imSRUWanWl\ fRU RXU SXUSRVeV, ³WheUe iV nR caXVal 

inWeUacWiRn beWZeen leYelV´ bXW Rnl\ ³at a leYel,´ since the lower level fully constitutes the 

higher level of the phenomena and is thus identical with it. In other words, the conception of 

³leYelV Rf mechaniVm´ RXWlined b\ CUaYeU and Whe RWheU µneZ mechaniVWV¶ iV Rne in Zhich 

there can never be interlevel causality, since the levels are a species of whole-part relations 

and WheUefRUe, ³Whe idea Rf inWeUleYel caXVaWiRn iV cRnceSWXall\ aZkZaUd ZiWhin leYelV Rf 

mechaniVmV´ (CUaYeU 2015, 2). 

From this perspective, it would appear that Gomez-Carillo and Kirmayer, as well as 

Evan Thompson in the last chapter, are either guilty of a conflating levels of mechanism with 

levels of nature or analysis²since interlevel causal relations between mechanisms are 

 
128 The\ alVR nRWe WhaW Whe caXVal inWeUacWiRn aW Rne leYel ³WakeV Slace over time, which may alter the causal 
capacity of the system in question and, thus, its ability to effect change over time. A single mechanism, thus, 
linkV V\nchURnic and diachURnic SURceVVeV´ (148, emShaViV RUiginal). 
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impossible and both of their frameworks are built on interlevel causal relations²or they are 

using a different application of the levels metaphor129 in connection with a different 

XndeUVWanding Rf mechaniVm. On Whe RWheU hand, aW WimeV CUaYeU¶V cRnceSWiRn Rf mechaniVmV 

as systems sounds compatible with many of the complex systems frameworks we have 

examined in the previous chapters, such as when he later (2015) defines a mechanism as a 

³nRn-aggregative compositional systems in which the parts interact and collectively realize 

Whe behaYiRU RU SURSeUW\ Rf Whe ZhRle,´ VXch WhaW, ³MechaniVmV aUe b\ definiWiRn mRUe Whan 

the sums of their parts: they have properties their parts do not have, and they engage in 

acWiYiWieV WhaW WheiU SaUWV cannRW accRmSliVh Rn WheiU RZn´ (16). OU Zhen he e[SliciWl\ 

acknRZledgeV WhaW ³cRmSle[iW\´ can UeVXlW fURm ³feedback UelaWiRnV WhaW inWURdXce nRnlineaU 

interactions into the oSeUaWiRn Rf Whe mechaniVm iWVelf´ RU WhaW Rne cRXld jXVWifiabl\ 

chaUacWeUi]e hiV YieZ ³ZiWh Whe langXage Rf emeUgence´ (2015, 20-21). How can we situate 

these different emergent and complex systems-based approaches in relation to each other?! 

AW face YalXe and baVed VRlel\ Rn hiV diVcXVViRn Rf ³EmeUgence and leYelV Rf 

mechaniVm,´ SaUWicXlaUl\ in VR faU aV he acceSWV and bXildV Rn JaegZRn Kim¶V (1998) cUiWiTXe 

of emergence and downward causation, it would seem that Craver would consider 

ThompsonV¶V cRnceSWiRn Rf emeUgence (³d\namic cR-emeUgence´ WhaW enWailV ³ciUcXlaU 

caXValiW\´) a VSecieV Rf ³spook\ emergence´ WhaW he belieYeV iV ³incRheUenW´ (CUaYeU 2015, 

20-21; Thompson 2007, 431). From this perspective, we would characterize the difference 

between the two as Craver subscribing to a version of epistemological emergentism, or as he 

 
129 And, in facW, CUaYeU (2015) acknRZledgeV WhaW ³RXU Za\V Rf deVcUibing Vcience and Whe ZRUld cRnWain man\ 
distinct, legitimate applications of the levels metaphor that are either unrelated or that have only indirect 
UelaWiRnV ZiWh Rne anRWheU´ and (almRVW cRnYincingl\) aUgXeV WhaW he iV nRW WU\ing WR ³defend leYelV Rf 
mechaniVmV aV Whe Rne WUXe aSSlicaWiRn Rf Whe leYelV meWaShRU´ (2). InVWead, he aimV WR ³VhRZ WhaW WhiV 
aSSlicaWiRn iV meWaSh\Vicall\ benign \eW e[ceSWiRnall\ imSRUWanW fRU dRing Vcience´ (2). 
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callV iW in anRWheU ZRUk, ³eSiVWemic emeUgence´ (PRYich and CUaYeU 2018, 190), ZheUeaV 

Thompson subscribes to a species of ontological emergentism. However, on a closer look, 

³RUgani]aWiRn´ in CUaYeU¶V XndeUVWanding Rf mechaniVmV aV cRmSle[ V\VWemV VeemV Wo narrow 

the gap considerably between the two,130 aV dReV Whe facW WhaW ThRmSVRn¶V cRnceSWiRn Rf 

emeUgence dReVn¶W inWURdXce ³an\Whing WhaW iV meWaSh\Vicall\ nRYel RU VXVSecW´ (CUaYeU 2015, 

20-21).  

This narrowing is evident in Povich and Craver (2018) where they specify again that 

³MechaniVmV aUe nRW aggUegaWeV´ VXch WhaW ³A SURSeUW\ RU acWiYiW\ aW a higheU leYel Rf 

mechaniVWic RUgani]aWiRn [«] iV liWeUall\ mRUe Whan Whe VXm Rf Whe SURSeUWieV Rf iWV SaUWV´ and 

³emeUgence iV defined aV Whe failXUe Rf aggUegaWiYiW\´ (190). SimilaUl\, ThRmSVRn claUifieV 

WhaW, ³RnWRlRgical emeUgenWiVm´ iV defined aV Whe cRnceSWiRn ³WhaW a ZhRle iV mRUe Whan Whe 

VXm Rf iWV SaUWV and WheiU inWUinVic SURSeUWieV´ (2007, 417). Then, in a footnote, he elaborates 

WhaW, ³OnWRlRgical emeUgence in Whe fRUm Rf UelaWiRnal hRliVm YiRlaWeV aWRmiVWic meUeRlRgical 

VXSeUYenience, bXW SeUhaSV nRW eYeU\ fRUm Rf meUeRlRgical VXSeUYenience´ (2007, 479 n5). 

He explains: 

 
130 For an argument that there is a considerable gap between dynamicist and mechanistic explanatory 
frameworks, see Silberstein and Chemero (2013). For a response to the critiques of mechanistic explanatory 
frameworks in that paper, see Kaplan (2018). Kaplan argues that two particular challenges to the mechanistic 
aSSURach ³UaiVed b\ Whe SXUSRUWed nRn-decRmSRVabiliW\ Rf man\ d\namical V\VWemV´²Whe ³challenge fURm 
fXncWiRnal indiVWingXiVhable cRmSRnenW SaUWV´ and Whe ³challenge fURm nRnlineaUiW\´²dRn¶W SRVe a ³Ueal threat 
WR Whe SURVSecWV fRU mechaniVWic e[SlanaWiRn´ (275-277). However, he does mention the following in his 
cRnclXViRn: ³In addiWiRn WR Whe challengeV fRU Whe mechaniVWic aSSURach WR d\namical e[SlanaWiRn idenWified 
earlier, more hard work remains for those wishing to defend a mechanistic perspective. For instance, dynamists 
have also appealed to notions of emergence or downward causation in complex dynamical systems to argue for 
Whe limiW Rf Whe mechaniVWic SeUVSecWiYe´ (278). While he emShaVi]eV WhaW, ³WR daWe, defendeUV Rf Whe 
mechaniVWic aSSURach haYe nRW VaWiVfacWRUil\ addUeVVed WhiV challenge,´ he VimXlWaneRXVl\ SRViWV WhaW WhiV WRSic 
represents an undeniable growth area in contemporary philosophy of science that stands to shed new and 
valuable lighW Rn Whe naWXUe Rf Whe UelaWiRnVhiS beWZeen Whe fUameZRUkV Rf d\namicV and mechaniVm´ (278). 
Indeed, Whe Ueliance Rf EnacWiYiVm Rn Whe biRlRgical ShenRmena Rf,  ³aXWRSRieViV,´ ³Velf-RUgani]aWiRn,´ and 
³RUgani]aWiRnal clRVXUe´ aV Whe\ UelaWe WR dRZnZaUd caXVaWiRn and ³d\namic cR-emeUgence´ dR Veem WR be a 
genuine difference in these frameworks as they have been developed so far (Thompson 2007, 417-431). 
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Atomism states that every property of a whole is logically supervenient on, or logically 
deWeUmined b\, Whe inWUinVic SURSeUWieV Rf Whe ZhRle¶V mRVW fXndamenWal SaUWV. In WhiV 
view, every relation is a reducible relation. Yet, if mereological supervenience were 
taken more liberally to mean that every property of a whole is logically supervenient 
on, or logically determined by, the properties of the parts and their relations²where 
this allows for nonatomistic or irreducible relations²then mereological supervenience 
would be consistent with relational holism. (479-480 n5) 

 
Thompson also notes that his understanding is actually not so diffeUenW fURm Kim¶V Zhen Kim 

ZUiWeV WhaW ³macURSURSeUWieV can, and in geneUal dR, haYe WheiU RZn caXVal SRZeUV, SRZeUV 

WhaW gR be\Rnd Whe caXVal SRZeUV Rf WheiU micURcRnVWiWXenWV´ (Kim 1998, 85; TXRWed in 

Thompson 2007, 437).131 He notes that the real difference is between how Kim is defining an 

emergent property²based on the British emergentists of the 19th and early 20th centuries²as 

³nRW WR be idenWified ZiWh Whe macURleYel RUgani]aWiRn iWVelf, bXW ZiWh a TXaliWaWiYel\ diVWincW 

SURSeUW\ WhaW VXSeUYeneV Rn and haV aV iWV emeUgence baVe WhaW RUgani]aWiRn´ (ThRmSVRn 

2007, 438). InVWead, ThRmSVRn aUgXeV WhaW WheUe ³iV nR cRmpelling reason today to endorse 

WhiV SaUWicXlaU cRnceSWiRn Rf emeUgence«IW iV nRW claVVical BUiWiVh emeUgenWiVm bXW 

cRnWemSRUaU\ Vcience WhaW VhRXld gXide RXU Whinking abRXW emeUgence´ (438). ThXV, Zhen 

CUaYeU ZUiWeV WhaW WhURXgh ³RUgani]ation, wholes have causal powers that their parts 

indiYidXall\ dR nRW haYe (2015, 20), iW becRmeV cleaU WhaW ThRmSVRn¶V UelaWiRnal hRliVm and 

ontological emergence is less spooky than it first appeared, and actually quite similar if not 

identical to what PoYich and CUaYeU (2018) eVSRXVe and UefeU WR aV ³organizational 

emergence´ (2018, 190; emShaViV RUiginal). Hence Whe imSRUWance Rf µRUgani]aWiRn¶ ZiWhin 

Whe cRnVenVXV definiWiRn Rf a mechaniVm fRU Whe neZ mechaniVWV: a ³mechaniVm fRU a 

phenomenon consists of entities and activities organized in such a way that they are 

 
131 FRU ThRmSVRn¶V diVcXVViRn and cUiWiTXe Rf Kim, Vee ThRmSVRn (2007, 431-441). 
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UeVSRnVible fRU Whe ShenRmenRn´ (IllaUi and WilliamVRn 2011, 120 TXRWed in AVSUem and 

Taves 2018, 146).  

 With regard to Gomez-Carillo and Kirmayer (2023), they actually do address both the 

concerns about conflation of the levels metaphor, as well as the standard new mechanist 

argument against interlevel causality of mechanisms. With regard to the first, they note that 

³BiRlRgical V\VWemV aUe hieUaUchically organized that are arranged in ways that give rise to 

VWable VWUXcWXUeV ZiWh neZ SURSeUWieV and SURceVVeV´ and ³neZ cRnWURl SURceVVeV emeUge aV a 

UeVXlW Rf Whe hieUaUch\´ (3). While Whe\ acknRZledge Whe cUiWiTXe Rf ³Whe nRWiRn Rf µWRS-dRZn¶ 

causatiRn´ and WhRVe like CUaYeU ZhR aUgXe WhaW ³caXVal SURceVVeV can Rnl\ inYRlYe Vame-

leYel SURceVVeV WhaW aUe maWeUiall\ linked,´ Whe\ UeVSRnd fiUml\ WhaW ³In UealiW\, WRS-down 

caXVaWiRn iV cRmmRn in cRmSle[ V\VWemV and iV cenWUal WR RUganiVmic biRlRg\´ (3). The\ When 

ciWe WRRdZaUd¶V (2020) cUiWiTXe Rf CUaYeU and BechWel¶V (2007) aUWicle WR aUgXe WhaW WheUe 

³aUe man\ W\SeV Rf RUgani]aWiRn WhaW can be diVceUned in Whe ZRUld RU aSSlied WR e[SeUience 

and the utility of concepts of hierarchy and levels depends on the specific question, problem, 

object of inWeUeVW and SUagmaWic WaVk aW hand´ and SURceed WR RXWline VRme Rf Whem: 

The notion of hierarchy is used in multiple ways in biology that include subsumption, 
composition, scale, causality, and control. Hierarchy implies organization into levels, 
but the significance of these levels differs in each of these versions of hierarchy. In 
biology, each of these notions of hierarchy is useful but the one that is most important 
for an ecosocial systems view in psychiatry is that of control hierarchies. (3) 
 

Here, they are explicit in clarifying their particular application of the levels metaphor, namely 

levels of control, which is seemingly one of the levels applications that Craver (2015) believes 

iV ³legiWimaWe´ RU a Yiable alWeUnaWiYe WR leYelV Rf mechaniVms.132The\ ciWe CUaYeU¶V ZRUk in 

 
132 Craver (2015) writes,  
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deVcUibing caXVal hieUaUchieV Zhich, ³UeflecW aUUangemenWV deWeUmined b\ mechaniVmV RU 

SURceVVeV WhaW SURdXce a giYen effecW´ bXW nRWe WhaW ³Whe aVVXmSWiRn Rf XnidiUecWiRnaliW\ aW Rne 

causal level may not hold when the larger system of relationships is conVideUed´ (4). AfWeU 

YRicing Whe SeUceiYed limiWaWiRnV Rf WhiV caWegRU\, Whe\ add WhaW ³MRVW biRlRgical V\VWemV 

involve mutual or circular causality or feedback loops. Indeed, circularity (autocatalysis, self-

assembly or autopoiesis) is essential to what characterizes a system as living. Through such 

circularity and self-reference, biological systems then instantiate another form of hierarchy 

that involves self-UegXlaWiRn RU cRnWURl,´ control hierarchies: 

Control hierarchies are defined in terms of successive levels of regulatory loops. The 
control systems perspective is especially relevant to understanding biological 
processes (and psychopathology) because it leads to a useful way of understanding 
function and dysfunction in terms of the goal-oriented nature of behavior and 
adaSWaWiRn«.ThiV iV Whe kind Rf hieUaUch\ Rf gUeaWeVW inWeUeVW in making VenVe Rf Whe 
dynamics of living systems. For living systems, these loops are characterized by a 
fundamental regulatory goal of maintaining organism integrity and persistence in the 
service of reproduction and other goals. The resultant teleodynamics distinguish living 
systems from other regulatory systems that lack the capacity to generate organism-
specific goals and norms and to function in ways that are explicitly informed by future 
possibility.  In humans, this process extends to the self-reflexive, imaginative and 
cooperative processes of agency enabled by language and culture. (4) 
 

It is worth noting here both the connection between levels of control and a form of naturalistic 

normativity related to goal-directed action and adaptation²hence its relevance to 

psychopathology²as well as the specification of this application of levels as being the most 

 
In levels of control, the relata are agencies and the relation is dominance, Items at higher levels direct 
or regulate the activities of their underlings. Items at higher levels direct or regulate the activities of 
their underlings. Majors and corporals, queen bees and drones, bosses and workers occupy different 
levels of a control hierarchy. Analogous relations are sometimes found among physiological systems. 
When Rne VSeakV Rf ³e[ecXWiYe fXncWiRn´ in cRgniWiRn, Rne iV deVcUibing leYelV Rf cRnWURl. The idea of 
control or dominance is a causal notion, and it is independent of matters of size (witness the sauropod 
bUain)« In leYelV Rf cRnWURl, Whe UelaWa aUe lRgicall\ indeSendenW and VSaWiRWemSRUall\ diVWincW 
interactors. It is not at all implausible for one to control the other causally (11). 
 

ThiV iV in cRnWUaVW WR WhingV aW diffeUenW ³leYelV Rf RUgani]aWiRn (aggUegaWiRn and mechaniVm)´ Zhich, ³dR nRW 
caXVall\ inWeUacW ZiWh Rne anRWheU«if Ze Whink abRXW Whe ZRUld in WeUmV Rf leYelV Rf RUgani]aWiRn, Ze VhRXld nRW 
be tempted into thinking that thingV aW higheU leYelV cRnWURl RU dRminaWe WhingV aW lRZeU leYelV´ (23).  
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useful in making sense of the dynamics of living systems. They invoke emergence133 and the 

³eYidence fRU hieUaUchical RUgani]aWiRn«in man\ emeUgenW ShenRmena´ WR declaUe 

(imSRUWanWl\ fRU RXU SXUSRVeV) WhaW Whe ³emeUgence Rf neZ VWUXcWXUeV ZiWh diVWincWiYe 

properties and of processes with new dynamics warrants the use of the concept of levels of 

organization and cRUUeVSRnding leYelV Rf deVcUiSWiRn´ (4-5; emphasis original). At last, it is 

claUified WhaW b\ ³leYelV´ Whe\ mean leYelV Rf cRnWURl, Zhich Whe\ Wake WR be idenWical WR leYelV 

of organization. 

Situating themselves within the field of psychiatry, they describe how they start from 

Whe SUemiVe WhaW ³V\mSWRmV and V\ndURmeV in SV\chiaWU\ aUiVe fURm Whe inWeUacWiRn Rf 

psychophysiological, cognitive-affecWiYe, and cXlWXUal SURceVVeV´ (5). PV\chiaWUic disorders 

aUe ³cRmSle[, mXlWidimenViRnal cRnVWUXcWV´ and ³emeUge ZiWhin lRRSV WhaW inYRlYe Whe 

biology of human adaptation as well as cultural practices of diagnostic labelling, health care 

V\VWemV, and laUgeU diVcXUViYe fRUmXlaWiRnV´ (5). TheiU SeUVSecWiYe iV ³cRnViVWenW ZiWh UecenW 

work in symptom network theory, which suggests that psychiatric disorders result from the 

dynamic interaction of multiple symptoms each of which may have its own pathophysiology 

RU SV\chRSaWhRlRg\´ and ³YieZV diVRUdeUV aV V\VWemV Rf caXVall\ cRnnecWed V\mSWRmV´ 

Zhich can inYRlYe ³Sh\ViRlRg\, behaYiRU, e[SeUience, and inWeUSeUVRnal inWeUacWiRn, aV Zell 

aV Whe UeVSRnVeV Rf VRcial inVWiWXWiRnV and Whe enYiURnmenW´ (5). LaVWl\, ³Whe ecRVRcial V\VWemV 

we outline in this paper extends the idea of symptom networks to include social-cultural 

contexts, self-UeflecWiRn, and naUUaWiRn aV acWiYe caXVal SURceVVeV´ and Whe\ belieYe Whe 

 
133 The\ define emeUgence aV ³Whe aSSeaUance Rf neZ leYelV Rf RUgani]aWiRnal VWUXcWXUe ZiWhRXW imSl\ing Whe 
loss of underlying structures or component levels. These new levels of organization have their own dynamic 
SURceVVeV´ (4). 
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organizational levels of biological, psychological, and social processes at different scales each 

have their own causal dynamics and are causally interrelated with each other (6). The latter 

aUe ZhaW Whe\ UefeU WR ³SRViWiYe and negaWiYe feedback´ lRRSV and ³cRUUeVSRnd WR UelaWiRnVhiSV 

beWZeen diffeUenW aVSecWV Rf Whe RUganiVm RU beWZeen Whe RUganiVm and Whe enYiURnmenW´ (6). 

As they explain,  

Depending on their structure, parameters and initial conditions, loops can result in 
nonlinear dynamics, for example, growing exponentially, showing discontinuities, 
bifurcations, or other complex dynamics. To the extent that these loops have their own 
dynamics, they can be viewed as specific mechanisms that need to be considered in 
diagnostic assessment and case formulations and that can be the target of clinical 
inWeUYenWiRn«IdenWif\ing WheVe VWable SaWWeUnV RU WUajecWRUieV cRXld SURYide a baViV fRU 
a typology of disorders organized in terms of regulatory processes that exhibit stable 
attractors, limit cycles, and final common pathways. If these can be identified and 
empirically validated, they could be used as a basis for diagnoses that are prognostic 
(predicting outcomes) or that indicate potentially effective treatments, and that point 
to specific targets for intervention. This systems-based nosology, however, will 
generally be quite different than simply identifying single mechanisms, causal factors, 
or etiologies for disorders because it involves dynamic properties of systems with 
looping effects. A typology of looping effects (vicious or virtuous) could complement 
current diagnostic nosology (6). 

 

To return and conclude our foray into levels and mechanisms, it is clear that the new 

mechanism camp134and the ecosocial systems camp have differences in opinion regarding the 

most optimal application of the levels metaphor for scientific explanation (generally as well 

aV in WheiU fieldV) and Zhich iV mRUe deVeUYing Rf being UefeUUed WR aV ³leYelV Rf RUgani]aWiRn.´ 

However, we can sidestep many of the active debates by clarifying that, when discussing the 

 
134 It does seem as though Bechtel has recently changed his position quite dramatically, such that it starts to 
sound more like the ecosocial position on this issue. Bechtel (2017) appears to argue against the new mechanist 
explanatory framework when he identifies levels of mechanism with levels of control capable of interlevel 
caXVal inflXence, and cRnclXdeV WhaW ³WRS-down causation, as exhibited in the hierarchical control of biological 
mechaniVmV, iV a fXndamenWal feaWXUe Rf biRlRgical and neXUal V\VWemV´ (204). He still abides by the same 
definiWiRn Rf mechaniVm bXW idenWifieV VeYeUal ³VhRUWcRming[V]´ Rf hiV SaSeU ZiWh CUaYeU in 2007 Rn WheiU 
mechanistic explanation of top-dRZn caXVaWiRn, Rne Rf Zhich ZaV ³WhaW iW VXggeVWed WhaW all caXValiW\ iV in facW 
at the lRZeU leYel´ (205).  
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inWeUleYel lRRSing ³mechaniVmV´ WhaW Whe ecRVRcial SV\chiaWU\ camS findV SaUWicXlaUl\ 

important for case formulation and targeting interventions, I am following their application of 

the levels metaphor as levels of control that allows for interlevel causal influences and looping 

effects between hierarchical domains such as the biological, the psychological, and the 

VRciRcXlWXUal. FURm Whe neZ mechaniVW SeUVSecWiYe Rf ³cRmSRViWiRnal´ leYelV Rf mechaniVm 

(Woodward 2020, 442),135 hRZeYeU, iW dReVn¶W make VenVe WR VSeak Rf inWeUleYel d\namicV 

and WheVe ³lRRSing effecWV´ ZRXld be XndeUVWRRd WR RccXU ZiWhin Whe Vame mechaniVWic leYel 

of the decomposed system or phenomena and whose organizational dynamics occur between 

specific biological, psychological, or sociocultural component parts. 

 

AN ECOSOCIAL SYSTEMS APPROACH TO MEDITATION-RELATED DIFFICULTIES 

While hopefully the import of the CST-based ecosocial systems approach for 

meditation-related difficulties is clear already, it still may be worthwhile to make a few 

connections explicit. Based on the section above, we can hopefully see that: 

a) Causal pathways for meditation-related difficulties, overlapping as they do with 

cultural psychiatric conceptualizations of psychopathology, are complex 

constructions of interdependent biological, psychological, and sociocultural 

dynamical processes 

 
135 
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b) To design effective intervention strategies and provide optimal care, these multi-

level organizational causal dynamics must be understood and appreciated, at least 

in a baVic RU ³TXaliWaWiYe´ Za\ 

While the first point is made explicitly in a recent paper on meditation-related difficulties with 

Kirmayer (Lindahl et al. 2019), the second is only implicit and one of the contributions of this 

chapter is to develop it more fully in relation to meditation-related difficulties in Abrahamic 

traditions. 

In WhiV cRllabRUaWiRn, Whe aXWhRUV SURSRVe WhaW a ³SeUVRn-cenWeUed´136 approach to 

meditation difficulties is aligned with findings from the VCE study, specifically that 

³PUacWiWiRneUV cRnViVWenWl\ UeSRUWed WhaW finding helSeUV ZhR VXSSRUWed WheiU gRalV, 

expectations, and values around meditation was critical for navigating meditation-related 

challengeV´ (Lindahl eW al. 2019, 17). The\ TXieWl\ VhifW fURm a SXUel\ deVcUiSWiYe anal\ViV Rf 

the findings of their mixed-methods study into prescriptive territory when they advocate that 

such an approach be adopted by clinicians and other care providers in the treatment of these 

difficulties. They go on to argue that instead of seeking to distinguish between normative and 

SaWhRlRgical mediWaWiRn e[SeUienceV, ³SUacWiWiRneUV, WeacheUV, and clinicianV ma\ be beWWeU 

served by focusing on the practical questions: (1) whether the experience warrants additional 

support or intervention; and (2) what type of support or intervention might be most 

aSSURSUiaWe´ (19). While I agUee WhaW VXch a SeUVRn-centered approach is warranted and 

 
136 The\ claUif\ WhaW a ³SeUVRn-cenWeUed aSSURach´ iV ³cRnWUaVWed ZiWh a diVeaVe RU diVRUdeU-centered approach 
in WhaW iW aimV WR addUeVV Whe needV Rf Whe SeUVRn (inclXding Whe WRWaliW\ Rf Whe SeUVRn¶V healWh, bRWh illneVV- and 
wellness-related aspects), as engaged by the person (with both patients and clinicians extending themselves as 
fXll hXman beingV), fRU Whe SeUVRn (aVViVWing Whe fXlfillmenW Rf Whe SeUVRn¶V aVSiUaWiRnV and life SURjecW), and 
with the person (in a respectful and empowering relationship with the person who consults) (Mezzich et al., 
2010; ClRningeU and ClRningeU, 2011; KiUma\eU eW al., 2016b)´ (Lindahl eW al 2019, 17). 
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advisable in responding to individuals suffering from meditation-related difficulties, the 

aXWhRUV dRn¶W VSecif\ how care providers in concert with meditators in distress ought to 

determine what type of support or intervention is most appropriate. I believe the utilization of 

the CST-based cultural-ecosocial approach, with its attention to inter-level causal mechanisms 

and µlRRSing effecWV,¶ iV a SaUWicXlaUl\ helSfXl VWUaWeg\. The\ dR liVW ³Whe mRVW Zidel\ agUeed 

XSRn cUiWeUia´ cXUUenWl\ XVed b\ BXddhiVW meditation teachers²and which they seemingly are 

in support of²WR deWeUmine if addiWiRnal VXSSRUW iV needed, VXch aV ³degUee Rf diVWUeVV and 

fXncWiRnal imSaiUmenW, dXUaWiRn, degUee Rf cRnWURl, and UelaWiRnVhiS WR Whe clienW¶V and Whe 

WUadiWiRn¶V cXlWXUal nRUmV´ (19). AddiWiRnall\, Whe\ UemaUk WhaW ³cXlWXUal SV\chiaWU\ and 

psychology emphasizes the importance of considering the social contexts, positions, 

identities, relationships, and power dynamics of the practitioner and others, including any 

authorities²such as a clinician or meditation teacher²who are involved in the decision-

making SURceVV´ (19). HRZeYeU, aV ZiWh Whe BPS mRdel, I belieYe Whe elXcidaWiRn Rf inWeU-

level dynamics and mechanisms can take this static list and transform it into a dynamic 

systems framework or map that can be utilized by care providers in dialogue with meditators 

in distress to develop effective intervention strategies. An idiographic approach137 to case 

formulation with attention to looping effects is a natural complement to a person-centered 

approach that is undertaken for and with the meditator undergoing challenges. 

 

ABRAHAMIC MEDITATION-RELATED DIFFICULTIES 

 
137 IdiRgUaShic aSSURacheV in clinical Vcience UefeU WR ³indiYidXal-leYel´ aSSURacheV WR Whe VWXd\ RU WUeaWmenW 
Rf clinical diVRUdeUV and Wend WR inYRlYe mRUe TXaliWaWiYe meWhRdV, cRnWUaVWed ZiWh ³nRmRWheWic´ aSSURacheV 
focusing on general principles or patterns that apply to groups and involve quantitative methods (Hayes and 
Andrews 2020, 6). 
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A SaUWicXlaUl\ imSRUWanW ³elemenW in an ecRVRcial V\VWemic aSSURach iV UecRgni]ing 

Whe URle WhaW Whe SeUVRn¶V RZn XndeUVWanding Rf and UeVSRnVe WR V\mSWRmV and VXffeUing Sla\ 

in the dynamics of mental disorders, coping, help-seeking, treatment response and UecRYeU\´ 

(Gomez-Carillo and Kirmayer 2023, 12). This, as I hope is clear, was the major concern of 

the Grofs in proposing the construct of spiritual emergency for (some) individuals suffering 

from difficulties resulting from contemplative practice and all those (like this author and 

colleagues) who have focused on appraisal processes and differential diagnosis related to 

³VSiUiWXal´ e[SeUienceV Vince. In an ecRVRcial aSSURach WR mediWaWiRn-related difficulties, there 

mXVW be an emShaViV Rn ³cXlWXUall\ VhaSed aWWUibXWiRnal SURceVVeV´ and ³mRdeV Rf Velf-

construal based on cognitive, social and cultural models, institutions and SUacWiceV´ WhaW lead 

WR ³SaUWicXlaU mRdeV Rf cRSing and helS-Veeking´ (Gomez-Carillo and Kirmayer 2023, 8). 

FXUWheUmRUe, ³CRmSUehenVive diagnosis and treatment in psychiatry requires addressing 

SaWhRlRg\ in all iWV dimenViRnV: biRlRgical, SV\chRlRgical, VRcial, cXlWXUal, and enYiURnmenWal´ 

bXW ³InWegUaWing WheVe inWR caXVal e[SlanaWiRnV Rf SaUWicXlaU W\SeV Rf SURblemV´ like 

meditation-related difficulties is certainly a tall order (10). To assist us in this endeavor, we 

can fRllRZ ³an ecRV\VWemic aSSURach WR inWegUaWiRn´ Zhich ³aimV WR idenWify multiple causal 

SURceVVeV RU mechaniVmV ZiWhin and beWZeen leYelV Rf RUgani]aWiRn´ and WakeV Whe lens of 

³hXman ecRlRgical nicheV,´ Zhich aUe ³fundamentally social²with socially constructed 

contexts and relationship providing the essential matrix of development from inception²and 

cultural, with shared meanings, values and practices shaping cognition and experience across 

Whe lifeVSan´ (13). ThiV lenV emShaVi]eV ³Whe embedding Rf Whe indiYidXal in mXlWiSle, neVWed 

environmental contexts, defined by socio-relational and spatio-temporal scale and 
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composition to include: micro (immediate family and friends, community and work-school 

setting); meso or exo (neighborhoods, wider networks, and larger community); and macro 

(VRcieW\, naWiRn, WUanVnaWiRnal) cRnWe[WV´ (13). GRme]-CaUillR and KiUma\eU ³XnSack Whe 

notion of niche in a way that can serve a person-cenWeUed clinical aSSURach´ b\ highlighWing 

Whe ³inWeUVecWiRnV and inWeUacWiRnV acURVV aW leaVW fRXU RYeU-lapping domains: (1) lifespan 

developmental history; (2) social structure and positioning; (3) cultural meaning, norms, 

values and affordances;138 and (4) individual biography and self-understanding (which draws 

VelecWiYel\ fURm each Rf Whe RWheU dRmainV)´ (13).  We Zill bRUURZ WhiV fRXUfRld Vchema WR 

examine two different case studies through this lens. 

 

³JANE´ (99125) 

 

The practitioner Jane139 (99125) is a 64-year-old Caucasian woman who had been 

practicing meditation within multiple Sufi traditions since she was in her mid 20s. She 

deVcUibed heU XSbUinging aV ³inWeUeVWing´ bXW alVR VhaUed WhaW ³fRU Whe SaVW 40 \eaUV I ZRXld 

have described it aV highl\ WUaXmaWic.´ She deVcUibed (and diagnRVed) bRWh heU SaUenWV aV 

haYing PTSD, ³m\ faWheU fURm WRUld WaU 2 and m\ mRWheU fURm Ve[Xal WUaXma´ and heU 

 
138 TheiU XndeUVWanding Rf ³affRUdanceV,´ and SaUWicXlaUl\ Whe ³e[Sanded cRnceSW Rf µaffRUdance¶ WhaW e[WendV 
WR VRciRcXlWXUal fRUmV Rf life,´ iV baVed Rn RamVWead eW al. (2016, 2). TheUe, Whe aXWhRUV bXild Rn Whe ecRlRgical 
psychology of Gibson to define affoUdanceV aV, ³SRVVibiliWieV fRU acWiRn affRUded WR RUganiVmV b\ Whe WhingV and 
cUeaWXUeV WhaW SRSXlaWe iWV enYiURnmenWal niche, aV engaged WhURXgh WheiU SeUceSWXal and VenVRUimRWRU abiliWieV´ 
(3). On WhiV accRXnW, ³Whe ZRUld iV Whe WRWaliW\ Rf SRVVibiliWieV Rf acWiRn, nRW Rf WhingV´ (3). The\ SRViW WhaW ³Rne 
SaWhZa\ b\ Zhich cXlWXUal affRUdanceV ma\ be WUanVmiWWed iV WhURXgh Whe maniSXlaWiRn Rf aWWenWiRn«.inclXding 
ZhaW Ze mighW call µUegimeV Rf aWWenWiRn¶´ (16). The\ h\SRWheVi]e WhaW WheVe UegimeV Rf aWWenWiRn ³aUe enacWed 
through patterned practices (especially those which modulate the allocation of attention) and are embodied in 
sundry ways: in the predictive hierarchies of individual agents in a community, as encoded sets of 
expectations, and in the concrete social and cultural world, as constructed human environments, designed to 
VRliciW ceUWain e[SecWaWiRnV and diUecW aWWenWiRn´ (17). 
139 Name has been changed to protect anonymity of the subject 
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faWheU ³Velf-medicaWed ZiWh alcRhRl´ leading WR heU famil\ life being ³abVRlXWe chaRV.´ ThiV 

included emotional abuse from her father and mother, physical abuse from her father, and 

sexual abuse from other family members and family friends until the age of 12. She had ³man\ 

m\VWical e[SeUienceV´ aV a child WhaW ³didn¶W feel eVcaSiVW´ and eYenWXall\ encRXnWeUed ³fRXU 

adXlW ZRmen´ in heU lRcal cRmmXniW\ ZhR helSed UaiVe heU. AfWeU beginning a VXcceVVfXl 

caUeeU RXW Rf cRllege, Vhe UeSRUWed ³geWWing called back WR m\ inneU life in a big Za\.´ HeU 

faWheU ZaV nRW UeligiRXV, bXW heU mRWheU had a deeS LXWheUan faiWh ³WhaW VXVWained heU" and 

made an impact on Jane. She began Sufi practice in a western Sufi tradition in her mid 20s, 

ZheUe Vhe XndeUWRRk a SeUiRd Rf ³7 \eaUV Rf inWenViYe SUacWice and UeWUeaWV´ ZRUking ZiWh WZR 

Sufi teachers, and doing spiritual practice for 90 minutes to 2 hours each day which included 

prayer, concentrative meditation and simple breath practices (pranayama), other chanting, 

sounds, and sacred name practices (zhikr). She also sometimes did Hindu or Buddhist 

SUacWiceV ³aV an adjXncW,´ Zhich ZaV allRZed and eYen encRXUaged b\ heU WeacheUV.  

She reported participating in many retreats during those 7 years and would do retreats 

over a 3-day weekend, completing 12-14 hours of practice a day. She shared that at the time, 

³I had man\ m\VWical e[SeUienceV bXW, 

the greatest thing is that I feel my being was, I transformed my vehicle for working 
Zith an\thing I didn¶t Xnderstand. I deYeloped inner processes for Xnderstanding and 
appreciating, ³oh this is God too.´ So an\thing that I ZoXld haYe like to haYe split off 
from, or anything I had split off from in the past, that overwhelmed my psyche in 
childhood say, or any misunderstandings about life that I took on²these retreats put 
these in the context of sacred travel on the inner journey, great compassion and 
forgiveness for myself, for other people, releasing the hold of some traumatic 
experiences from childhood. Releasing the hold of those experiences on my psyche 
until I just had greater and greater ease in my daily life and delight 
 

ThingV had been ³SUeWW\ manageable´ dXUing WhiV SeUiRd XnWil befRUe Rne SaUWicXlaU UeWUeaW Vhe 

had a waking vision of her teacher²Zhich ZaV UaUe becaXVe Vhe didn¶W RWheUZiVe haYe a YeU\ 
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active imagination, so she emphasized that she pays particular attention when it does 

happen²VWanding aW a lecWeUn SRinWing WR SanVkUiW ZRUdV Rn a SaS\UXV SaSeU. ³He¶d SRinW WR 

Rne and I¶d Vhake m\ head nR and he¶d SRinW WR anRWheU, and I¶d Vhake m\ head no. He then 

SRinWed WR Whe ZRUd µagni¶«and I Vhake m\ head \eV and m\ e\eV liW XS and m\ heaUW iV 

jXmSing XS and dRZn. And he lRRkV aW me Ueall\ TXi]]icall\ like µaUe \RX VXUe?¶ And I¶m like 

µabVRlXWel\, leW¶V gR fRU iW¶´ eYen WhRXgh Vhe had nR idea ZhaW Whe word meant in the dream. 

Jane then reported how 

aboXt a da\ and a half into the Zorkshop I started going ps\chotic«and I started 
shaking, like oYerZhelming feelings, and I¶m not talking aboXt fleeting feelings of 
happiness or sadness. I¶m talking aboXt a Yolcano of epic proportions, at least for m\ 
psyche (laXghs), arising from m\ bell\ into m\ heart. M\ head coXldn¶t process an\ of 
it and m\ bod\ Zas ph\sicall\ shaking. I Zas terrified, I didn¶t knoZ Zhat it Zas «I 
knew where I was, but it just felt like everything was smashing to smithereens, 
everything that I understood. I mean in retrospect, yea I was losing cortical control 
bXt, \oX knoZ, Zhen it¶s reall\ happening, \oX¶re not thinking that. I Zasn¶t thinking 
that. So, a lesser person than my teacher would have dropped me off at the local psych 
ward where they would prescribed anti-psychotics, calmed me down²oh, I coXldn¶t 
sleep either, that started to happen²prescribed some kind of anti-psychotic probably, 
which I would probably still be on now (laughs). But this person, and we, again, over 
many years built a trusted relationship, he and his wife piled me into their little 
Volkswagen van and took me to the next town where their next workshop was. 

 

He then arranged for her to stay with some friends in a guest room and he would come and 

see her twice a day. She then clarified that, 

This is not something this gX\ did all the time, it¶s not like he Zas a therapist or 
counselor. He was a very wise grounded person and a sincere understanding, he had 
a deep understanding about life. So I would sit there like, my hands and fists hitting 
against the air sa\ing, ³I jXst don¶t knoZ Zhat¶s Zrong, I jXst don¶t (gXrgling noise)´. 
At a certain point he figXred oXt«that I felt gXilt\ aboXt something. And he started 
sa\ing ³notice Zhat happens Zhen \oX hear this: \oX haYen¶t done an\thing Zrong´. 
This is m\ most trXsted friend on the planet, sa\ing ³\oX haYen¶t done an\thing 
Zrong´. So that confronted m\ gXilt, becaXse I Zas Zilling to tr\ on Zhat he said as 
a better realit\ than (laXghs) the one that Zas rattling aroXnd inside me. So then he¶s 
watching me hit m\ fists against the air«I Zas on the bed and he Zas in a chair, he 
then climbed behind me on the bed and puts his hands behind my forearms so that 
instead of hitting against the air he took over my holding back of my musculature, so 
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I coXld still do the moYement bXt he Zas (inaXdible) on the holding back. So«Nathan, 
I started screaming and sobbing, screaming and sobbing. Reall\, I¶m sXre I looked 
like pictures of somebody who had been possessed, having a de-possession, because 
even having a baby I never screamed like this. My whole body-mind screaming, 
sobbing, screaming, sobbing« 
 

She described where she felt the guilt had come from: 

when I was little, my family had moved west and they said it was because of my health. 
When m\ grandfather had died m\ mother said, ³If Ze had neYer left (home state) he 
ZoXldn¶t haYe died.´ In m\ little kid brain-heart, I had put those two things together, 
that it was my fault that Grandpa died. And that seed had stayed with me clear until I 
Zas, I gXess ma\be 27 or 28, I¶m not sXre the e[act date, bXt aboXt that age«And it 
took me maybe 20 to 30 minutes of screaming and yelling and sobbing and slobbering 
as this XnZoXnd, this scar\ distorted belief aboXt realit\ and m\self and m\ gXilt«And 
then I was returned, to not just reality but an enhanced reality. And my teacher walked 
me outside and there was a hose sprinkler going on and there was a rainbow above 
the sprinkler«I danced throXgh the rainboZ, and I¶m XsXall\ not this pla\fXl in life, 
but it was one of the most wonderful moments. And I feel that, not just because my Sufi 
teacher was there but I feel like it was the fruit of practice and trust and development 
that took me to my deepest holding back, my deepest misunderstanding about life and 
myself, and freed me²to love and safety.   
  

When I laWeU aVked ZhaW ³agni´ meanW RU meanW WR heU, Vhe deVcUibed iW aV ³SXUificaWiRn b\ 

fiUe.´ She inWeUSUeWed heU imaginal YiViRn RU encRXnWeU ZiWh heU WeacheU ³ZheUe baVicall\ he 

ZaV aVking me µZell ZhaW¶V ne[W? PXUificaWiRn b\ fiUe?¶ And I gR µVXUe¶«VR When he VhRZV XS 

and I staUW enWeUing WhaW fiUe, Zhich ZaV like WhaW YRlcanR cRming XS fURm inVide me.´ She 

UelaWed WhaW aV SaUW Rf heU cXUUenW aSSUaiVal, ³m\ langXage fRU iW nRZ ZRXld be XncRnVciRXV 

emRWiRnal maWeUial and feaU and WUeSidaWiRn´ and WhaW ³m\ langXage iV I ZaV VR identified with 

that. I had built so much of my experience of myself around that, that that coming up is going 

WR lRRk like deaWh WR me«WR leW gR Rf WhaW, becaXVe VR mXch Rf ZhaW I belieYed abRXW life ZaV 

that it was my fault. I have to be a good girl because it was my fault, I have to put my own 

needV [aVide] becaXVe iW ZaV all m\ faXlW, iW ZaV all m\ faXlW.´ AlWRgeWheU Whe acXWe eYenW laVWed 

9 da\V, beWZeen WZR ZRUkVhRSV, and alWhRXgh ³I¶m VXUe he didn¶W knRZ ZhaW ZaV gRing WR 
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haSSen eiWheU,´ Vhe iV ³fRUeYeU gUaWefXl´ fRU hiV caUe dXUing WhaW Wime and RYeU Whe \eaUV in 

which she worked with him. 

 

 

DISCUSSION 

 

In terms of lifespan developmental history, this practitioner reported an extremely 

challenging and traumatic childhood of emotional, physical, and sexual abuse. She also 

reported four women in her community who took on parental and care-giving responsibilities 

and whose influence Jane credited with affording her the opportunity to pursue a college 

education that itself provided her the opportunity to pursue a successful and well-paying 

career afterwards. At the time of her most serious meditation-related difficulty, she was firmly 

embedded in a supportive spiritual community with a close and longstanding relationship with 

a WeacheU Vhe deVcUibed aV ³heU mRVW WUXVWed fUiend Rn Whe SlaneW.´ TheUe ZeUe VeYeUal diffeUenW 

psychological and spiritual (cultural) meaning-making frameworks she employed in situating 

and making sense of this experience (3rd and 4th niche domains), including psychodynamic 

and psychotherapeutic understandings of trauma and the unconscious, and her own western 

Sufi tradition, the combination of which yielded a psycho-spiritual framework wherein she 

leaUned WR Vee ³an\Whing I had VSliW Rff fURm in Whe SaVW´ RU ³WhaW RYeUZhelmed m\ SV\che in 

childhRRd´ aV ³WhiV iV GRd WRR.´ TheVe enabled Whe deYelRSmenW Rf cRSing VkillV VXch aV ³gUeaW 

compasViRn and fRUgiYeneVV fRU m\Velf´ and UeVRXUceV VXch aV Whe clRVe UelaWiRnVhiS ZiWh heU 



 

 292 

WeacheU, Zhich UeVXlWed in ³UeleaVing Whe hRld Rf VRme WUaXmaWic e[SeUienceV fURm childhRRd´ 

and geneUaWed ³gUeaWeU eaVe in m\ dail\ life´ and ³delighW.´ 

A few things stand out about this particular case. The first is that it is one of the clearest 

examples in all the interviews of a state and event which was acutely and plainly pivotal in 

the sense that there was a major fork in the road between psychospiritual growth and 

debilitating mental illness. On the one hand, as the subject acknowledged, some people would 

haYe ³dURSSed me Rff aW Whe lRcal SV\ch ZaUd ZheUe Whe\ ZRXld SUeVcUibed anWi-SV\chRWicV´ 

becaXVe Rf heU SUeVenWaWiRn Rf ³SV\chRWic´ V\mSWRmV, Zhich may have initiated a lengthy 

ongoing treatment in inpatient and later outpatient facilities. With a combination of 

medication and traditional psychotherapy she may have similarly healed and returned to her 

life, bXW WheUe¶V ceUWainl\ a chance Vhe ma\ nRt have healed as quickly or at all, and then 

additionally would have had to navigate any side effects from the medication as well as altered 

VRcial d\namicV (VWigma) and Whe neZ µVelf-cRnVWUXal¶ Rf heU SV\chiaWUic diagnRViV. InVWead, 

after an acute period (9 days) of distress and pretty severe impairment, she emerged from the 

eYenW mRUe SV\chRlRgicall\ ³ZhRle´ Whan Vhe ZaV befRUe iW and Veemingl\ ³SXUified´ Rf ³Whe 

deeSeVW miVXndeUVWanding abRXW life and m\Velf.´  

So what was it that made the difference between these two potential trajectories? I 

think her own understanding is quite aligned with the ecosocial (as a more dynamic 

biopsychosocial) perspective which would argue that it was the spiritual, cultural and social 

³cRnWe[W´ ZiWhin Zhich Whe e[SeUience (and heU bURadeU cRnWemSlaWiYe SUacWice) ZaV held and 

care was provided which was the difference that made the difference. As she identified, one 

crucial component was her relationship with her teacher which had been forged over several 

\eaUV and ZiWh ZhRm Vhe WUXVWed gUeaWl\. AV Vhe e[SUeVVed, ³ThiV iV m\ mRVW WUXVWed fUiend 
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Rn Whe SlaneW´ and WheUefRUe ³I ZaV Zilling WR WU\ Rn ZhaW he Vaid aV a beWWeU UealiW\ Whan 

(laXghV) Whe Rne WhaW ZaV UaWWling aURXnd inVide me.´ WiWhRXW Whe deeS bRnd beWZeen Whem, iW 

iV Xnlikel\ hiV inWeUYenWiRn Rf Va\ing ³\RX haYen¶W dRne an\Whing ZURng´ ZRXld haYe 

anywhere near the impact it did. On his side too, without this being a student he had worked 

with for years and his awareness that this episode was extremely unusual for her, it is likely 

he ZRXldn¶W haYe Waken Whe iniWiaWiYe WR WU\ and SURYide care for her himself, especially since 

he had no psychological training.  

Some other contextual factors were definitely helpful²for example, that this teacher 

had another workshop afterwards nearby and a relationship with those in that next community 

that allowed him to find the subject a place to stay for a few more days. And further, that it 

was a home where someone screaming more intensely than a person in labor was not 

interrupted but allowed to continue until a healing outcome was reached. Additionally, the 

WeacheU¶V (Veemingl\) inWXiWiYe acXWe inWeUYenWiRn WR aVViVW in Whe physical movements140 she 

ZaV making ZaV alVR highlighWed aV imSRUWanW and likel\ cRnWUibXWed WR Whe ³diVWRUWed belief´ 

and ³gXilW¶ WhaW Vhe had caUUied fRU heU ZhRle life being ³XnZRXnd.´ BXW Whe bURadeU VSiUiWXal 

and cultural context, which shaped her imaginal vision and her appraisal of it, allowed the 

entire event to be understood in a meaningful context. For example, the Indian historical 

developmental context of the particular Sufi tradition into which she had been initiated likely 

influenced her use of  the Sanskrit word ³Agni´²even though she claimed that consciously 

she did not know the meaning of the term at the time²and the teachings and framework of 

the tradition undoubtedly influenced her later appraisal of this experience as a part of a 

 
140 This is related to the theme mentioned by several subjects and highlighted in chapter one²the somatic and 
sensorimotor nature of pathology as discussed and worked with in contemporary therapeutic modalities like 
µVRmaWic e[SeUiencing.¶ 
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VSiUiWXal SXUificaWiRn SURceVV WhaW Vhe had acWXall\ cRnVenWed WR Rn an ³inneU´ leYel. The facW 

that this western Sufi tradition also has an ecumenical and universalist orientation also likely 

provided some interpretive flexibility in making meaning of the event, allowing her to feel 

comfortable adopting and/or adapting Vedic or Yogic frameworks to fit her experience. Other 

important influences on her appraisal process (which may have come months or years after 

the experience) are the fact that the tradition and framework within which she was training 

ZaV Rne WhaW WaXghW heU an inWeUSUeWiYe VWance RU SRVWXUe WRZaUdV Whe ZRUld Rf ³WhiV iV GRd 

WRR´ Zhich inclXded deYelRSmenWal and SV\chR-emotional challenges. All in all, from an 

ecosocial perspective, her immediate situation as an initiated member of a contemporary Sufi 

tradition with a close multi-year relationship with a teacher provided the context in which she 

could appraise her experience as fitting into her spiritual trajectory and as meaningful in the 

conWe[W Rf Whe gRalV Vhe haV fRU heU life. Taken WRgeWheU, WheVe aUe all ³acWiYe caXVal SURceVVeV´ 

that played the pivotal role in producing the positive outcome of her distressing and 

debilitating meditation-related experience.  

 

³SANDY´ (99122) 

 

The imSRUWance Rf Whe µecRVRcial niche¶ ZiWhin Zhich WhiV SUacWiWiRneU ZaV embedded 

before, during, and after this experience is brought into sharp relief when compared to 

difficulties shared by another Sufi practitioner in the study. Sandy was 55 years old at the time 

of the interview, also had a psychological and trauma history (sexual abuse), and also became 

initiated into a Sufi order in her 20s after converting to Islam. Her own meditation difficulties 

VWaUWed afWeU Vhe began aWWending a ³Ueall\ SRZeUfXl´ mXVicall\ infXVed dhikr group organized 
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by her Sufi order which complemented the silent and private dhikr practice she did at home. 

On Rne RccaViRn, ³dXUing WhiV mediWaWiRn ZiWh WhiV liYe mXVic iW ZaV VR SRZeUfXl WhaW iW jXVW 

VenW me RYeU, laXnched me Rff«IW jXVW laXnched me Rff, iW jXVW« iW jXVW like bURke me RSen WR 

where...my life became one long psychedelic e[SeUience.´ FRU VeYeUal mRnWhV heU µRff-

cXVhiRn¶ eYeU\da\ e[SeUience ZaV TXiWe ³eXShRUic´ and ³like being Rn a SRZeUfXl dUXg´ WhaW 

inclXded VWURng and bliVVfXl ³YibUaWiRnV´ in Whe bRd\, ³heighWened´ YiVXal SeUceSWiRn WhaW 

became V\neVWheWic aW WimeV, and aXdiWRU\ e[SeUienceV ZheUe ³an\ VRXnd ZaV like mXVic WR 

me.´  

HRZeYeU, Rne da\ dXUing WhiV SeUiRd Vhe ³had a YiViRn´ ZheUe Vhe VaZ WhaW ³eYeU\Whing 

ZaV illXVRU\«I VaZ eYeU\Whing aV an illXViRn, eYen m\ kidV«I lRRked aW Whem, I ZaV like 

³WheVe aUe SXSSeWV Rn VWUingV, WheVe aUe nRW SeRSle. ThiV iV a dUeam and I am in iW«.WhiV iV Whe 

Ueal nRWhing, abVRlXWe ]eUR, and When iW VWaUWed WR geW VcaU\.´ AW WhaW SRinW Vhe fRXnd iW difficXlW 

WR aWWend Whe Zeekl\ mXVical dhikU VeVViRnV becaXVe ³iW all VWaUWed WR VRXnd VR Vad WR me, 

becaXVe m\ baVic cRUe became VR Vad«I felW VR Vad WhaW WheUe ZaV nRWhing WheUe«I ZaV like 

geWWing VXcked inWR WhiV gianW black hRle.´ She deVcUibed hRZ Vhe VWaUWed WR aVk SeRSle in Whe 

cRmmXniW\ if Whe\ XndeUVWRRd ZhaW Vhe ZaV e[SeUiencing and SeRSle UeVSRnded WhaW ³NR, Ze 

dRn¶W knRZ ZhaW \RX¶Ue Walking abRXW.´ OWheUV cRmmXnicaWed WR heU WhaW iW ZaV a difficXlW 

VWage WhaW ZRXld SaVV and WhaW ³\RX kind Rf Ueall\ haYe WR geW WhURXgh WhaW SaUW Rf iW,´ bXW ³I 

didn'W feel like I had an\ gXidance! I cRXldn¶W dR iW.´ The lRcal Sheikh²not the one who had 

initiated her²WUied WR encRXUage heU WR ³VWRS fRcXVing Rn WheVe WhingV«WU\ and geW bXV\ dRing 

VWXff´ bXW eYenWXall\ Zhen WhingV didn¶W imSURYe, he UecRmmended WhaW Vhe VhRXld gR and 

visit the head of the order who lived in a different country. She stayed at this Sheikh¶V hRme 

fRU 10 da\V and ³eYen WhRXgh Ze neYeU e[changed WhaW man\ ZRUdV´ (he didn¶W VSeak EngliVh) 
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Vhe felW WhaW ³he kneZ ZhaW m\ VWaWe ZaV«he kneZ ZhaW ZaV gRing Rn.´ HRZeYeU, Zhile iW 

ZaV idenWified aV ³a ceUWain VWaWe´ (hal) and Vhe kneZ WhaW WheUe ³ZaV a ZhRle YRcabXlaU\´ 

abRXW WheVe kindV Rf e[SeUienceV in Whe WUadiWiRn, becaXVe Vhe didn¶W VSeak Whe naWiYe langXage 

of the master and the community, she never felt she really understood what was going on. And 

then when she returned from the visit, she fell away from the community and spiritual practice 

becaXVe Vhe felW like ³I can¶W hRld iW WRgeWheU´ and thought she would continue to get more 

deVWabili]ed if Vhe cRnWinXed. IW felW like ³fUee falling Rff a cliff´ aW Whe Wime and eYen WhRXgh 

she wanted to re-engage SUacWice aW YaUiRXV SRinWV, ³I ZaV VcaUed WR gR´ becaXVe ³I didn¶W 

know if I could handle iW.´ She deVcUibed hRZ aW WhiV Wime,  

I was going so far off. I wasn't going to be able to get back. Because I mean, even I 
told m\ friends I said, µ\oX knoZ Zhat? there's all these cra]\ people in the park 
holding Xp signs. And \oX knoZ Zhat? The\'re not cra]\. The\'re not nXts. The\¶re 
right! The\ are right, the\'Ye jXst been so far to the edge and that's all the\ can do.¶ I 
said, µI see m\ fXtXre. I¶ll be sitting in the park holding a damn sign.¶ YoX knoZ, so 
that reall\ scared me off. I got so scared. I Zas like, µ\oX knoZ Zhat, I can't hold it 
together.¶ And that's reall\ Zhen reall\ Zhen I left.  
 

UnfRUWXnaWel\, afWeU Vhe lefW Whe cRmmXniW\, Vhe UeSRUWed WhaW ³m\ life Ueall\ did gR in Whe 

Wank´ becaXVe Rf ³geWWing inYRlYed ZiWh SeRSle and UelaWiRnVhiSV ZiWh men I VhRXldn¶W haYe 

been inYRlYed ZiWh.´ She did UeSRUW aW leaVW Rn Rne RccaViRn Veeking RXW mental healthcare to 

address her difficulties but shared that,  

psychologists and psychiatrists, I don't think they really can help you much. Because 
I tried that, and the\'re like, µWoZ,¶ the\ said«one gX\ told me that µit soXnds like 
you've had what you call an epiphany, you need to like talk to a priest or something.¶ 
(laXghs) He said, µ\oX might haYe to take some medication for this.¶ BXt Xh, I neYer 
did take medication, at all. I jXst said, µno, I don't do that.¶ 
 

While she never found outward support from others for her difficulties, she did feel that 

cRnWinXing WR ZRUk in RUdeU WR VXSSRUW heU childUen ZaV ZhaW helSed heU ³keeS iW WRgeWheU.´ 

She described how, 
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Even in the middle of all those really strange experiences I was actually doing very 
well financially. But then when I left and I stopped going, and I got involved with other 
people, my life really derailed and I ended up not doing well. And I have never 
recoYered«I'Ye neYer reall\ recoYered from that. Getting derailed and, \oX knoZ, 
maybe if I had hung with it, I would be better off. But it just became so difficult 
 

When I asked when the feeling that the world was illusory or the perception that she was in a 

dream ended²since earlier she had noted that it continued for several years²she responded 

WhaW, ³I mighW VWill be WheUe and I jXVW gRW XVed WR iW, WhaW¶V kind Rf how I feel now. I feel like 

I¶m jXVW SXWWing in m\ Wime´ bXW eYen VR, RYeUall ³I¶m SUeWW\ VWable nRZ.´ 

 

DISCUSSION 

 

Once again WheUe aUe mXlWiSle inWeUVecWing caXVal facWRUV aW Sla\ in Sand\¶V e[SeUience and 

the difficulties she encountered. According to our fourfold niche lens, Sandy also reported an 

extremely unstable and traumatic childhood (lifespan developmental history), however she 

was significantly less embedded within her Sufi community and she had a lower social 

standing more broadly in American society in terms of socio-economic status due to not 

graduating high school and having limited economic opportunities (social structure and 

positioning). Due to these factors, she had had much less instruction and training in the 

practices and tradition she was initiated into²she only converted to Islam to join the Sufi 

order and never disclosed any study of either Sufism nor Islam more broadly²and much less 

access to a teacher with whom she could develop rapport. She commented several times on 

the cultural differences between those in the community who had also immigrated from the 

country where the order was based and the AmeUican cRnYeUWV, and alZa\V felW WheUe ZaV ³a 

lRW [Vhe ZaV] miVVing´ becaXVe Vhe cRXldn¶W VSeak Whe langXage. She neYeU had mXch cRnWacW 
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with or access to the main teacher and never felt much rapport with, or trust in, the local 

Sheikh. She was provided spiritual and religious appraisals of her difficulties, by both her 

community (a particular state or hal on the their path) and a local clinician (who called it as 

an epiphany), but neither led to concrete coping skills or resources that she could employ to 

addUeVV heU difficXlW\ and Vhe didn¶W UeSRUW an\ Vhe had cXlWiYaWed befRUe heU e[SeUience WhaW 

might have served her during it. She also noticeably did not report any experience engaging 

with psychotherapy, therapeutic frameworks, or other cultural practices which may have 

helped address her challenging childhood and upbringing. 

In comparing the two women of similar ages and developmental histories, Sandy 

reported being less stable²financially and in terms of her mental health²when she was first 

introduced to and then later initiated into the tradition than Jane. Speculating a bit, while both 

women had very traumatic childhoods, Jane did report finding several women in her 

community as a teenager that looked out for her and assumed some of the parental 

responsibilities her own parents were unable to provide her. In this case, Sandy did not report 

any positive, healthy, or nurturing influences throughout her childhood and adolescence, and 

was unable to finish high school whereas Jane was able to get a scholarship and attend college, 

which she attributed to the aforementioned mentorship. Although after Sandy left the 

community and stopped practicing meditation she did report beginning to feel more stable²

either because the symptoms diminished or she just got more used to them²she also described 

that she became involved with romantic relaWiRnVhiSV WhaW ³deUailed´ heU financiall\ and mRUe 

broadly in her life such that she (at the time of the interview) had no choice but to live with 

her children.  
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AV KiUma\eU (2019) emShaVi]eV, Whe ecRVRcial YieZ faciliWaWeV ³a deeSeU 

understanding of resilience, healing, and recovery based not only on internal psychology or 

biological processes but also equally on social-inWeUacWiRnal SURceVVeV´ (32). TR dR VR, iW 

³VeekV WR inWegUaWe Whe knRZledge Rf Whe indiYidXal¶V life-world, their family and community 

aV Whe ViWe Rf bRWh challengeV and UeVRXUceV ZiWh Zhich WR cRSe, adaSW, heal, and UecRYeU´ (32). 

From this perspective, while both practitioners had some similar challenges which 

undoubtedly impacted their developmental psychological processes and the biology of their 

neUYRXV V\VWemV, WheUe ZaV a gUeaW diffeUence in WheiU ³VRcial-inWeUacWiRnal´ SURceVVeV bRWh 

before their meditation-related challenges, as well as during and after them. Both were 

initiated into modern Sufi traditions that utilized contemplative practices that cultivated states 

of absorption and both felt the experiences that resulted from such practice went beyond the 

bounds of traditional psychotherapeutic or psychiatric frameworks. However, one had a close 

relationship with a senior teacher from her culture with whom she worked for years and guided 

her through a period of acute distress and impairment into a period of integration and meaning-

making at the intersection of psychodynamic and spiritual worldviews. The Sufi community 

she was embedded in at the time is still an important part of her life today and she has even 

become connected to other Sufi communities more recently. The other had very little access 

to the teacher with whom she felt the most rapport and trust because he spoke a language and 

mainWained indigenRXV cXlWXUal cXVWRmV and SUacWiceV WhaW Vhe didn¶W XndeUVWand.  She neYeU 

had access to the religious/ spiritual, educational, or therapeutic resources that might have 

helped provide a more compelling interpretive framework than the particular ones she was 

given. She never sought out more care after one psychiatric consultation where she was 

prescribed medication (she decided not to take) but found stopping meditation and leaving the 
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cRmmXniW\ WR eYenWXall\ be ³VWabili]ing.´ UnfRUWXnaWel\, Vhe jXdged Whe URmanWic and RWheU 

social connections she made after she left the community not to have been supportive to her 

life more broadly. However, at the time of the interview she did report some recent contact 

with people from her old Sufi community on Facebook as well as meaningful relationships 

ZiWh heU childUen and Whe e[Wended famil\ Rf heU childUen¶V faWheU ZhR had ³adRSWed´ heU. 

While Vhe UeSRUWed WhaW Vhe ZaV ³dRing SUeWW\ daUn gRRd´ Uecently, the fact that she spent 

several years with impairing depersonalization symptoms, never came to a meaningful 

appraisal of them (whether psychopathological, spiritual, or some kind of hybrid) despite 

knowing there was one in the tradition, and felt she neYeU UeceiYed an\ ³gXidance´ UelaWed WR 

them, leads me to conclude that there was a need for care that was not met. 

 

NONLINEAR GROWTH & DIFFERENTIAL DIAGNOSIS 

 

 These two case studies bring into sharp relief the differences in the ecosocial niches 

in which they were each embedded when their most impactful meditation-related difficulties 

arose. It also suggests that the nature, integrity, or coherence of an individXal¶V ecRVRcial 

niche is the pivotal factor (or system of factors) that biases an embodied cognitive system in 

the direction of either growth and greater adaptivity to a given sociocultural world, or 

towards an exacerbation of distress and impairment, and maladaptation to their particular 

world. I would argue that particular contemplative paths (consisting of practices and 

teleological practice trajectories) and worldviews differ to such an extent that an etic 

approach to differential diagnosis²differentiating spiritual from pathological experiences²

is highly unlikely to be developed with universal emic validity. Nevertheless, I do think an 
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etic framework differentiating distressing and impairing meditation-related difficulties that 

are likely to lead to growth and adaptivity (to particular sociocultural worlds) from those 

which are unlikely to do so is possible and that the skeletal structure of such a framework 

has been laid in this dissertation. While I believe a culturally sensitive normative framework 

can take seriously emic definitions of spiritual growth and development by evaluating the fit 

beWZeen a SUacWiWiRneU¶V cXUUenW VWaWe and Whe norms of their tradition and sub-tradition, I 

also think a culturally sensitive etic understanding of non-normative meditation-related 

difficulties can recruit one additional component of the ecosocial approach that is also 

directly informed by complex systems theory²µallRVWaViV.¶ BXW fiUVW a TXick Ueview of our 

journey in this dissertation so far, as it pertains to differential diagnosis. 

One potentially controversial implication of this framework is that some distress or 

impairment may be necessary for some kinds of psychological growth and development. This 

idea RYeUlaSV WR VRme e[WenW ZiWh Whe cRnWURYeUVial cRnVWUXcW Rf ³SRVWWUaXmaWic gURZWh´ 

(Eisma et al. 2019; Mangelsdorf et al 2018; Jayawickreme and Blackie 2014), but instead of 

being UeVRnanW ZiWh Whe SRSXlaU cRnceSWiRn Rf, ³nR Sain, nR gain,´ Whe imSlicaWiRn fURm Whe 

fUameZRUk diVcXVVed heUe mighW be Whe mRUe WemSeUed µfRU VRme kindV of gain, some kinds 

Rf Sain«fRU VRme.´ AV Ze VaZ in chaSWeU WZR, difficXlW VWageV Rf Whe cRnWemSlaWiYe SaWh aUe 

reported in both the classical literature and contemporary accounts of Abrahamic meditative 

traditions. For these traditions, traditional goals can only be realized after some amount of 

³SXUificaWiRn,´ Zhich iV RfWen UeSRUWed aV diVWUeVVing. The WUadiWiRnV definiWel\ dRn¶W claim WhaW 

³ZhaW dReVn¶W kill \RX (neceVVaUil\) makeV \RX VWURngeU´ RU WhaW all fRUmV Rf SV\chRlRgical 

distress are spiritually beneficial. In fact, they suggest the opposite; they are unanimous in 

positing that some kinds of meditation-related difficulties entail real harm and unnecessary 
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suffering that should be avoided at all costs. And we have seen that these complex-systems 

frameworks can account for both the (non-normative) psychological harm and the (normative) 

distress and discomfort necessary for certain kinds of transformations.  

However, while particular traditions have some specific criteria for identifying these 

kinds of normative meditation-related difficulties, the exact contours of how much distress or 

impairment is necessary for specific kinds of psychological growth is still very much an open 

empirical question in the psychological sciences. For example, Hayes and Andrews (2020) 

write that, 

Future research can continue to clarify how to distinguish fluctuations that are noise, 
random variation, or personality-based lability (e.g., neuroticism, affective lability) 
from those that predict system transition. It is not clear whether the signatures of early 
warning signals differ when predicting the onset of clinical disorders, improvement or 
worsening in psychotherapy, or relapse. It is clinically important to differentiate 
turbulence that precedes the degradation or worsening of a system from turbulence 
that heralds change to a more functional state. (8) 
 

MRUe diUecWl\ UelaWed WR RXU VWXd\, Lindahl eW al. (2020) nRWe WhaW ³it is crucial to avoid 

pathologizing valuable processes, which may be painful and disruptive, but yield desired 

gURZWh and inVighW.´ NRneWheleVV, Whe\ dR nRW SURYide a baViV fRU diVWingXiVhing WhRVe 

potentially painful yet valuable processes that yield growth from painful processes that just 

exacerbate distress and lead to debilitating symptoms (16). Similarly, in a recent survey-based 

study of meditation-related adverse effects (MRAE), Goldberg et al. (2021) nRWe WhaW, ³iW ma\ 

also be that MRAE are, at least for some, a part of the meditative process [and that] some level 

of discomfort may accompany both healing and mediWaWiYe inVighWV´ (11). HRZeYeU, Whe\ alVR 

dRn¶W RffeU an\ gXidance in hRZ WR diVWingXiVh adYeUVe e[SeUienceV WhaW ma\ be beneficial 
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from those that are not,141 suggesting only that ³iW ma\ be mRUe fUXiWfXl WR cRnVideU mXlWiSle 

contextual and person-cenWeUed facWRUV inYRlYed in Whe RccXUUence and aSSUaiVal Rf MRAEV´ 

(11).  

While ultimately this is an empirical (though potentially wicked) question, I would 

argue that, viewed through an ecosocial lens, my interview data suggest that there may not be 

a difference in  the biological, physiological, or even phenomenological/psychological aspects 

of meditation-related difficulties that lead to beneficial and harmful outcomes. Instead, the 

deWeUminanWV Rf Whe glRbal ³SiYRW´ WRZaUdV Rne WUajecWRU\ RYeU Whe RWheU ma\ UeVW (mRVWl\ RU 

eYen enWiUel\) Rn Whe VRciRcXlWXUal ³cRnWe[WXal´ factor and their looping effects, i.e., the nature 

Rf Whe ecRVRcial niche ZiWhin Zhich Whe SUacWiWiRneU iV RU iVn¶W embedded. We might even 

borrow the (now quite widespread) metaphor from Teresa of Avila142 for the ecosocial niche 

 
141 While not exactly what is being discussed here, there have been some recent proposals and hypotheses with 
regards to specifying certain features of such distressing experiences that may be used to discern the difference 
between psychopathology and non-pathological spiritual experiences with positive impact. For example, in a 
UecenW diVVeUWaWiRn, Canb\ (2022) fRXnd WhaW Whe cRnVWUXcW Rf ³cRnnecWedneVV´ ZaV UeSRUWed b\ WhRVe ZhR 
UeSRUWed ³Velf-bRXndaU\ diVVRlXWiRn´ e[SeUienceV WhaW ZeUe aVVRciaWed ZiWh gUeaWer mental health and well-
being, ZheUeaV WhRVe ZhR e[SeUienced VimilaU diVVRlXWiRn e[SeUienceV ZiWh a VenVe Rf ³diVcRnnecWedneVV´ ZeUe 
aVVRciaWed ZiWh ³ZRUVened menWal healWh´ (122). Deane eW al (2020) engage Whe WRSic Rf BXddhiVW mediWaWiRn-
related difficulWieV and SURSRVe a feaWXUal diffeUence beWZeen ³deSeUVRnali]aWiRn and Whe VelfleVV e[SeUienceV 
aWWained WhURXgh mediWaWiRn´, namel\ WhaW, 

 
Depersonalization is characterized as a loss of control, leading to the dampening of these affective 
valence systems. In meditation, there occurs a gradual opacification of the affective valence system. 
ThiV RSacificaWiRn SURdXceV an imSRUWanW change in Whe mediWaWRU¶V UelaWiRnVhiS ZiWh Whe SRViWiYe and 
negative affect²specifically, by no longer being automatically appropriated into their self-model. 
This has the result that changes in valence no longer create the existential urgency for change they 
would otherwise. It is important to note here that valence remains perfectly intact, continuing to tune 
the agent toward opportunities to improve in their predictive success. The purpose of the practice is 
not to disrupt valence itself (as happens in depersonalization) but rather to become conscious of the 
precision estimators in a way that allows them to select more skillful and beneficial policies. (12) 

 
The distinction I am making between what is discussed by Lindahl et al. (2020) and Goldberg et al. (2021) 
versus Canby and Miller et al. is that in the former two, the discussion centers on distressing experiences that 
are thought to lead to psychological and spiritual growth, whereas in the latter the discussion is about the 
features of spiritual experiences themselves.  

 
142 And perhaps even the Zohar (I:15a-b; Tishby 1989, 310; Matt 2004, 109) from whom some have 
speculated it may have been transmitted (directly or indirectly) to Teresa as part of her converso family 
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as a kind of cocoon that may or may not be capable of safely holding and shaping the potential 

of such states in beneficial directions. The biopsychosocial dimensions of such a cocoon/niche 

also include the self-understanding and interpretive framework of the practitioner as they 

cultivate such states, and in addition to the cultural psychiatrists, psychologists of religion, 

and transpersonal psychologists surveyed in the introduction, several scholars of religion have 

alVR highlighWed Whe ³SiYRWal´ URle Rf Rne¶V inWeUSUeWiYe fUameZRUk in VXch VenViWiYe 

contemplative transformational processes. 

For example, Henry Corbin ((1977) 1987) describes how for 12th century Sufi 

philosopher Shihab al-Din al-Suhrawardi, ³m\VWical e[SeUience Zhich iV nRW fRXnded Rn a 

solid philosophical education is open to all the vagaries of what goes today by the way of 

Vchi]RShUenia´ (227, TXRWed in PeUURn 2020, 179). SimilaUl\, and eYen mRUe geUmane WR WhiV 

study, Studstill (2005) uses dynamic systems theory to discuss challenging stages of the 

medieval German mystical paths of Eckhart, Suso and Tauler and frames the difficulties they 

deVcUibe aV VWemming fURm Whe liminal VSace beWZeen Whe diVUXSWiRn Rf Rne¶V nRUmaWiYe 

cognitive processes and its subsequent self- organization or re-constellation (238-239). He 

writes that it is specifically mystical study in these traditions that 

encourage[s] attitudes and practices that function in direct opposition to the ordinary 
processes of the cognitive system. They undermine the variables that together 
constrain awareness into the dualistic frame of reference of ordinary experience. The 
disruption of these cognitive processes, however, leaves an important question 

 
heritage (Burgeson 1997, 4; 183. Cf. McGinn 2017, 125; 210n19). The passage reflects on the (sefirotic 
associations of the) word Zohar aV ³VRZing a Veed fRU iWV glRU\ like Whe Veed Rf fine SXUSle Vilk. The VilkZRUm 
ZUaSV iWVelf ZiWhin and makeV iWVelf a Salace´ (TXRWed in Ma\Ve 2014, 48). BXUgeVRn nRWeV WhaW, ³Whe VilkZRUm 
iV Rne Rf TeUeVa¶V mRVW famRXV meWaShRUV in Interior Castle,´ bXW Whe meWaShRU in Whe ZRhaU ³iV XVed in a 
diffeUenW VenVe´ (223). She deVcUibeV hRZ, ³In Whe Zohar, the silkworm indicates a process of divine emanation. 
The cocoon is the Palace/womb of Binah, out of which emerge the seven sefirot. Teresa uses the image of the 
silkworm to indicate spiritual transformation and ascension. This is an opposite, though complementary, 
meaning to that presented in the Zohar«In Binah, the silkworm signifies a downward emanation; in Teresa, it 
signifies an ascension into the SeYenWh ManViRn´ (224). MaWW (2004) nRWeV WhaW ³Whe Vilk indXVWU\ ZaV e[WenViYe 
in AndalXVia, VRXWh Rf CaVWile, ZheUe Whe ZRhaU emeUged´ (n19). 



 

 305 

unanswered. Why does this disruption prompt cognitive evolution? Chaos does not 
necessarily guarantee evolution in a positive direction. Psychic disorganization can 
just as easily precipitate devolution into psychopathological states. What determines 
which direction the system will take? (238) 

 
UlWimaWel\, he cRnclXdeV WhaW Whe diffeUence UeVWV Rn ZheWheU RU nRW SUacWiWiRneUV haYe ³a VenVe 

Rf fXndamenWal, e[iVWenWial WUXVW, Rf belieYing WhaW Zhen \RX µjXmS Rff Whe cliff¶ VR WR VSeak, 

VRmeRne RU VRmeWhing iV gRing WR caWch \RX´ (239). IW iV WhiV VenVe Rf ³WUXVW RU faiWh in face Rf 

Whe XnknRZn´ WhaW iV Whe ³cUXcial YaUiable WhaW cRnnecWV chaRV WR gURZWh´ Vince, fURm ³a 

systems perspective, openness allows the system to evolve, to self-organize into a new pattern 

of psychic organization characterized b\ fUeedRm fURm dXaliVWic cRndiWiRnV´ (239).  

 It is notable as well that trust, particularly interpersonal trust in her teacher, was 

identified by Jane (99125) as a crucial ingredient in helping her to emerge from her acutely 

challenging experiences into greater wholeness and wellbeing. Similarly, as we saw back in 

chapter one, one Sufi teacher (99237) described how the normative stages of constriction 

(qabd) and deVSaiU Rn Whe SXfi SaWh Rnl\ \ield WheiU SRViWiYe SRWenWial if \RX aUe able WR ³hang 

Rn´ RU ³hRld iW VRmehRZ´ eYen ³aW Whe end Rf \RXU Sh\Vical and menWal SRZeU.´ In heU RSiniRn, 

Whe abiliW\ WR SeUVeYeUe in WhiV VWaWe ZaV cRnWingenW XSRn haYing VRme ³nRWiRn Rf VRmeWhing 

out there. And this something out there can be God, an angel, a memory of your mother or a 

WeacheU. BXW WheUe haV WR be WhiV VenVe Rf µI am nRW alRne.¶ If I am alRne, you know, that sense 

Rf lRnelineVV Zhen iWV WRWal and daUk, iW¶V Ueall\ deSUeVViRn, clinical deSUeVViRn.´ 

And as was saw in the last chapter, Ozelsel herself proposes a pivotal criterion as well: 

It might be asked how it is that a way of proceeding that according to one kind of 
jXdgmenW ³makeV a SeUVRn Vick´ can be XndeUVWRRd accRUding WR anRWheU kind Rf 
jXdgmenW aV ³leading WR UecRYeU\.´ In m\ RSiniRn, Whe diffeUence (WhaW iV, aV WR ZheWheU 
the result will be physical health or sickness, psychosis or expanded consciousness) 
lies in being embedded in a clearly delineated (spiritual) system of teaching. In the 
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YaUiRXV e[WUemel\ difficXlW WUanViWiRn ShaVeV Rn Whe ³Za\´, dXUing Zhich Whe VWXdenW iV 
psychologically and physically very vulnerable, this embedding provides the 
necessary protective structure. (157) 

In addition to philosophical and mystical study, the confidence and trust a coherent 

interpretive framework or system can engender, as well as the interpersonal relationships 

(teacher, spiritual director, community) emphasized by teachers and practitioners in chapter 

one, several other (ecosocial) factors have been proposed as pivotal. In their research on 

³VSiUiWXal VWUXggleV,´ PaUgamenW and E[line (2023, 125) aVk a UelaWed TXeVWiRn: ³WhaW 

deWeUmineV ZheWheU VSiUiWXal VWUXggleV lead WR gURZWh and/RU decline?´ The\ indicaWe WhaW ³A 

small but growing body of research has begun to examine this question, and several factors 

have been identified that may shape the trajectory of spiritual struggles at this vital fork in the 

URad WRZaUd gUeaWeU ZhRleneVV and gURZWh UaWheU Whan bURkenneVV and decline´ (PaUgamenW 

and Exline 2023, 125). Many of the factors they identify are related to appraisal processes, 

VXch aV ³Whe abiliW\ WR UefUame VSiUiWXal VWUXggleV in a laUgeU beneYRlenW VSiUiWXal SeUVSecWiYe 

(Saritoprak et al., 2017), the experience of sacred moments that offset the effects of spiritual 

struggles (Magyar-RXVVell eW al., 2020) [«] and Whe caSaciW\ WR make meaning RXW Rf Whe 

VWUXggle´ (125). The RWheUV inclXde Whe SeUVRnaliW\ WUaiW Rf ³RSenneVV WR change UaWheU Whan 

infle[ibiliW\,´ Whe behaYiRUal VWanceV Rf ³Whe ZillingneVV WR face UaWheU Whan avoid spiritual 

VWUXggleV,´ and finall\, Whe VRcial dimenViRn Rf UeceiYing ³VXSSRUW UaWheU Whan VWigma«in Whe 

midVW Rf VWUXggleV´ (125).  All of these could be said to partially constitute, or arise directly 

fURm, an indiYidXal¶V ecRVRcial niche, and I belieYe XndeUVWanding Whem in a mRUe d\namic 

and interrelated fashion as the ecosocial approach proposes, will only make for more 

ecologically valid research going forward. Finally, even as we are waiting for more empirical 

data on this question, I would encourage care-givers to steer clear of both the Charybdis of 
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assuming all meditation-related difficulties to be growth inducing as well as the Scylla of 

assuming that none of them are. Indeed, if our aim is to be culturally sensitive, then this is the 

only course available to us. However, I believe there is one more complex systems perspective 

that is compatible with all we have surveyed so far and offers a more specific lens on culturally 

sensitive differential diagnosis. 

ALLOSTASIS 

 

Miller et al. (2022) reviewed liWeUaWXUe Rn Whe cRnVWUXcW Rf ³UeVilience´ and fRXnd 

WhUee diVWincW bXW UelaWed cRnceSWiRnV, ³(i) ineUWia, i.e., Whe abiliW\ WR UeViVW change Zhen 

subjected to a disturbing force, roughly synonymous with robustness; (ii) elasticity, i.e., the 

ability to flexibly return to good states following a perturbation; and (iii) plasticity, i.e., the 

ability to expand the repertoire of good states²and courses of action²in the face of a 

changing enYiURnmenW´ (2). The\ UelaWe Whe elaVWic dimenViRn Rf UeVilience WR Whe functions 

of both homeostasis and allostasis, through which 

which an organism can inhabit different states²which are adaptive in a given 
context²and eventually return to their characteristic states. Homeostasis refers to the 
capacity of an adaptive system to maintain those relatively stable internal conditions 
that are necessary for their survival. Maintaining oneself in a persistent, life-conducive 
set of states is a central process for all biological organisms. To the degree that an 
organism can self-regulate in ways that allow it to persist over time in the face of 
perturbations (from within its own body or from the world), it can be said to be 
resilient. As such, all persisting self-organizing systems are resilient to some degree. 
[] However, it is not enough to reactively avoid dangerously unexpected states as 
captured by homeostasis. Successfully maintaining life-conducive steady states 
requires that the organism be able to anticipate future disturbances and opportunities 
and so adjust itself and its chosen courses of actions to optimize future fitness. Hence, 
in complex systems, resilience requires an ability to successfully plan. This online 
evaluation of possible future needs and selection of courses of action to meet them is 
known as allostasis. Roughly speaking, if homeostasis is the controlled process of 
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returning to set-points, allostasis is the preemptive control of set-points themselves to 
meet the demands of a situation. (3)143 

 

However, some theorists understand allostasis as extending beyond just elasticity into 

plasticity144 aV ³gURZWh, Whe abiliW\ WR e[SlRUe RU incUeaVe Whe UeSeUWRiUe Rf VWaWeV WhaW aUe 

compatible with thriving and a healthy state of being, reducing the probability that a difficult 

eYenW Zill diVViSaWe RU deVWUR\ Whe agenW.´ MilleU eW al. (2022) alVR cRUUelate allostasis with 

³psycho-immunization, wherein the agent develops some form of resistance to future risk by 

learning from previous and current experiences and difficulties, and better equipping the self 

WR handle fXWXUe UiVkV´ (3; emShaViV RUiginal). Brouwer and Carhart-Harris (2021) specify that 

WheiU ³SURSRVal iV WhaW PiMSV haYe eYRlYed WR allRZ Whe e[SeUienceU a SV\chRlRgical µfUeVh 

VWaUW¶, akin WR a SV\chRlRgical UebiUWh RU allRVWaWic UecalibUaWiRn,´ in RWheU ZRUdV, a 

transformation of the attractor landscape itself rather than just the capacity to rebound to a 

previous attractor state after perturbation (333). However, in line with their overall thesis, they 

nRWe WhaW ³Whe RXWcRme Rf an allRVWaWic UecalibUaWiRn SURceVV can be µSRViWiYe¶ (e.g. in Werms of 

a therapeutic or spiritual breakthrough) but the same mechanism could just as easily result in 

a neZ RU UeinfRUced maladaSWiYe VWUaWeg\, SeUhaSV beVW e[emSlified b\ a SV\chRWic µflighW fURm 

UealiW\¶ RU SURgUeVViYe UeinfRUcemenW Rf RWheU SV\chRlRgical defenVe mechaniVmV´ (333-

 
143 Vernon et al. (2015) contrasts homeostasis and allostasis in a similar and different terms which may be 
helpful to note:  
 

allostasis differs from homeostasis is its predictive character and in its ability to anticipate and adapt 
to change rather than resist it. Significantly, allostasis is effected at a higher level of organization, 
involving greater number of sub-systems acting together in a coordinated manner with global 
processes modulating local ones, reflecting the character of circular causality. (7) 

 
144 The\ add WhaW Whe SlaVWiciW\ dimenViRn iV bXilW Rn Whe idea WhaW ³an agenW mXVW gUaVS aW Whe opportunities 
SUeVenWed b\ iWV ecRlRgical niche WhaW«incUeaVe[e] Whe bUeadWh Rf Vafe VWaWeV´ (3). 
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34).145 Finall\, RXU µecRVRcialiVWV¶ (GRme]-Carillo and Kirmayer 2023) also describe allostasis 

in both its elastic and plastic dimensions. They first define it in slightly different but resonant 

WeUmV aV, ³Whe Za\V in Zhich RUganiVmV anWiciSaWe and adaSW WR challengeV´ and nRWe WhaW Whe 

cRnVWUXcW, ³fRcXVeV Rn Whe fXncWiRn Rf Sh\ViRlRgical and biRbehaYiRUal V\VWemV Rf VWUeVV 

UeVSRnVe and UegXlaWiRn´ (9). The\ cRnWinXe: 

AllRVWaViV inYRlYeV Whe RUganiVm¶V caSaciW\ WR allRcaWe UeVRXUceV WR mainWain an 
adaptive balance between coping and recovery in response to adverse conditions and 
events. This involves both internal physiological processes and behavioral strategies 
based on appraisal of challenges and available resources for coping. When allostatic 
regulation is insufficient, various forms of stress-related dysfunction can result from 
ZhaW haV been deVcUibed aV µallRVWaWic RYeUlRad¶. [«] The processes involved in 
allostatic regulation can be viewed from an enactive perspective as ongoing cycles of 
action-perception. These cycles occur internally through interoception and 
physiological regulation of the internal milieu and externally through behaviors that 
acW Rn Whe bRd\ and Whe enYiURnmenW«Healing SUacWiceV, WheUaSieV and WUeaWmenW 
interventions can work to restore allostatic function where it has been disrupted. The 
overall aim of allostasis is to adjust regulatory systems to maintain the health, survival 
and reproductive fitness of the individual. More proximally, this includes responding 
to the challenges and demands of a social niche in ways that fit local cultural norms, 
roles and expectations. This may involve changing perceptions (learning new ways to 
attend to and interpret sensations from the body or the environment), taking new 
actions (enlarging the repertoire of behaviors and changing plans and priorities), or re-
establishing links between action and perception that have been disconnected 
(providing feedback from outcomes that can guide recursive goal setting). Both 
internal changes and actions on the world can participate in the same adaptive cycles.  
(Gomez-Carillo and Kirmayer 2023, 9) 

 

Finally, they note that the various loops between the various ecosocial organizational levels 

³can lead WR allRVWaWic changeV WhaW cRnWUibXWe WR UeVilience and UecRYeU\´ if, and Rnl\ if, 

³UegXlaWRU\ mechaniVmV aUe VXfficienW´ (11). In VXch ³faYRUable cRnVWellaWiRnV,´ UeVSRnVe WR 

VWUeVVRUV ³ma\ lead Rne WR deYelRS neZ VkillV RU SRViWiYe VchemaV, RYeUcRme ingrained biases, 

 
145 The\ aUgXe WhiV Vame ³fXncWiRnal e[SlanaWiRn cRXld alVR be XVed in UefeUence WR µSRVW-WUaXmaWic gURZWh¶´ 
(334). 
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rescript self-XndeUVWanding naUUaWiYeV, e[Sand Rne¶V affRUdanceV, deeSen VRcial UelaWiRnVhiSV 

and imSURYe cRSing´ (11).  

I believe the allostatic perspective is ideal for our culturally sensitive meditation-

related difficulties framework for several reasons. First, framing distress and impairment in 

terms of allostatic load and overload is (excuse the pun) less loaded than appraising it as 

pathological, and thus may be more palatable (drawn as it is from biology) for meditation 

practitioners with diverse interpretive frameworks, some of which are hostile to certain 

psychiatric frameworks. More importantly though, it points to how distressing experiences 

can be responded to with effective resources and coping strategies at any or multiple levels in 

the ecosocial organizational hierarchy, which aligns with the multidimensional ecosocial 

niches designed by all traditional contemplative traditions to hold and optimize the 

transformative potential of contemplative practices and states of absorption. Finally, allostasis 

is an inherently interactional construct, which (at least in its ecosocial usage) makes it 

applicable to perhaps any particular sociocultural world. It invokes and makes judgements 

about adaptation and adaptivity in assessing distressing experiences, but the question that 

naturally arises is, adaptive to what environmental context? The answer, of course, is whatever 

sociocultural world a person is embedded within or chooses to be aligned with. In this way, 

this etic normative framework is always culturally sensitive because it is always culturally 

specific and can be adapted to or tailored to an individual that inhabits the intersection of 

multiple cultures, contexts, or worldviews²making it person-centered as well.  

Finally, one particular component of allostasis is the regulation of autonomic 

nervous system arousal, and several researchers have discussed the relevance of this 
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perspective for meditation-related difficulties. For example, Treleaven (2018) describes the 

imSRUWance Rf Whe UegXlaWiRn Rf aURXVal fRU ZhaW he WeUmed, ³WUaXma-VenViWiYe mindfXlneVV´: 

In trauma-VenViWiYe mindfXlneVV, Whe YaUiable Ze¶Ue inWeUeVWed in heUe iV arousal²
defined as our basic readiness for life. Arousal originates in the brain stem, activates 
our ANS, and helps us respond to the demands of the world. If we need energy to do 
something, such as get out of bed or pick up our child, arousal increases when we 
rest, it decreases. Trauma, meanwhile, creates acute arousal. With fight or flight, our 
bodies hit the accelerator. We experience a burst of exceedingly high arousal. If we 
then freeze, our bodies slam on the brakes. With posttraumatic stress, arousal can 
end up fluctuating wildly between these two extremes. Both pedals effectively 
remain slammed to the floor. [«] This is known as dysregulated arousal²a state 
where our ability to self-regulate becomes seriously compromised. Overly sensitive 
to traumatic reminders, we end up experiencing too much arousal (hyperarousal) or 
too little arousal (hypoarousal), or swing uncontrollably between the two. (Treleaven 
2018, 92; emphasis original) 
 

TUeleaYen nRWeV WhaW ³alWhRXgh mindfXlneVV can enhance Velf-regulation [«] meditation 

SUacWice can alVR e[aceUbaWe d\VUegXlaWiRn´ (93). And Britton et al. (2021) observed that the 

³majRUiW\ Rf MRAEV´ dRcXmenWed in WheiU e[SeUimenWal VWXd\, ³SaUWicXlaUl\ WhRVe ZiWh 

negative impacts, are consistent with signs of d\VUegXlaWed aURXVal´ (1197). AV VXch, Whe\ 

aUgXe WhaW VignV Rf d\VUegXlaWed aURXVal ma\ be ³SRWenWial indicaWRUV Rf Whe need fRU 

inWeUYenWiRn´ and WUaining fRU UecRgni]ing VXch VignV and helSing mediWaWRUV Ue-regulate in 

VXch caVeV ³ma\ be imSRUWanW´ fRU meditation teacher training programs. 

Treleaven offers one such coping strategy or framework for addressing dysregulation, Dan 

Siegel¶V cRnVWUXcW Rf ³ZindRZ Rf WRleUance,´ Whe RSWimal aURXVal ]Rne Zhich iV, ³a VWaUWing 

point for all trauma-infRUmed SUacWice´ and Whe ³]Rne WhaW lieV beWZeen Whe two extremes of 

hyper- and h\SRaURXVal´ (93). This framework encourages meditation practitioners to be 

able to notice when they leave their window of tolerance and ³eventually develop the skills 

WR mRYe back inWR iW´ (95).  
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 It is my contention that the framework of allostasis in the ecosocial usage, with 

SaUWicXlaU aWWenWiRn WR aXWRnRmic d\VUegXlaWiRn and Whe ³ZindRZ Rf WRleUance´ fRUmXlaWiRn, 

is a particularly useful one for being able to make sense of meditation-related difficulties, in 

both their normative and non-normative emic appraisals, in a culturally sensitive manner. It 

can make sense of non-normative difficulties as allostatic overload, and normative 

difficulties (such as those understood to be part of various purification frameworks) as 

plasticity or growth-inducing challenges that need to be met with appropriate coping 

resources and sufficient multilevel regulatory mechanisms. If such resources and regulatory 

loops (like those provided by contemplative traditions in the form of ecosocial niches) are 

not sufficient, then normative difficulties can become non-normative (overloading), as 

contemplative traditions themselves posit. From this perspective, if an individual is well 

outside their window of tolerance and is presenting signs of autonomic dysregulation, it is 

unlikely that meditation-related difficulties will self-organize in adaptive (to their world) 

directions without intervention.  

CONCLUSION: AN ECOSOCIAL, PIVOTAL, & CRITICAL (EPIC) FRAMEWORK 

FOR UNDERSTANDING AND ADDRESSING MEDITATION-RELATED DIFFICULTIES 

 

While not all subjects in the VCE-A study who reported any meditation-related 

difficulties were practicing techniques oriented towards states of absorption, all of those who 

reported severe impairment and distress were practicing in this manner.146 This of course fits 

 
146 TheVe ZeUe WeUmed ³laVWing bad effecWV´ (LBEV) in a UecenW VWXd\ (BUiWWRn eW al. 2021, 1192). 
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with the theory proposed in chapter two that such states of absorption and perceptual 

decoupling are simultaneously states of hyper-plasticity. The interaction of such hyper-plastic 

VWaWeV ZiWh Whe man\ and YaUied µcRnWe[WXal¶ facWRUV SRViWed b\ Whe BPS and PiMS mRdel and 

e[Wended in WhiV chaSWeU WR eYen mRUe µlRRSing¶ mechaniVmV beWZeen diffeUenW leYelV, aUe ZhaW 

caXVeV a SaUWicXlaU SUacWiWiRneU¶V cRmSle[ cRgniWiYe V\VWem WR SiYRW in eiWheU adaSWiYe RU 

maladaptive directions. In chapter three we proposed that such hyperplastic states can flatten 

and deVWabili]e e[iVWing aWWUacWRU landVcaSeV, Zhich Zill e[hibiW ³cUiWical´ behaYiRU VXch aV 

fluctuations before settling into new attractor states. These two CST-based frameworks for 

understanding contemplative states as pivotal and as capable of initiating oscillations before 

new baselines are reached, are what I argued would allow a clinician or other caregiver to be 

able to understand the meditation-related difficulties of practitioners within Abrahamic 

traditions without adopting their worldview or metaphysical commitments. Finally, in this 

chapter I have argued that while those frameworks make such an etic understanding possible, 

the additional complex systems-based understanding of multilevel and interacting causal 

processes in the ecosocial approach is necessary for comprehensive case formulation and 

successful intervention planning. If meditation-related difficulties, like forms of 

psychopathology more broadly, are woven out of loops of multiple causal levels and 

dynamics, then these need to be considered in seeking to make meaningful changes. While 

WhiV ma\ Veem like a daXnWing WaVk, inWeUYenWiRnV dRn¶W need WR addUeVV eYeU\ d\namic SURceVV 

at or between every ecosocial level. As we saw in the case of Jane, only certain levels in the 

RYeUall ³ecRlRg\ Rf mind´ ZeUe ³leYeUaged´ in Whe VXcceVVfXl inWeUYenWiRn dXUing Whe acXWel\ 

distressing period and others²involving meaningful appraisals developed and negotiated 
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between her and her teacher²ZeUe ³RSWimall\ XWili]ed´ in Whe SRVW-acute and later integration 

phases of her recovery (Gomez-Carillo and Kirmayer 2023, 14). 

 

FUTURE DIRECTIONS, IMPLICATIONS, AND APPLICATIONS 

RESONANCE 

 

The provision that person-centered care be coordinated with the recipient of the care 

(as we saw above) is another place where these CST-based frameworks are perhaps uniquely 

suited to being applied to meditation-related difficulties. This is because complex systems 

frameworks themselves have been adopted and endorsed by contemporary scholars and 

practitioners from within Abrahamic traditions, and therefore care providers can be honest 

and open about how they are thinking through case formulation. Additionally, there is a bridge 

to genuine collaboration given the points of overlap and resonance with emic frameworks. For 

example, in Judaism, the contemporary Kabbalist Rabbi Moshe Schatz147 reads the Lurianic 

 
147 Schatz (1996) has emphasized the messianic nature of the cross-pollination between Jewish mysticism and 
contemporary science, remarkably not just that science can learn from Kabbalah but also that modern scientific 
discovers can actually help us read Kabbalistic sources in their true and redemptive sense. For example, he 
writes:  

 
The true confluence and interpenetration of these systems will only emerge when, paradoxically, the 
newly discovered models and metaphors provided by the "external wisdom" of science will help 
illuminate the deepest secrets of the ancient mysteries of Kabbalah. Reciprocally, those same ancient 
mysteries of Kabbalah's "inner wisdom" will define, explain and help reshape our perception of the 
entire physical world. Together, these "twin" wisdoms will, as a whole, reflect God's unity and allow 
us to sense God's presence constantly, in our day-to-day lives. (Schatz 1996, 15)  

 
And laWeU again, UegaUding Whe ³XniRn Rf Kabbalah and mRdeUn Vcience,´ he ZUiWeV WhaW ³Science, SaUWicXlaUl\ in 
the age of sub- atomic physics, can serve as a medium to help us understand the Kabbalah in a much deeper 
Za\´ and ³UeciSURcall\, Whe KabbaliVWic teachings, particularly of Rabbi Isaac the Blind and Rabbi Isaac Luria, 
can gXide XV WR a cleaUeU and deeSeU XndeUVWanding Rf VcienWific findingV´ (49). JRnaWhan GaUb haV alVR ZUiWWen 
about Rabbi Schatz in a few of his recent publications. See especially Garb (2015) 122-123 and 197n52. 
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teachings of the idea of a partzuf aV a cRde fRU an emeUgenW enWiW\ RU a ³geVWalW´ (SchaW] 1996, 

37). He ZUiWeV, ³A PaUW]Xf iV a ZhRle WhaW XnifieV iWV SaUWV inWR Rne eVVence, WheUeb\ making 

Whe ZhRle gUeaWeU Whan Whe VXm Rf iWV SaUWV´ (37, emShaViV RUiginal). HiV VWXdenW, Rabbi 

Avinoam Fraenkel, explicitly identifies the concept of partzuf with the scientific conception 

Rf ³emeUgence´ and ciWeV man\ cRnWemSRUaU\ VcienWific WUeaWmenWV Rf iW in Whe fieldV Rf 

complex and dynamical systems theory and systems biology148 (Ergas and Fraenkel 2021, 39; 

727-738; 803). In Islamic traditions, we have already seen how Michaela Ozelsel (1996) uses 

V\VWemV WheRU\ and Whe ZRUk Rf Il\a PUigRgine WR accRXnW fRU Whe ³e[WUemel\ difficXlW WUanViWiRn 

ShaVeV Rn Whe µZa\¶´ and Whe ³Uadical mental re-RUgani]aWiRn´ Zhich Vhe e[SeUienced Rn heU 

retreat and finds in traditional Sufi literature. And in Christianity, the Catholic scholar Mary 

FURhlich (1993) callV aWWenWiRn WR, and bXildV XSRn, Whe WheRlRgian BeUnaUd LRneUgan¶V 

engagement with s\VWemV fUameZRUkV, VSecificall\ Whe cRnceSW Rf ³emeUgence´ Zhich 

FURhlich UelaWeV WR hiV cRnceSWiRn Rf ³belRZ XSZaUd´ and ³abRYe dRZnZaUd´ SURceVVeV and 

micro-deterministic explanatory theories vs. macro-deterministic explanatory theories (100-

109).  

While Schatz, Fraenkel, Ozelsel, and Frohlich gesture in general ways toward CST, 

my effort in this dissertation has been to make more fine-grained connections between 

particular CST-based cognitive and clinical science approaches so that their utility for 

understanding contemporary experiences and the dynamics particular to meditation-related 

difficulties can be established. My intention is that these frameworks can then be more readily 

 
148 For example, Nicholson and Dupre (2018); Bedau and Humphreys (eds.) (2008); Clayton and Davies eds. 
(2009). While dUaZing mRVW heaYil\ XSRn LXUianic Kabbalah and WeachingV, he alVR nRWeV WhaW ³Whe ideaV Rf a 
whole being more than the sum of its parts is nRW neZ´ and ZaV VimilaUl\ e[SUeVVed b\ Rabbi MRVhe Chaim 
Luzzatto as well as Aristotle (728 n288). For more on the idea of emergence in Aristotle, see Juarrero (1999). 
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adopted by care providers and used in a genuine (collaborative) person-centered approach 

with the meditator in distress by providing some bridges between emic and etic frameworks. 

While certainly not all Jews, Christian, or Muslims will agree that there is a deep resonance 

between CST and CST-based frameworks and their (contemplative) traditions, nevertheless 

the examples above are sufficient for establishing that such a resonance does or can be 

developed for some emic Abrahamic perspectives.149  

UNCERTAINTY AND UNPREDICTABILITY 

 

Another implication of this framework (also resonant with many emic perspectives) is 

that, due to nonlinear relations between parts of the cognitive system at multiple levels, the 

contemplative paths or trajectories of individual practitioners are seemingly (epistemically if 

nRW RnWRlRgicall\) XnSUedicWable. AV KiUma\eU (2015) e[SlainV, ³We nRZ knRZ WhaW VRme Rf 

the complexity seen in biological systems is inherent in the dynamics of even simple model 

systems, which may have trajectories that show great senViWiYiW\ WR iniWial cRndiWiRnV´ (638). 

TheUefRUe, ³Whe cUiWiTXe cRnceUning Whe limiWV Rf SUedicWabiliW\ Rf V\VWemV mRdelV ma\ UeflecW 

something intrinsic to the dynamics of the real-world systems they try to capture, rather than 

an\ limiWaWiRn Rf WheRU\´ (638). If WhiV iV Whe caVe, When Whe ³SeUVRn-cenWeUed aSSURach´ 

SUeVenWed abRYe iVn¶W jXVW adYiVable bXW ZRXld acWXall\ be neceVVaU\, bRWh fRU clinicianV (and 

 
149 Other potential points of resonance are also possible, particularly if one reads either Aristotle or 
Neoplatonism as providing early systems ideas²given the profound influence of both on broad swaths of 
Christianity, Islam, and Judaism²or in a reading of particular metaphors used in these traditions are 
SaUadigmaWic fRU CST. FRU e[amSle, Whe ³ShaVe WUanViWiRnV´ Rf ZaWeU beWZeen iWV liTXid, gaV, RU VRlid VWaWeV and 
the metaphor of these transitions used within classical Sufi Traditions. Or the metaphor attributed to the Baal 
Shem Tov where he compared difficult phases of the contemplative path to learning how to walk and the 
pioneering developmental psychology research of Esther Thelen (2005; Thelen and Smith 1995) investigating 
infants learning to walk from a dynamical system perspective. 
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other caregivers) but also for meditation teachers. Especially for retreats and/or practices 

actively seeking to cultivate deeper contemplative states of absorption, there needs to be much 

clRVeU VXSeUYiViRn Rf SUacWiWiRneUV dXUing WheVe ³cUiWical´ SeUiRdV where positive changes can 

be amplified but harm can also be exacerbated and become deeply entrenched. This is likely 

why these practices in many traditional contexts are only undertaken under the close 

supervision of a teacher (Fisher 2019). While neither teachers nor culturally sensitive 

clinicians or caregivers are capable of predicting such paths and the trajectories, by knowing 

abRXW an indiYidXal¶V deYelRSmenWal hiVWRU\ and Whe cXUUenW ecRVRcial niche Whe\ inhabiW, Whe\ 

are more likely to be able to identify and intervene effectively when a need for care or 

intervention arises.  

NEW MODELS & INTERVENTION APPROACHES 

 

A related implication is that while unpredictability may be an unwelcome insight from 

a scientific perspective, it does not leave us without ways of modeling or mapping practitioner 

WUajecWRUieV. NeZ Za\V Rf mRdeling and maSSing a cRgniWiYe V\VWem¶V ³ShaVe VSace´ fRllRZ 

from these CST-based approaches and can help guide intervention and care decisions. For 

example, Hipolito et al. (2023), Hayes and Andrews (2020) and Hayes et al. (2015) all provide 

³TXaliWaWiYe´ deSicWiRnV Rf Whe effecWV Rf diffeUenW clinical inWeUYenWiRnV Rn a SaWienW¶V 

cognitive system. 

These are exciting new approaches to clinical science and research, which also open 

up new avenues of collaborative person-cenWeUed SV\chiaWUic caUe giYen WhaW Whe ³mRdelV Ze 

offer to patients are themselves interventions that may guide self-reflection and elicit new 

behaYiRUV´ (GRme]-Carillo and Kirmayer 2023, 14). That being said, because they are new, 
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cUiWical mRdelling TXeVWiRnV Uemain WR be fleVhed RXW, VXch aV ³ZheWheU SaWhRlRgical and mRUe 

healWh\ VWaWeV aUe beVW cRnceSWXali]ed aV VeSaUaWe neWZRUkV´ (aV Whe\ aUe in Ha\eV and 

AndUeZV 2020) ³RU aV SaUW Rf a Vingle laUgeU neWZRUk´ and hRZ beVW WR illXVtrate the 

components of the network itself.150 But there are other mapping techniques used in such CST-

based approaches to clinical science which are more oriented towards case formulation 

leading to interventions, that would also be fruitful to be adapted for meditation-related 

difficulties. These inclXde ³caXVal lRRS diagUamV´ (GRme]-Carillo and Kirmayer 2023, 11) 

and ³SeUVRnali]ed neWZRUk mRdelV´ Zhich ³can be XVed aV mRUe manageable VimSlificaWiRnV 

Rf cRmSle[ d\namical V\VWemV´ WR ³caSWXUe ZhaW ZenW ZURng and hRZ, and ZhaW iV keeSing 

one stuck in thiV VWaWe and hRZ´ (de Haan 2020, 244). 

Finally, one last implication of CST-based clinical frameworks for care is that 

interventions may be directed towards multiple causal levels (even simultaneously) since, as 

de Haan (2020) nRWeV, ³CRmSle[ V\VWemV can be VWiUUed in man\ Za\V´ and ³RffeU man\ routes 

WR change´ (250, 249). FRU e[amSle, inWeUYenWiRnV can WaUgeW ³RUiginaU\´ RU ³mainWaining´ 

caXVeV Rf diVWUeVV, Vince in VRme caVeV (like Zhen Whe iniWiaWing caXVe RU caXVeV aUen¶W knRZn) 

³iW ma\ be mRUe effecWiYe WR inWeUYene Rn Whe facWRUV WhaW cRnWUibXWe WR Whe SURblemV¶ 

SeUViVWence´ (252). InWeUYenWiRnV can alVR ³inYRlYe making ZiWhin-attractor modifications,151 

 
150 Hayes and Andrews (2020) depict networks as consisting of cognition, emotion, behavior, and 
Sh\ViRlRgical UeVSRnVeV (4), ZheUeaV HiSRliWR eW al. (2023) dRn¶W eYen bRWh WR illXVWUaWe Whe neWZRUk 
components. 
 
151 E[amSleV Rf WhiV aUe ³haUm UedXcWiRn VWUaWegieV´ Zhich ³reduce some negative consequences of 
pathological patterns, but they do not induce fundamental attractor changes. An example of this kind of within-
attractor change is to provide clean needles to intravenous drug users, which improves safety but does not 
addUeVV Whe addicWiRn diUecWl\´ (Ha\eV and AndUeZV 2020, 5). 
 



 

 319 

switching from one existing attractor to another,152 and destabilizing the old and developing a 

neZ mRUe fXncWiRnal SaWWeUn´153 (Hayes and Andrews 2020, 9). Because meditation-related 

difficulties are, from the ecosocial perspective, going to have interrelating biological, 

psychological, and social components to them, interventions may target mechanisms at any 

one of these levels or a particular looping mechanism. For example, for someone suffering 

from cognitive and social challenges arising in the context of contemporary mindfulness or 

vipassana practice, interventions might include activities that encourage social interactions 

like team sports, countervailing cognitive activities like getting absorbed in a novel or a movie, 

as well as exploring the roots of Buddhist modernism and the scientific inaccuracies involved 

in cRnWemSRUaU\ diVcRXUVe aURXnd ³neXUR-nihiliVm´ (ThRmSVRn 2020). For the challenges 

reported by the Sandy the Sufi practitioner above, in addition to the interventions she initiated 

herself (i.e., stopping meditation and focusing on her work), additional interventions might 

have included spiritually-oriented counseling, trauma-informed psychotherapy, the 

exploration of hobbies and interests with more potential for healthy social connections, and 

recommendations of resources on the traditional states (hal) associated with the Sufi paths as 

understood by authoritative Sufi masters in her tradition, such as Ibn Arabi.  

 

 
152 E[amSleV Rf WhiV kind Rf inWeUYenWiRn inclXdeV Zhen Whe ³therapist can provide a supportive environment 
and WheUaSeXWic alliance WR incUeaVe Whe SaWienW¶V UeadineVV, UeVRXUceV, and VkillV WR deYelRS (RU UeacWiYaWe) mRUe 
healWh\ mRdeV Rf fXncWiRning´ RU ³SRViWiYe emRWiRn acWiYaWiRn aSSURacheV´ Zhich ³can helS bXild and 
strengthen a more healthy attractor. This alternative attractor increases the probability of movement from the 
pathological state to a healthier state, but again, the interventions do not change the pathological attractor 
diUecWl\´ (5) 
 
153 ³Exposure therapy, insight-oriented therapy, and emotion-focused and cognitive re- structuring techniques 
are examples of interventions that introduce corrective information and skills to induce dissonance and perturb 
maladaSWiYe neWZRUkV´ (5). 
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