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interpretation is not merely this or that isolable situation, but the uniquely total situation consti-
tuted by our experience as a whole and in all its aspects, up to the present moment.

But on the other hand the theistic interpretation is more akin to the ethical than to the
natural significance attribution in that it is clearly focused in some situations and imperceptible
in others. Not all the moments of life mediate equally the presence of God to the ordinary believer.
He is not continucusly conscious of God’s presence (although possibly the saint is), but conscious
rather of the divine Will as a reality in the background of his life, a reality which may at any
time emerge to confront him in absolute and inescapable demand. We have already observed how
one situation may interpenetrate another, and how some sudden pressure or intrusion can cause
a shift of interpretation and attention so that the mind moves from one interlocking context to
another. Often a more important kind of significance will summon us from a relatively trivial
kind. A woman may be playing a game of bridge when she hears her child crying in pain in
another room; and at once her consciousness moves from the artificial world of the game to the
real world in which she is the mother of the child. Or an officer in the army reserve may be living
heedless of the international situation until sudden mobilization recalls him to his military re-
sponsibility. The interrupting call of duty may summon us from trivial or relatively unimportant
occupations to take part in momentous events. Greater and more ultimate purposes may without
warning supervene upon lesser ones and direct our lives into a new channel. But the final signif-
icance, which takes precedence over all others as supremely important and overriding, is (according
to theism) that of our situation as being in the presence of God. At any time a man may be
confronted by some momentous decision, some far-reaching moral choice either of means or of
ends, in which his responsibility as a servant of God intrudes upon and conflicts with the require-
ments of his earthly “station and its duties,” so that the latter pales into unimportance and he
acts in relation to a more ultimate environment whose significance magisterially overrules his
customary way of life. When the call of God is clearly heard other calls become inaudible, and
the prophet or saint, martyr or missionary, the man of conscience or of illumined mind may ignore
all considerations of worldly prudence in responding to a claim with which nothing else whatever
may be put in the balance.

To recapitulate and conclude this stage of the discussion, the epistemological point which I
have sought to make is this. There is in cognition of every kind an unresolved mystery. The
knower-known relationship is in the last analysis sui generis: the mystery of cognition persists at
the end of every inquiry—though its persistence does not prevent us from cognizing. We cannot
explain, for example, how we are conscious of sensory phenomena as constituting an objective
physical environment; we just find ourselves interpreting the data of our experience in this way.
We are aware that we live in a real world, though we cannot prove by any logical formula that
it is a real world. Likewise we cannot explain how we know ourselves to be responsible beings
subject to moral obligations; we just find ourselves interpreting our social experience in this way.
We find ourselves inhabiting an ethically significant universe, though we cannot prove that it is
ethically significant by any process of logic. In each case we discover and live in terms of a
particular aspect of our environment through an appropriate act of interpretation; and having
come to live in terms of it we neither require nor can conceive any further validation of its reality.
The same is true of the apprehension of God. The theistic believer cannot explain Aow he knows
the divine presence to be mediated through his human experience. He just finds himself interpreting
his experience in this way. He lives in the presence of God, though he is unable to prove by any
dialectical process that God exists.
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To say this is not of course to demonstrate that God does exist. The outcome of the discussion
thus far is rather to bring out similarity of epistemological structure and status between men’s
basic convictions in relation to the world, moral responsibility, and divine existence. If our line of
thought in Chapter 1 has been sound, these three parallel convictions all qualify, as instances of
rational certainty, for the title of knowledge. The aim of the present chapter has thus been to
show how, if there be a God, he is known to mankind, and how such knowledge is related to other
kinds of human knowing. I hope that at least the outline of a possible answer to these questions
has now been offered. . . .

24. What Is Mysticism?
W.T. Stace

1 L

(1) Terminological. In these pages I shall often use the expressions “mysticism,” “mystic,”
“mystical experience,” “mystical consciousness,” “mystical idea.” “Mysticism,” of course, is the
general name of our entire subject, and its meaning will be gradually developed. By the word
“mystic” I shall always mean a person who himself has had mystical experience. Often the word
is used in a2 much wider and looser way. Anyone who is sympathetic to mysticism is apt to be
jabeled a mystic. But I shall use the word always in a stricter sense. However systematic toward
mysticism a man may be, however deeply interested, involved, enthusiastic, or learned in the
subject, he will not be called a mystic unless he has, or has had, mystical experience. The phrases
“mystical experience” and “mystical consciousness” will be used as synonymous with each other.
But “mystical consciousness” is the better term, the word “experience” being misleading in certain
respects. It will be seen that both “mysticism” and “mystic” are defined in terms of mystical
experience or consciousness. This is therefore the basic thing on which we have to fasten attention
and in terms of which we have to understand the whole subject. Our question “What is mysticism?”

~really means *“What is mystical experience?”

The phrase *“mystical idea™ has also to be defined in terms of mystical experience. It means
an idea, belief, opinion, or proposition which was originally based on mystical experience, although
the connection between the experience and the opinion may have been quite forgotten. The point
is that a mystical idea is a product of the conceptual intellect, whereas a mystical experience is
a nonintellectual mode of consciousness. The proposition that “time is unreal” is an example of
a mystical idea. It must have arisen because mystics usually feel (a) that their experience is
timeless and (b) it is more “real” (in some sense) than any other experience. But many philoso-
phers who have never had any mystical experience, nor any knowledge of how the idea originated,
yet come to adopt it in their philosophies and treat it as if it were a product of a process of
reasoning. A mystical idea may be either true or false, though it must have originated in a genuine

mystical experience.

From Walter Terence Stace, The Teachings of the Mystics, 1960, pp. 9-28, New American Library. Used by permission
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(2) Experience and Interpretation. On a dark night out of doors one may se€ something
glimmering white. One person may think it is a ghost. A second person may take it for a sheet
hung out on a clothesline. A third person may suppose that it is a white-painted rock. Here we
have a single experience with three different interpretations. The experience is genuine, but the
interpretations may be either true or false. If we are to understand anything at all about mysticism,
it is essential that we should make a similar distinction between a mystical experience and the
interpretations which may be put upon it either by mystics themselves or by nonmystics. For
instance, the same mystical experience may be interpreted by a Christian in terms of Christian
beliefs and by a Buddhist in terms of Buddhistic beliefs.

(3) Some Things Which Mysticism Is Not. The word “mysticism” is popularly used in a
variety of loose and inaccurate ways. Sometimes anything is called “mystical” which is misty,
foggy, vague, or sloppy. It is absurd that “mysticism” should be associated with what is *“misty”
because of the similar sound of the words. And there is nothing misty, foggy, vague, or sloppy
about mysticism.

A second absurd association is to suppose that mysticism is sort of mystery-mongering. There
is, of course, an etymological connection between “mysticism” and *mystery.” But mysticism is
not any sort of hocus-pocus such as we commonly associate with claims to the elucidation of
sensational mysteries. Mysticism is not the same as what is commonly called the “occult”™—
whatever that may mean. Nor has it anything to do with spiritualism, or ghosts, or tableturning.
Nor does it include what are commonly called parapsychological phenomena such as telepathy,
telekinesis, clairvoyance, precognition. These are not mystical phenomena. It 1s perhaps true that
mystics may sometimes claim 10 possess such special powers, but even when they do so they are
well aware that such powers are not part of, and are to be clearly distinguished from, their
mystical experience. Such powers, if they exist—as to which I express no opinion—may be
possessed by persons who are not mystics. And conversely, even the greatest mystics may be devoid
of them and know nothing about them. The closest connection one can admit will be to say that
it may be the case that the sort of persons who are mystics also tend to be the sort of persons who
have parapsychological powers.

Finally, it is most important to realize that visions and voices are not mystical phenomena,
though here again it seems to be the case that the sort of persons who are mystics may often be
the sort of persons who see visions and hear voices. A few years ago it was reported that certain
persons in Italy saw a vision of the Virgin Mary in the clouds. Even if we suppose that these
persons really did have this vision, it must be emphatically asserted that this was not a mystical
experience and had nothing to do with mysticism. Nor are the voices which certain persons in

history, such as Socrates, Mohammed, and Joan of Arc, are supposed to have heard to be classed
as mystical experiences. Socrates, Mohammed, and Joan of Arc may have been mystics for all 1
know, but they are not to be classed as such because of these voices. Returning for a moment to
the subject of visions, it is well known that certain mystics saw visions but that they did not
themselves regard these visions as mystical experiences. A case in point is St. Teresa of Avila.
She had frequent visions, but she knew that they were not the experiences she desired. Some of
them, she thought, may have been sent to her by God to comfort and encourage her in trying to
attain the mystical consciousness. Others, she supposed, might have been sent by the devil in order
to confuse her and distract her from the true mystic quest.

The reader may perhaps suppose that the exclusion of visions and voices from the class of
mystical phenomena is a matter of arbitrary choice on the part of the present writer. Of course,

_
_
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one is logically entitled to define his terms as he pleases. Therefore if anyone says that he intends
to use the phrase “mystical experience™ so as to include visions and voices, spiritualism, telepathy,
and the like, we do not say that he is wrong. But we say that his usage does not conform to that
which has been usual with those who have been recognized as the great mystics of the world. The
case of St. Teresa has just been mentioned. St. John of the Cross specifically warns his readers
not to seek visions, not to be misled by them, and not to mistake them for the true mystical union.
And there are, one must add, good reasons for this, What mystics say is that a genuine mystical
experience is nonsensuous. It is formless, shapeless, colorless, odorless, soundless. But a vision is
a piece of visual imagery having color and shape. A voice is an auditory image. Visions and voices
are sensuous experiences.

(4) 4 New Kind of Conciousness. In his book The Varieties of Religious Experience William
James suggests, as a result of his psychological researches, that “our normal consciousness, rational
consciousness as we call it, is but one special type of consciousness, whilst all about it, parted
from it by the filmiest of screens, there lie potential forms of consciousness entirely different.”
This statement exactly fits mystical consciousness. It is entirely unlike our everyday consciousness
and is wholly incommensurable with it. What are the fundamental characteristics or elements of
our ordinary consciousness? We may think of it as being like a building with three floors. The
ground floor consists of physical sensations—sights, sounds, smells, tastes, touch sensations, and
organic sensations. The second floor consists of images, which we tend to think of as mental copies
of sensations. The third floor is the level of the inteliect, which is the faculty of concepts. On this
floor we find abstract thinking and reasoning processes. This account of the mind may be open to
cavil. Some philosophers think that colors, sounds, and so on, are not properly called “sensations™;
others that images are not “‘copies” of sensations. These fine points, however, need not seriously
concern us. Our account is sufficiently clear to indicate what we are referring to when we speak
of sensations, images, and concepts as being the fundamenta) elements of the cognitive aspects of
our ordinary conciousness. Arising out of these basic cognitive elements and dependent upon them
are emotions, desires, and volitions. In order to have a name for it we may call this whole
structure—including sensations, images, concepts, and their attendant desires, emotions, and
volitions—our sensory-intellectual consciousness.

Now the mystical consciousness is quite different from this. It is not merely that it involves
different kinds of sensation, thought, or feeling. We are told that some insects or animals can
perceive ultraviolet color and infrared color; and that some animals can hear sounds which are
inaudible to us; even that some creatures may have a sixth sense quite different from any of our
five senses. These are all, no doubt, kinds of sensations different from any we have. But they are
still sensations. And the mystical consciousness is destitute of any sensations at all. Nor does it
contain any concepts or thoughts. It is not a sensory-intellectual consciousness at all. Accordingly,
it cannot be described or analyzed in terms of any of the elements of the sensory-intellectual
consciousness, with which it is wholly incommensurable.

This is the reason why mystics always say that their experiences are “ineffable.” All words
in all languages are the products of our sensory-intellectual consciousness and express or describe
its elements or some combination of them. But as these elements (with the doubtful exception of
emotions) are not found in the mystical consciousness, it is felt to be impossible to describe it in
any words whatever. In spite of this the mystics do describe their experiences in roundabout ways,
at the same time telling us that the words they use are inadequate. This raises a serious probiem
for the philosophy of mysticism, but it is not possible for us to dwell on it here.
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The incommensurability of the mystical with the sensory-intellectual consciousness is also
the ultimate reason why we have to exclude visions and voices, telepathy, precognition, and
clairvoyance from the category of the mystical. Suppose someone sees a vision of the Virgin Mary.
What he sees has shape, the shape of a woman, and color—white skin, blue raiment, a golden
halo, and so on. But these are all images or sensations. They are therefore composed of elements
of our sensory-intellectual consciousness. The same is true of voices. Or suppose one has a pre-
cognition of a neighbor’s death. The components one is aware of-—a dead man, a coffin, etc.—are
composed of elements of our sensory-intellectual consciousness. The only difference is that these
ordinary elements are arranged in unfamiliar patterns which we have come to think cannot occur,
so that if they do occur they seem supernormal. Or the fact that such elements are combined in
an unusual way so as to constitute the figure of a woman up in the clouds, perhaps surrounded
by other humanlike figures with wings added to them—all this does not constitute a different kind
of consciousness at all. And just as sensory elements of any sort are excluded from the mystical
consciousness, so are conceptual efements. It is not that the thoughts in the mystical COnsciousness
are different from those we are accustomed to. It does not include any thoughts at all. The mystic,
of course, expresses thoughts about his experience after that experience is over, and he remembers
it when he is back again in his sensory-intellectual consciousness. But there are no thoughts in the
experience itself.

If anyone thinks that a kind of consciousness without either sensations, images or thoughts,
because it is totally unimaginable and inconceivable to most of us, cannot exist, he is surely being
very stupid. He supposes that the possibilities of this vast universe are confined to what can be
imagined and understood by the brains of average human insects who crawl on a minute speck
of dust floating in illimitable space.

On the other hand, there is not the least reason to suppose that the mystical consciousness
is miraculous or supernatural. No doubt it has, like our ordinary consciousness, been produced by
the natural processes of evolution. Its existence in a few rare men is a psychological fact of which
there is abundant evidence. To deny or doubt that it exists as a psychological fact is not a reputable
opinion. It is ignorance. Whether it has any value or significance beyond itself, and if so what—
these, of course, are matters regarding which there can be legitimate differences of opinion. Owing
to the comparative rarity of this kind of consciousness, it should no doubt be assigned to the sphere
of abnormal psychology.

(5)The Core of Mysticism. 1 shall, for the present, treat it as an hypothesis that although
mystical experiences may in certain respects have different characteristics in different parts of the
world, in different ages, and in different cultures, there are nevertheless a number of fundamental
common characteristics. I shall also assume that the agreements are more basic and important,
the differences more superficial and relatively less important. This hypothesis can only be fully
justified by an elaborate empirical survey of the descriptions of their experiences given by mystics
and collected from all over the world. But I believe that enough of the evidence for it will appear
in the following pages to convince any reasonable person.

The most important, the central characteristic in which all fully developed mystical expe-
riences agree, and which in the last analysis is definitive of them and serves to mark them off
from other kinds of experiences, is that they involve the apprehension of an ultimate nonsensuous
unity in all things, a oneness or a One to which neither the senses nor the reason can penetrate.
In other words, it entirely transcends our sensory-intellectual consciousness.

It should be carefully noted that only fully developed mystical experiences are necessarily
apprehensive of the One. Many experiences have been recorded which lack this central feature
but yet possess other mystical characteristics. These are borderline cases, which may be said to
shade off from the central core of cases. They have to the central core the relation which some
philosophers like to call “family resemblance.”

We should also note that although at this stage our exposition we speak of mystical experience
as an apprehension of the Unity, the mystics of the Hindu and Buddhist cultures, as well as
Plotinus and many others, generally insist that this is incorrect since it supposes a division between
subject and object. We should rather say that the experience is the One. Thus Plotinus writes:
“We should not speak of seeing, but instead of seen and seer, speak boldly of a simple Unity for
in this seeing we neither distinguish nor are there two.” But we will leave the development of this
point till later. And often for convenience’ sake we shall speak of the experience of the unity.

(6) Extrovertive Mysticism. There appear to be two main distinguishable types of mystical
experience, both of which may be found in all the higher cultures. One may be called extrovertive
mystical experience, the other introvertive mystical experience. Both are apprehensions of the
One, but they reach it in different ways. The extrovertive way looks outward and through the
physical senses into the external world and finds the One there. The introvertive way turns inward,
introspectively, and finds the One at the bottom of the self, at the bottom of the human personality.
The latter far outweighs the former in importance both in the history of mysticism and in the
history of human thought generally. The introvertive way is the major strand in the history of
mysticism, the extrovertive way a minor strand. I shall only briefly refer to extrovertive mysticism
and then pass on, and shall take introvertive mysticism as the subject of this book.

The extrovertive mystic with his physical senses continues to perceive the same world of trees
and hills and tables and chairs as the rest of us. But he sees these objects transfigured in such
manner that the Unity shines through them. Because it includes ordinary sense perceptions, it
only partially realizes the description given in section (4). For the full realization of this we have
to wait for the introvertive experience. I will give two brief historical instances of extrovertive
experience. The great Catholic mystic Meister Eckhart (circa 1260-1329) wrote as follows:

Here [i.c., in this experience] all blades of grass, wood, and stone, all things are one. . . . When

is 2 man in mere understanding? When he sees one thing separated from another. And when is he
above mere understanding? When he sees all in all, then a man stands above mere understanding.

In this quotation we note that according to Eckhart seeing a number of things as separate
and distinct, seeing the grass and the wood and the stone as three different things, is the mark of
the sensory-intellectual consciousness. For Eckhart’s word “‘understanding” means the conceptual
intellect. But if one passes beyond the sensory-intellectual consciousness into the mystical con-
sciousness, then one sees these three things as being “all one.” However, it is evident that in this
extrovertive experience the distinctions between things have not wholly disappeared. There is no
doubt that what Eckhart means is that he sees the three things as distinct and separate and yet
at the same time as not distinct but identical. The grass is identical with the stone, and the stone
with the wood, although they are all different. Rudolph Otto, commenting on this, observes that
it is as if one said that black is the same as white, white the same as black, aithough at the same
time white remains white and black remains black. Of course this is a complete paradox. It is in
fact contradictory. But we shall find that paradoxicality is one of the common characteristics of
all mysticism. And it is no use saying that this is all logically impossible, and that no consciousness
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of this kind can exist, unless we wish, on these a priori grounds, to refuse to study the evidence—
which is overwhelming.

What some mystics simply call the One other mystics often identify with God. Hence we
find Jakob Bthme (1575-1624) saying much the same thing about the grass and the trees and
the stones as Eckhart does, but saying that they are all God instead of just ali One. The following
is a statement of one of his experiences: “In this light my spirit saw through ail things and into
ali creatures and I recognized God in grass and plants.”

It is suggested that the extrovertive type of experience is a kind of halfway house to the
introvertive. For the introvertive experience is wholly nonsensuous and nonintellectual. But the
extrovertive experience is sensory-intellectual in so far as it still perceives physical objects but is
nonsensuous and noninteliectual in so far as it perceives them as “all one.”

We may sum up this short account of the extrovertive consciousness by saying that it is a
perception of the world as transfigured and unified in one uitimate being. In some cultures the one
being is identified with God; and since God is then perceived as the inner essence of all objects,
this type of experience tends toward pantheism. But in some cultures—for example, Buddhism—
the unity is not interpreted as God at all.

(7) Introvertive Mysticism. Suppose that one could shut all physical sensations out of one’s
consciousness. It may be thought that this would be easy as regards some of the senses, namely
sight, hearing, taste, and smell. One can shut one’s eyes, SIOp up one’s ears, and hold one’s nose.
One can avoid taste sensations by keeping one's mouth empty. But one cannot shut off tactual
sensations in any simple way of this kind. And it would be even more difficult to get rid of organic
sensations. However, one can perhaps suppose it possible somehow to thrust tactual and organic
sensations out of conscious awareness—perhaps into the unconscious. Mystics do not, as far as
I know, descend to the ignominious level of holding their noses and stopping their ears. My only
point is that it is possible to conceive of getting rid of all sensations, and in one way or other
mystics claim that they do this. .

Suppose now, after this has been done, we next try to get rid of all sensuous images from our
minds. This is very difficult. Most people, try as they will not to picture anything at all, will find
vague images floating about in consciousness. Suppose, however, that it is possible to suppress all
images. And suppose finally that we manage to stop all thinking and reasoning. Having got rid
of the whole empirical content of sensations, images, and thoughts, presumably all emotions and
desires and volitions would also disappear, since they normally exist only as attachments to the
cognitive content. What, then, would be left of consciousness? What would happen? It is natural
to suppose that with all the clements of consciousness gone consciousness itself would lapse and
the subject would fall asleep or become unconscious.

Now it happens to be the case that this total suppression of the whole empirical content of
consciousness is precisely what the introvertive mystic claims to achieve. And he claims that what
happens is not that all consciousness disappears but that only the ordinary sensory-intellectual
consciousness disappears and is replaced by an entirely new kind of consciousness, the mystical
consciousness. Naturally we now ask whether any description of this new consciousness can be
given. But before trying to answer that difficult question, I propose to turn aside for a brief space
to speak about the methods which mystics use to suppress sensuous images, and thinking, so as
to get rid of their sensory-intellectual consciousness. There are the Yoga techniques of India; and
Christian mystics in Catholic monasteries also evolved their own methods. The latter usually call
their techniques “prayers,” but they are not prayers in the vulgar sense of asking God for things;
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they are much more like the “mediation™ and “concentration™ of Yogis than may be commonly
supposed. This is too vast a subject to be discussed in detail here. But I will give two elementary
illustrations.

Everyone has heard of the breathing exercises undertaken by the yogins of India seeking
samadhi—samadhi being the Indian name for mystical consciousness. What is this special method
of breathing, and what is it supposed to accomplish? The theory of the matter is, I understand
.manunE_,m like this: It is practically impossible, or at least very difficult, to mm:u all mnzmmnm.
imaging, and thinking by a forcible act of the will. What comes very near to it, however is 8_
concentrate one's attention on some single point or object so that all other mental oo:zw:.ﬂ falls
away and there is left nothing but the single point of consciousness. If this can be done, then
E.:Ew:.._w that single point will itself disappear because contrast is necessary for our o_.mwnm_.z
consciousness, and if there is only one point of consciousness left, there is nothing to form a
contrast to 1t.

The question then is: On what single thing should one concentrate? A simple way is to
concentrate on the stream of one's own breath. Simple instructions which I have heard given are
these. O.:o first adopts a suitable physical position with spine and neck perfectly erect. Then
breathe in and out slowly, evenly, and smoothly. Concentrate your attention on this and :.o:a:m
else. Some aspirants, I believe, count their breaths, 1, 2,3, .. .upto 10, and then begin the
count again. Continue this procedure till you attain the desired results.

A mmnonn method is to keep repeating in one’s mind some short formula of words over and
over again till the words lose all meaning. So long as they carry meaning, of course, the mind is
Wz_: occupied with the thought of this meaning. But when the words become Enmuw:m_omm there
is .=25=m left of consciousness except the monotonous sound-image, and that too, like the con-
sciousness of one’s breath, will in the end disappear. There is an interesting oo::.w.onoa between
this H.E..an and a remark made by the poet Tennyson. From childhood up Tennyson had frequent
mec.nm_ experiences. They came to him spontaneously, without effort, and unsought. But he
mentions the curious fact that he could induce them at will by the odd procedure of _.ano.mazm his
own name over and over again to himself. I know of no evidence that he studied mysticism enough
to understand the theory of his own procedure, which would presumably be that the constantly
Havawﬁa sound image served as the focus of the required one-pointed attention.

,_,.Em leads to another curious reflection. Mystics who follow the procedure of constantly
repeating a verbal formula often, I believe, tend to choose some religious set of words, for instance
a partof .Sn Lord’s Prayer or a psaim. They probably imagine that these uplifting and inspirational
words will carry them upwards toward the divine. But Tennyson’s procedure suggests that any
nonsense words would probably do as well. And this seems to agree with the general theory of
concentration. It doesn’t seem to matter what is chosen as the single point of concentration
whether it be one’s breathing, or the sound of one’s own name, or one’s navel, or anything nhmn.
provided only it serves to shut off all other mental contact. , ,
. Another wo:: on s..Eor Bu.‘mﬁ.mnm usually insist in regard to spiritual training is what they call
.aoﬁ.moranur Emphasis on this is found just as much in Hinduism and Buddhism as in Chris-

tianity. What is sought is detachment from desire, the uprooting of desire, or at any rate of all
mn_m.mo_.:o_da desires. The exact psychology of the matter presents great difficulties. In Christian
mysticism the idea of detachment is usually given a religious and moral twist by insisting that it
means the destruction of self-will or any kind of self-assertiveness, especially the rooting out of
pride and the attainment of absolute humility. In non-Christian mysticism detachment does not
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the multiplicity of sensations, thoughts, desires, and the rest. But the mind was not merely this
multiplicity. These disparate elements were held together in a unity, the unity of the single mind
or self. A multiplicity without a unity in which the multiple elements are together is inconceiv-
able-—e.g., many objects in one space. Now when we emptied all the multiple contents out of this
unity of the self what is left, according to the Upanishad, is the unity of the seif, the original
unity minus its contents. And this is the self. The Upanishads ge further than this. They always
identify this individual self with the Universal Self, the soul of the world. We will consider this
in Chapter 2. For the moment we may continue to think in terms of the individual self, the pure
ego of you or me. The undifferentiated unity is thought to be the pure ego.

I must draw the reader’s attention to several facts about this situation. In the first place it
flatly contradicts what David Hume said in a famous passage about the self. He said that when
he looked introspectively into himself and searched for the I, the self, the ego, all he could ever
introspect was the multiplicity of the sensations, images, thoughts, and feelings. He could never
observe any I, any pure self apart from its contents, and he inferred that the I is a fiction and does
not really exist. But now a vast body of empirical evidence, that of the mystics from all over the
world, affirms that Hume was simply mistaken on a question of psychological fact, and that it is
possible to get rid of all the mental contents and find the pure self left over and to experience this.
This evidence need not mean that the self is a thing or a “*substance,” but can be taken as implying
that it is a pure unity, the sort of being which Kant called the “transcendental unity™ of the self.

The next thing to note is that the assertion of this new kind of consciousness is completely
paradoxical. One way of bringing out the paradox is to point out that what we are left with here,
when the contents of consciousness are gone, is a kind of consciousness which has no objects. It
is not a consciousness of anything, but yet it is still consciousness. For the contents of our ordinary
daily consciousness, the colors, sounds, wishes, thoughts are the same as the objects of conscious-
ness, so that when the contents are gone the objects are gone. The consciousness of the mystics
is not even a consciousness of conciousness, for then there would be a duality which is incompatible
with the idea of an undifferentiated unity. In India it is called pure consciousness. The word
“pure” is used in somewhat the same sense as Kant used it—meaning “without any empirical
contents.”

Another aspect of the paradox is that this pure consciousness is simultaneously both positive
and negative, something and nothing, a fullness and an emptiness. The positive side is that it is
an actual and positive consciousness. Moreover, all mystics affirm that it is pure peace, beatitude,
joy, bliss, so that it has a positive affective tone. The Christians call it “the peace of God which
passeth all understanding.” The Buddhists call it Nirvana. But aithough it has this positive
character, it is quite correct to say also that when we empty out all objects and contents of the
mind there is nothing whatever left. That is the negative side of the paradox. What is left is sheer
Emptiness. This is fully recognized in all mystical literature. In Mahayana Buddhism this total
emptiness of the mystical consciousness is called the Void. In Christian mysticism the experience
is identified with God. And this causes Eckhart and others to say that God or the Godhead, is
pure Nothingness, is a “desert,” or “wilderness,” and so on. Usually the two sides of the paradox
are expressed in metaphors. The commonest metaphor for the positive side is light and for the
negative side darkness. This is the darkness of Ged. It is called darkness because all distinctions
disappear in it just as all distinctions disappear in a physical darkness.

We must not say that what we have here is a light /n the darkness. For that would be no
paradox. The paradox is that the light is the darkness, and the darkness is the light. This statement
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can be well documented from the literature of different cultures. I will give two examples, one
from Christianity, one from Buddhism—-and from the Buddhism of Tibet of all places in the
world. Dionysius the Areopagite, a Christian, speaks of God as “the dazzling obscurity which
outshines all brilliance with the intensity of its darkness.” And the Tibetan book of the Dead puts
the same paradox in the words, “the clear light of the Void.” In Dionysius we see that the
obscurity, or the darkness is the brilliance, and in the Tibetan book we se¢ that the Void itself is
clear light.

(8) Mysticism and Religion. Most writers on mysticism seem to take it for granted that
mystical experience is a religious experience, and that mysticism is necessarily a religious phe-
nomenon. They seem to think that mysticism and religious mysticism are one and the same thing.
But this is far from being correct. It is true that there is an important connection between
mysticism and religion, but it is not nearly so direct and immediate as most writers have seemed
to think, nor can it be simply taken for granted as an obvious fact.

There are several grounds for insisting that intrinsically and in itself mystical experience is
not a religious phenomenon at all and that its connection with religions is subsequent and even
adventitious. In the first place, it seems to be clear that if we strip the mystical experience of ail
intellectual interpretation such as that which identifies it with God, or with the soul of the world,
what is left is simply the undifferentiated unity. Now what is there that is religious about an
undifferentiated unity? The answer seems to be, in the first instance, “Nothing at all.” There
seems to be nothing religious about an undifferentiated unity as such.

In the theistic religions of the West, in Christianity, Judiasm, and Islam, the experience of
the undifferentiated unity is interpreted as “union with God.” But this is an interpretation and
is not the experience itself. It is true that some Christian mystics, such as St. Teresa of Avila,
invariably speak simply of having experienced “union with God,” and do not talk about an
undifferentiated unity. St. Teresa did not have a sufficiently analytical mind to distinguish between
the experience and its interpretation. But other Christian mystics who are more analytically
minded, such as Eckhart and Ruysbroeck, do speak of the undifferentiated unity.

These considerations are further underlined by the fact that quite different interpretations of
the same experience are given in different cuitures. The undifferentiated unity is interpreted by
Eckhart and Ruysbroeck in terms of the Trinitarian conception of God, but by Islamic mystics
as the unitarian God of Islam, and by the leading school for the Vedantists as a more impersonal
Absolute. And when we come to Buddhism we find that the experience is not interpreted as any
kind of God at all. For the Buddhist it becomes the Void or Nirvana. Buddha denied the existence
of a Supreme Being altogether. It is often said that Buddhism is atheistic. And whether this
description of Buddhism is true or not, it is certainly the case that there can exist an atheistic
mysticism, a mystical experience naked and not clothed in any religious garb.

In view of these facts, we have a problem on our hands. Why is it that, in spite of exceptions,
mysticism usually takes on some religious form and is usuaily found in connection with a definitely
religious culture and as being a part of some definite religion? The following are, I think, the
main reasons.

First, there is a very important feature of the introvertive mystical experience which I have
not mentioned yet. I refer to the experience of the “melting away” into the Infinite of one’s own
individuality. Such phrases as “melting away,” “fading away,” “‘passing away” are found in the
mystical literature of Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, and Buddhism. Among the Sufis of Islam
there is a special technical term for it. It is called fana. It must be insisted that this is not an
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inferenceor an interpretation or a theory or a speculation. It is an actual experience. The individual
as it were, directly experiences the disappearance of his own individuality, its fading away mu_..m
the Infinite. To document this, one could quote from Eckhart, or from the Upanishads or the
Sufis. But I believe I can bring home the point to a modern reader better by quoting a modern
author. I referred earlier to the fact that Tennyson had frequent mystical experiences. His account
of them is quoted by William James in his The Varieties of Religious Experience. Tennyson
wrote, “All at once, as it were out of the intensity of the consciousness of individuality, individuality
itself seemed to dissolve and fade away into bound!less being. . . . the loss of personality, if such
it were, seeming no extinction but the only true life.” **Boundless being” seems to have the same
meaning as “the Infinite.” The Infinite is in most minds identified with the idea of God. We are
finite beings. God is the only Infinite Being. One can see at once, therefore, how this experience
of the dissolution of one’s own individuality, its being merged into the Infinite, takes on a religious
meaning. In theistic cultures the experience of melting away into boundless being is interpreted
as union with God.

A second reason for the connection between mysticism and religion is that the undifferentiated
unity is necessarily thought of by the mystics as being beyond space and beyond time. For it is
without any internal division or multiplicity of parts, whereas the essence of time is its division
into an endless multitude of successive parts, and the essence of space is its division into a multitude
of parts lying side by side. Therefore the undifferentiated unity, being without any multiplicity
of parts, is necessarily spaceless and timeless. Being timeless is the same as being eternal. Hence
Eckhart is constantly telling us that the mystical experience transcends time and is an experience
of “the Eternal Now.” But in religious minds the Eternal, like the Infinite, is another name for
God. Hence the mystical experience is thought of as an experience of God. ,

A third reason for this identification of the undifferentiated unity with God lies in the
emotional side of the experience. It is the universal testimony of the mystics that their kind of
consciousness brings feelings of an exalted peace, blessedness, and joy. It becomes identified with
the peace of God, the gateway of the Divine, the gateway of salvation. This is also why in
Buddhism, though the experience is not personified or called God, it nevertheless becomes Nirvana
which is the supreme goal of the Buddhist religious life.

Thus we see that mysticism naturally, though not necessarily, becomes intimately associated
with whatever is the religion of the culture in which it appears. It is, however, important to realize
that it does not favor any particular religion. Mystical experience in itself does not have any
tendency to make a man a Christian or a Buddhist. Into the framework of what creed he will fit
his experience will tend to depend mostly on the culture in which he lives. In 2 Buddhist country
mro mystic interprets his experience as a glimpse of Nirvana, in a Christian country he may
interpret it as union with God or even (as in Eckhart) as penetrating into the Godhead which is
beyond God. Or if he is a highly sophisticated modern individual, who has been turned by his
education into a religious skeptic, he may remain a skeptic as regards the dogmas of the different
religions; he may allow his mystical experience to remain naked without any clothing of creeds
or dogmas; but he is likely at the same time to feel that in that experience he has found something
sacred. And this feeling of the sacred may quite properly be called “religious” feeling though it
does not clothe itself in any dogmas. And this alone may be enough to uplift his ideals and to
revolutionize his life and to give it meaning and purpose.

(9) The Ethical Aspects of Mysticism. It is sometimes asserted that mysticism is merely an
escape from life and from its duties and responsibilities. The mystic, it is said, retreats into a
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private ecstasy of bliss, turns his back on the world, and forgets not only his own sorrows but the

needs and sorrows of his fellow-men. In short, his life is essentially selfish.

It is possible that there have been mystics who deserved this kind of condemnation. To treat
the bliss of the mystical consciousness as an end in itself is certainly a psychological possibility.
And no doubt there have been men who have succumbed to this temptation, But this attitude is
not the mystic ideal, and it is severely condemned by those who are most representative of the
mystics themselves. For instance, St. John of the Cross condemns it as “spiritual gluttony.”
Eckhart tells us that if a man were in mystical ecstasy and knew of a poor man who needed his
help, he should leave his ecstasy in order 10 20 and serve the poor man. The Christian mystics
especially have always emphasized that mystical union with God brings with it an intense and
burning love of God which must needs overflow into the world in the form of love for our fellow-
men: and that this must show itself in deeds of charity, mercy, and self-sacrifice, and not merely
in words.

Some mystics have gone beyond this and have insisted that the mystical consciousness is the
secret fountain of all love, human as well as divine; and that since love in the end is the only
source of true moral activity, therefore mysticism is the source from which ethical values ultimately
flow. For all selfishness and cruelty and evil result from the separateness of one human being from
another. This separatencss of individuals breeds egoism and the war of all against all. But in the
mystical consciousness all distinctions disappear and therefore the distinction between “1” and
“you” and “he” and *‘she.” This is the mystical and metaphysical basis of love, namely the
realization that my brother and 1 are one, and that therefore his sufferings are my sufferings and
his happiness is my happiness. This reveals itself dimly in the psychological phenomena of sym-
pathy and more positively in actual love. For one who had no touch of the mystical vision all men
would be islands, And in the end it is because of mysticism that it is possible to say that “no man
is an island” and that on the contrary every man is “a part of the main.”

(10) Alternative Interpretations of M. ysticism. We have scen that the same experience may
be interpreted in terms of different religious creeds. There is also another set of alternative
interpretations which we ought to mention. We may believe that the mystic really is in touch, as
he usually claims, with some being greater than himself, some spiritual Infinite which transcends
the temporal flux of things. Or we may, on the other hand, adopt the alternative solution of the
skeptic who will think that the mystical consciousness is entirely subjective and imports nothing
outside itself. My own vote would be cast for the former solution. 1 would agree with the words
of Arthur Koestler which are quoted in the final selection printed in this book.! He speaks of a
higher order of reality which for us is like a text written in invisible ink.

«] also liked to think,” he says, “that the founders of religions, prophets, saints and seers had at

moments been able 10 read a fragment of the invisible text; after which they had so much padded,
dramatised and ornamented it, that they themselves could no longer tell what parts of it were

authentic.”

But 1 wish to point out that even if one should choose the skeptical alternative and suppose
that the mystical consciousness reveals no reality outside its owner’s brain, one is far from having
disposed of mysticism as some worthless delusion which ought to be got rid of . Even if it is wholly
subjective, it still reveals something which is supremely great in human life. It is still the peace
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