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INTRODUCTION

Spiritual development is an innate evolutionary capacity of
all human beings. It is a movement toward wholeness, the discovery of
one’s true potential. And it is as common and as natural as birth, physical
growth, and death—an integral part of our existence. For centuries, entire
cultures have treated inner transformation as a necessary and desirable
aspect of life. Many societies have developed sophisticated rituals and
meditative practices as ways to invite and encourage spiritual growth.
Humanity has stored the treasure of the emotions, visions, and insights
involved in the process of awakening in paintings, poetry, novels, and
music, and in descriptions provided by mystics and prophets. Some of
the most beautiful and valued contributions to the world of art and ar-
chitecture celebrate the mystical realms.

For some individuals, however, the transformational journey of spir-
itual development becomes a “spiritual emergency,” a crisis in which the
changes within are so rapid and the inner states so demanding that,
temporarily, these people may find it difficult to operate fully in everyday
reality. In our time, these individuals are rarely treated as if they are on
the edge of inner growth. Rather, they are almost always viewed through
the lens of disease and treated with technologies that obscure the potential
benetfits these experiences can offer.

In a supportive environment, and with proper understanding, these
difficult states of mind can be extremely beneficial, often leading to phys-
ical and emotional healing, profound insights, creative activity, and per-
manent personality changes for the better. When we coined the term
spiritual emergency, we sought to emphasize both the danger and oppor-
tunity inherent in such states. The phrase is, of course, a play on words,
referring both to the crisis, or “emergency,” that can accompany trans-
formation, and to the idea of “emergence,” suggesting the tremendous
opportunity such experiences may offer for personal growth and the
development of new levels of awareness.

The Stormy Search for the Self is for people whose lives are touched
by spiritual emergency. It is for those who are actually experiencing or
have experienced such a crisis, for their families and friends, and for the
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counselors, clergy, psychologists, psychiatrists, and therapists who might
become involved in this extraordinary but completely natural process.

It is also a guide for anyone who is involved in personal transfor-
mation. Although these pages focus specifically on the difficult aspects
of spiritual crisis, the lessons contained here are also applicable to those
whose emergence, though relatively gentle, is nevertheless bewildering
and, at times, uncomfortable. Those who have had this kind of experience
may benefit from the suggestions given here as to how to better cooperate
with and gain from this important process.

Throughout history, people in intense spiritual crises were acknowl-
edged by many cultures as blessed; they were thought to be in direct
communication with the sacred realms and divine beings. Their societies
supported them through these crucial episodes, offering sanctuary and
suspending the usual demands. Respected members of their communities
had been through their own emergencies, could recognize and under-
stand a similar process in others, and, as a result, were able to honor the
expression of the creative, mystical impulse. The often colorful and dra-
matic experiences were nourished with the trust that these individuals
would eventually return to the community with greater wisdom and an
enhanced capacity to conduct themselves in the world, to their own ben-
efit as well as that of society.

With the advent of modern science and the industrial age, this tolerant
and even nurturing attitude changed drastically. The notion of acceptable
reality was narrowed to include only those aspects of existence that are
material, tangible, and measurable. Spirituality in any form was exiled
from the modern scientific worldview. Western cultures adopted a re-
stricted and rigid interpretation of what is “normal” in human experience
and behavior and rarely accepted those who sought to go beyond these
limits.

Psychiatry found biological explanations for certain mental disorders
in the form of infections, tumors, chemical imbalances, and other afflic-
tions of the brain or body. It also discovered powerful ways of controlling
symptoms of various conditions for which the causes remained unknown,
including the manifestations of spiritual crises. As a result of these suc-
cesses, psychiatry became firmly established as a medical discipline, and
the term mental disease was extended to include many states that, strictly
speaking, were natural conditions that could not be linked to biological
causes. The process of spiritual emergence in general, along with its more
dramatic manifestations, came to be viewed as an illness, and those who
demonstrated signs of what had been previously thought of as inner
transformation and growth were in most cases now considered to be sick.

Consequently, many people who have emotional or psychosomatic
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symptoms are automatically classified as having a medical problem, and
their difficulties are seen as diseases of unknown origin, although clinical
and laboratory tests do not offer any supportive evidence for such an
approach. Most nonordinary states of consciousness are considered path-
ological and are treated with traditional psychiatric methods such as
suppressive medication and hospitalization. As a result of this bias, many
people who are involved in the natural healing process of spiritual emer-
gence are automatically put in the same category as those with true
mental illness—especially if their experiences are causing a crisis in their
lives or are creating difficulties for their families.

This interpretation is further fueled by the fact that much of our
culture does not recognize the significance and value of the mystical
domains within human beings. The spiritual elements inherent in per-
sonal transformation seem alien and threatening to those who are un-
familiar with them.

In the last couple of decades, however, this situation has been chang-
ing rapidly. Spirituality has been reintroduced into the mainstream cul-
ture through renewed interest in sacred systems such as those found in
Eastern religions, Western mystical literature, and Native American tra-
ditions. Numerous people are experimenting with meditation and other
forms of spiritual practice; others are involved in self-exploration using
various new therapies. Through these methods, they are discovering new
dimensions and possibilities within themselves. At the same time, revo-
lutionary developments in many disciplines are rapidly closing the gap
between science and spirituality, and modern physicists and researchers
in other fields are moving toward a worldview similar to that described
by the mystics.

Along with the renewed interest in mysticism, we are seeing another
phenomenon: growing numbers of people are having spiritual and par-
anormal experiences and are willing to talk more openly about them. A
survey by the Gallup Organization showed that 43 percent of the people
polled admitted to having had unusual spiritual experiences, and 95 per-
cent said that they believed in God or a universal spirit. From our own
observations, it appears that coinciding with this expanded interest is a
growing incidence of difficulties related to the transformation process.

We became deeply aware of this apparent increase in spiritual emer-
gencies as we traveled around the world in the past decade, presenting
workshops and lectures in which we talked about our personal experi-
ences and our alternative understanding of some states that have auto-
matically been labeled as psychotic. We were amazed to find many people
who resonated with various elements of our stories. Some had been
through transformative experiences and felt more fulfilled as a result.
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Many others had had similar experiences but told us tragic stories of
families and professionals who misunderstood them, of hospital com-
mitments, unnecessary tranquilizers, and stigmatizing psychiatric labels.
Often, a process that had originally begun as healing and transformative
had been interrupted and even complicated by psychiatric intervention.

We have also met creative, compassionate, and innovative mental-
health professionals—psychiatrists, psychologists, and others—who are
looking for or are already providing alternatives for their patients. Many
have expressed their frustration at not being able to pursue their ideas
and approaches within their hospitals or clinics, largely due to their
organizations’ rigid adherence to the medical model, traditional admin-
istrative policy, and bureaucratic restrictions. They have told us of their
professional loneliness and their desire to connect with like-minded peo-
ple in their field.

As more and more people face spiritual emergencies, a growing num-
ber are becoming dissatisfied with the application of traditional psychi-
atric treatment during such events. Just as in recent years potential
parents have actively pressured medical professionals to return to a sense
of the time-honored reverence for birth and its dynamics, people involved
in a transformational crisis are beginning to demand that professionals
recognize their difficulties for what they are: challenging stages in a po-
tentially life-changing process.

Consequently, it is crucial to address the issues surrounding spiritual
emergence and spiritual emergency, to increase the understanding of the
various states involved, and to formulate new treatment strategies that
will help people live through and gain from them. We became deeply
interested in the interface between spiritual development and psycho-
logical health largely because of our extensive personal exposure to it.
Stan’s curiosity about alternative approaches to the treatment of psy-
chosis developed over three decades of research as a clinical psychiatrist
into the therapeutic potential of nonordinary states of consciousness. As
he worked with traditional models, he began to realize that the current
scientific understanding of the human psyche was too limited and that
many of the states that psychiatry automatically categorizes as symptoms
of mental disease are actually important and necessary components of a
profound healing process.

Christina’s exposure to spiritual emergency began with a powerful
spontaneous spiritual awakening during the birth of her first child. This
experience was followed by years of difficult and demanding mental,
emotional, and physical states. She discovered that these manifestations
closely resembled what Yogic literature describes as the “Kundalini awak-
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ening.” Our life together at the time of Christina’s almost daily involve-
ment in the transformational process forced us to learn many of the
lessons that constitute the core of this book. To more completely reflect
our personal involvement in this area, we have told our own stories in
detail in two prologues.

This book is composed of three major sections, each addressing a
different aspect of spiritual emergency. In Part One, we define the idea
of spiritual emergency, clarify some of the concepts that underlie it, and
describe how it feels and which forms it takes. The first chapter—entitled
“What Is Spiritual Emergency?”’—discusses the elements that character-
ize a crisis of transformation. How does this phenomenon differ from
mental disease on the one hand and spiritual emergence on the other?

In the following two chapters, we explore the inner world of a person
in a spiritual emergency. “The Dark Night of the Soul” describes the
“negative” experiences that can occur during a spiritual crisis, and “En-
countering the Divine” discusses “positive” states of mind.

Chapter 4, “Varieties of Spiritual Emergency,” identifies ten impor-
tant varieties of transformative crisis, discussing the qualities, charac-
teristics, and specific challenges of each. Chapter 5, “Addiction As
Spiritual Emergency,” explores the idea that alcoholism, drug depend-
ency, and other addictions can also be seen as spiritual emergencies that
offer the same potential for beneficial inner development as other forms
of transformative crises.

Part Two outlines many of the ancient and modern maps of the
spiritual journey. Chapter 6, “Spiritual Lessons from the Past,” looks at
cultures that had high regard for spiritual experiences and acknowledged
their healing power and transformative value. In Chapter 7, “Modern
Maps of Consciousness,” we review some of the developments in modern
consciousness research and the new understanding of the human psyche
that it has generated.

Part Three offers practical suggestions for those who are going
through a spiritual emergency, as well as for those close to them. Chapter
8, “Strategies for Everyday Life,” addresses the difficulties in trying to
strike a balance between the requirements of an intense, dramatic inner
process and the daily demands of the external world. In Chapter 9, “Guide-
lines for Family and Friends,” we offer suggestions for concerned friends
and relatives, discussing how they can best relate to the person in crisis
and what they can do for themselves.

Chapter 10, “Who Can Help and How?,” provides guidelines for find-
ing support from such resources as sympathetic therapists, health profes-
sionals, spiritual teachers and communities, and self-help groups.
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Concluding this section is “The Homecoming,” a discussion of existence
after spiritual emergency, offering recommendations for utilizing the re-
wards that come with inner growth to enhance one’s life. v

The epilogue, “Spiritual Emergence and the Global Crisis,” addresses
the relevance of spiritual emergency for the current global situation.
People who go through a transformative process often develop an in-
creased tolerance for others, a greater capacity for synergy, an ecological
awareness, and a reverence for life. The apparent increase in the number
of spiritual emergencies worldwide provides hope that this dynamic inner
awakening, if properly understood and supported, can help to alleviate
a multitude of problems now facing the global community.

Of the three appendices, the first focuses on the history and services
of the Spiritual Emergence Network, the second outlines a vision of res-
idential care centers for those in spiritual emergency, and the third offers
special comments for mental-health professionals.

This book tries to present a balanced and comprehensive picture
of spiritual emergency: some of the sections offer practical guidelines;
others, theoretical understanding. Those who are having problems re-
lated to an inner transformation process, as well as the people sur-
rounding them, may find it helpful to read the practical section (Part
Three) first.

The kinds of intense transformative states of mind that are described
in this book are more challenging and difficult than those that one or-
dinarily finds during the process of growth and transformation. If you
participate in spiritual practice or other forms of deep inner exploration,
you will not necessarily have a disruptive spiritual emergency. In fact,
most people do not. We are well aware that for many people, this process
is relatively easy and gentle. However, it is important to focus here on
the critical aspects of transformation.

In discussing alternative approaches to the states associated with
transformation, we are not proposing that they replace medical or psy-
chiatric considerations. We want to emphasize that true mental diseases
exist and require psychiatric treatment and care. While we firmly believe
that some of the people who are labeled as psychotic are really undergoing
difficult stages of spiritual opening, we are by no means implying that
all psychoses are really transformative crises. The reader should be cau-
tioned against taking such a generalized attitude. In Chapter 1 as well as
in the appendix for professionals we discuss ways to distinguish between
spiritual emergency and states that require traditional psychiatric or med-
ical treatment.

There are many professionals in the psychiatric community who offer
humane, loving, and comprehensive care for their patients. When we talk
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generally about traditional psychiatric approaches and the need for
change in the field, we by no means intend to demean those individuals
working in that context who have moved past the limitations and expec-
tations of conventional routines in order to treat their clients more ef-
fectively. Valuable personal healing can and does take place in many
hospitals and clinics; however, this is often due to exceptional individuals
whose presence and influence cannot be ignored. One of our hopes in
writing The Stormy Search for the Self is to encourage these creative
professionals and help to expand their number.

This book has been a joint project unlike any we have ever shared.
We have not only greatly enjoyed the process of writing it but also relished
the experience of working together in exploring a meaningful area of our
own personal and professional lives. We are two very different people
from two divergent backgrounds. The writing was divided accordingly to
allow each of us to draw from our own greatest strengths.

Christina has concentrated on the descriptive and practical chapters
in the first and last sections, the chapter on addiction, and the appendices
on the Spiritual Emergence Network and the residential care center; Stan
has focused on the historical and anthropological insights, clinical issues,
and scientific considerations of the middle segment, as well as the epi-
logue on the global crisis and the appendix for professionals.

We have tried to write the book we wish had been available during
our own involvement with spiritual emergency. We hope that this volume
will reassure, inform, and inspire those who are affected by the process
of transformation, helping them to change these crises into opportunities
for healing.



PROLOGUE

THE
UNINVITED GUEST:
CHRISTINA'S STORY

The Guest is inside you, and also inside me;

you know the sprout is hidden inside the seed.
We are all struggling; none of us has gone far.
Let your arrogance go, and look around inside.

The blue sky opens out farther and farther.
the daily sense of failure goes away,

the damage I have done to myself fades,

a million suns come forward with light,
when I sit firmly in that world.

KABIR, The Kabir Book

My own transformative journey is the primary reason for
my intense interest and involvement in the area of spiritual emergency.
For many years, I was immersed in a dramatic and challenging awakening
that I felt had come uninvited into my existence; as this process continued,
it changed my life and profoundly affected both Stan and me. Having
lived daily with the intricacies of my adventure, we both learned many
lessons, which have been helpful to others, and which have formed the
core of the work that led to this volume, as well as to our first book in
this field, Spiritual Emergency: When Personal Transformation Becomes a
Crisis.

This is the case history of a spiritual emergency that we know the
best. I have discovered that when I tell my own story, many people res-
onate with it, finding it helpful to know that they are not alone; perhaps
the details vary, but the general dynamics seem to be common to many
of us. As you read it, perhaps some of the themes that I describe will be
familiar to you, either from your own life or the life of someone close to
you. Be aware that I am describing my own spiritual emergency and that
it is probably more colorful and dramatic than most. This is not the way
it is for everyone.

Even though my journey was for many years turbulent and chaotic,
I have moved through the overwhelmingly difficult stages to a clearer,

8
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more integrated way of existing than I have ever known. Once-jarring
energies have become smooth and flowing, and the chaos of years past
has been transformed into creativity. Numerous emotional issues that
used to restrict me have been removed, and many of my former fears
have been swept away. As a result of living through the challenges, I feel
happier and more peaceful than ever before.

I spent most of my childhood in suburban Honolulu. From all ap-
pearances, I was like many young girls who grew up during the forties
and fifties. Along with others of my generation, I concentrated on being
a “good girl,” relying on conventional values, doing what was expected
of me, and remaining very much in control of myself. When I was not
in school, I spent much of my time outdoors—swimming, surfing, and
horseback riding. When I was ten, I learned about the Episcopal church
near our house and developed a passion for Jesus. A couple of years later,
I was confirmed into the church.

I loved the soft, sparkling celebration of birth at Christmas; it was a
time of magic and poignancy. But the power of the events around Easter
captivated me the most. To me, Jesus was not some historical figure who
lived two thousand years ago. His death and resurrection were vivid
experiences in which I could participate. He was real, present, and avail-
able to me here and now.

As 1 grew older, my connection with formalized religion faded and I
discovered the same passionate feelings that I had had in church as I
explored art, literature, and mythology. In college, I studied with the great
mythologist Joseph Campbell and was excited to find the themes of death
and rebirth appearing repeatedly in the myths of many cultures. In spite
of my mind-expanding studies, though, my personal worldview was lim-
ited and fearful. I was afraid of many elements in life, and I was terrified
of death. I believed that we walk through this world only once. We are
born, we do as much as we can before death catches up with us, and
then we die.

June 1964

Days after graduating from college, I married a high-school teacher whom
I had met in Hawaii. We lived in Honolulu, where I taught art and creative
writing. Having always enjoyed physical movement, I practiced gymnas-
tics and joined a weekly Hatha Yoga class for exercise. I maintained a
fairly traditional outlook on life and thought that my feelings of well-
contained unhappiness were simply to be accepted as part of existence.
And yet, deep down, I felt an unspecific inner yearning.



10 THE STORMY SEARCH FOR THE SELF

After four years, we decided to start a family and I immediately be-
came pregnant with our first child. During the nine months of pregnancy,
I combined Hatha Yoga stretches with the techniques I learned in classes
of Lamaze childbirth preparation. I loved being pregnant, feeling that I
was participating in a miracle, and eagerly anticipated the arrival of our

baby.

September 28, 1968

Lying on the delivery table, I glanced up at the immense surgical lamp
and the kind, curious faces of the doctor, the assisting intern and nurses,
and my husband. After only a few hours of labor, my son was suddenly
and rapidly making his way into the world as I enthusiastically cooper-
ated. As the people around me encouraged me to “push . . . push . . . nice
and hard, remember to breathe ...,” I felt an abrupt snap somewhere
inside of me as powerful and unfamiliar energies were released unex-
pectedly and began streaming through my body. I started to shake un-
controllably. Enormous electrical tremors coursed from my toes up my
legs and spine to the top of my head. Brilliant mosaics of white light
exploded in my head, and instead of continuing the Lamaze panting, I
felt strange, involuntary breathing rhythms taking over.

It was as though I had just been hit by some miraculous but fright-
ening force, and I was both excited and terrified; the shaking, the visions,
and the spontaneous breathing were certainly not what I had expected
from all of my months of preparation. As soon as my son was delivered,
I was given two shots of morphine, which stopped the whole process.
Soon, the wonder faded and I became embarrassed and fearful. I was a
restrained, well-mannered woman who had a strong sense of authority
over my life, and now I had completely lost control. Very quickly, I pulled
myself together.

November 2, 1970

Two years after Nathaniel’s birth, a similar experience happened during
the final stages of my daughter Sarah’s delivery. The experiences were
even more forceful than the previous time, and I was given a large in-
jection of tranquilizers, which confirmed my feeling that whatever was
going on was somehow a sign of illness.

Afterward, I did what I could to repress and forget what I considered
to be an inappropriate and humiliating occurrence. Iloved being a mother
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and spent almost all my time with my children. 1 continued to study
Hatha Yoga to keep in shape, becoming quite adept at performing com-
plex physical exercises.

One day, someone in my advanced yoga class mentioned, with some
excitement, that there was a guru from India coming to Honolulu who
was offering a three-day retreat in which there would be chanting and
meditation, interspersed with spiritual discourses. My marriage was dis-
integrating as the result of years of differences and unhappiness. I wanted
a weekend away from home, and although I was not particularly inter-
ested, I signed up for the retreat, having no idea what I was getting into.

July 1974

The guru was known as Swami Muktananda, “Baba” to his followers.
Originally from South India, he began his fervent spiritual search when
he was fifteen, which eventually led him to his master, Bhagawan Ni-
tyananda. After years of intense meditation practice under his teacher’s
guidance, he attained self-realization. He became an acknowledged shak-
tipat master—one who is able, through a look, a touch, or a word, to
awaken spiritual impulses and energies in people, beginning a process
of spiritual development. During his later life, Muktananda made many
trips to the West, where he initiated thousands of people through shak-
tipat into his tradition of Siddha Yoga, as well as lecturing and writing
widely on meditation, yoga, the mind, and other spiritual topics.

The best way of describing my meeting with Muktananda is to say
that it was like falling deeply in love or meeting a soul mate. My contact
with him completely altered the course of my life. Although I knew little
about Muktananda and his world, on the second day of the retreat I
received shaktipat, entirely unexpectedly. During a meditation period, he
first looked at me and then, with some force, slapped me several times
on the forehead with his hand. The impact of that seemingly simple event
blew the lid off the experiences, emotions, and energies I had been holding
down since Sarah’s birth.

Suddenly I felt as though I had been plugged into a high-voltage socket
as I started to shake uncontrollably. My breathing fell into an automatic,
rapid rhythm that seemed beyond my control, and a multitude of visions
flooded my consciousness. I wept as I felt myself being born; I experienced
death; I plunged into pain and ecstasy, strength and gentleness, love and
fear, depths and heights. I was on an experiential roller coaster, and I
knew I could no longer contain it. The genie was out of the bottle.

During the next few months, my whole life changed. My neat, re-
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stricted worldview was shattered, and I began to discover new possibilities
within myself as my meditation experiences continued. Coincidentally,
everything that I thought I was or had disappeared in rapid succession:
the marriage ended, and with it went my status, money, even my credit
cards. I felt as though my life had been switched into rapid motion, that
many things that would have happened in time were suddenly acceler-
ated. I was increasingly impelled by some unknown inner force to med-
itate and practice yoga, and I recognized Muktananda as my spiritual
teacher. My preoccupation with new spiritual pursuits resulted in in-
creasingly ineffective work, and I soon left my job. Many of my friends
and family withdrew, bewildered by my new interests and upset by the
failed marriage.

I had begun to have what I called anxiety attacks—shots of driving
energy that sometimes made it difficult to concentrate on daily tasks. I
was consumed with a mixture of panic, fear, and anger. Yet, at the same
time I was aware of a gentle, deep connection with a new spirituality, an
unfamiliar source inside me that was expansive, joyful, and peaceful. I
no longer knew who I was or where I was going, my identity in the world
was gone, and I did not feel in control of my life anymore.

May 1975

These events were intensified by an automobile accident in which I once
again looked directly at death. In the flurry of activity and the crashing of
metal and glass, I saw my life pass before me as though it were a movie.
I was certain that I was dying. Suddenly I seemed to pass through an
opaque curtain of death into a deep feeling of connection with everything
in the universe. I sensed that I was part of some intricate, unified network
that was all-inclusive and eternal, and I felt that in that place I would
continue to exist in some form forever. My belief in the finality of death
was undermined by an event that was so real it could not be denied, and
I could no longer believe that death was the end of everything.

After a period of profound elation as a result of my discoveries, I
came crashing down, drawn out of my new awarenesses by an increase
in driving physical energies and forceful emotions—the electrical
tremors, anxiety, and fear that had become part of my daily life. I had
been rapidly propelled out of my safe, known reality into something that
included death, birth, rebirth, spirituality, and many new physical and
emotional feelings. I was frightened and lonely, and, since I had never
heard of these experiences happening to anyone else, the only way I could
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understand my sudden departure from normalcy was to assume that I
was becoming insane. I felt crazy and began to picture myself spending
the rest of my life in a state mental institution.

Summer 1975

In June, our divorce was finalized and I sadly and fearfully ventured into
an unknown solitary life. I decided to travel to the East Coast to see some
friends and to find some new direction. There, I suddenly felt inspired
to call Joseph Campbell, who had remained a friend in the years since
college. We met in a small Italian restaurant in New York City, and I
poured out my confusion. Joe listened intently and compassionately and,
after thinking for a while, said, “I have a friend in California, at a place
called Esalen, who knows about these things. His name is Stan Grof.
Why don’t you go to see him?”

I followed my mentor’s advice, and that meeting in Big Sur, Califor-
nia, began a personal and professional relationship that has existed ever
since. After hearing my story, Stan gave me his newly published first
book, Realms of the Human Unconscious, and said, “Read the sections
about the death-rebirth process and transpersonal experiences and see if
any of the material makes sense.”

I took the book and read it. I was amazed. It was based on Stan’s
twenty years of research with LSD and described the model of the hu-
man mind that had emerged from the detailed records he had kept of
people’s experiences during more than four thousand sessions. Even
though I knew little about drugs and had certainly not explored LSD,
the descriptions I was reading exactly matched many of my spontaneous
experiences of birth, death, rebirth, and spirituality as well as the wide
range of emotions and physical sensations. It was a revelation to sud-
denly have guidelines that helped me understand what had been hap-
pening to me.

What was just as important as Stan’s insights was his strategy. He
was saying that although these experiences can often be dramatic, ar-
duous, disorganizing, and frightening, it is important to stay with the
process and move through it. Also, if these experiences are properly sup-
ported, confronted, and integrated, they can be transformative, thera-
peutic, healing—perhaps even evolutionary.

This was just what I needed to hear. At a time when I felt absolutely,
irrevocably lost, fearing for my sanity, my attitude suddenly changed. I
was no longer convinced that I was crazy. Perhaps this really was simply
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a difficult stage in a process that would ultimately transform me from a
limited, unhappy, isolated individual into a fulfilled, creative, serene hu-
man being.

October 1975

Stan and I began our life together in California, and although I was
warmed and excited by the glow of a new and nourishing relationship,
the inner chaos grew. I was constantly propelled by the now-familiar
energies. Intense electrical tremors continued to hurtle through my body,
causing increasingly violent shaking and involuntary rapid breathing.
Constant physical pain became a daily reality, expressing itself through
tensions in my legs, lower back, shoulders, and neck, and I was plagued
by excruciating headaches, especially behind my eyes. I began to have
spontaneous visions of all kinds, some of them coming from what ap-
peared to be other historical times and places.

A new phenomenon began to dominate my reality. Astounding co-
incidences began to occur regularly in my life. I would talk about someone
from my past and that afternoon receive an important letter or telephone
call from that person. Or I would draw something that I had seen in a
vision and the next day, while leafing through a book, unexpectedly come
upon the same image. When these unusual occurrences started happen-
ing, I was fascinated. But soon they appeared constantly, and I felt op-
pressed by their content: many of them had to do with difficult family
problems, death, loss, and grief. My former husband had legally obtained
physical custody of our children, and the pain of losing them was un-
bearable. My reliable cause-and-effect world was no longer available;
again, I felt out of control as I watched something else run my life.

May 11, 1976

Waking up on this morning, I found that I could no longer hang on to
my familiar daily reality, and I slid into five days and nights of dark and
fearsome experiences. As I sank helplessly into the inner turmoil, I
thought desperately, This is the final step. I have lost everything else in
my life, and now I am losing my mind.

Stan, on the other hand, had a very different point of view. Because
of his work with LSD, he was familiar with the sometimes dramatic
manifestations of the process of personal transformation, and he rec-
ognized my episode as such. It was happening spontaneously, without a
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chemical catalyst, and yet the range of the experiences was similar. With
gentle enthusiasm, Stan told me he felt that this was not irreversible
psychosis, but instead a very important step in my spiritual journey. We
called it a “spiritual emergency.”

He assured me that I was involved in a cleansing process, that old,
trapped emotions, memories, and experiences that were causing prob-
lems in my life were being released. Rather than sickness, this was a step
toward healing. Even though it was painful at the time, Stan told me that
I would eventually emerge with a new sense of clarity, freedom, and peace.
Suggesting that this was a propitious opportunity to radically develop
myself, he encouraged me to face whatever came up: “The worst thing
you can do is to resist what is happening; that will only make it more
difficult. The best thing is to go completely into whatever comes up, fully
experiencing it and moving through it.”

With a great deal of support from Stan, I was finally able to allow
the experiences and emotions to move through me relatively unob-
structed. It was as though the voltage had been turned up: jolts of energy
overtook my body and a multitude of uncontrollable images and se-
quences surfaced. I was attacked by hideous demons, and voracious,
destructive monsters ripped me to shreds. I saw visions of disconnected,
probing eyes, floating like malevolent planets in a black sky, and I lived
through sequences of madness and witchcraft that seemed like memories
from other times.

To my horror, I became identified with an agonized crucified Christ
as well as with his murderers. I died many deaths, sometimes feeling that
they were my own, at other times becoming people throughout history
who had died in war, persecution, or torture. I screamed with fear and
pain, rolled on the floor in agony. And there was much, much more.

Stan was there throughout most of the episode, gently reassuring me
and taking care of my daily needs. He reminded me that throughout
history human beings have created rituals as well as forms of meditation,
prayer, chanting, dancing, drumming, and other practices designed to
bring about such experiences. He said that I was fortunate to have them
happening to me so readily.

Even though I had never experienced anything like what I was now
going through, I knew intuitively that Stan was right: this event, as fright-
ening and bewildering as it seemed, was a sacred time of sudden expan-
sion. Somehow, through the confusion and the pain, I sensed the positive
potential of the experience.

At the end of five days, familiar reality started to reappear, and I
began to emerge from what I was describing as the dark night of my soul;
I was no longer at the mercy of the visions and experiences of the past
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days and shakily started to feel interested in familiar daily activities:
taking a bath and rummaging in the fridge for a snack. The episode had
by no means totally completed itself, but I was at least able to function
to some degree in the way I was used to. For months afterward, energetic
tremors, extreme physical tensions, intense emotional ups and downs,
and visionary sequences punctuated my life. Managing to conduct a “nor-
mal” daily life was difficult since I often felt as though I were straddling
two worlds: the world of everyday reality and the complex, colorful, and
demanding world of my unconscious.

I felt the benefits of the insights I had gained during my crisis. I
acknowledged that I was more than my physical body: I also had a vast
spiritual self that had been there all the time, waiting for me to discover
it. Feeling that my potential was limitless, I recognized that my task
in life was to clear away the personal restrictions that kept me from
realizing those possibilities. However, I was still deeply troubled by the
form this process was taking. I realized that Stan’s model explained a
lot about the aspects of birth, death, and spirituality, but it did not
describe the general trajectory of this process, the strange pattern of
physical sensations, or the very specific visions that I was having. That
scared me.

What was this process that engaged every aspect of my physical,
emotional, and spiritual nature, manifesting itself in strange energy pat-
terns that ran up my legs, bolted up my spine to my head, and then
continued over the top of my head and down the front of my body? Why
the unrelenting forcefulness of inner activity that engaged my awareness
daily and appeared at the most inconvenient times?

Sometime in 1977

Just as these questions were driving me to a point of desperation, I hap-
pened upon two books about the Kundalini awakening, an intricate form
of spiritual transformation that has been well documented for centuries
by Indian yogis. (We have included a description of the Kundalini awak-
ening in chapter 4.) As I read the books, I felt a flood of recognition and
reassurance; they contained many, many descriptions that portrayed my
experiences exactly. I was elated. Suddenly I had a new map of the inner
journey to go by.

I then began another phase of my odyssey; I had passed through a
startling initiation, and now that I knew what I was dealing with, I settled
into learning to live with this process. I began to discover that certain
foods and activities were helpful and that others were best to avoid. And
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I tried to keep in mind my new awareness that even the painful times
were opportunities for change and sought to cooperate with the experi-
ences and energies when they appeared.

Spring 1980

After I had started to understand and work with my own emergence process,
I began to tell my story during the workshops Stan and I led and to talk
with others who had had comparable experiences. I was amazed at the
number of people who had lived through a journey similar to mine and at
the many others who were still struggling, often stuck in their own inner
adventures. I began to realize that many individuals who are genuinely
engaged in a transformational crisis are routinely misunderstood, misdi-
agnosed, and mistreated by much of traditional psychiatry and psychology.
Profoundly grateful that I had escaped that fate, I felt there should be some
kind of alternative understanding and care for those who want it.

With this purpose in mind, I founded the Spiritual Emergence Net-
work, an international resource-and-information network that offers sup-
port to those who are in crisis as well as to those around them. A more
comprehensive description of SEN appears in appendix 1.

August 1989

Three and a half years ago, the most difficult and chaotic manifestations
of my spiritual emergence, which had occupied my daily life for twelve
years, changed and cleared. The route that took me to this point was
complex and painful: I had begun using alcohol to relieve the difficult
manifestations of the Kundalini process and, over time, had become an
alcoholic (I will discuss my alcoholism and its influence on my transfor-
mation process in chapter 5). Without going into detail here, I will say
that I have been in recovery for some time. As I write, I have found a
state of equanimity, serenity, and connection unlike any I have previously
experienced. This does not mean that my life is always simple and easy,
but its natural ups and downs no longer overwhelm me. Although I rec-
ognize that my inner work is far from complete, I feel a general ease in
my existence, and 1 have developed a deep trust in the wisdom of the
spiritual process. After a lifetime of yearning for contact with the force
that I perceive to be God, I am finding that, with some effort on my part,
it is possible to feel that connection daily. There is a new peace in my
life, as well as an appreciation for the beauty of existence.
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GOD IN
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STANISLAV'S STORY

The most beautiful emotion we can experience is the
mystical. It is the sower of all true art and science.
He to whom this emotion is a stranger is as good as

dead.

ALBERT EINSTEIN

My personal and professional history is somewhat unusual
since it was my scientific research and everyday observations in clinical
and laboratory work that undermined my initial atheistic worldview and
attracted my attention to the spiritual domain. This is not completely
unique, since there have been other scientists whose research brought
them to a mystical understanding of the universe and to a cosmic type
of spirituality. However, it is certainly much more common for the exact
opposite to take place: individuals who in childhood had a very strict
religious upbringing often find a spiritual worldview untenable when they
gain access to the information about the world amassed by Western
science.

I was born in 1931 in Prague and spent my childhood partly in that
city and partly in a small Czech town. In the early years of my life my
interests and hobbies already reflected a great curiosity about the human
psyche and culture. My actual involvement with psychiatry and psy-
chology started when I was finishing high school. A close friend of mine
lent me, with warm recommendations, Sigmund Freud’s Introductory
Lectures to Psychoanalysis.

Reading this book turned out to be one of the most profound and
influential experiences of my life. I was deeply impressed by Freud’s pen-
etrating mind, his unrelenting logic, and his ability to bring rational
understanding to such obscure areas as the symbolism and language of
dreams, the dynamics of neurotic symptoms, the psychopathology of
everyday life, and the psychology of art. Since I was close to graduation,
I was about to make some serious decisions about my future. Within a
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few days of finishing Freud’s book, I decided to apply to medical school,
‘which was a necessary prerequisite for becoming a psychoanalyst.

In my childhood I was not exposed to religious programming of any
kind. My parents had decided not to commit me and my younger brother
to a specific church affiliation, wanting us to make our own choice when
we came of age. Although I was intellectually interested in religions and
Oriental philosophy, I was basically an atheist. Six years of studies at the
Charles University School of Medicine in Prague further strengthened
my atheistic worldview. A materialistic orientation and mechanistic
thinking are characteristic of Western medical training anywhere in the
world. Furthermore, in Prague and other Eastern European countries at
that time, the education system was dominated by Marxist ideology,
which was particularly hostile to any departures from pure materialistic
doctrine. Any concepts that would point in the direction of idealism and
mysticism were either carefully screened from the curriculum or sub-
jected to ridicule.

I studied a broad spectrum of scientific disciplines under these special
circumstances, which only reinforced my conviction that any form of
religious belief or spirituality was absurd and incompatible with scientific
thinking. I also read mainstream psychiatric literature suggesting that
direct spiritual and mystical experiences in the lives of the great prophets,
saints, and founders of religions were actually manifestations of mental
diseases that had scientific names.

Although the causes of these mental diseases, or psychoses, had so
far eluded the determined efforts of countless teams of scientists, the
general opinion was that a pathological process of some kind had to
underlie such extreme experiences and behaviors. It seemed that it was
just a question of time until medicine would explain the exact nature of
this problem and discover effective therapeutic measures. Though I had
little reason to doubt the beliefs of so many prominent scientific and
academic authorities in this regard, I often wondered why millions of
people throughout history allowed themselves to be so deeply influenced
by visionary experiences if those experiences were nothing but meaning-
less products of brain pathology. However, this doubt was not strong
enough to undermine my trust in traditional psychiatry.

During my medical studies, I joined a small psychoanalytic group in
Prague led by three analysts who were members-at-large of the Inter-
national Psychoanalytic Association. This was all that was left of the
Czechoslovakian Freudian movement after the Nazi purges during World
War II. We conducted regular seminars in which we discussed various
important works from the psychoanalytic literature and selected case
histories. Later I underwent a training analysis with the former president
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of the Czechoslovakian Psychoanalytic Association. I also became a stu-
dent volunteer at the psychiatric department of the Charles University
School of Medicine in Prague to gain early exposure to clinical psychiatry.

As I became better acquainted with psychoanalysis, I started expe-
riencing a deep dilemma and schism in my thinking. The studies I had
read by Freud and his followers seemed to offer brilliant and fascinating
interpretations of many different aspects of mental life. However, the
situation was quite different regarding the practical application of Freud-
ian analysis in clinical work. I realized that it was very exclusive, time-
consuming, and ineffective. To be eligible for psychoanalysis, one had to
meet special criteria, and many psychiatric patients were automatically
excluded as potential candidates. What was even worse was the time
factor: those few selected as appropriate subjects had to commit them-
selves for three to five fifty-minute therapeutic sessions a week for a
number of years. The sacrifice of time, energy, and money was enormous
in comparison with the results. ,

I had great difficulty in understanding why a conceptual system that
seemed to have all the theoretical answers did not offer more impressive
results when applied to real clinical problems. My medical training had
taught me that if I really understood a problem, I would be able to do
something quite dramatic about it. (In the case of incurable diseases, we
at least have some idea of why a problem resists therapeutic efforts and
know what would have to change to make it treatable.) But in the case
of psychoanalysis, I was asked to believe that although we had a complete
understanding of the problems we were working with, we could do rel-
atively little about them over an extremely long period of time.

When I was struggling with this dilemma, the department where I
was working received a complimentary parcel from the Sandoz Phar-
maceutical Laboratories in Basel, Switzerland. As I opened it, I noticed
a mysterious conglomeration of three letters and two numbers: LSD-25.
It was a sample of a new experimental substance with remarkable psy-
choactive properties, discovered in a strange case of serendipity by the
leading chemist at Sandoz, Dr. Albert Hofmann. After some preliminary
psychiatric work had been done in Switzerland, the company was making
samples of this drug available to researchers all over the world, requesting
feedback about its effects and potential. Among its possible uses were
the exploration of the nature and causes of psychoses, particularly schiz-
ophrenia, and the training of psychiatrists and psychologists.

The early experiments conducted in Switzerland showed that min-
uscule dosages of this amazing substance could profoundly change the
consciousness of the subjects for a period of six to ten hours. The re-
searchers found some interesting similarities between these states and
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the symptomatology of naturally occurring psychoses. It seemed, there-
fore, that the study of such “experimental psychoses” could provide in-
teresting insights into the causes of this most enigmatic group of
psychiatric disorders. The possibility of experiencing a reversible “psy-
chotic” state provided a unique opportunity for all professionals working
with psychotic patients to gain intimate acquaintance with their inner
world, understand them better and, as a result, treat them more effec-
tively.

I was extremely excited about the opportunity for such unique train-
ing and, in 1956, became one of the early experimental subjects. My first
LSD session was an event that has in its consequences profoundly
changed my professional and personal life. I experienced an extraordinary
encounter and confrontation with my unconscious psyche, which in-
stantly overshadowed my previous interest in Freudian psychoanalysis.
This day marked the beginning of my radical departure from traditional
thinking in psychiatry. I was treated to a fantastic display of colorful
visions, some of them abstract and geometrical, others figurative and full
of symbolic meaning. I also felt an amazing array of emotions with an
intensity I did not know was possible. I could not believe how much I
learned about my psyche in those few hours. One aspect of my first session
deserves special notice, since its significance reached far beyond the level
of psychological insights: my preceptor at the faculty was very interested
in studying the electrical activity of the brain, and his favorite subject
was the exploration of the influence of various frequencies of flashing light
on the brain waves. I agreed to have my brain waves monitored by an
electroencephalograph as part of the experiment.

I was exposed to a strong stroboscopic light between the third and
fourth hour of my experience. At the scheduled time, a research assistant
appeared and took me to a small room. She carefully pasted electrodes
all over my scalp and asked me to lie down and close my eyes. Then she
placed a giant stroboscopic light above my head and turned it on.

At this time, the effects of the drug were culminating, and that im-
mensely enhanced the impact of the strobe. I was hit by a radiance that
seemed comparable to the epicenter of an atomic explosion, or possibly
to the light of supernatural brilliance that according to Oriental scriptures
appears to us at the moment of death. This thunderbolt catapulted me
out of my body. I lost first my awareness of the research assistant and
the laboratory, then the psychiatric clinic, then Prague, and finally the
planet. My consciousness expanded at an inconceivable speed and
reached cosmic dimensions.

As the young assistant gradually shifted the frequency of the strobe
up and down the scale, I found myself in the middle of a cosmic drama
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of unimaginable proportions. I experienced the Big Bang, passed through
black and white holes in the universe, identified with exploding super-
novas, and witnessed many other strange phenomena that seemed to be
pulsars, quasars, and other amazing cosmic events.

There was no doubt that the experience I was having was very close
to those I knew from reading the great mystical scriptures of the world.
Even though my mind was deeply affected by the drug, I was able to see
the irony and paradox of the situation. The Divine manifested itself and
took me over in a modern laboratory in the middle of a serious scientific
experiment conducted in a Communist country with a substance pro-
duced in the test tube of a twentieth-century chemist.

I emerged from this experience touched to the core and immensely
impressed by its power. Not believing at that time, as I do today, that the
potential for a mystical experience is the natural birthright of all human
beings, I attributed everything to the effect of the drug. I felt strongly
that the study of nonordinary states of mind in general, and those induced
by psychedelics in particular, was by far the most interesting area of
psychiatry and decided to make it my field of specialization.

I realized that, under the proper circumstances, psychedelic experi-
ences—to a much greater degree than dreams, which play such a crucial
role in psychoanalysis—are truly, in Freud’'s words, a “royal road into
the unconscious.” This powerful catalyst could help to heal the gap be-
tween the great explanatory power of psychoanalysis and its lack of ef-
ficacy as a therapeutic tool. I felt strongly that LSD-assisted analysis could
deepen, intensify, and accelerate the therapeutic process and produce
practical results matching the ingenuity of Freudian theoretical specu-
lations.

Within weeks of my session, I joined a group of researchers com-
paring the effects of different psychedelic substances with naturally oc-
curring psychoses. As I was working with experimental subjects, I could
not get off my mind the idea of starting a project in which psychoactive
drugs could be used as catalysts for psychoanalysis.

My dream came true when I won a position at the newly founded
Psychiatric Research Institute in Prague. Its open-minded director ap-
pointed me principal investigator of a clinical study exploring the ther-
apeutic potential of LSD psychotherapy. I initiated a research project
using a series of sessions with medium dosages in patients with various
forms of psychiatric disorders. On occasion, we included mental-health
professionals, artists, scientists, and philosophers who were interested
and had serious motivations for the experience, such as gaining a deeper
understanding of the human psyche, enhancement of creativity, or fa-
cilitation of problem solving. The repeated use of such sessions became
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popular among European therapists under the name “psycholytic treat-
ment”; its Greek roots suggest a process of dissolving psychological con-
flicts and tensions.

I began a fantastic intellectual, philosophical, and spiritual adventure
that has now lasted more than three decades. During this time, my world-
view has been undermined and destroyed many times by daily exposure
to extraordinary observations and experiences. A most remarkable trans-
formation has happened as a result of my systematic study of the psy-
chedelic experiences of others as well as my own: under the unrelenting
influx of incontrovertible evidence, my understanding of the world has
gradually shifted from an atheistic position to a basically mystical one.
What had been foreshadowed in a cataclysmic way by my first experience
of cosmic consciousness has been brought to full fruition by careful daily
work on the research data.

My initial approach to LSD psychotherapy was deeply influenced by
the Freudian model of the psyche, which is limited to postnatal life history
and the individual unconscious. Soon after I started working with dif-
ferent categories of psychiatric patients using repeated sessions, it be-
came clear that such a conceptual framework was painfully narrow. While
it might be appropriate for some forms of verbal psychotherapy, it was
clearly inadequate for situations where the psyche was activated by a
powerful catalyst. As long as we used medium dosages, many of the initial
experiences of the series contained biographical material from the in-
dividual’s infancy and childhood, as described by Freud. However, when
the sessions were continued, each of the clients moved sooner or later
into experiential realms that lay beyond this framework. When the dos-
ages were increased, the same thing happened, but much earlier.

Once the sessions reached this point, I started witnessing experiences
that were indistinguishable from those described in the ancient mystical
traditions and spiritual philosophies of the East. Some of them were
powerful sequences of psychological death and rebirth; others involved
feelings of oneness with humanity, nature, and the cosmos. Many clients
also reported visions of deities and demons from different cultures and
visits to various mythological realms. Among the most astonishing oc-
currences were dramatic and vivid sequences that were subjectively ex-
perienced as past-incarnation memories.

I was not prepared to observe such phenomena in psychotherapeutic
sessions. I knew about their existence from my studies of comparative
religion, but my psychiatric training had taught me to consider them
psychotic, not therapeutic. I was astonished by their emotional power,
authenticity, and transformative potential. Initially, I did not welcome
this unexpected development in my therapeutic venture. The intensity of
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the emotional and physiological manifestations of these states was fright-
ening, and many of their aspects threatened to undermine my safe and
reliable worldview. :

However, as my experience and familiarity with these extraordinary
phenomena increased, it became clear that they were normal and nat-
ural manifestations of the deeper domains of the human psyche. Their
emergence from the unconscious followed upon the appearance of bio-
graphical material from childhood and infancy, which traditional psy-
chotherapy considers a legitimate and desirable subject of exploration.
Thus it would have been highly artificial and arbitrary to view childhood
memories as normal and acceptable and attribute the experiences that
followed them to a pathological process.

When the nature and content of these recesses of the psyche were
fully revealed, they undoubtedly represented a significant source of dif-
ficult emotional and physical feelings. In addition, when these sequences
were allowed to run their natural course, the therapeutic results tran-
scended anything I had ever witnessed. Difficult symptoms that had re-
sisted months and even years of conventional treatment often disappeared
after experiences such as psychological death and rebirth, feelings of
cosmic unity, and sequences that clients described as past-life memories.

My observations of others were in full agreement with those from my
own psychedelic sessions: many states that mainstream psychiatry con-
siders bizarre and incomprehensible are natural manifestations of the
deep dynamics of the human psyche. And their emergence into con-
sciousness, traditionally seen as a sign of mental illness, may actually be
the organism’s radical effort to free itself from the effects of various
traumas, simplify its functioning, and heal itself. I realized that it was
not up to us to dictate what the human psyche should be like in order
to fit our scientific beliefs and worldview. Rather, it is important to dis-
cover and accept the true nature of the psyche and find out how we can
best cooperate with it.

I attempted to map the experiential territories that were made avail-
able through the catalyzing action of LSD. For several years, I dedicated
all of my time to psychedelic work with patients of various clinical di-
agnoses, keeping detailed records of my own observations and collecting
their own descriptions of their sessions. I believed I was creating a new
cartography of the human psyche. However, when I completed a map of
consciousness that included the different types and levels of experiences
I had observed in psychedelic sessions, it dawned on me that it was new
only from the point of view of Western academic psychiatry. It became
clear that I had rediscovered what Aldous Huxley called “perennial phi-
losophy,” an understanding of the universe and of existence that has
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emerged with some minor variations again and again in different coun-
tries and historical periods. Similar maps have existed in various cultures
for centuries or even millenia. The different systems of yoga, Buddhist
teachings, the Tibetan Vajrayana, Kashmir Shaivism, Taoism, Sufism,
Kabbalah, and Christian mysticism are just a few examples.

The process I was witnessing in others and experiencing myself
also had a deep similarity with shamanic initiations, rites of passage of
various cultures, and the ancient mysteries of death and rebirth. Western
scientists had ridiculed and rejected these sophisticated procedures, be-
lieving that they had successfully replaced them with rational and sci-
entifically sound approaches. My observations convinced me that such
modern fields as psychoanalysis and behaviorism had only scratched the
surface of the human psyche and could bear no comparison to the depth
and scope of such ancient knowledge.

In the early years of my research, I became enthusiastic about these
exciting new observations and made several attempts to discuss them
with my Czech colleagues. I quickly found that my scientific reputation
would be at stake if I continued to do so. During the first decade of this
work, much of my research was done in isolation, and I had to carefully
censor my communications with other professionals. I found only a hand-
ful of friends with whom I could openly talk about my findings.

My situation started to change in 1967, when I was awarded a schol-
arship from a foundation for psychiatric research in New Haven, Con-
necticut. This made it possible for me to come to the United States and
continue my psychedelic research at the Maryland Psychiatric Research
Center in Baltimore. During my lectures in various American cities, I
connected with many colleagues—consciousness researchers, anthro-
pologists, parapsychologists, thanatologists, and others—whose work
resulted in a scientific perspective that resembled or complemented
my own.

One important event at this time was my encounter and friendship
with Abraham Maslow and Anthony Sutich, the founders of humanistic
psychology. Abe had conducted extensive research into spontaneous mys-
tical states, or “peak experiences,” and came to conclusions very similar
to my own. Out of our joint meetings came the idea of launching a new
discipline that would combine science and spirituality and incorporate
the perennial wisdom concerning various levels and states of conscious-
ness.

The new movement, which we called “transpersonal psychology,” at-
tracted many enthusiastic followers. As their numbers grew, I felt for the
first time a sense of professional identity and belonging. However, one
problem still remained: transpersonal psychology, although comprehen-
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sive and cohesive in its own right, seemed hopelessly separated from
mainstream science.

Another decade passed before it became obvious that traditional sci-
ence was itself undergoing a conceptual revolution of unprecedented
proportions. The radical changes that were introduced into the scientific
worldview by Einstein’s theories of relativity and quantum theory were
followed by equally profound revisions occurring in many other disci-
plines. New connections were being established between transpersonal
psychology and the emerging scientific worldview that has become known
as the “new paradigm.”

At present, we are still lacking a satisfactory synthesis of these de-
velopments, which are replacing old ways of thinking about the world.
However, the impressive mosaic of new observations and theories that
are already available suggests that in the future the old/new discoveries
in regard to consciousness and the human psyche might become integral
parts of a comprehensive scientific worldview.

Three decades of detailed and systematic studies of the human mind
through observations of nonordinary states of consciousness in others
and myself have led me to some radical conclusions. I now believe that
consciousness and the human psyche are much more than accidental
products of the physiological processes in the brain; they are reflections
of the cosmic intelligence that permeates all of creation. We are not just
biological machines and highly developed animals, but also fields of con-
sciousness without limits, transcending space and time.

In this context, spirituality is an important dimension of existence,
and becoming aware of this fact is a desirable development in human
life. For some, this process takes the form of unusual experiences that
can at times be disturbing and dramatic; these are crises of transfor-
mation, for which Christina and I created the term spiritual emergencies.

Christina has described her story in the companion prologue with
unusual honesty and openness; the years of her spiritual awakening were
extremely demanding for both of us. Although I was familiar with non-
ordinary states of consciousness from my own experiences and from my
work with many others, participating in this process around the clock
with a person who was emotionally so close to me revealed entirely new
aspects and dimensions that remain hidden during work with nonordi-
nary states of consciousness in a professional context. In retrospect,
Christina values highly what she has been through, although on occasion
she felt stretched to her utmost limits. I can say the same for myself; this
extremely difficult period was a time of invaluable learning that only real
life can provide.

My beliefs were further reinforced by our observations of the effects
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of Holotropic Breathwork,® a powerful method that Christina and I de-
veloped. This simple approach—combining accelerated breathing, music,
and body work—can induce, in a safe and supportive framework, an
entire spectrum of healing experiences comparable to those known from
spontaneous transformative episodes; however, unlike the latter, these
experiences remain limited to the periods of holotropic sessions.

The concept of spiritual emergency and the guidelines for dealing
with the crises of transformation described in this book are results of
fourteen years of a stormy personal and professional journey that we
shared. From that journey came Christina’s idea to found the Spiritual
Emergence Network, a worldwide fellowship that supports individuals
undergoing crises of transformation in a way that is based on the new
principles.












CHAPTER 1

WHAT IS
SPIRITUAL
EMERGENCY?

And like all those who faint away through excess of
pleasure and joy, she remains as it were unconscious
in the divine arms and on the divine breast. She no
longer cares for anything except to abandon herself
to joy, nourished by the divine milk . . . This heavenly
inebriation by which she is delighted and terrified
at the same time . . . this holy madness . . .

SAINT TERESA OF AVILA, Thoughts on the Love of God

In modem society, spiritual values have been, in general,
replaced by materialistic considerations and largely ignored. It is now
becoming increasingly evident that a craving for transcendence and a
need for inner development are basic and normal aspects of human na-
ture. Mystical states can be profoundly healing and can have an important
positive impact on the life of the person involved. Moreover, many dif-
ficult episodes of nonordinary states of consciousness can be seen as
crises of spiritual transformation and opening. Stormy experiences of
this kind—or “spiritual emergencies,” as we call them—have been re-
peatedly described in sacred literature of all ages as rough passages along
the mystical path.

Spiritual emergencies can be defined as critical and experientially dif-
ficult stages of a profound psychological transformation that involves
one’s entire being. They take the form of nonordinary states of con-
sciousness and involve intense emotions, visions and other sensory
changes, and unusual thoughts, as well as various physical manifesta-
tions. These episodes often revolve around spiritual themes; they include
sequences of psychological death and rebirth, experiences that seem to
be memories from previous lifetimes, feelings of oneness with the uni-
verse, encounters with various mythological beings, and other similar
motifs.

31
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What Triggers Spiritual Emergency?

In most instances, one can identify the situation that seems to have trig-
gered the transformation crisis. It can be some primarily physical factor,
such as a disease, an accident, an operation, extreme physical exertion,
or prolonged lack of sleep. Circumstances of this kind can lower psy-
chological resistance by weakening the body and, in addition, function
as a powerful reminder of death and the frailty of human life. The most
dramatic example in this category is spiritual emergency following a near-
death experience associated with a severe biological crisis, which me-
diates access to very profound transcendental experiences.

In women, a transformation crisis can be triggered by the combi-
nation of physical and emotional stress during childbirth. Since delivery
is a potentially life-threatening situation, there is an element of death in
every birth; this experience thus takes the mother to the very frontiers of
individual existence—its beginning and end. This is also the interface
between the personal and transpersonal. In some instances, a miscarriage
or abortion can play a similar role.

Occasionally, a psychospiritual transformation can begin during in-
tense and emotionally overwhelming lovemaking. Sex also has important
transpersonal dimensions: on the one hand, it is a vehicle for transcending
the biological mortality of the individual by leading to new birth; on the
other it has deep connections with death. The French actually call sexual
orgasm “small death” (petite mort). Sexual union that occurs in the con-
text of a powerful emotional bond can take the form of a profound mys-
tical experience. All individual boundaries seem to dissolve and the
partners feel reconnected to their divine source. Besides being a biological
union of two humans, such a situation might be experienced as a spiritual
union of the feminine and the masculine principles and appear to have
divine dimensions. The deep liaison between sexuality and spirituality is
acknowledged and cultivated in the Tantric spiritual traditions.

At other times, the beginning of a spiritual emergency can be traced
back to a strong emotional experience, particularly one that involves a
serious loss. This can be the end of an important love affair, divorce, or
the death of a child, parent, or other close relative. Less frequently, the
immediately preceding event is an unexpected financial disaster, a series
of failures, or the loss of an important job.

In predisposed individuals, the last straw can be an experience with
mind-altering drugs or an intense session of psychotherapy. There have
been instances where a transformational crisis started in a dentist’s chair
with the extraction of a tooth under nitrous oxide. The era of wild un-
supervised experimentation with psychedelics catapulted many people
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into a spiritual opening and some into spiritual emergency. We have also
seen situations where a drug prescribed for medical reasons was the
precipitating event.

A hypnotic session conducted with the intention of relieving an ag-
onizing migraine headache can unexpectedly lead to the experience of
death and rebirth, “past-life memories,” and other spiritual domains of
the psyche that might be difficult to assimilate. The same is true for
experiential-psychotherapy sessions that have not been brought to a suc-
cessful resolution.

The wide range of seeming triggers of spiritual emergency clearly
suggests that the individual’s readiness for inner transformation is by far
more important than external stimuli. But when we do look for a common
denominator or final pathway in the triggering situations, we find that
all those situations involve a radical shift in the balance between the
unconscious and conscious processes. Something happens that favors
the unconscious dynamics to the extent that these override ordinary
awareness. Sometimes the ego defenses can be weakened by a biological
assault; at other times a psychological trauma interferes with the out-
ward-oriented efforts of the individual, redirecting him or her into the
inner world.

The most important catalyst for spiritual emergencies is a deep in-
volvement in various spiritual practices. Many of these have, in fact, been
specifically designed to facilitate mystical experiences by isolating the
seeker from outer influences and orienting him or her toward the inner
world. It is easy to imagine spiritual impulses arising in active forms of
worship, such as trance dancing, Sufi whirling, powerful drumming, gos-
pel singing, or continuous chanting. But transformational crises can also
be initiated by less dramatic forms, such as sitting or moving meditation,
contemplation, and devotional prayer.

As various Oriental and Western spiritual disciplines gain popularity,
more and more people seem to experience transformational crises directly
related to their practice. We have been repeatedly contacted by persons
whose unusual experiences occurred during the practice of Zen, Vipas-
sana Buddhist meditation, Kundalini yoga, Sufi exercises, and Christian
prayer or monastic contemplation.

What is Spiritual Emergence?

To understand the problem of spiritual emergency, one has to see it in
a larger context of “spiritual emergence,” as a complication of an evo-
lutionary process that leads to a more mature and fulfilling way of life.
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The mystical teachings of all ages revolve around the idea that the ex-
clusive pursuit of material goals and values by no means expresses the
full potential of human beings. According to this point of view, humanity
is an integral part of the creative cosmic energy and intelligence and is,
in a sense, identical to and commensurate with it. Discovery of one’s
divine nature can lead to a way of being, on both an individual and a
collective scale, that is incomparably superior to what is ordinarily con-
sidered the norm.

This was most succinctly expressed by the Neoplatonic philosopher
Plotinus, who said: “Mankind is poised midway between the gods and
the beasts.” Many spiritual systems have described higher levels and
states of mind that lead to the realization of one’s divine nature and God
consciousness. This spectrum of being is characterized by progressively
increasing subtlety and refinement, lesser degrees of density, more en-
compassing awareness, and greater participation in cosmic intelligence.

The best-known system reflecting the far-reaching possibilities of con-
sciousness development is the Indian concept of the seven chakras, or
psychic energy centers. The chakras are located at different levels of the
central axis of the human organism in the so-called energetic or “subtle
body.” The degree to which the individual chakras are open or obstructed
determines the way one experiences the world and relates to it. The three
lower chakras govern the forces that drive human behavior prior to spir-
itual awakening—the survival instinct, sexuality, aggression, competi-
tiveness, and acquisitiveness. The higher chakras represent the potential
for experiences and states of being increasingly imbued with cosmic con-
sciousness and spiritual awareness.

In the most general terms, spiritual emergence can be defined as the
movement of an individual to a more expanded way of being that involves
enhanced emotional and psychosomatic health, greater freedom of per-
sonal choices, and a sense of deeper connection with other people, nature,
and the cosmos. An important part of this development is an increasing
awareness of the spiritual dimension in one’s life and in the universal
scheme of things.

The potential for spiritual emergence is an innate characteristic of
human beings. The capacity for spiritual growth is as natural as the
disposition of our bodies toward physical development, and spiritual
rebirth is as normal a part of human life as biological birth. Like birth,
spiritual emergence has been seen for centuries by many cultures as an
intrinsic part of life, and, like birth, it has become pathologized in modern
society. The experiences that occur during this process cover a wide
spectrum of depth and intensity, from the very gentle to the overwhelming
and disturbing.
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From Spiritual Emergence to
Spiritual Emergency

Sometimes the process of spiritual awakening is so subtle and gradual
that it is almost imperceptible. After a period of months or years, a person
looks back and notices that there has been a profound shift in his or her
understanding of the world, values, ethical standards, and life strategies.
This change might start by reading a book that contains a message so clear
and convincing that it is impossible to ignore. One is left with a longing to
know and experience more; then, coincidentally, the author comes to
town to give a lecture. This leads to associations with other people who
share this excitement, to the discovery of other books, and to attending
additional lectures and workshops. The spiritual journey has begun!

At other times, spiritual awareness enters one’s life in the form of a
deeper and changed perception of certain situations of everyday life. A
person might walk into the cathedral in Chartres with a tour group and,
completely unexpectedly, feel overwhelmed by the choir and the organ
music, by the play of light in the stained-glass windows, and by the
grandeur of the Gothic arches. The memory of this rapture and the sense
of being connected with something greater than oneself remains. Similar
transformations of perception have occurred in people during a raft trip
through the majestic beauty of the Grand Canyon or in some other stun-
ning natural setting. For many, the entry into the transcendental domain
has been opened by art.

None of these individuals will ever again think of themselves as com-
pletely separate. They all have had vivid and convincing experiences that
transported them beyond the restrictions of their physical bodies and lim-
ited self-concept to a connection with something outside of themselves.

When spiritual emergence is very rapid and dramatic, however, this
natural process can become a crisis, and spiritual emergence becomes
spiritual emergency. People who are in such a crisis are bombarded with
inner experiences that abruptly challenge their old beliefs and ways of
existing, and their relationship with reality shifts very rapidly. Suddenly
they feel uncomfortable in the formerly familiar world and may find it
difficult to meet the demands of everyday life. They can have great prob-
lems distinguishing their inner visionary world from the external world
of daily reality. Physically, they may experience forceful energies stream-
ing through their bodies and causing uncontrollable tremors.

Fearful and resistant, they might spend much time and effort trying
to control what feels like an overwhelming inner event. And they may
feel impelled to talk about their experiences and insights to anyone who
is within range, sounding out of touch with reality, disjointed, or mes-



36 THE STORMY SEARCH FOR THE SELF

sianic. However, when offered understanding and guidance, they are
usually cooperative and grateful to have someone with whom they can
share their journey. The basic criteria for assessing when spiritual emer-
gence has become a crisis are summarized in table 1.

It should be noted that spiritual emergence and spiritual emergency
represent a continuum and that it is not always easy to differentiate
between them. Throughout this book, we will use the term spiritual emer-
gency as a matter of convenience and simplification, even though we will
sometimes be talking about situations that might for certain people and
under specific conditions better fit the category of spiritual emergence.

The Healing Potential of Spiritual Emergencies

It is important to realize that even the most dramatic and difficult epi-
sodes of spiritual emergency are natural stages in the process of spiritual
opening and can be beneficial if circumstances are favorable. The acti-
vation of the psyche characterizing such a crisis involves a radical clearing
of various old traumatic memories and imprints. This process is by its
very nature potentially healing and transformative. However, so much
psychological material surfaces from various levels of the unconscious
that it interferes with the everyday functioning of the person involved.
Thus it is not the nature and content of these experiences but their context
that makes them seem pathological. Similar states would be not only
acceptable but desirable in experiential psychotherapy with expert guid-
ance. But their long duration—unlike therapeutic sessions, these expe-
riences can last days or even weeks—requires special measures.

With these considerations in mind, we created the term spiritual emer-
gency. It involves a play on words: the word emergency, suggesting a
sudden crisis, comes from the Latin emergere (“to rise” or “to come forth”).
This name thus indicates a precarious situation, but also the potential
for rising to a higher state of being. The Chinese pictogram for crisis
perfectly represents this idea. It is composed of two elementary signs,
one of which means “danger” and the other “opportunity.”

The recognition of the dual nature of spiritual emergency—danger
and opportunity—has important theoretical and practical consequences.
If properly understood and treated as difficult stages in a natural devel-
opmental process, spiritual emergencies can result in emotional and psy-
chosomatic healing, deep positive changes of the personality, and the
solution of many problems in life.

Before we further explore the idea of spiritual emergency and its
implications, we need to clarify some of the basic concepts we will be




TABLE 1. DIFFERENCES BETWEEN SPIRITUAL
EMERGENCE AND SPIRITUAL EMERGENCY.

Emergence

Inner experiences are fluid, mild,
easy to integrate.

New spiritual insights are
welcome, desirable, expansive.

Gradual infusion of ideas and
insights into life.

Experiences of energy that are
contained and are easily
manageable.

Easy differentiation between
internal and external experiences
and transition from one to other.

Ease in incorporating
nonordinary states of
consciousness into daily life.

Slow, gradual change in
awareness of self and world.

Excitement about inner
experiences as they arise,
willingness and ability to
cooperate with them.

Accepting attitude toward change.

Ease in giving up control.
Trust in process.

Difficult experiences treated as
opportunities for change.

Positive experiences accepted as
gifts.

Infrequent need to discuss
experiences.

Discriminating when
communicating about process
(when, how, with whom).

Emergency

Inner experiences are dynamic,
jarring, difficult to integrate.

New spiritual insights may be
philosophically challenging and
threatening.

Overwhelming influx of
experiences and insights.

Experiences of jolting tremors,
shaking, energy disruptive to daily
life.

Sometimes difficult to distinguish
between internal and external
experiences, or simultaneous
occurrence of both.

Inner experiences interrupt and
disturb daily life.

Abrupt, rapid shift in perception
of self and world.

Ambivalence toward inner
experiences, but willingness and
ability to cooperate with them
using guidance.

Resistance to change.
Need to be in control.
Dislike, mistrust or the process.

Difficult experiences are
overwhelming, often unwelcome.

Postive experiences are difficult to
accept, seem undeserved, can be
painful.

Frequent urgent need to discuss
experiences.

Indiscriminate communication
about process (when, how, with
whom).
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using. Foremost among the issues needing clarification are the role of
the unconscious in psychotherapy, spirituality and its relation to religion,
and, above all, the nature of a group of experiences that modern psy-
chology calls “transpersonal.” :

The Unconscious, Psychotherapy, and Healing

Human life involves many biological and psychological challenges and
traumatic experiences. In infancy and childhood, there are often diseases,
injuries, operations, and a variety of emotional assaults. The very process
of emerging into this world—human birth—represents a major physical
and psychological trauma that lasts many hours or even days. And some
of us were exposed to serious crises even during prenatal existence, such
as a disease or emotional stress of the mother, various toxic influences,
and even impending miscarriage or attempted abortion.

Most of these painful memories are forgotten or repressed, but they
do not lose their psychological significance. Indeed, they are recorded
deep within us and can exert a powerful influence on our lives. It was the
founder of psychoanalysis, the Austrian psychiatrist Sigmund Freud, who
first presented convincing evidence that our psyche is not limited to pro-
cesses that we are aware of but has vast domains that remain below the
threshold of consciousness most of the time.

Freud called this dimension of the psyche “the unconscious.” He dis-
covered that repressed and forgotten memories from infancy, childhood,
and later periods of life can surface in the form of disturbing nightmares.
They also constitute important sources of various emotional and psycho-
somatic disorders, can cause various forms of irrational behavior, and in-
terfere with living our lives in a satisfying way. During the therapeutic
process that Freud called psychoanalysis, free associations of the client
and the interpretations of the psychiatrist help bring this unconscious ma-

terial to consciousness and reduce its disturbing influence in everyday life.

Freud’s contributions to psychology and psychotherapy were revo-
lutionary and ground breaking. However, his theoretical model remained
limited to postnatal biography: he tried to base the explanation of all
psychological processes on life history after birth. Similarly, his thera-
peutic technique of verbal exchange was a relatively weak tool for pen-
etrating into the unconscious and a time-consuming and slow method of
healing and transformation.

One of Freud’s disciples, the psychoanalytical renegade Otto Rank,
extended this model considerably by bringing the attention of profes-
sional circles to the psychological importance of the trauma of birth.
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Rank’s observations, which remained unnoticed for many years, have in
the past three decades received powerful confirmation from various ex-
periential psychotherapies. In the last few years, special conferences have
been dedicated to problems of prenatal and perinatal psychology, a dis-
cipline that studies the influence on the human psyche of experiences
occurring before and during birth.

The research of Freud's Swiss disciple Carl Gustav Jung yielded ob-
servations that were so astonishing and revolutionary that they have not
yet been fully accepted and assimilated in academic circles. Jung came
to the conclusion that the human unconscious is not limited to contents
derived from individual history. In addition to the Freudian “individual
unconscious,” there is also the “collective unconscious,” which contains
the memories and the cultural heritage of all of humanity. According to
Jung, the universal and primordial patterns in the collective unconscious,
or “archetypes,” are mythological in nature. Experiences that involve the
archetypal dimensions of the psyche convey a sense of sacredness—or
“numinosity,” in Jung’s terms.

When highly emotionally charged contents from the unconscious are
allowed to surface and be fully experienced and assimilated into con-
sciousness, they lose their power to influence us in a negative way. This
process is the main objective of depth psychotherapies. Some of the older
schools try to achieve this goal by a therapeutic dialogue; more recent
innovations involve approaches that facilitate the direct emotional and
physical experience of previously unconscious material. Something sim-
ilar happens in spiritual emergencies—but spontaneously, and often for
unknown reasons.

Occasionally, the amount of unconscious material that emerges from
deep levels of the psyche can be so enormous that the person involved
can have difficulty functioning in everyday reality. However, in spite of
its sometimes dramatic manifestations, this stormy event is essentially
an attempt of the organism to simplify its functioning, to throw off old
negative imprints and programs, and to heal itself. A person who under-
stands this and has a good support system can cooperate with the process
and benefit from it.

Spirituality, Religion, and the
Experience of the Divine

To prevent miscommunication, we would like to describe our under-
standing of the term spirituality and in what sense we will be using it.
The term spirituality should be reserved for situations that involve per-
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sonal experiences of certain dimensions of reality that give one’s life and
existence in general a numinous quality. C. G. Jung used the word nu-
minous to describe an experience that feels sacred, holy, or out of the
ordinary. Spirituality is something that characterizes the relationship of
an individual to the universe and does not necessarily require a formal
structure, collective ritual, or mediation by a priest.

In contrast, religion is a form of organized group activity that may
or may not be conducive to true spirituality, depending on the degree to
which it provides a context for personal discovery of the numinous di-
mensions of reality. While at the cradle of all great religions are the direct
visionary revelations of their founders, prophets, and saints, in many
instances a religion loses its connection with this vital core over time.

The modern term for the direct experience of spiritual realities is
transpersonal, meaning transcending the usual way of perceiving and
interpreting the world from the position of a separate individual or body-
ego. There exists an entirely new discipline, transpersonal psychology,
that specializes in experiences of this kind and their implications. Insights
from the study of transpersonal states of consiousness are of critical
importance for the concept of spiritual emergency.

States involving personal encounters with the numinous dimensions
of existence can be divided into two large categories. In the first are
experiences of the “immanent divine,” or perceptions of divine intelli-
gence expressing itself in the world of everyday reality. All of creation—
people, animals, plants, and inanimate objects—seems to be permeated
by the same cosmic essence and divine light. A person in this state sud-
denly sees that everything in the universe is a manifestation and expres-
sion of the same creative cosmic energy and that separation and
boundaries are illusory.

Experiences in the second category do not represent a different per-
ception of what is already known but reveal a rich spectrum of dimensions
of reality that are ordinarily hidden from human awareness and are not
available in the everyday state of consciousness. These can be referred
to as experiences of the “transcendent divine.” A typical example would
be a vision of God as a radiant source of light of supernatural beauty or
a sense of personal fusion and identity with God perceived in this way.
Visions of various archetypal beings, such as deities, demons, legendary
heroes, and spirit guides, also belong in this category. Other experiences
do not involve merely individual suprahuman entities but entire myth-
ological realms, such as heavens, hells, and purgatories, or various sce-
neries and landscapes unlike anything known on earth.

What interests us at this point are the practical consequences of
personal encounters with spiritual realities. For the people who have had
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them, the existence of the immanent and transcendent divine is not a
matter of unfounded belief but a fact based on direct experience—much
as our attitude toward the material reality of our everyday life is based
on firsthand sensory perceptions. In contrast, a belief is an opinion about
the nature of reality based on a specific form of upbringing, indoctri-
nation, or reading of religious literature; it lacks direct experiential val-
idation.

Such transpersonal states can have a very beneficial transformative
influence on the recipients and their lives. They can alleviate various forms
of emotional and psychosomatic disorders, as well as difficulties in in-
terpersonal relationships. They can also reduce aggressive tendencies,
improve self-image, increase tolerance toward others, and enhance the
general quality of life. Among the positive aftereffects is often a deep
sense of connection with other people and nature. These changes in at-
titudes and behavior are natural consequences of transpersonal experi-
ences; the individual accepts and embraces them voluntarily, without
enforcement by external injunctions, precepts, commandments, or
threats of punishment. :

Spirituality of this kind, based on direct personal revelation, typically
exists in the mystical branches of the great religions and in their monastic
orders, which use meditation, repetitive chants and prayers, and other
practices to induce such transpersonal states of mind. We have repeatedly
seen that spontaneous experiences during spiritual emergencies have a
similar potential, if they occur in a supportive and understanding context.

Spiritual Emergencies and Western Psychiatry

From a traditional point of view, it might seem impossible that such
dramatic and disorganizing experiences as those that constitute the more
extreme forms of spiritual emergency could be part of a natural process,
much less a healing and evolutionary one. In the medical model, the
psychological and physical manifestations of such states are seen as in-
dicative of a serious disease process. They are referred to as “psychoses,”
which in mainstream psychiatric thinking implies “diseases of unknown
etiology.” The assumption is that a biological process, the nature and
cause of which have not yet been discovered, is responsible not only for
the occurrence of the abnormal experiences, but also for their content.
The fact that the content of transformational states of consciousness
is often mystical is seen as further supportive evidence for the disease
concept. The worldview created by traditional Western science and dom-
inating our culture is, in its most rigorous form, incompatible with any
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notion of spirituality. In a universe where only the tangible, material, and
measurable are real, all forms of religious and mystical phenomena ap-
pear to be products of superstition that suggest a lack of education,
irrationality, and a tendency toward primitive magical thinking. When
they occur in intelligent, well-educated individuals, they are attributed
to emotional immaturity and unresolved infantile conflicts with parental
authorities. Personal experiences of spiritual realities are then interpreted
as psychotic, as manifestations of mental disease.

Although there are many individual exceptions, mainstream psychia-
try and psychology in general make no distinction between mysticism
and psychopathology. There is no official recognition that the great spir-
itual traditions that have been involved in the systematic study of con-
sciousness for centuries have anything to offer to our understanding of
the psyche and of human nature. Thus the concepts and practices found
in the Buddhist, Hindu, Christian, Islamic, and other mystical traditions,
based on centuries of deep psychological exploration and experimenta-
tion, are indiscriminately ignored and dismissed, together with various
superstitions and naive beliefs of folk religions.

This attitude toward spirituality in general, and spiritual emergencies
in particular, has serious practical consequences. Individuals involved in
crises of transformation are seen as mentally ill and treated routinely by
suppressive medication. However, the belief that we are dealing with a
disease in the medical sense is unfounded, since there are at present no
clinical or laboratory findings supporting it.

Even if relevant biological changes could be discovered, they would
explain only why various elements surface at a particular time from the
unconscious—not the contents themselves. And finding a specific trigger
for such episodes does not necessarily exclude the possibility that the
process itself can be healing. For instance, in the course of deep expe-
riential psychotherapies and various healing rituals, unconscious mate-
rial surfaces in response to known triggers, such as increased rate of
breathing, music, or psychoactive substances.

In addition, there are problems with the clinical diagnosis of psy-
chosis and its different forms. Individual clinicians and researchers dis-
agree considerably about some of the fundamental issues, and the
positions of various schools of psychiatry contradict each other. The
official classification of psychiatric disorders also varies from country to
country, and anthropologists have shown the cultural relativity of what
is considered a normal and acceptable form of experience and behavior.

If we approach spiritual emergencies in the spirit of the medical
model, the onset of the symptoms would appear to be the beginning of
a disease, and their intensity would indicate the seriousness of the situ-
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ation. According to the alternative approach we are suggesting here, the
problems precede the symptoms, but they exist in a latent form. The first
appearance of the symptoms is the beginning of the healing process, and
their intensity indicates the speed of transformation.

Even in the context of the medical model, a strategy limited to the
suppression of symptoms would not be considered satisfactory if a more
specific and effective intervention were known and available. The im-
portant task of therapy is to lead to a situation where symptoms need not
appear, not to a situation where they cannot appear. We would not ap-
preciate an auto mechanic who solves the problem of a red warning light
appearing on our dashboard by pulling out the wire that leads to it.

Thus there are important reasons for recognizing the existence of
spiritual emergencies and for extricating them from the framework of
the medical model. In individuals undergoing a transformative crisis
of this kind, the insensitive use of pathological labels and of various
repressive measures, including indiscriminate control of symptoms by
medication, can interfere with the positive potential of the process. The
ensuing long-term dependence on tranquilizers (with their well-known
side effects), loss of vitality, and compromised way of life present a sad
contrast to those rare situations where a person’s transformative crisis
is supported, validated, and allowed to reach completion. It is, therefore,
extremely important to clarify the concept of spiritual emergency and to
develop comprehensive and effective approaches to its treatment, as well
as adequate support systems.

Psychosis Versus Spiritual Emergency

One of the questions most frequently asked during discussions of spiritual
emergency is: How does one differentiate between spiritual emergency
and psychosis? As we have pointed out, the term psychosis is not accu-
rately and objectively defined in contemporary psychiatry. Until that hap-
pens, it will be impossible to offer a sharp delineation between the two
conditions.

Under the present circumstances, it makes much more sense to ask
what characteristics of a nonordinary state of consciousness suggest that
one might expect better results with alternative strategies than with treat-
ments based on the medical model. The first important criterion is the
absence of any medical condition that can be detected by existing diag-
nostic tools. This eliminates those states where the primary cause is
infection, intoxication, metabolic disorder, tumor, circulatory disturb-
ance, or a degenerative disease. The changes of consciousness in persons
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who fall into the category of spiritual emergency are qualitatively different
from those associated with organic psychoses; they can be relatively easily
recognized when one has sufficient experience (for more details, please
see table 2 on pages 254-255).

As the term spiritual emergency suggests, additional important char-
acteristics of a transformational crisis are an awareness by the person
involved that the process is related to critical spiritual issues in life, as
well as the transpersonal content of the experiences themselves. Another
important hallmark is the ability to differentiate to a considerable degree
between inner experiences and the world of consensus reality. Persons
who are having a spiritual emergency are typically aware of the fact that
the changes in their experiential world are due to their own inner pro-
cesses and are not caused by events in the outside world. Systematic use
of the mechanism of projection—disowning one’s inner experiences and
attributing them to influences coming from other people and from ex-
ternal circumstances—is a severe obstacle to the kind of psychological
approach we described here.

People suffering from severe paranoid states, hostile acoustic hallu-
cinations (“voices”), and delusions of persecution consistently engage in
projection of such unconscious contents and act under their influence.
They cannot be reached with the new strategies, even if some other as-
pects of their experiences seem to belong to the category of spiritual
emergency. Unless it is possible by systematic psychotherapeutic work
to create a situation in which they have an adequate insight into the
nature of the process and a sufficient degree of trust, such people may
require suppressive medication.

The important differences both in the attitude toward the inner pro-
cess and in experiential style can be illustrated by describing two hypo-
thetical clients who relate their problems to a psychiatrist; they represent
opposite poles of a continuum of possibilities. The first comes in for
consultation and presents the following account: “In the last three weeks
I have been having all kinds of strange experiences. My body is charged
with incredible energy. It keeps streaming up my spine and jamming in
the small of my back, between my shoulder blades, and at the base of
my skull. At times, it is very painful. I have difficulties sleeping and often
wake up in the middle of the night sweating and feeling extremely anx-
ious. I have a peculiar sense that I have just come from somewhere far
away but do not know where.

“I have visions of situations that seem to be coming from other cul-
tures and other centuries. I do not believe in reincarnation, but sometimes
it feels like I am remembering things from previous existences, as if I
had lived before. Other times, I see bright lights or images of deities and
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demons, and other fairy-tale stuff. Have you ever heard about anything
like that? What is happening to me? Am I going crazy?”

This person is very bewildered and confused by a variety of strange
experiences but is clearly aware that the process is internal and shows a
willingness to receive advice and help. This would qualify the process as
a possible spiritual emergency and suggest a good outcome.

The second client arrives with a very different attitude, less to ask for
advice than to present a clear-cut story, to complain, and to blame: “My
neighbor is out to get me. He is pumping toxic gases into my cellar
through a pipeline that he secretly constructed. He is poisoning my food
and my water supply. I have no privacy in my house; he put a lot of
bugging devices all over the place. My health is endangered; my life is
threatened. All this is part of a complicated plot that is supported by the
Mafia; they have been paying large sums of money to get rid of me. I am
inconvenient for them because my high moral principles stand in the
way of their plans.”

Whatever the causes of this condition are, a client in this category
lacks the fundamental insight that this state of affairs has something to
do with his own psyche. As a result, he would not be interested in getting
any help, other than possible assistance in the fight against his alleged
persecutors, such as help in initiating a legal action or debugging the
house. In addition, he would likely see the therapist as a potential enemy
rather than a helper. For these reasons, he would be a poor candidate
for any work based on the principles discussed in this book.



CHAPTER 2

THE DARK NIGHT
OF THE SOUL

The shadow of death and the pains and torments of
hell are most acutely felt, and this comes from the
sense of being abandoned by God . .. a terrible ap-
prehension has come upon [the soul] that thus it will
be forever ... It sees itself in the midst of the op-
posite evils, miserable imperfections, dryness and
emptiness of the understanding, and abandonment
of the spirit in darkness.

ST. JOHN OF THE CROSS, The Dark Night

These pages will describe some of the most common, cru-
cial, and troublesome areas that surface from the complex and active
inner world of a person in a transformation process, and will draw on
our own experience and on the reports of others. We hope we will not
discourage the reader by delving into these difficult experiences now. The
dark night of the soul is only one aspect of the spiritual journey, and
there are many others that are much more pleasant.

The purpose of dealing with this topic first is to reflect the usual se-
quence of states during the transformation process. Although there are
many exceptions, most people have to delve into the dark areas and go
through them before they reach a state of freedom, light, and serenity.
For those who take this route, the positive feelings often seem all the
more significant and intense when contrasted with the difficult ones they
encountered previously. Just as a sunrise might look especially bright
and hopeful after a long winter night, so joy can seem particularly pow-
erful after pain.

With this in mind, the following questions arise: What are the dark
internal territories that a person might have to traverse? What do they
feel like? And what kinds of conflicts can be expected to arise?

For someone in a spiritual emergency, whether subtle or more dra-
matic in form, the task of getting through the day, of functioning in a
familiar way, can become a challenge. The normal, seemingly simple
activities that are part of daily life can suddenly seem troublesome or
overwhelming. Often, individuals in crisis are flooded by internal experi-
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ences that are so full of emotion, visual power, and energetic force that
they have difficulty separating this vivid inner world from occurrences
in the outer world. They may become frustrated as they find it difficult
to maintain their attention span. Or the rapid and frequent changes in
their state of mind may cause them to panic. Unable to function in their
usual way, they can feel powerless, ineffective, and guilty.

One woman describes her frustration: “I could see the things that
needed to be done around the house, and it was as though there was a
wall between me and the tasks I used to accomplish so effortlessly. I
remember going out to do some garden work, feeling that that simple
activity would be helpful. Instead, all I could feel was, If I move too fast,
I will explode. Artistic and creative projects that used to give me such
pleasure were simply too difficult to focus on. Even playing with my
children seemed too complex for a while. For that period, it was all that
I could do to take care of myself.”

Among the most troubling and alarming components commonly con-
fronted by those in spiritual emergency are feelings of fear, a sense of
loneliness, experiences of insanity, and a preoccupation with death. While
such states of mind are often intrinsic, necessary, and pivotal parts of
the healing process, they can become frightening and overpowering, par-
ticularly when human support is lacking.

As the gates to the unconscious mind open, a wide variety of repressed
emotions and recollections can be released into conscious awareness.
Elements of fear, loneliness, insanity, and death can appear, sometimes
simultaneously, when one encounters specific memories or experiences
from the personal or transpersonal realms. A person may relive serious
illnesses or life-threatening accidents as well as other disturbing events
from infancy and childhood. Or one might reexperience biological birth,
with its complex, chaotic, and dynamic manifestations.

Many memories contain some fear. People from abusive families
might find themselves gripped by the terror brought on by the violence
of a drunken mother. Others may relive the fear they experienced when
they fell from a tree or struggled through whooping cough.

An individual may suddenly feel a childlike sense of loneliness that
seems completely inappropriate to his or her present situation; these
irrational perceptions may have their origins in an early incident of aban-
donment by a parent or the lack of bonding with the mother at birth.
Similar feelings may result from incidents involving isolation from peers
at school or a painful separation during a divorce.

Particularly when remembering a life-threatening event, some indi-
viduals may encounter feelings of insanity. They may unexpectedly recall
a sequence from their history such as a near-fatal automobile crash, a
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swimming accident in which they almost drowned, or extreme physical
or sexual abuse. As they relive the incident, such people may feel so
overpowered and imperiled that they believe they are losing their grip on
reality.

These situations can also bring a person into contact with the ex-
perience of death. Additional memories related to death stem from the
circumstances surrounding birth. One always has some form of essential
contact with death within the reliving of birth, with its attendant sense
of suffocation and feelings of vital threat. If, during prenatal existence,
an individual was in danger of an imminent abortion or miscarriage, he
or she might have endured a very convincing fetal survival crisis that can
later be relived.

One can also encounter experiences of fear, loneliness, insanity, or
death during transpersonal sequences originating from collective or uni-
versal domains. The transpersonal realms contain both light and dark
elements, and both the “positive” and the “negative” can inspire fear. One
may confront a monstrous mythological demon or relive a battle from
another time period; to feel some alarm in those situations is inevitable.
However, the fact that fear sometimes arises when an individual moves
into the realms of light and beauty is somewhat perplexing. In chapter
3, we will address the challenges of the “positive” realms.

An individual may feel loneliness during a convincing identification
with a soldier who is separated from a loved one during wartime or with
an African mother who grieves the loss of her child through famine. A
woman in one of our workshops felt truly insane when, during a session
of deep experiential work, she saw herself becoming a madwoman in a
medieval asylum. After an hour, when the experience was over, she re-
turned to her usual rational state.

The encounter with death can appear in many forms on the trans-
personal level. In what feels like a past-life memory, one can vividly relive
being killed as a soldier, slave, martyr, or wartime mother. He or she
may confront death in a mythological world, perhaps through identifi-
cation with the figure of Christ on the cross or with the dismemberment
of Osiris.

An individual may identify with an all-human experience of dying,
becoming all women who have ever died during childbirth or all men
throughout history who have ever been killed in battle. Someone else
might become the archetype of Death itself, experiencing it as a universal
force in all of its enormity. The following vivid example comes from a
woman whose spiritual emergency involved many realistic experiences
of death:

“All around me I could see swirling images of death: gravestones,




THE DARK NIGHT OF THE SOUL 49

crosses, a grinning skull and crossbones. I saw hundreds of bloody bat-
tlefields, concentration camps, and hospital wards; there were scenes of
dying everywhere. I felt as though I was both reviewing and participating
in all of death throughout history. And then my experience shifted and
I suddenly felt as though I, whoever that was, was responsible for it all;
I had become Death itself, the Grim Reaper, the Pale Horseman, and it
was I who was calling humanity away from life.”

It is easy to mistakenly associate the emotions and sensations involved
in suddenly available memories with one’s immediate life situation. For
example, a man who is reexperiencing the imminent threat of dying
during birth may develop a deep concern about his health or an unusually
strong reaction to films or television shows that portray death. He may
feel constantly menaced by potential dangers in his surroundings and
may even fear for his physical safety. Without realizing it, he can panic
in enclosed places, fearing elevators and crowded subways.

Someone like this may develop thanatophobia, or excessive fear of
death, in which he or she is driven by an obsessive concern that a heart
attack or stroke is imminent. When the full experience of birth emerges
into conscious awareness, with its wide range of emotions and physical
sensations, the person develops the insight that this is the source of his
or her fears, and they dissipate.

Facing Fear

The element of fear is a natural piece of the mosaic of change. Fear in
some form usually accompanies a spiritual emergency, whether it is a
mild sense of concern in anticipation of daily events or an enormous,
free-floating terror that does not seem to be attached to any familiar aspects
of one’s life. Some anxiety is appropriate to such an individual’s situation:
not only are many of his or her familiar belief systems breaking down,
but he or she has become exceedingly emotional. The body feels as though
it is falling apart, with new physical stresses and bothersome pains. Much
of the fear feels completely illogical, however, as though it has very little
to do with the person involved. Sometimes the individual in crisis can
deal with various fears relatively easily, and on other occasions the feel-
ings of fear seem to expand into utterly uncontrollable panic.

In most human lives, there are many kinds of fear, from the gross,
obvious forms, such as terror of physical harm or death, to the more
subtle ones, such as anxiety about asking directions from a stranger. In
spite of their various fears, most people are able to function well in
everyday life without being overwhelmed by them. During many spiritual
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emergencies, however, daily fears are intensified and concentrated, often
becoming unmanageable. They might take the form of free-floating anx1ety
or crystallize into several general kinds of fear.

Fear of the unknown. To some extent, this is common to many
human beings. When our lives take us in an unfamiliar direction, we
often automatically respond by becoming apprehensive and then resis-
tant. Some individuals can plunge into the unknown relatively undaunted,
with what appears to be enviable courage. But many people, if they move
into unexplored territories at all, do so against their will or at best very
prudently.

For those in spiritual emergencies, fear of the unknown can become
tremendously magnified. Their inner states often change so quickly that
they become very fearful of what might come next. They are constantly
being introduced to unfathomed realms within, new awarenesses, and
undiscovered possibilities. A woman who is very materialistic may have
a spontaneous out-of-body state and learn that she is more than her
physical identity. A man will suddenly live through a complex visual and
emotional sequence that seems to come from another time and place.
His experience propels him toward thoughts about reincarnation, a con-
cept totally foreign to him.

These kinds of abrupt events can be very frightening for those who
are unprepared. Such people feel uncertain about where they are going
or how they will feel, and so much rapid change leads to the fear that
they are losing control of their lives. They may even long for the familiarity
of the safe, old way of being, for the quieter and less demanding, if
somewhat unhappy, existence from which they came.

Fear of losing control. A man who has spent many years working
toward a successful family life may have his future well mapped out and
may feel very much in charge of his existence. When his wife develops a
terminal illness, his life goes in a very different direction than he had
planned. His dream is shattered, and the emotional stress that ensues
may initiate a transformation process in him. Very painfully, he realizes
that he does not have power over the forces of life and death, that he is
subject to forces beyond his command.

Many people spend years feeling that their world is orderly and that
they have complete authority over their lives. When they discover that
they are not entirely in control of their own life trajectory, they are some-
times enormously relieved. At other times, they become very frightened,
especially if they are heavily identified with being in charge. They will
likely ask themselves, If I am not the authority, who is? And is he, she,
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or it trustworthy? Can I abandon myself to some unknown force and
know that I will be taken care of?

Confronted with the fear of losing control, the mind and the ego
become very ingenious in their efforts to hang on; people in this sit-
uation may create a complex system of denial, telling themselves that
they are just fine the way they are and do not need to submit to change,
or that the changes that they feel are just illusory. They may intellec-
tualize the states of mind that they are having, creating elaborate the-
ories to explain them away. Or they may simply try to avoid having
them altogether. Sometimes the anxiety itself becomes a defense; hang-
ing on to one’s feelings of fear may successfully keep one from growing
too rapidly.

There is another form of losing control that is much less gradual and
more dramatic. At times during a spiritual emergency, someone might
become overwhelmed by powerful episodes during which he or she com-
pletely loses control of his or her behavior. Such an individual may ex-
plode with anger and tears, shake violently, and scream in a way that he
or she has never done before. This uninhibited release of emotion can
be immensely liberating, but before it happens, one might be stricken
with a tremendous fear of and resistance to the power of the feelings
involved. After this kind of outburst, the person may also feel frightened
and ashamed as he or she realizes the power of the expression.

Other fears. In some forms of spiritual emergency, physical sensa-
tions or reactions can be interpreted as fear. People can feel consumed
by strange and at times overpowering bursts of energy. They might feel
pulsing electrical charges, uncontrollable tremors, or sensations of some
unknown force streaming throughout their systems. Their heart rate may
increase and their body temperature rise. Why does this happen? These
manifestations are often a natural physiological accompaniment to
abrupt changes in consciousness; they may also be specific characteristics
of a certain form of spiritual emergency, such as the awakening of Kun-
dalini.

People who are not prepared for or are unfamiliar with these phe-
nomena can be very dismayed to have them suddenly become part of
everyday life. Since they are used to a certain norm of bodily sensations,
they usually feel some anxiety during the onset of such strange new
feelings and can easily mistake the sensations for fear itself. A woman
involved in intense meditation practice remembers her reaction:

“I went to my spiritual teacher and told him about the strange feelings
of anxiety that were now part of my life. I especially felt them at night
or when I tried to meditate: my heart would race, my body would shake,
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and I found myself perspiring a lot. When he heard these things, he
laughed and explained that these were the workings of the Kundalini
Shakti. He said, ‘Remember, when you feel these things, it is not fear
attacking you. It is God moving through you.’ I have thought of that many
times since then, and it has given me great comfort.”

One can also encounter fear of insanity, fear of death, and fear of
universal annihilation, which we will explore later in this chapter.

Feelings of Loneliness
Mirabai, a fifteenth-century Indian poet, wrote:

My eyes fill with tears.

What shall I do? Where shall I go?
Who can quench my pain?

My body has been bitten

By the snake of “absence,”

And my life is ebbing away

With every beat of the heart.

Loneliness is another intrinsic component of spiritual emergency. It
can range from a vague perception of separateness from other people
and the world to a deep and encompassing engulfment by existential
alienation. Some of the feelings of inner isolation have to do with the
fact that people in spiritual emergencies have to face unusual states of
consciousness that they may not have heard anyone describe and that
are different from the daily experiences of their friends and family. How-
ever, existential loneliness seems to have very little to do with personal
or outside influences.

Many people in a transformation process feel isolated from others
by the nature of the experiences they are having. As the inner world
becomes more active, one may feel the need to temporarily withdraw
from daily activities, becoming preoccupied with intense thoughts, feel-
ings, and internal processes. Relationships with other people may fade
in importance, and the person may even feel disconnected from the fa-
miliar sense of who he or she is. As this is happening, one may feel an
encompassing sense of separation from oneself, from other people, and
from the surrounding world. For those in this state, even familiar human
warmth and reassurance are unavailable.

A young teacher tells of the loneliness he experienced during a spir-
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itual emergency: “I used to lie in bed next to my wife at night and feel
completely, undeniably alone. She had been a great help and comfort to
me during my crisis. But during this period, nothing she could do would
help—no amount of cuddling, no degree of encouragement.”

We have often heard individuals in spiritual emergency say, “No one
has ever gone through this before. I am the only one who has ever felt
this way!” Not only do such people feel that the process is unique to them,
but they might also be convinced that no one in history has ever expe-
rienced what they are feeling. Perhaps because they feel so special, they
may also believe that a certain trusted therapist or teacher is the only
one who can sympathize and help. Their strong emotions and unfamiliar
perceptions are taking them so far from their previous existence that they
easily assume they are abnormal. They feel that something is very wrong
with them and that no one will be able to understand them. If they have
therapists who are mystified as well, their feelings of intense isolation
increase.

Even if people in this stage are aware of the variety of theoretical
maps and spiritual systems that describe similar states, they will find
a difference between studying them and being in the middle of them.
This is illustrated by the example of Sarah, a graduate student in an-
thropology:

Sarah’s class notes were full of descriptions of Indian shamanic life
and ritual in central Mexico. When she later encountered vivid and re-
alistic shamanic elements as part of her spiritual emergency, she could
not make the connection between her studies and her experiences until
some time later. In the classroom, her relationship to the subject matter
had been strictly intellectual; her assumption was that the behavior and
perceptions of the Indians had no relevance to her. Her transformative
states had been so immediate and encompassing that she was unable to
recognize them from her exclusively scholarly approach.

During the existential crisis, one feels cut off from the deeper self,
higher power, or God—whatever one depends on beyond personal re-
sources to provide strength and inspiration. The result is a most devas-
tating kind of loneliness, a total and complete existential alienation that
penetrates one’s entire being. This was expressed by a woman after her
spiritual emergency: “I was enveloped by an abiding, enormous loneli-
ness. I felt as though every cell of me was in a state of extreme solitude.
I had dreams of standing on a windy cliff, looking into a dark sky, yearning
to connect with God; I was only met with more darkness. It was more
than human abandonment; it was total.”

This deep sense of isolation appears to be available to many human
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beings, regardless of their history, and is often a central ingredient of
spiritual transformation. Irina Tweedy, a Russian woman who studied
with a Sufi master in India, wrote in The Chasm of Fire:

The Great Separation was here . . . a peculiar, special feeling of utter
loneliness . . . it cannot be compared to any feeling of loneliness we
all experience sometimes in our lives. All seems dark and lifeless.
There is no purpose anywhere or in anything. No God to pray to. No
hope. Nothing at all.

This sense of extreme isolation is reflected in the desolate prayer of
Jesus on the cross: “My God, my God. Why hast Thou forsaken me?”
People who are lost in this place frequently cite the example of Christ’s
darkest hour in an attempt to explain the extent of this monumental
feeling. They cannot find any connection to the Divine; instead, they have
an enduring, wrenching sense of abandonment by God. Even when one
is surrounded by love and support, one can become imbued with pro-
found and bitter loneliness. When a person descends into the abyss of
existential alienation, no amount of human warmth can change it.

Not only do those facing such an existential crisis feel isolated, but
they also feel insignificant, like useless specks in a vast cosmos. The
universe itself appears to be absurd and pointless, and any human activ-
ities seem trivial. Such people may see humankind as being involved in
a rat-race existence that has no useful purpose. From this vantage point,
they cannot see any kind of cosmic order and have no contact with a
spiritual force. They may become extremely depressed, despairing, and
even suicidal. Frequently, they have the insight that even suicide is no
solution; it seems that there is no way out of their misery.

ISOLATING BEHAVIOR

An individual in a spiritual emergency may appear to be “different” for
a while. In a culture of established norms and often rigid expectations,
one who begins to change internally may not seem to fit. He or she
may show up at the job or the dinner table one day wanting to talk
about new ideas or insights: for example, feelings about death, questions
about birth, remembrances of long-obscured family history, unusual
perspectives on the problems of the world or the basic nature of the
universe.

The foreign quality of these concepts and the intensity with which a
person presents them may prompt colleagues, friends, and family mem-
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bers to withdraw, and his or her already-present sense of loneliness be-
comes magnified. One’s interests and values may change, and one may
no longer be willing to participate in certain activities. An evening of
drinking with the boys no longer holds the appeal that it used to; it may
even seem repugnant.

People in this position can feel very different because of the nature
of the experiences they are having. They may feel that they are growing
and changing while the rest of the world is sitting still, that no one can
follow them. They may be drawn to activities that people close to them
do not understand or support. Their sudden interest in prayer, in chant-
ing, in meditation, or in some esoteric system such as astrology or al-
chemy may seem “weird” to family and friends and may increase their
need to withdraw.

If an individual in this stage becomes classified as a psychiatric pa-
tient, the labels and treatment he or she is given will often compound
his or her sense of isolation. Feelings of separateness are reinforced each
time he or she is given the verbal or nonverbal message “You are sick.
You are different.”

People in a transformation process may also change their appearance.
They might cut or grow their hair or be attracted to clothes that reflect a
departure from the norm. Examples can be found in the psychedelic
culture of the sixties and seventies, when many people had spiritual in-
sights and, instead of expressing them in ways acceptable to the estab-
lished society, felt moved to convey them by forming a separate or
“counter” culture characterized by expressive clothing, jewelry, hairstyles,
and even brightly painted cars.

Other examples can be found in various spiritual groups. Initiates
into Zen Buddhism may be expected to shave their heads and live a life
of outward simplicity. Followers of the guru Rajneesh not only wore
clothes of a certain color but also donned a #mala, or rosary, containing
the teacher’s picture and changed their given names to Indian ones. As
part of Orthodox Judaism, men often wear yarmulkes and beards and
follow a strict religious lifestyle at home. An accepting community of
fellow spiritual practitioners will tolerate or even encourage this kind of
behavior. However, someone who decides to suddenly adopt such obvious
expressions while living outside a supportive situation may experience
further isolation.

For many people in spiritual emergency, transformation happens
without these kinds of alienating external manifestations. In others, how-
ever, more apparent changes in conduct occur. For some, these new ways
of behaving are temporary stages in spiritual development, while for
others they may become a permanent part of a new lifestyle.
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Experiencing “Insanity”

During a spiritual emergency, the logical mind is often bypassed and the
colorful, rich world of intuition, inspiration, and imagination takes over.
Reason becomes restrictive, and true insight takes one beyond the intel-
lect. For some individuals, this excursion into the visionary realms can
be exciting, spontaneous, and creative. But more frequently, since it does
not involve states of mind that they consider normal, many people assume
that they are going crazy. .

When the dissolution of rationality occurs as part of spiritual devel-
opment, it frequently brings about the death of old mental restrictions
or narrow-mindedness, which is sometimes mandatory before a new,
expanded understanding and increased inspiration can take its place.
What is actually disappearing is not one’s reasoning ability, although it
may seem that way for a while, but the cognitive limitations that keep
one constricted and unchanging.

While this is happening, linear thinking is at times impossible, and
the person feels mentally agitated as the conscious mind is bombarded
with unblocked material from the unconscious. Strange and disturbing
emotions are suddenly available, and once-familiar rationality is useless
in explaining such occurrences. This can be a very frightening juncture
in spiritual development. However, if an individual is truly engaged in
the emergence process, it is only temporary and can be a very important
stage of transformation.

In The Chasm of Fire, Irina Tweedy relates her feelings of insanity:

Half unconscious, I suddenly noticed in the dark room around me
some kind of whirling, dark, grey mist . . . and soon I could distinguish
most hideous things, or beings; leering, obscene, all coupled in sexual
intercourse, elemental creatures, animal-like, performing wild sexual
orgies. I was sure that I was going mad. Cold terror gripped me;
hallucinations, madness; no hope for me—insanity—this was the end
... The creatures were nearer now, all round my bed ... All those
evils must have been in me! Merciful God help me! There’s no escape
for me but an Indian mental asylum; a padded cell!

Sometimes, unfamiliar patterns of unusual meaningful coincidences
may seem to govern the workings of the world, replacing the more pre-
dictable, seemingly manageable known order. At other times, people
might experience total internal chaos; their logical ways of structuring
their reality break down, and they are left with a confused and disorgan-
ized lack of continuity. Completely at the mercy of a dynamic inner world
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filled with vivid drama and gripping emotions, they cannot function in
an objective, rational mode. They may feel as though this is the final
destruction of any shred of sanity, and they are fearful that they are
headed toward total, irreversible madness.

This experience of insanity is recalled by a woman after her spiritual
emergency: ‘I felt as though my mind was being shattered into millions
of pieces. I couldn’t hang on to thoughts as I knew them; there were just
fragments. My husband tried to talk to me, but I couldn’t absorb his
words. Nothing made any sense. Everything was completely jumbled and
confused. I had visions of myself as a chronic patient on the back ward
of some state hospital for the rest of my life. I was sure that this was the
way I would be forever.”

Certain spiritual traditions offer an alternative view of this kind of
“madness.” “Holy madness” or “divine madness” is known and acknowl-
edged by various spiritual traditions and is distinguished from ordinary
insanity; it is seen as a form of intoxication by the Divine that brings
extraordinary abilities and spiritual instruction. In traditions such as
Sufism and the Native American culture, sacred figures recognized as
fools or buffoons are known to embody this state. Revered seers, mystics,
and prophets are often described as inspired by madness.

Divine madness is described by the Greek philosopher Plato as a gift
from the gods:

The greatest blessings come by way of madness, indeed of madness
that is heaven-sent. It is when they were mad that the prophetess at
Delphi and the priestesses at Dodona achieved so much for which
the states and individuals in Greece are thankful; when sane, they
did little or nothing . . . madness [is] a divine gift, when due to divine
dispensation.

In the Okinawan culture such a state is called kamidari. It is a period
when a person’s spirit suffers, a time of trial during which he or she
cannot operate rationally. The community supports such an individual,
recognizing the distraught condition as a sign that he or she is close to
God. Afterward, such a person is regarded as one who has a divine mis-
sion, perhaps that of healer or teacher.

Confronting Symbolic Death

Confrontation with the issue of death is a pivotal part of the transfor-
mation process and an integral component of most spiritual emergencies.
It is often part of a powerful death-rebirth cycle in which what is actually
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dying is old ways of being that are inhibiting an individual’s growth.
From this point of view, everyone dies in some form many times during
the course of a lifetime. In many traditions, the notion of “dying before
dying” is essential to spiritual advancement. Coming to terms with the
fact of death as part of the continuity of life is seen as tremendously
liberating, releasing one from the fear of death and opening one to the
experience of immortality. As the seventeenth-century Christian monk,
Abraham a Santa Clara wrote: “A man who dies before he dies does not
die when he dies.”

Swami Muktananda’s description of his own encounter with death
in Play of Consciousness vividly describes not only the experience of dying,
but also his movement into rebirth:

I was terrified of death. My prana [breath, life force] ceased. My mind
functioned no longer. I felt that my prana was passing out of my
body ... I lost all power over my body. Like a dying man, whose
mouth is agape and arms outstretched, I emitted a strange noise and
collapsed on the floor . . . I lost consciousness completely.

I got up after about an hour and a half and felt amused, saying
to myself, “I died a short while ago, but I am alive again!” I stood up
feeling deep calm, love, and joy. I realized that I had experienced
death . . . Now that I knew what it meant to die, death ceased to have
any more terror. I became completely fearless.

Many people have largely negative associations with the subject of
death; they believe that it is the end of everything, the ultimate disposses-
sion, the final retribution. They regard death as a fearsome unknown,
and when it comes up as part of their inner experience, they become
terrified.

The encounter with death can manifest itself in several forms. One
is the confrontation with one’s own mortality. Someone who has avoided
the subject of dying will likely have difficulty with a deep experience that
shows him or her that this life is transitory and that death is certain.
Many people subconsciously retain the childhood notion that they are
immortal and, when faced with the tragedies life has to offer, discard
them with the general statement, “That happens to other people. It will
not happen to me.”

When a spiritual emergency brings such individuals to the essential
understanding of their mortality, they become extremely resistant. They
will do anything to avoid the subject, perhaps actively trying to stop the
process through frantic work, excessive talking, or brief relationships, or
by taking depressive drugs or alcohol. In conversation, they might try to
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avoid the subject of death or laugh it away, returning instead to relatively
safe topics. Others may suddenly become sharply aware of the aging
process, their own and that of the people close to them.

Some arrive at an unexpected awareness, such as this one described
by a teacher: “I had been playing with the concept of my own mortality
for some time. I knew about some of the Christian and Buddhist ideas
about impermanence, but I hadn’t really accepted them as anything per-
taining to me. Then came the day that the Challenger space shuttle blew
up. As I watched on television, I saw those seven astronauts waving
happily as they climbed aboard the vehicle that turned out to be their
death trap. They had no way of knowing that these were the last minutes
of their lives. All they really could be sure of was that moment of vitality
and soon, that would be gone. Watching that horrible drama, I got it! It
is true what the philosophers had been describing: our lives are ephem-
eral, and all we truly have is the present moment. No past, no future.
Just now.”

This kind of insight can be devastating to people who are unwilling
or unable to confront their fear of death; but it can be liberating for those
who are ready to accept the fact of their mortality, since full acceptance
of death can free them to enjoy each moment as it arises.

Another common experience is the death of restricted ways of think-
ing or being. As a person begins to change, he or she finds it necessary
to drop some of the limitations that have been preventing growth. Some-
times, this happens slowly and almost at will, through a very regulated
form of therapy or spiritual practice that requires one to consciously
release old restrictions. Or it may occur automatically as part of one’s
development.

However, for many people experiencing a spiritual emergency, this
process is rapid and unexpected. Suddenly, they feel as though comfort
and security are being ripped away as they are thrust in an unknown
direction. Familiar modes of being are no longer appropriate but have
yet to be replaced by new ones. An individual caught in this shift feels
unable to hang on to any recognizable reference points in life and fears
that he or she will find it impossible to return to old behaviors and
interests. One may feel as though all that he or she has ever been or has
ever cared about is dying and that the process itself is irreversible. Such
a person may be consumed by tremendous grief over the death of the
old self.

The state of detachment from roles, relationships, the world, and
oneself is another form of symbolic death. It is well known in many
spiritual systems as a primary goal of inner development. Detachment is
a necessary occurrence in life that naturally takes place at the moment
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of death, the time when each human being fully understands that we

cannot take our material possessions, earthly roles, and relationships with

us into the world beyond. Meditation practice and other forms of self-

exploration allow seekers to confront this experience before physical

death in order to free themselves to fully enjoy what they have in life.
The poet T. S. Eliot wrote:

In order to possess what you do not possess
You must go by the way of dispossession.
In order to arrive at what you are not
You must go through the way in which you are not.

In Buddhism, attachment, or clinging to the material world, is seen
as the root of suffering, and releasing it as a key to spiritual liberation.
This idea is familiar in other traditions and is echoed by Patanjali in the
Yoga Sutras: “By absence of all self-indulgence at this point, when the
seeds of bondage to sorrow are destroyed, pure being is attained.”

More or less radical detachment occurs regularly during the emer-
gence process and can be rather confusing and distressing when it ap-
pears. As a person begins to transform, his or her relationship to loved
ones, activities, and roles in life will start to shift. A man who has assumed
that his family belongs to him will discover that his attachment to his
wife and children serves only to bring him great pain. He may even gain
the insight that the only constant thing in life is change and that he will
eventually lose whatever he thinks he has.

A woman who is very identified with her role as an aerobics instructor
will recognize that she will not be able to maintain her physical excellence
forever and will realize that none of the months of intensive training will
change that; in fact, her investment of time and energy make the reality
more difficult to accept. An industrialist who has spent a lifetime making
money and accumulating possessions will reluctantly acknowledge that
he cannot take it with him and that he will eventually lose it all.

These kinds of insights can lead to the realization that death is the
ultimate equalizer and that even if one denies its reality in life, it will
eventually take its toll. During the transition toward this experience, in-
dividuals must undergo a painful procedure of letting go of worldly con-
cerns that keep them attached, thereby perpetuating suffering. The
process of detachment is itself a form of death, the death of attachment.
In some people, the impulse toward detachment is so strong that they
become fearful that they are literally preparing for imminent physical
death.

Individuals in this stage of spiritual emergence often develop the
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misconception that completing this inner shift means moving away from
meaningful associations in daily life, and they confuse their newly intro-
duced need for internal detachment with outer aloofness. They may feel
an insistent inner urging to free themselves from restricting conditions,
and if they do not have the insight that the process of detachment can
be completed internally, they mistakenly act it out in their daily lives.
During the sixties and early seventies, many people who reached this
place during experimentation with mind-altering techniques and drugs
acted it out externally, literally letting go of family and social roles and
creating a counterculture that attempted to represent their newfound
understanding.

A lawyer attending one of our workshops had arrived at this juncture
during his spiritual journey and came to us, desperately concerned: “Does
this mean I am going to have to leave everything that I have worked for
all this time? I love my family and my work. I've been married for twenty
years and I am very devoted to my wife. My law practice is thriving, and
I am good at what I do. But everything inside is telling me that I am
going to have to leave it all behind. Am I about to die? What do I do?”

After some discussion, he realized that it was not necessary to re-
nounce a good and productive lifestyle and that his emergence process
was not taking him toward physical death. Instead, he had arrived at a
very common and natural stage of detachment in which he needed to
give up his emotional attachments to important elements in his life. He
was able to see that what would die at that point would be only his
restrictive, clutching relationship to his familiar roles and that this inner
letting go would ultimately liberate him to function more effectively.

An important way of experiencing symbolic death during transfor-
mation is the ego death. During the process of spiritual emergence, a
person moves from a relatively limited way of being to a new, expanded
condition. Often, in order to complete this shift, it is necessary for an old
mode of existence to “die” in order to make way for a new self; the ego
must be destroyed before a larger self-definition becomes available. This
is known as ego death. This is not the death of the ego that is necessary
to handle daily reality; it is the death of old personality structures and
unsuccessful ways of being in the world, which is necessary for the advent
of a happier and freer existence. Ananda K. Coomaraswamy writes, “No
creature can attain a higher level of nature without ceasing to exist.”

Ego death can happen gradually, over a long period of time, or it
may occur suddenly and with great force. Although it is one of the most
beneficial, most healing events in spiritual evolution, it can seem disas-
terous. During this stage, the dying process can sometimes feel very real,
as though it were no longer a symbolic experience but instead a true
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biological disaster. Usually, one cannot yet see that waiting on the other
side of what feels like total destruction of the ego is a broader, more
encompassing sense of self. :

These lines from D. H. Lawrence’s Phoenix reflect this devastating but
transformative process:

Are you willing to be sponged out, erased, cancelled,
made nothing?

Are you willing to be made nothing?

dipped into oblivion?

If not, you will never really change.

When people are immersed in the ego-death process, they often feel
overwhelmed and ravaged, as though all that they are or were is collapsing
without any hope for renewal. Since the identities of such individuals
appear to be disintegrating, they are no longer sure of their place in the
world or of their validity as parents, employees, or effective human beings.
Outwardly, old interests are no longer relevant, ethical systems and
friends change, and they lose confidence that they are functioning reliably
in daily life. Inwardly, they may experience a gradual loss of identity.
They sense that their physical, emotional, and spiritual selves are being
unexpectedly and forcefully shattered. They may feel that they are literally
dying, suddenly having to face their deepest fears.

After going through an ego-death experience, a middle-aged woman
remembers her feelings of total destruction: “Afterwards, someone con-
gratulated me on my courage at putting the pieces of myself back to-
gether. But there were no pieces left, not even a shred. Everything I
thought I was had been demolished.”

A very tragic misunderstanding that can occur at this juncture is the
confusion of the desire for the ego death with the impulse to actually kill
oneself. One can easily confuse the wish for what we can call “egocide”
with the drive toward suicide. People in this stage are often driven by a
forceful inner insistence that something in them has to die. If the internal
pressure is strong enough and if there is no understanding of the dynam-
ics of the ego death, they may misread these feelings and act them out
through self-destructive behavior. Or they may talk incessantly about
killing themselves, causing grave concern to those around them.

With therapy, spiritual practice, and other forms of self-exploration,
it is possible to complete the symbolic experience of dying internally,
without taking the body along. One can die inwardly and still remain
alive and healthy.

One of the most encompassing encounters with death is the experi-
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ence of the destruction of the world or the universe. The confrontation
with the fact of one’s own mortality and the ego death take place within
individual, personal realms. However, sometimes that same sense of im-
minent annihilation extends to a transpersonal level; one can live through
vivid sequences of the destruction of all of life on earth or of the planet
itself. He or she may confuse this inner event with outer reality and come
to fear that the world’s existence is being threatened.

Further, this same experience can expand to include the destruction
of the solar system or of the entire cosmos. One can see visions of ex-
ploding stars and physically identify with all of matter being dissolved
into a black hole. One feels completely powerless, and efforts to arrest
this enormous disaster are futile.

Swami Muktananda describes his own dramatic meditation experi-
ence in Play of Consciousness:

As I sat down, my legs locked themselves in the lotus posture. I looked
around. The flames of a vast conflagration were raging in all direc-
tions. The entire cosmos was on fire. A burning ocean had burst
and swallowed the entire globe . . . I was very frightened . . . I could
still see the earth submerged in the waters of dissolution. The whole
world . . . had been destroyed.

In recent times, we live with the reality that our entire planet is
threatened by nuclear destruction, and a great deal of fearfulness about
the situation is appropriate. However, someone in a spiritual emergency
may encounter a very vivid internal experience of a nuclear catastrophe,
and the fear that arises at this stage can seem beyond personal anxiety.
If a person faces such an apocalyptic inner event, it is frequently followed
by a sequence of planetary or universal restructuring. He or she enters
a new world, reintegrated and radiant, and the cosmos has been restored
to a loving and benevolent order.



CHAPTER 3

ENCOUNTERING
THE DIVINE

Suddenly a great light from heaven shone around
me . . . Those who were with me indeed saw the light
and were afraid . . . SoIsaid, “What shall I do, Lord?”
And the Lord said to me, “Arise and go into Damas-
cus, and there you will be told all things which are
appointed for you to do.” And since I could not see
for the glory of that light, being led by the hand of
those who were with me, I came into Damascus.

SAUL OF TARSUS on the road to Damascus, Acts 22:6—11

So far, we have focused on the troublesome or negative
inner territories that one can traverse during the dark night. However,
individuals in a spiritual emergency also frequently encounter light, ec-
static, or divine domains within themselves. As could be expected, these
states generally present fewer difficulties than the others. Some people
simply feel blessed by such experiences and are quietly able to learn from
them and consciously apply their lessons in everyday life. However, these
“positive” mystical states are not necessarily without problems; there are
those who struggle with them, and they can even become part of the
crisis of transformation.

Both the dark and light realms are common and important aspects
of spiritual emergence, and although we use the terms negative and pos-
itive, we do not mean to imply that one is more or less worthwhile than
the other. Both areas are necessary and complementary components of
the healing process.

Some people are able to contact the positive or mystical areas rela-
tively easily as part of the course of existence. One may encounter them
in simple activities or in natural settings. In an inspired passage in Eugene
O'Neill’s play Long Day’s Journey into Night, Edmund tells of an experi-
ence he had as he sailed on a ship:

I lay on the bowsprit, facing astern, with the water foaming into

spume under me, the masts with every sail white in the moonlight,

towering high above me. I became drunk with the beauty and singing
64
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rhythm of it, and for a moment I lost myself—actually lost my life.
I was set free! I dissolved into the sea, became white sails and flying
spray, became beauty and rhythm, became moonlight and the ship
and the high dim-starred sky! I belonged without past or future,
within peace and unity and wild joy, within something greater than
my own life, or the life of Man, to Life itself! To God, if you want to
put it that way . .. Like the veil of things as they seem drawn back
by an unseen hand. For a second, there is meaning.

One may also discover the transcendental realms unexpectedly during
physical exercise, such as dance or sport. This is perhaps due to focused
concentration on the activity, bodily exertion, or increased breathing rate;
the same elements are involved in techniques developed by many med-
itative practices, which allow one to go beyond the ordinary, logical world.
The basketball player Patsy Neal writes in Sport and Identity:

There are moments of glory that go beyond the human expectation,
beyond the physical and emotional ability of the individual. Some-
thing unexplainable takes over and breathes life into the known life
... Call it a state of grace, or an act of faith ... or an act of God. It
is there, and the impossible becomes possible . .. The athlete goes
beyond herself; she transcends the natural. She touches a piece of
heaven and becomes the recipient of power from an unknown source.

Some have mystical experiences during meditation, and others as
part of the dramatic, overwhelming transformative process of spiritual
emergency. These states are sudden, all-consuming, and radical, com-
pletely altering a person’s perception of himself or herself and the world.
Whatever way the divine realms come into a person’s life, they share
certain general characteristics.

The Nature of Transcendental
or Mystical Experience

The emotions and sensations associated with the heavenly inner realms
are usually the opposite of those that a person may encounter in the dark
regions. Instead of painful alienation, one can discover an all-encom-
passing sense of unity and interconnectedness with all of creation. Instead
of fear, one may be infused with ecstasy, peace, and a deep feeling of
support by the cosmic process. In the place of experiencing “madness”
and confusion, one often finds a sense of mental clarity and serenity. And
instead of an abiding preoccupation with death, one can connect with a
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state that feels eternal, understanding that one is at once the body and
also all that exists.

Due in part to their ineffable and boundless nature, the divine do-
mains are more difficult to describe than the dark regions, although poets
and mystics of all ages have created beautiful metaphors to approximate
them. During some spiritual states, one sees the ordinary environment
as a glorious creation of divine energy, filled with mystery; everything
within it appears to be part of an exquisite interconnected web. The poet
William Blake captures this knowledge of the imminent divine:

To see a World in a Grain of Sand
And a Heaven in a Wild Flower,

Hold Infinity in the palm of your hand
And Eternity in an hour.

Other experiences involve a revelation of dimensions that one is not
aware of in everyday life: they transcend time and space and are inhabited
by celestial and mythological beings. These experiences are often accom-
panied by intense sensations of a potent spiritual force that floods the
body. People perceive the mystical realms to be pervaded by a sacred or
numinous essence and an unfathomable beauty, and they frequently see
visions of precious gold, sparkling jewels, unearthly radiance, lumines-
cence, and brilliant light. In Leaves of Grass, the mystical poet Walt Whit-
man writes:

As in a swoon, one instant,

Another sun, ineffable full-dazzles me,

And all the orbs I knew, and brighter, unknown orbs;
One instant of the future land, Heaven's land.

As well as being filled with resplendent divine light, the transcendental
domains are often described as existing beyond the ordinary senses. The
American poet Henry David Thoreau writes:

I hear beyond the range of sound,

I see beyond the range of sight,

New earths, and skies and seas around,
And in my day the sun doth pale his light.

One often experiences the Divine as eternal, unchanging, and time-
less, as characterized by the Chinese philosopher Lao Tsu in the Tao te
Ching:
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There is a thing inherent and natural,

Which existed before heaven and earth.

Motionless and fathomless.

It stands alone and never changes;

It pervades everywhere and never becomes exhausted.
It may be regarded as the Mother of the Universe.

I do not know its name.

If I am forced to give it a name,

I call it Tao, and I name it as supreme.

Many people who experience these inner dimensions recognize them
as part of the boundless, expansive essence of each human being, which
is usualiy obscured by the problems and concerns of daily life. Because
of their clarity and vividness, transcendent states frequently feel more
real than “ordinary” reality; people often compare the discovery of these
realms to awakening from a dream, removing opaque veils, or opening
the doors of perception. Sometimes they acquire new insights and intri-
cate knowledge about the life process from sources within them that are
not ordinarily available.

Just as one may encounter the desolating area of ego death during
the dark night of the soul, one can also encounter a kind of positive ego
death in the transcendental realms. Here, personal boundaries tempo-
rarily dissolve and one can feel oneself merging into the external world
or into the cosmos. One of the most common kinds of positive disinte-
gration is that in which people feel as though they are losing themselves
in the immanent divine, which is displayed in the surrounding environ-
ment. They may feel their individual definition fading as they melt into
the familiar world of people, trees, animals, or inorganic nature. During
another form of this experience they often feel themselves merge with
divine realms that transcend daily reality.

Alfred Lord Tennyson writes of this state:

More than once when I
Sat all alone, revolving in myself
The word that is the symbol of myself,
The mortal limit of the Self was loosed,
And passed into the nameless, as a cloud
Melts into heaven.

This experience often takes the form of a gentle ego loss, a dissolution
of ego structures that is necessary in order to reach a larger definition of
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self. The Indian philosopher and saint Sri Ramana Maharishi likened
this process to that of a sugar doll that goes for a swim and melts into
the ocean of consciousness. A more dramatic form of positive ego death
is a sudden confrontation with the light, compared by the mystics to the
moth that flies into the divine flame and is instantly consumed.

Encounters with the divine regions during the process of spiritual
emergence are extremely healing. Reaching them, one often feels positive
emotions such as ecstasy, rapture, joy, gratitude, love, and bliss, which
can quickly relieve or dissolve negative states such as depression and
anger. Feeling oneself to be part of an all-encompassing cosmic network
often gives a person who has problems with self-esteem a fresh, expanded
self-image.

Those who have such experiences early in their process usually feel
lucky; they develop a philosophical overview that accompanies them
through future challenges. They feel that even though things can become
tough, at least they have an idea of where they are going. It is like getting
a glimpse of the mountain top, and then, even if one has to return to its
base to climb it, having the perspective that there is a reward waiting at
the end of the journey. This is by far preferable to the situation of the
person who spends months tunneling through difficult emotions and
sensations without any idea of what the goal is.

These positive experiences do not necessarily occur as a logical stage
in a linear progression, as a prize at the end of a difficult search. Many
people find that they have to clear away personal problems or emotional
blockages before these areas can open up; when they become available,
one may feel as though their appearance is due to the hard work be-
forehand. However, other individuals spontaneously connect with tran-
scendent places within themselves, even though they have not done any
work on difficult issues. In many spiritual emergencies, people are treated
to brief tastes of these realms periodically, and find that they become
more and more available as time goes by.

Problems Created by Mystical or
Transcendental Experiences

In spite of the generally benevolent qualities of positive states, there are
two areas of difficulty that can arise when people have mystical experi-
ences: conflicts within oneself in accepting or dealing with the transcen-
dental realms, and problems when the experience interfaces with the
environment. Further, there are many times when these areas overlap.
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PROBLEMS WITHIN THE PERSON

Many people feel unprepared for the scope of the sacred realms. These
are unknown realities and states of mind, and allowing them into one’s
consciousness usually means giving up familiar concepts of what is real.
Such people may also feel that they are not strong enough for the pro-
found impact of the sensory and physical manifestations of mystical
experiences or that they are not sufficiently open to handle their power.
The American spiritual teacher Ram Dass compares such a person to a
toaster, and his or her reaction to “sticking your plug into 220 volts instead
of 110 volts and everything fries.” Receiving this enormous physical, men-
tal, emotional, and spiritual input can feel overpowering, and a natural
reaction can be to recoil.

A similar response may occur during a powerful experience of lu-
minosity. Sometimes, people feel that their eyes are too weak or too
clouded to handle the intensity of dazzling light, literally fearing that if
they allow the experience in, they will be permanently blinded. As this is
happening, they may feel a great deal of physical pain in and around
their eyes.

A meditator recalls the terror she felt during a “positive” transpersonal
state: “It was so strange . . . I had read about the experience of light in
books on spirituality and had only heard it described as blissful. I had
wished for that kind of state for a long time, and had tried many forms
of inner work to get there. But when it actually happened, I was terrified.
It was awesome; it was painful and terrible and wonderful all at once. I
felt as though it was too much, that I couldn’t contain it all. I thought of
Moses and the burning bush, how it was so bright that he had to turn
away. I felt unprepared, that I wasn’t expanded or clear enough to take
it in.”

Although the suffering that occurs during a mystical encounter may
feel destructive and violent at first, with time people often recognize it
as the pain of spiritual opening and growth. They may even come to
welcome it as a sign of their connection with the Divine, as described by
Saint Teresa of Avila:

The pain was so sharp that I moaned but the delight of this tremen-
dous pain is so overwhelming that one cannot wish it to leave one,
nor is the soul any longer satisfied with anything less than God. It is
a spiritual, not bodily pain, although the body has some part, even a
considerable part, in it. It is an exchange of courtesies between the
soul and God.
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The experience of positive ego disintegration, described earlier, can
also present problems. While some may welcome the opportunity as
liberating and expansive, for those who are very attached to their indi-
vidual identities this juncture can be very frightening, and they may try
to resist or fight it. Although this state of ego loss is transitory, people
who are in it feel that it is very permanent. In the limbo between who
they knew themselves to be and who they are becoming, they may ask,
“Who am I? Where is this taking me? And how can I have confidence in
what is happening?”

Some people may not trust the reality of their newfound possibilities
or may be afraid that the states they experience are signs of mental illness.
They may feel that they are straying too far from the ordinary. They may
even fear that after touching the Divine, they will have changed so much
that others around them will immediately see that they are “different”
and think they are either special or crazy.

Others may struggle with the transcendental realms, no matter how
beautiful and serene they are, because they do not feel worthy of the
experience. We have known several individuals with lifelong self-image
problems who feel undeserving of any experience that is too pleasurable
or auspicious. Often, the more benevolent their spiritual state is, the more
actively they try to resist it.

Some individuals become depressed after having visited the tran-
scendent domains because their daily life looks bleak and uninteresting
in comparison to the radiance and liberation they have tasted. A therapist
writes about returning to the limitations of the physical body after a
mystical experience:

“In that illuminated state, I felt completely boundless and free, sur-
rounded and filled with brilliant light, and washed by an enormous sense
of peace. As I began to return to the everyday world, I felt that my new,
expanded Self was being funnelled back into a constricted unit: my phys-
ical, everyday self. My body felt like a steel trap, ensnaring and holding
all of my possibilities. I felt the pain and drama of daily life beginning
to press in on me, and I cried as I yearned to return to the freedom that
I had discovered.”

Some people in this situation may indeed yearn to stay in an ex-
panded, pleasant state, to the exclusion of their daily responsibilities. Or
they may want so badly to repeat the experience that they are closed to
the possibility that other stages on their spiritual journey, while not as
beautiful or extraordinary, are just as important. As a result, they may
prevent themselves from cooperating with their further development by
resisting and even judging anything less than a positive mystical state.
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PROBLEMS WITH THE INTERFACE IN DAILY LIFE

Often, individuals benefit from their encounter with the divine but have
problems with the environment. In some instances, people talk to those
close to them about a powerful mystical state. If their family, friends, or
therapists do not understand the healing potential of these dimensions,
they may not treat them as valid or may automatically become concerned
about the sanity of the loved one or client. If the person who has had the
experience is at all hesitant about its validity or concerned about his or
her state of mind, the concern of others may exaggerate these doubts,
compromising, clouding, or obscuring the richness of the original feelings
and sensations.

Difficulties also arise when transcendent encounters occur in situa-
tions where they may be misunderstood. People generally find it less
problematic to be overwhelmed by a rapturous mystical state within the
safe confines of a meditation room or their bedroom than in the middle
of a shopping mall or an airport terminal. If an individual is not in a
supportive situation during the dissolution of personal boundaries, he or
she is likely to have temporary difficulty operating in the external world.
For example, such a person may feel unsure of physical coordination or
movement and may appear to be clumsy and disoriented. If, at the same
time, he or she is having to interact with a restaurant waiter or an airport
security guard, the behavior might be easily misunderstood.

Others may be afraid that if they allow such expanded experiences
to enter their lives, their new awareness will bring with them additional,
unwanted duties or responsibilities to the people around them or to the
world in general. One may ask, “Does this revelation mean that I have to
do semething with it? Am I supposed to help other people to see what I
have seen? Does this give me a special role in the world?”

Or they may have the opposite reaction: they may feel that they have
been blessed with divine Providence, and that therefore they deserve
special recognition and an elevated status that places them above ordinary
concerns. They may have had a very real insight that their existence is
part of an intricate, interconnected cosmic order; as a result, they might
feel that God will take care of everything and that they are therefore
exempt from much responsibility in life.

Closely related to this can be the way in which people act out such
insights. If they have connected with what they feel to be God or a Higher
Power, or with a celestial being such as Jesus or Buddha, they may allow
this state to distort their ego or their sense of personal identity. Rather
than understanding that they have tapped a universal reality that is po-
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tentially available to everyone, they feel that it is exclusively their own.
Instead of emerging from the experience with the understanding that
they are divine and so is everyone and everything else, they feel that they
are God and have a message for the world. Such people may develop
messianic tendencies, which, when expressed, may alienate them from
others.




CHAPTER 4

VARIETIES OF
SPIRITUAL
EMERGENCY

From the unreal lead me to the real.
From the darkness lead me to light.
From death lead me to immortality.
Brihad-Aranyaka Upanishad

The common denominator of all crises of transformation
is the manifestation of various aspects of the psyche that were previously
unconscious. However, each spiritual emergency represents a unique se-
lection and combination of unconscious elements—some of them bio-
graphical, others perinatal, and still others transpersonal. These three
categories of experiences were briefly described earlier and will be dis-
cussed in chapter 7. Within the psyche there are no boundaries; all its
contents form one continuum with many levels and many dimensions.
One should not, therefore, expect spiritual emergencies to come in types
or forms with sharp boundaries such that they can be easily distinguished.

- However, it is possible and useful to define certain types of spiritual
emergencies that have enough specific and characteristic features to dif-
ferentiate them. The following list of forms is based on our many years of
experience with people undergoing such crises, on information from col-
leagues who do similar work, and on the study of related literature. As we
define, describe, and discuss each of them, it is important to keep in mind
that their boundaries are somewhat blurred and in many cases overlap.

Episodes of unitive consciousness (peak experiences)
The awakening of Kundalini

Near-death experiences

Emergence of “past-life memories”

Psychological renewal through return to the center

The shamanic crisis

Awakening of extrasensory perception (psychic opening)
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m Communication with spirit guides and channeling
® Experiences of close encounters with UFQOs

m Possession states

Episodes of Unitive Consciousness
(Peak Experiences)

In this light my spirit suddenly saw through all, and in and by all
the creatures, even in herbs and grass, it knew God, who he is,
and how he is, and what his will is; and suddenly in that light my
will was set on, by a mighty impulse, to describe the being of God.
But because I could not presently apprehend the deepest births of
God in their being and comprehend them in my reason, there passed
almost twelve years before the exact understanding thereof was
given me.

Jacob Boehme,
Aurora: Dawning of the Day in the East

The American psychologist Abraham Maslow described a category of
mystical experiences characterized by dissolution of personal boundaries
and a sense of becoming one with other people, with nature, the entire
universe, and God; he coined for them the term peak experiences. In his
writings, he expressed sharp criticism of the traditional position of West-
ern psychiatry that such experiences are indications of mental disease.
Maslow demonstrated beyond any doubt that peak experiences often
occur in normal, well-adjusted people. He also observed that if they are
allowed to reach natural completion, they typically result in better func-
tioning in the world and are conducive to what he called “self-actuali-
zation” or “self-realization”—a fuller capacity to express one’s creative
potential.

The psychiatrist and consciousness researcher Walter Pahnke devel-
oped a list of basic characteristics of a typical peak experience, based on
the work of Abraham Maslow and W. T. Stace. He used the following
criteria to describe this state of mind:

® Unity (inner and outer)
® Strong positive emotion
® Transcendence of time and space

m Sense of sacredness (numinosity)
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Paradoxical nature
Objectivity and reality of the insights
Ineffability

Positive aftereffects

As this list indicates, an individual having a peak experience feels
a sense of overcoming the usual divisions and fragmentations of the
body and mind and reaching a state of complete inner unity and
wholeness; this usually feels very healing and beneficial. One also tran-
scends the ordinary distinction between subject and object and experi-
ences a state of ecstatic union with humanity, nature, the cosmos, and
God. This is associated with strong feelings of joy, bliss, serenity, and
peace.

Individuals experiencing mystical consciousness of this type have a
sense of leaving ordinary reality, where space has three dimensions and
time is linear, and entering a timeless, mythical realm where these cat-
egories no longer apply. In this state, eternity and infinity can be expe-
rienced within seconds of clock time. Another important experiential
quality of unitive consciousness is a sense of numinosity, a term C. G.
Jung used to describe a profound feeling of sacredness or holiness that
is associated with certain deep processes in the psyche. The experience
of numinosity has nothing to do with previous religious beliefs or pro-
grams; it is a direct and immediate awareness that we are dealing with
something that has a divine nature and is radically different from our
ordinary perception of the everyday world.

Descriptions of such experiences are usually full of paradoxical state-
ments that violate the basic laws of logic. The mystical state might be
referred to as being without any specific content yet all-containing. While
it does not present anything concrete, nothing seems to be missing since
it contains all of existence in a potential form. A person describing it can
talk about a complete loss of the ego and simultaneously claim that his
or her sense of identity was infinitely expanded so that it encompassed
the entire universe. Others can say that they feel utterly insignificant,
awed, and humbled through the experience and yet have a sense of ac-
complishment of cosmic proportions. While they feel themselves to be,
in a sense, nothing, they also feel that in another sense they are com-
mensurate with God.

During mystical experiences, one can feel that one has access to
ultimate knowledge and wisdom in matters of cosmic relevance. This
does not usually involve specific information about the material world,
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although mystical states have occasionally been sources of valid in-
formation that could be practically utilized. More typically, it is a
certain comprehensive insight into the essence of existence described
in the Upanishads as “knowing That, the knowledge of which gives
the knowledge of everything.” This knowledge of the true nature of ex-
istence is usually perceived as being ultimately more real and relevant
than all scientific theories or perceptions and concepts of our everyday
life.

Ineffability is a very characteristic feature of mystical states. It is
virtually impossible to describe to others the nature of these experiences,
their profound meaning, and their significance, particularly to those who
have never had them. Almost all accounts of mystical states contain la-
ments about the total inadequacy of words for such a task. Individuals
who have had experiences of this kind often hold to the fact that the
language of poetry, although imperfect, is the best vehicle for describing
these states. The immortal verses of great transcendental poets of the
East, such as Omar Khayyam, Rumi, Kabir, Mirabai, and Kahlil Gibran,
as well as Hildegard von Bingen, William Blake, Rainer Maria Rilke, and
others from our own tradition, attest to this fact.

If experiences of this kind are allowed to run their course, they can
have a profound and lasting influence on one’s general well-being, life
values, and overall strategy for existence. They often result in better emo-
tional and physical health, an increased appreciation for life, and a more
loving, accepting, and honest attitude toward fellow human beings. They
can drastically reduce intolerance, aggression, irrational drives, and un-
realistic ambitions.

There are certain situations in life that are particularly conducive to
peak experiences. In many instances, ego dissolution occurs when one
is overwhelmed by the perception of something that is exquisitely beau-
tiful. This often happens in extraordinary natural settings—while scuba
diving in coral-reef gardens, sailing on the ocean or white-water rafting
on wild rivers, camping in the desert, hiking in the high mountains, hot-
air ballooning, or hang-gliding. Experiences of this kind happened to
several astronauts during the flights to the moon and while orbiting the
earth.

Another important source of peak experiences is inspired art; here
the ecstatic rapture can be felt by the creative or performing artist, as
well as the sensitive admirer. Many experiences of unitive consciousness
have been evoked by the splendor of the Egyptian pyramids, Hindu tem-
ples, Gothic cathedrals, Moslem mosques, and the Taj Mahal, or by in-
spired music, paintings, or sculptures. Love, romance, and erotic rapture
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also frequently trigger powerful unitive experiences. It might come as
somewhat of a surprise that peak experiences also occur frequently dur-
ing rigorous training and competitive encounters in various sports. Mi-
chael Murphy and Rhea White have offered many amazing examples of
such states in their book The Psychic Side of Sports.

Considering the positive nature and potential of peak experiences, it
might seem puzzling that they can become a source of spiritual crisis.
The main reason for such complications is a lack of real understanding
about nonordinary states of consciousness in Western culture. As a result,
we are unable to recognize the value of such experiences, accept them,
and support them. The prevailing attitude in traditional psychiatry and
among the general public is that any deviations from the ordinary per-
ception and understanding of reality are pathological. Under these cir-
cumstances, an average Westerner undergoing a mystical state will tend
to question his or her sanity and resist the experience. Relatives and
friends will very likely support such an attitude and suggest psychiatric
help. Many people in the midst of a peak experience have been sent to
psychiatrists who gave them pathological labels, interrupted their expe-
rience with tranquilizing medication, and assigned them the role of life-
long psychiatric patients.

The Awakening of Kundalini

Sometimes the Spiritual Current rises through the spine, crawling
like an ant. Sometimes, in samadhi, the soul swims joyfully in the
ocean of divine ecstasy, like a fish. Sometimes, when I lie down on
my side, I feel the Spiritual Current pushing me like a monkey and
playing with me joyfully. I remain still: That Current, like a monkey,
suddenly with one jump reaches the Sahasrara (crown center). That
is why you see me jump up with a start. Sometimes, again, the Spir-
itual Current rises like a bird hopping from one branch to another.
The place where it rests feels like fire . .. Sometimes the Spiritual
Current moves up like a snake. Going in a zigzag way, at last it reaches
the head and I go into samadhi. A man’s spiritual consciousness is

not awakened unless his Kundalini is aroused.
The Indian saint Ramakrishna

Descriptions of this form of spiritual emergency can be found in
ancient Indian literature; its manifestations are attributed to the acti-
vation or awakening of a form of subtle energy called the Serpent Power
or Kundalini. According to the yogis, Kundalini (literally, “the coiled one”)
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is the energy that creates and sustains the cosmos. In the human body,
it resides in its latent form at the base of the spine. It has the potential
to purify and heal the mind and body, mediate spiritual opening, and
raise one to a higher level of consciousness.

Dormant Kundalini is traditionally represented as a serpent coiled
three and a half times around the lingam, the phallic symbol of male
generative power. Among the situations that can lead to Kundalini awak-
ening are intense meditation, the intervention of an advanced spiritual
teacher or guru, and certain specific maneuvers and exercises of Kun-
dalini yoga. On occasion, childbirth and passionate lovemaking can play
a critical role. In some instances, people experience spontaneous arousal
of Kundalini: it can happen unexpectedly, in the middle of everyday life,
without an obvious trigger.

Activated Kundalini changes into its fiery form, or Shakti, and rises
up the spine, flowing through the conduits of the subtle body, a non-
physical field of energy that the yogis say infuses and surrounds the
physical body. Clearing away the effects of old traumas, it opens the
seven spiritual centers, called chakras, that are located in the subtle body
along an axis corresponding to the spine. Beside various difficult expe-
riences associated with this purging process, individuals undergoing Kun-
dalini awakening often describe ecstatic states associated with reaching
higher levels of consciousness. Among these, the samadhi, or union with
the Divine that occurs when the process reaches the seventh or “crown”
chakra (Sahasrara), deserves special notice. This process, although re-
garded by the yogis as highly desirable and beneficial, is not without
dangers. Ideally, people undergoing intense Kundalini awakening should
have the guidance of an experienced spiritual teacher.

The Shakti energy moving through the body brings into consciousness
a broad spectrum of previously unconscious elements: memories of psy-
chological and physical traumas, perinatal sequences, and various ar-
chetypal images. As this is happening, people in this form of spiritual
crisis experience a rich spectrum of emotional and bodily manifestations
called kriyas. They have intense sensations of energy and heat streaming
up their spines, and their bodies are often overcome by violent shaking,
spasms, and twisting movements. Their psyche can be unexpectedly
flooded by powerful waves of emotions, such as anxiety, anger, sadness,
or joy and ecstatic rapture. An overwhelming fear of death, loss of control,
and impending insanity are also frequently concomitants of extreme
forms of Kundalini awakening.

Individuals involved in this process might find it difficult to control
their behavior; during powerful rushes of Kundalini energy, they often
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emit various involuntary sounds and their bodies move in strange and
unexpected patterns. Among the most common manifestations of this
kind are unmotivated and unnatural laughter or crying, talking in
tongues, singing previously unknown songs and spiritual chants, assum-
ing yogic postures and gestures, and imitating a variety of animal sounds
and movements.

The sensory manifestations of Kundalini awakening can be very rich
and varied. People involved in this process often describe colorful visions
of beautiful geometrical patterns, brilliant lights of supernatural beauty,
and complex scenes of deities, demons, and saints. They experience inner
sounds that range from simple humming, buzzing, and the chirping of
crickets to celestial music and choirs of human voices. At times they
might smell exquisite perfumes and balms: some refer to an indescribably
sweet fragrance of a divine nectar. Particularly common are intense sex-
ual arousal and orgastic feelings that may be either ecstatic or painful.
This deep connection between Kundalini and sexual energy is the basis
of a yogic practice called Tantra, where ritual sexual union is used as a
vehicle for inducing spiritual experiences.

Careful study of the manifestations of Kundalini awakening confirms
that this process, although sometimes very intense and shattering, is
essentially healing. In connection with experiences of this kind, we have
repeatedly observed over the years the dramatic alleviation or complete
clearing of a broad spectrum of emotional as well as physical problems
including depression, various forms of phobias, migraine headaches, and
asthma. However, in the course of Kundalini awakening, various old
symptoms can also be temporarily intensified and previously latent ones
become manifest. On occasion, they can simulate different psychiatric
and medical problems, and may even be misdiagnosed as such.

Although the concept of Kundalini found its most sophisticated and
elaborate expression in the Indian scriptures, important parallels exist in
many cultures and religions around the world. One of the most interesting
examples is the trance dance of the African !Kung bushmen of the Kal-
ahari Desert. They regularly conduct all-night rituals during which the
women sit on the ground drumming and the men move in a circle in
rhythmic monotonous movements. One after another, the participants
enter a profound altered state of consciousness associated with the release
of powerful emotions such as anger, anxiety, and fear. They are often
unable to maintain an upright position and are overcome by violent
shaking. Following these dramatic experiences, they typically enter a state
of ecstatic rapture. According to the bushman tradition, the dance re-
leases from the base of the spine a cosmic healing force called nrum, or
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“medicine.” This is then passed by direct physical contact from one person
to another.

Concepts similar to Kundalini and the system of the chakras also
exist among North American Indian tribes. The Hopis envision centers
of psychic energy that closely resemble the chakras. Joseph Campbell
often pointed out parallel elements in Navajo sand paintings. Ideas related
to Kundalini and the chakras can also be found in Tibetan Buddhism,
Taoist yoga, Korean Zen, and Sufism.

However, the activation of Kundalini is not a phenomenon limited
to non-Western cultures. In the Christian tradition, manifestations re-
sembling Kundalini have been described during the practice of the so-
called Jesus prayer or hesychasm. And unmistakable signs of Kundalini
awakening have recently been observed in thousands of modern West-
erners. Gopi Krishna, a world-renowned spiritual teacher from Kashmir
who personally experienced a profound and dramatic Kundalini crisis,
spent many years trying to alert the Western world to the existence and
importance of this phenomenon.

The credit for bringing the Kundalini concept to the attention of
Western professional circles goes to the California psychiatrist and eye
doctor Lee Sannella. In his pioneering book, The Kundalini Experience:
Psychosis or Transcendence, he described the form the awakening of Kun-
dalini takes in our culture, approaching it from the point of view of
Western medicine. Sannella put special emphasis on the medical signif-
icance of the Kundalini syndrome. He pointed out that it can simulate
many psychiatric and even medical problems, such as psychoses, hysteria,
eye disorders, heart attacks, gastrointestinal diseases, pelvic infections,
epilepsy, and even multiple sclerosis. For these reasons, Sannella con-
siders a medical examination by an informed clinician to be particularly
important in this type of spiritual emergency.

Near-Death Experiences

Then I saw my whole past life take place in many images, as though
on a stage at some distance from me. I saw myself as the chief char-
acter in the performance. Everything was transfigured as though by
a heavenly light and everything was beautiful without grief, without
anxiety, and without pain. The memory of very tragic experiences I
had was clear but not saddening. I felt no conflict or strife; conflict
had been transmuted into love. Elevated and harmonious thoughts
dominated and united the individual images, and like magnificent
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music a divine calm swept through my soul. I became ever more
surrounded by a splendid blue heaven with delicate roseate and violet
cloudlets. I swept into it painlessly and softly and I saw that now I
was falling freely and under me a snowfield lay waiting ... Then I
heard a dull thud and my fall was over.

Albert Heim describing his near-fatal fall in the Swiss Alps

Death is one of the few universal experiences of human existence. It
is the most predictable event in our life, yet the most mysterious one.
Since immemorial times, the fact of our mortality has been an inex-
haustible source of inspiration for artists and mystics. The idea of survival
of consciousness after death and of the posthumous journey of the soul
appears in folklore, mythology, and spiritual literature of all times and
cultures. Special sacred scriptures have been dedicated to the description
and discussion of the experiences associated with death and dying.

In the past, Western scientists ignored what they called “funeral my-
thology,” considering it to be a product of the fantasy and imagination
of primitive peoples unable to face and accept the fact of their mortality.
This situation started to change dramatically after Elisabeth Kiibler-Ross
attracted the attention of professional circles to the area of death and
dying and Raymond Moody published his best-selling book Life after Life.
Moody’s work was based on the accounts of 150 people who had had
near-death experiences; it essentially validated the descriptions found in
the Tibetan and Egyptian books of the dead, in the European Ars Mor-
iendi, and other similar guides for the dying from other times and cul-
tures. It became clear that the process of dying can be associated with
an extraordinary inner journey into the transpersonal domains of the
psyche.

Although there are individual variations, the experiences of the people
who come close to death seem to follow a general pattern. One’s entire
life up to that point can be reviewed in the form of a colorful, incredibly
condensed replay within seconds of clock time. Consciousness can detach
from the body and move around with great independence and freedom.
Sometimes it floats above the scene of the accident and observes it with
curiosity and detached amusement; at other times it travels to distant
locations.

Many people experience passage through a dark tunnel oi funnel to
a source of light whose radiance and brilliance are beyond human imag-
ination. This light has an exquisite, supernatural beauty and is endowed
with definite personal characteristics. It radiates infinite all-embracing
love, forgiveness, and acceptance. Moody uses the term Being of Light to
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describe the nature of this experience; many people refer to it quite ex-
plicitly as God. This encounter often has the form of an intimate personal
exchange that involves profound lessons about life and the universal laws;
this provides a context for looking at one’s own past and evaluating it by
these cosmic standards. In the light of this new information, one makes
the decision of whether to return to ordinary reality. People who have
had this experience and have come back to life usually return with a deep
determination to live in a way that is congruent with the principles they
have learned.

Near-death experiences can thus be powerful catalysts of spiritual
awakening and consciousness evolution. An encounter with the trans-
personal source in the form of the Being of Light leads to profound
changes of personality that are very similar to the aftereffects of spon-
taneous peak experiences described by Maslow: an increase in self-esteem
and self-confidence, and a decreased interest in status, power, and ma-
terial pursuits. These are associated with a heightened appreciation for
nature and life, deep ecological concerns, and a love for one’s fellow
human beings. However, the most striking consequence is the awakening
of a spirituality that has a universal quality. It transcends the divisive
interests of religious sectarianism and resembles the best of mystical
traditions and the great spiritual philosophies of the East in its all-
embracing quality and transcendence of ordinary boundaries.

Near-death experiences of this kind occur in over one-third of the
people who come close to losing their lives. They are independent of sex,
age, intelligence, level of education, religious beliefs, church affiliation,
and other similar characteristics. It also does not seem to make a differ-
ence whether one actually suffers serious biological damage; often the
mere exposure to a situation where one might lose one’s life is sufficient.

The reason near-death experiences frequently lead to a spiritual emer-
gency is that they involve an unusually abrupt and profound shift in the
experience of reality in people who are entirely unprepared for this event.
A car accident in the middle of rush-hour traffic or a heart attack while
jogging can catapult one into a fantastic visionary adventure within sec-
onds. Unfortunately, the people who provide assistance often are not
aware that such emergencies have an important psychological and spir-
itual dimension. Moody reported, for example, that in only one of the
150 cases he studied was the attending physician at all familiar with near-
death experiences. This is astonishing considering that medicine is a
discipline that professionally deals with death and dying on a daily basis.

Since the time of the publication of Moody’s book, the situation has
changed. Many additional scientific studies have confirmed and refined

— T ——
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his original findings. Their results have been published in popular books
and have appeared repeatedly in the mass media. Professionals now have
an intellectual knowledge of the phenomena surrounding near-death sit-
uations, and so do most of their clients. Unfortunately, this information
has yet to find sufficient application in day-to-day clinical work with
people in emergency.

Emergence of ‘“‘Past-Life Memories”

The patient was getting deeply involved in the process and described
that she was engaged in a vicious battle in ancient Persia. Suddenly,
she experienced a sharp pain in her chest which was penetrated
by an arrow. She was lying on the ground dying in the dust on a
hot day.

In the blue sky above her, she noticed vultures, approaching her
in large circles. They all landed and surrounded her, waiting for her
to die. While she was still alive, some of them approached her and
started tearing pieces of her flesh.

Screaming and beating around herself, she fought a desperate,
but losing battle with the scavanger birds. Finally, she surrendered
and died. When she emerged from the experience, she was free from
the phobia of birds and feathers that had tormented her for many

years.
A hypnotic regression described in Stanislav Grof’s
The Adventure of Self-Discovery

One category of transpersonal phenomena occurring in spiritual
crises deserves special attention, because of its great practical importance
and the key role it has played in the religions of many cultures: so-called
past-life memories, or karmic experiences. They belong to the most col-
orful and dramatic manifestations of nonordinary states of conscious-
ness. These are experiential sequences taking place in other historical
periods and/or other countries. They usually depict emotionally charged
events and portray the protagonists, physical settings, and historical cir-
cumstances with astonishing detail. An important characteristic of
karmic experiences is a conviction that these events are personal mem-
ories from a previous lifetime.

Whether or not we see these experiences as supporting evidence for
a belief in reincarnation, they are important psychological phenomena
with great healing and transformative potential. Experiences of this kind
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clearly provided inspiration for the Indian concepts of rebirth and the
law of karma. According to these teachings, our existence is not limited
to one lifetime but consists of a long chain of successive incarnations.
We do not generally remember the events from previous incarnations
except on special occasions, when isolated memories of important events
from past lives emerge into our consciousness. Yet we are responsible
for our actions in all of them. Because of the inexorable effects of the
law of karma, our present life is shaped by the merits and debits of the
preceding ones, and our current actions, in turn, influence our future
destiny.

To appreciate the psychological importance of past-life experiences,
we have to realize that the concept of reincarnation, which is based on
them, was nearly universal in ancient and preindustrial cultures. It is the
cornerstone of the great Indian spiritual systems—Hinduism, Buddhism,
Jainism, and Sikhism—and of the Tibetan Vajrayana. The broad spec-
trum of other cultures and groups that have shared the belief in past lives
is very rich; it includes the ancient Egyptians, American Indians, the
Parsees, the Polynesian cultures, and the Orphic cult of ancient Greece.
It is not commonly known that similar concepts also existed in Chris-
tianity before A.D. 553, when they were banned by a special council in
Constantinople under the Emperor Justinian in connection with the
teachings of Father Origen.

Another important aspect of past-life memories is their extraordinary
therapeutic and transformative potential, which has been repeatedly con-
firmed by psychotherapists and consciousness researchers who study
nonordinary states. When the content of a karmic experience fully
emerges into consciousness, it can suddenly explain many otherwise in-
comprehensible aspects of one’s daily life. Strange difficulties in rela-
tionships with certain people, unsubstantiated fears, peculiar dislikes and
attractions, as well as obscure emotional and psychosomatic problems
now seem to make sense as karmic carryovers from a previous lifetime.
These very often disappear when the experiences are completed. We have
repeatedly observed, after someone has had a powerful past-life experi-
ence, the alleviation or complete elimination of severe psychosomatic
pains, depression, phobias, psychogenic asthma, migraine headaches,
and other problems that had previously resisted a variety of conventional
treatments.

Past-life memories can also be a source of considerable problems.
When they are close to consciousness, but not close enough to become
fully manifest, they can have a profound impact on the psyche and cause
serious emotional and physical distress. The person involved can expe-
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rience strange feelings and sensations in different parts of the body that
do not have a basis in everyday reality. He or she can notice various
unsubstantiated fears of certain people, situations, and places or, con-
versely, irresistible attractions. One can feel sharp pains in the body or
feelings of suffocation for which there is no medical cause. The picture
of an unknown face, scenery, or object might recurrently emerge into
consciousness.

All these elements are meaningful parts of a karmic pattern that
has not yet fully surfaced. Experienced out of context, they are in-
comprehensible and seem completely irrational. In our experiential
workshops, many people were able during sessions of Holotropic
Breathwork® to identify, fully relive, and resolve various past-life
memories that had for months or years been sources of serious emo-
tional difficulties.

Other problems can occur when a strong karmic experience begins
emerging into consciousness in the midst of everyday life and profoundly
disturbs normal functioning. The person involved might feel compelled
to act out certain elements of the underlying karmic theme before it is
made fully conscious and understood or “completed.” We have seen sit-
uations where individuals who were under the influence of an emerging
past-life memory identified certain people from their current life as their
karmic partners—either enemies or soul mates. As a result they harassed
them, seeking confrontation or connection. Such situations can cause
much confusion and embarrassment.

Experiential completion of a past-life memory does not necessarily
mean the end of problems. Even if the inner process comes to an end
and its implications have been accepted, some people might encounter
an additional challenge. They have now had a profound and meaningful
experience of certain realities that are alien to our culture and have the
task of reconciling this fact with the traditional worldview of Western
civilization. This might be easy for people who do not have a strong
commitment to a well-articulated philosophical or scientific worldview.
They might simply find the experience interesting, revealing, and bene-
ficial; they accept the new information and do not feel much need to
analyze it.

However, those with a strong intellectual orientation and with much
investment in rational understanding might feel that a rug has been pulled
out from under their feet and that they are losing solid ground. They may
enter a period of unpleasant confusion as a result of having had a con-
vincing and meaningful experience that threatens to undermine and in-
validate their belief system.
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Psychological Renewal Through Return
to the Center

The religious imagery described the patient as another Christ, leading
the fight against the Devil; like Christ, he was to be sacrificed and
rise again. The Garden of Eden figured prominently: it was once
occupied by Father, Son, and Holy Ghost, but then taken over by the
Devil. Interwoven with this were stories of four kings of the four
directions, and a major conflict between the King of the North and
the South.

As a mythical hero the patient found himself performing great
wonders. As King Richard the Lion-Hearted, he killed a tiger and
strangled a serpent just after he was born. As a Japanese hero he took
on the form of a serpent and acquired a “vicious power to strike
back”; he killed a tarantula who was a Japanese mother dressed for
battle, and he overcame several monsters.

John Perry, The Far Side of Madness

This important type of transformational crisis has been described by
the California psychiatrist and Jungian analyst John Perry, who gave it
the name renewal process. Perry’s experiences with this type of crisis came
from many years of psychotherapy with young people in acute episodes
of nonordinary states of consciousness. These people were allowed and
encouraged to go through the process without suppressive medication.
Perry also founded a specially designed facility that made this approach
possible; it was based in San Francisco and was called Diabasis.

People involved in the renewal process experience dramatic se-
quences that involve enormous energies and occur on a scale that makes
these individuals feel they are at the center of events that have global or
even cosmic relevance. Their psyche becomes a fantastic battlefield where
the forces of Good and Evil are engaged in a universal combat that seems
critical to the future of the world.

These visionary states seem to replay history in reverse, taking these
individuals further and further back—to their own roots, to the origins
of humanity, to the creation of the world, and to the ideal pristine state
of paradise. This is often associated with a conviction that this process
offers an opportunity for correcting some serious errors and accidents
that happened in the past, both individual and universal, and for creating
a better world.

Another important aspect of the renewal process is a great preoc-
cupation with death in many different forms. Individuals engaged in this
type of crisis might feel that it is essential for them to understand the
nature of dying and death and what functions these have in the universal
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order. They might experience a connection with the afterlife and com-
munication with their ancestors. The idea of ritual killing, sacrifice, and
martyrdom seems particularly significant and appealing.

For those undergoing this radical psychological renewal, the problem
of opposites is also an issue of special interest. They are fascinated by
the differences between sexes, sexual change, homosexuality, and tran-
scendence of sexual polarity.

When the episode is allowed to proceed beyond the initial turmoil
and confusion, the experiences become increasingly pleasant and grad-
ually move toward a resolution. The process often culminates in the
experience of “sacred marriage,” a blissful union with an ideal partner.
This can be either an imaginary archetypal figure or an idealized person
from one’s life on whom this role is projected. The sacred marriage can
have as protagonists such archetypal figures as Adam and Eve, the King
and the Queen, the Sun and the Moon, Shiva and Shakti, and similar
pairs; it usually means that the masculine and feminine aspects of the
personality are reaching a new psychological balance. In women, it can
take the form of a sacred marriage to Christ.

At this time, the process seems to be reaching the center or organizing
principle of the psyche that C. G. Jung referred to as the Self. This trans-
personal center represents our deepest and true nature and is probably
closely related to the Hindu concept of Atman-Brahman, the Divine
Within. In visionary states, the Self appears in the form of a radiant
source of light of supernatural beauty, precious stones and metals, shin-
ing pearls, exquisite jewels, and other symbolic variations.

Individuals who connect with this glorious inner domain usually in-
terpret this achievement as a personal apotheosis, a cosmic happening
that elevates them to an exalted human role or raises them above the
human condition altogether—a great leader, world savior, or even the
Lord of the Universe. They may feel that they have conquered death and
may have a profound sense of spiritual rebirth. In this context, women
frequently experience giving birth to a divine child with some extraor-
dinary mission, while men more often experience themselves as reborn
into this new role.

As the process of renewal reaches its completion and integration, the
visions bring images of an ideal new world—usually some form of a
harmonious society governed by love and justice, which has successfully
overcome all ills and evils. In this final arrangement, the number four
often plays an important role; in Jungian psychology, this number is seen
as an archetypal symbol of the Self and of wholeness.

The final drama can involve four kings, four countries, or four polit-
ical parties. This is often reflected in spontaneous drawings with motifs
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of four axes, four quadrants, four cardinal points, or four rivers. The
appearance of quadrated circles seems to be a particularly important
indication that the process is approaching successful resolution.: As
the intensity of the experiences subsides, the individual realizes that the
entire drama was a psychological transformation that was by and large
limited to the inner world and becomes ready for reentry into everyday
reality.

To an uninformed observer, the experiences of people involved in a
renewal process seem so strange and extraordinary that it might seem
logical to attribute them to some exotic process or a serious disease
affecting the functioning of the brain. However, Perry did not let himself
be deceived by the unusual nature of the experiences. He came to this
work equipped with a solid knowledge of Jungian psychology and an
encyclopedic cultural background. Allowing the experiences to take their
spontaneous course, he was soon able to recognize that this process was
by its very nature healing and restorative.

Among Perry’s most important contributions was the insight that the
renewal process has a profound meaning and order and is linked to
important aspects of human history. He realized that the sequences his
clients experienced during their acute episodes were identical to the
themes of the ritual dramas that were enacted during New Year festivals
in all major cultures of the world at the time when the kings were seen
as incarnations of gods. The mythological roots of these experiences and
their connection to human history will be explored in chapter 6.

The healing and transformative potential of the renewal process, as
well as its connection with an important stage of human cultural history,
makes it highly unlikely that we are dealing here with erratic products
of mental disease. Perry offers an explanation that is radically different
from the position of mainstream psychiatry; according to him, this pro-
cess signifies a major step in the direction of what Jung called
“individuation”—a fuller expression of one’s deeper potential.

The Shamanic Crisis

There is a power we call Sila, which is not to be explained in simple
words. A great spirit, supporting the world and the weather and all
life on earth, a spirit so mighty that what he says to mankind is not
through common words, but by storm and snow and rain and the
fury of the sea; all the forces of nature that men fear. But he has also
another way of communication: by sunlight and calm of the sea, and
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little children innocently at play, themselves understanding nothing
... No one has seen Sila; his place of being is a mystery, in that he
is at once among us and unspeakably far away.

Eskimo shaman, as recorded by explorer Knut Rasmussen

This form of psychospiritual transformation bears a deep resem-
blance to the initiatory crises of shamans—healers and spiritual leaders
of many aboriginal peoples. Anthropologists refer to the dramatic epi-
sodes of nonordinary states of consciousness that mark the beginning of
the healing career of many shamans as the “shamanic illness.” It is the
most ancient form of transformational crisis, but it would be a mistake
to consider it a phenomenon that is limited to the remote past or to exotic
and so-called primitive cultures.

We have repeatedly seen very similar experiences in modern-day
Americans, Europeans, Australians, and Asians, in the form both of spon-
taneously occurring episodes lasting many days, and of brief transient
sequences during psychedelic sessions and Holotropic Breathwork. In
this context, we will describe the nature of shamanic crisis as an impor-
tant form of spiritual emergency. In chapter 6, we will explore shamanism
as a historical and cultural phenomenon.

Visionary adventures of this kind typically involve a journey into the
underworld—the realm of the dead. There one is attacked by vicious
demonic entities and exposed to unimaginable ordeals culminating in
experiences of death, dismemberment, and annihilation. As in shamanic
crises, the final annihilation can be experienced as being killed, torn to
pieces, or swallowed by specific animals who function as initiators. The
same animals may appear later in the roles of spirit guides, protectors,
and teachers. This experience of total annihilation is typically followed
by resurrection, rebirth, and ascent to celestial regions. This process of
psychological death and rebirth seems to be closely related to reliving
the trauma of biological birth, although this connection by no means
provides a full explanation of the shamanic crisis.

Also characteristic is a rich spectrum of transpersonal experiences
that provide profound insights into realms and dimensions of reality that
are ordinarily hidden to human perception and intellect. Some of them
mediate profound connection with and attunement to the creative ener-
gies of the universe, the forces of nature, and the world of animals and
plants. Others involve various deities, spirit guides, and particularly
power animals—helpers and protectors in animal form.

People experiencing sequences of this kind often feel a special con-
nection with nature—with the ocean, rivers, mountains, celestial bodies,



90 THE STORMY SEARCH FOR THE SELF

and various life forms. Many are seized by sudden artistic inspiration
through which they receive poems, songs, or ideas for rituals to be per-
formed. Some of these rituals can be identical with those actually prac-
ticed by shamans of various cultures. And, like shamans, some develop
unusual insights into the nature of various emotional and psychosomatic
disorders and ways of detecting and healing them.

Awakening of Extrasensory Perception
(Psychic Opening)

Then I looked again. Something was wrong. This wall had no win-
dows, no furniture against it, no doors. It was not a wall in my
bedroom. Yet somehow it was familiar. Identification came instantly.
It was not a wall, it was the ceiling. I was floating against the ceiling,
bouncing gently with any movement I made. I rolled in the air, star-
tled, and looked down.

There, in the dim light below me, was the bed. There were two
figures lying in the bed. To the right was my wife. Beside her was
someone else. Both seemed asleep. This was a strange dream, I
thought. I was curious. Whom would I dream to be in bed with my
wife? I looked more closely and the shock was intense. I was the
someone in the bed!

Robert Monroe, Journeys Out of the Body

Many spiritual traditions and mystical schools describe the emer-
gence of various paranormal abilities as a natural but potentially dan-
gerous stage in consciousness development. Fascination and obsession
with psychic phenomena are usually seen as a dangerous trap for the
seeker’s ego and an unfortunate distraction from genuine spiritual pur-
suits. In the more advanced stages that follow the overcoming of this
critical obstacle, heightened intuition and psychic abilities can become
integral parts of one’s life. At that time, they are integrated into the new
mystical worldview and do not present problems.

It is thus not surprising that a considerable increase in intuitive abil-
ities and the occurrence of psychic or paranormal phenomena are ex-
tremely frequent concomitants of various forms of spiritual emergency.
Practically any type of transpersonal experience can under certain cir-
cumstances provide astonishing information that the individual could
not have acquired in conventional ways and that appears to come from
paranormal sources. In addition, many individuals in transformational
crisis report specific instances of extrasensory perception, such as remote
viewing, precognition, telepathy, and other psychic phenomena. How-
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ever, occasionally the influx of information from nonordinary sources be-
comes so overwhelming and confusing that it dominates the picture and
becomes a major problem.

The most extreme and dramatic manifestations of a psychic opening
are out-of-body experiences. Here consciousness seems to separate from
the body, assumes various degrees of independence and freedom, and
acquires the ability to perceive the environment without the mediation
of the senses. People experiencing such disembodied states are able to
observe themselves from the ceiling, witness events in other parts of the
building, or “travel” to various distant locations and perceive accurately
what is happening there. As we will see later, such states are particularly
frequent in near-death situations, where their authenticity has been con-
firmed by systematic clinical studies.

Another extrasensory phenomenon that often occurs in persons ex-
periencing a dramatic psychic opening is the capacity to tune so deeply
into the inner processes of others that it results in telepathy. Their insights
can be remarkably accurate and may be aimed at various areas that people
ordinarily like to hide. Many people in crisis tend to indiscriminately
verbalize their telepathic insights, which offends and irritates those whom
the insights concern and aggravates further an already tense situation.
On occasion, this can be one of the factors that lead to unnecessary
hospitalization.

In some instances, individuals undergoing spiritual emergency can
have various forms and degrees of awareness concerning the future.
Sometimes this is related to events that are about to happen, at other
times to those that will occur in the remote future. They can also exhibit
perceptions of situations in other parts of the world, particularly if these
involve people to whom they are emotionally close. The frequent occur-
rence and accumulation of such psychic events can be very frightening
and disturbing, since they seriously undermine the notion of reality prev-
alent in industrial societies.

Another experience that often presents serious problems for people
undergoing dramatic psychic opening is the occasional loss of their own
identity and mediumistic identification with other persons. They can as-
sume the other person’s body image, posture, gestures, facial expression,
emotions, and even thought processes. Accomplished shamans, psychics,
and spiritual healers are often able to enter such states at will and use
them for acquiring insights into other people’s problems, and diagnosing
and healing various disorders. However, inexperienced people in crises
of psychic opening are often surprised by the sudden and unsolicited
occurrence of such phenomena and find the loss of control and personal
identity that they entail very frightening.
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Individuals in spiritual crises often report that their lives abound in
various extraordinary coincidences that connect the elements of their
inner reality, such as dreams and visionary states, with events in.the
everyday world. This phenomenon was first recognized and described by
C. G. Jung, who called it synchronicity. He defined synchronicity as an
acausal connecting principle that accounts for meaningful coincidences
linking individuals and situations in separate locations or across time.
Extraordinary synchronicities accompany many forms of spiritual emer-
gency, but they seem to be particularly common in crises of psychic
opening.

Traditional psychiatry insists on strictly causal explanations and has
not yet accepted the phenomenon of synchronicity. Psychiatrists usually
dismiss any allusions to meaningful coincidences as distorted perception
and misinterpretation of facts due to a pathological process. The technical
term used in this context is delusion of reference, which means that the
person sees connections where there really are none. In the Newtonian-
Cartesian image of the universe, there is no place for meaningful coin-
cidences; every improbable coincidence either is a chance happening or
exists only in the imagination of the perceiver.

Transpersonal research has shown that in the process of spiritual
opening people often experience genuine synchronicities in Jung’s sense.
All those who have access to the facts—about both the inner experiences
and the corresponding events in the external world—recognize the ex-
traordinary nature of these situations. The connections are very specific,
deeply meaningful, and often even contain an element of cosmic humor.
Everything considered, it is highly implausible that such coincidences
can be understood in causal terms or that they are due to chance alone.
At present, the concept of synchronicity is not limited to psychology.
Many avant-garde scientists, including quantum-relativistic physicists,
have embraced the principle of synchronicity as an important alternative
to strictly causal explanations.
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