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¢ MYSTICISM

ubé-u%w

MYSTICISM, in general, a spiritual quest for hidden truth
or wisdom, the goal of which is union with the divine or sa-
cred (the tramscendent realm). Forms of mysticism are
found in all major world religions, by analogy in the sha-
manic and other ecstatic practices of nonliterate culeures,
and in secular experience.

The goal of mysticism is union with the divine or sacred.
The path to that union is usually developed by following
four stages: purgation {of bodily desires|, purification (of the
will), illumination {of the mind), and unification |of one's
will or being with the divine). If “the object of man's exist-
cnce is to be a Man, that is, to re-establish the harmony
which originally belonged between him and the divinized
state before the separation took place which disturbed the
equilibrium” (The Life and Docirine of Paracelsus), mysti-
cism will always bc a part of the way of return to the
source of being, a way of counteracting the experience of
alienation.

Mysticism's apparent denial, or self-negation, is part of a
psychological process or strategy that does not really deny
the person. Indeed, many forms of mysticism satisfy the
claims of rationality, ecstasy, and righteousness. There is
obviously something nonmental, paradoxical, and unpre-
dictable about the mystical phenomenon, but it is not,
therefore, irrational or antirational or “religion without
thought.” Rather, as zeN Buddhist masters say, it is knowl-
edge of the most adequate kind, only it cannot be expressed
in words. If there is a mystery about mystical experience, it
is something it sharcs with life and consciousness. Mysti-
cism, a form of living in depth, indicates that in humans
there is a meeting ground of various levels of reality; we are
more than onc-dimensional. Despite the interaction and
correspondence between levels—"What is below is like
what is above; what is above is like what is below” {Tabula
Smaragdina, “Emerald Tablet,” a work on alchemy attrib-

, uted to Hermes Trismegistos; see HERMETIC WRITINGS|—they

are not to be equated or confused. At once a praxis (tech-
nique) and a gnosis |esoteric knowledge, sez GNOSTICISMY,
mysticism consists of a way or discipline.

The rclationship of the rcligion of faith to mysticism
{"personal religion raised to the highest power”) is ambigu-
ous, a mixture of respect and misgivings. Though mysti-
cism may be associated with religion, it need not be. The
mystic often represents a type that the structured and hier-
archical religious institution (i.e., the established church)
does not and cannot produce and does not know what to do
with if and when one appears. As William Ralph Inge, an
English theologian, commented, “institutionalism and
mysticism have been uneasy bedfellows.” Although mysti-
cism has been the core of Hinduism and Buddhism, it has
been little more than a minor element—and, frequently, a
disturbing one—in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. As the
15th- to 16th-century Italian political philosopher Machia-
velli had noted of the 13th-century Christian monastic
leaders ST, FRANCIS and ST. DOMINIC, they had saved religion
but destroyed the church.

Paradigmatic pronouncements in regard to mysticism
pose problems of their own. The classic Indian formula—
“that thou art,” tat tvam asi (Chandogyva Upanishad,
6.9]—is hedged around with the profoundest ambiguity.
The difficulty reappears in the thought of the medicval
Christian mystic MEISTER ECKHART, who had the church rais-
ing questions for such unguarded statements as “The
knower and the known are one. God and 1, we are one in
knowledge” and “There is no distinction between us.”

Mysticism may be defined as the belief in a third kind of

knowledge, the other two being semse knowledge and
knowledge by inference. This same view was held by the
3rd-century-CE Greek philosopher Plotinus. But the pattern
misses the other dominant quality of mystical exper-
ence—love or union through love. The medieval, theistic
view of mysticism [as of religious life) was that it was “a
stretching out of the soul into God through the urge of
love, an experimental knowledge of God through unifying
love.”

Certain forms of mysticism, however, would seem to
strive toward a naked encounter with the Whole or All,
without and beyond symbols. Of this kind of direct appre-
hension of the absolute, introvertive mysticism offers ex-
amples from different times and traditions. Instead of look-
ing out, the gaze turns inward, toward the unchanging, the
undifferentiated “One without a second.” The process by
which this state is attained is by a blotting out ot suppres-
sion of all physical sensations—indeed, of the entire empir-
ical content of consciousness. Cittavrttinirodha (“the hold-
ing or stopping of the mind stuff”) was how the 2nd-
century-BCE Indian mystic Patafjali described it.

Such undifferentiated unity or union between the indi-
vidual and the supreme self is unacceptable to certain tradi-
tions and temperaments, The Jewish philosopher MARTIN
BUBER emphasized an “I-Thou” relationship: “All real living
is meeting,” and one Thou cannot become It. But even his
own “unforgettable experience” of union he would explain
as “illusory.” With a wider range, a British scholar, R.C.
Zachner, has tried to establish different kinds, or types, of
mysticism: of isolation, the separation of spirit and matter,
eternity from time; pantheistic, or “pan-enhenic,” in
which the soul is the universe—all creaturely existence is
one; the theistic, in which the soul feels identified with
God; and the heatific, with its hope of deification when
“the perishable puts on the imperishable.”

Mystical cxperience, which is centred in a seeking for
unity, admits of wide variations but falls into recognizable
types: mild and extreme, extrovertive and introvertive, and
theistic and nentheistic. Another well-known typology—
corresponding to the faculties of thinking, willing, and feel-
ing—cmploys the Indian formula, the respective ways of
knowledge (jRana), works {karma), and devotion (BHAKTI).
Claims have been made on behalf of each, though many
mystics have tried to accord to each its place and also to ar-
rive at a synthesis, as in the BHAGAVAD GITA. Depending on
the powers of discrimination, the intellectual or the con-
templative type tries to reach the Highest, the One, or the
Godhead behind God. In its approach toward the supreme
identity it tends to be chary of multiplicity, “to deny the
world that it may find reality.” Plotinus was “ashamed of
being in the body.” In the 17th century, Spinoza’s nonde-
nominational concept of intellectual.love of God revealed a
sense of aloofness or isolation reminiscent of the ancient
Hindus.

Another type of mysticism is that defined by love and de-
votion. A theistic attitude, or devotional mysticism, de-
pends upon mutual attraction. In the words of a Sufi (see
sUFiSM) poet, “I sought Him for thirty years, I thought that
it was I who desired Him, but no, it was He who desired
me.” The path of devotion includes the rituals of prayer,
worship, and adoration, which—if donc with sincerity, in-
wardness, and understanding—can bring some of the most
rewarding treasures of the religious life, including ecstasy
(or samapt). There is a paradox and a danger here: the para-
dox of avoiding the loss of personality, the danger of self.
indulgence.
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