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Integrating the Spiritual Experience

Transcendence is an experience at the very extreme of spirituality. Most spiritual experiences
are not transcendent. Human consciousness can endure dramatic fluctuations in perception
and cognition, and while there are extremes that can compromise the integrity of social- and
self-identity, the psyche can withstand both intense trauma and the exhaustive stream of
sensory information that floods into and through the body.

Spiritual experiences exist on scales*® that include relatively minor events to those that
threaten the mind’s operating system: an adaptable matrix of routines and subroutines
continuously programmed and reprogrammed based on an individual’s engagement with
various stimuli (both internal and external). Spiritual experiences can be in close alignment
with this operating system (as in the case of individuals who are spiritual, or who practice
spirituality*®) or they can be sources of conflict and tension®°.

Spiritual experiences can be positive or negative. Examples of negative spiritual experiences
may include various parasomnias (especially sleep paralysis®®); an inability to control or
mitigate overwhelming negative emotions; mild to extreme cognitive dissonance; and effects

8 Steve Taylor summarizes just such a scale in his discussion of awakening experiences: “A ‘low intensity’
awakening experience may be a sense of heightened awareness, that one’s surroundings have become more
real, with qualities of ‘is-ness’ and ‘alive-ness.” A ‘medium intensity’ awakening experience may include a
powerful sense that all things are pervaded with—or manifestations of —a benevolent and radiant ‘spirit-
force,” so that they are all essentially one; and the individual may feel part of this oneness, realizing that they
are not a separate and isolated ego. While in a high intensity awakening experience, the whole material world
may dissolve into an ocean of blissful radiant spirit-force, which the individual feels is the essence of the
universe, and of their own being; he or she may feel that they are the universe (Hardy, 1979; James, 1985;
Taylor, 2010; Underhill, 1960)” (2012:75).

* Niko Kohls and Harald Walach, in a study exploring the effects of spiritual practice, consider that “by
allowing the experiencing individual to interpret negative spiritual experiences in a more meaningful and thus
potentially less distressful way, spiritual practice would possibly be a resilience factor against negative spiritual
experiences...spiritually practicing individuals seem to be particularly able to make more sense out of their
deconstructive experiences...Regular spiritual practice seems to suppress the pathways of experiences of ego
loss towards distress. Correspondingly, lack of spiritual practice could be conceived to be an important risk
factor for psychological distress for those individuals with an increased experience of ego loss” (2007:1304-14).
*° Hufford points out that, for “the modern person—the person who should ‘know better’—visionary
experiences of spirits and associated beliefs suggest a disordering of one’s understanding of the world, a
becoming naive that is retrograde and abnormal” (2010:146).

>! Julia L. Cassaniti and Tanya Marie Luhrmann note that “When a local social community gives significance to
specific sensations, either fearing them or desiring them, sensitivity to having an experience of the
supernatural increases, requiring a lower threshold for such experiences,” and the “more that the experience
of the supernatural is associated with a specific physiology (e.g., sleep paralysis), the more the frequency of
the event will be constrained by an individual’s vulnerability to these experiences” (2014:5342). Elsewhere,
reports of sleep paralysis coincide with negative ideations of a spiritual character, including the presence of
malevolent spirits (the possible origin of the myths of the succubus and incubus, whose presences are
symptomized by the same physiological experiences that characterize sleep paralysis).
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