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Mysticism and Monism in BDSM:  A Personal Exploration
“God is in your strangest pleasure/Some say God is into leather…”





--Billy Jonas, “God Is In”


The temple is softly lit; no harsh, glaring light, but plenty to see by.  It is considered significant in this practice for at least some of the participants to mediate with eyes open.  A cross occupies a prominent place in the room, as well as a kneeler and some other artifacts of the tradition.  Rhythmic, unobtrusive music hangs gently in the air, a facilitative sound component of ritual found in many traditions.
  Participants in this practice enter the temple solemnly yet with a spirit of playfulness and joy, clad in the associated regalia that visually and tactilely reinforce the mindstate of the practice.  In the case of this temple, the vestments are made of leather, latex, or other eroticized fabric.  
This type of temple is commonly referred to in the tradition as a “dungeon.”  There are no set specifics for the construction of this temple; it can be space made sacred in a basement, a warehouse or even outdoors.  It can be a permanent structure, or it can be created for just an evening.  The fact remains that whether at home or in a conference center that accommodates hundreds, BDSM
 space is not ordinary space.  It touches on the liminal, the state of being at or on a threshold, in between the ‘this’ and the ‘that’ of ordinary time and place.  In these special spaces constructed with intent, the potential for transformation rises, as it does in other crafted sacred spaces such as churches, sacred groves, mosques or temples.  In these special spaces, “the ordinary rules that govern our behavior can be suspended and reconstructed,”
 paving the way to contact with the numinous which awaits us in liminality.   
Many of the significant elements of ritual are present: specialized location (through innate structure or created space), clothing reserved for ritual use, specialized sound patterns, and intent.  The vocabulary of this exchange is “play;” the instruments used are often referred to as “toys.”
  The ritual time-space construct is referred to as a “scene.”  The dominant is often referred to as the “top;” the submissive participant is called a “bottom.”
  The key is intent, and the intent is to move towards god and to invite the experience of unitive, transcendent states through direct participation in a practice using eroticized and ritualized types of power exchange.  Buenting’s “frighteningly concise” definition of the phenomena of rituals as “intentional practices of dynamics of power” (40) lands BDSM smack dab in the middle of ritual territory.  In preparing for, actualizing and decompressing these rituals,
 the participants prepare themselves to go to the far country and return, intact yet altered, with the riches of faraway places, the treasures of the unmapped lands.  They might even be considered Aristocrats
 in black leather, as it were.
The inclusivist reductionism of Neo-Vedanta, by way of making the “spiritual” into one mountain for all to climb with the plausible deniability of many paths by which to ascend it is a risk when discussing specific forms of spiritual practice.  Not everyone who chooses to walk a path up the mountain chooses to walk it barefoot, shaved-headed and wearing saffron robes.  Not all who chose to attempt ascent do so in stiletto heels or black leather chaps carrying whips and chains.  Just as not all people who go to church as a matter of course will find god within its walls, not all who practice BDSM
  do it in the name of transcendence.  Even so, there is inherent to the dynamics of BDSM practice an opportunity for the divine to emerge.
“Inevitably, it has long been permissible in our culture to achieve pleasure, even to the point of orgasm, either through giving or receiving punishment.  In fact, it has not only been permitted, it has become part of a revered tradition.”
  This kind of kink has historically dressed itself in ecclesiastical raiments, but just as Sufism is a branch of Islam that stands on its own, so does kink stand as an offshoot of human sexual practice.  What was once relegated to the status of component of tradition emerges as a tradition (and perhaps more) in and of itself:

If, then, ritual is defined as the intentional practice of dynamics of power, BDSM may not be just an example but a paradigm.  Once a scene begins, another world of action has been entered.  Acts of surrender and capture, vulnerability and invasion, intimacy and the infliction of pain, union and differentiation swirl the participants in a flood of passion and pleasure.  There’s a meaningful potentiality to such purposeful engagement with embodied power: the participants ritually enact these themes with conscious awareness, dancing with power and difference in ways that both respect and, perhaps, tame it.

Not only does kink emerge from the hallowed structures of religion, but as an adjunct and extrapolation of human sexuality:
Kraftt-Ebing pointed out that sadism occurred frequently among the “sexual perversions” but here further noted that lovers and young married couples often engaged in some sort of “horseplay,” teasing, biting, pinching, and, wrestling “just for fun.”  Thus, even the roots of extreme displays of sadism were to be found in normal sexual activity. 

Many traditions explore the search for unity with the divine in terms of dualism.  Berber’s “I-Thou” pairing, Shiva/Shakti, the Christian God and His Creation; the list is long and BDSM may be readily added to it.  In the clearly-defined dichotomous roles of sadist/masochist, Master/slave, top/bottom, administrator/recipient we see a profound parallel of the notion of the Lover and the Beloved.  Within this dualism, what appear to be two opposites unite in a singular experience:  

“S&M [sic] is a special kind of power relationship in which the master ‘dominates” the slave.  But this is not to say, from the perspective of the sadomasochist, that power is unequally distributed.  Very few people outside the reality of sadomasochism understand this critical point” (Kamel, 201) [emphasis mine].

Again, we see reflections of other religious traditions, in that to fully conceptualize the nature of the practice one must do so from within.  Havelock Ellis claimed in Studies in the Psychology of Sex that the distinction made between sadism and masochism is artificial.  He argued that this division does not correspond with reality and that “sadism and masochism may be regarded as complimentary emotional states; they cannot be regarded as opposite states.”
  To borrow Karen Harris’s analogy, there is but one coin, despite its apparently different faces.  BDSM seeks not to rank one side of the coin over the other; rather, it insists that both the coin, its sides and the edge that connects the sides be held in equal reverence.  It is impossible to achieve the heightened states of awareness on either end of the whip without someone on the other end of the whip.  The two facets are entirely dependent on one another for actualization, just as it is posited that we are each of us a manifestation of god seeking to actualize and, thereby, fully experience itself.
Humans are incomplete without the presence of the Beloved, of whom humans are most beloved of all. There is no imbalance of power in this relationship; one simply cannot be without the other, regardless of who appears to be in the “dominant” role.  So it is in BDSM: “The experience of ecstasy just about always coincides with an expansive feeling of self-worth, of loving the entire universe and ourselves as a part of it.  Through that participation, we also get to discover how deeply and lovingly we are connected to each other.”
  In Moses of Leon’s Zohar
, distributed in pieces and completed before his death in 1305, we see more echoes of the freedom to be had in bondage: 
All the days that I have been bound to this world

I have been bound in a single bond with the Blessed Holy One.

That is why now ‘His desire is upon me’!

He and His holy company have come to hear in joy concealed words

And praise for the Holy Ancient One, Concealed of all Concealed!

Separate, separated from all yet not separate!

For all is attached to It, and It is attached to all.

It is all!

For some people, kink is a great way to shed the week's worries, don some sensual, fetishy attire and cathartically express energies allowed no other venue in their lives.  For some, it is a ritualized excuse to practice violent childhood imprinting.  As much as I’d like to deny this fact because of the meaning I assign BDSM in my own practice, I cannot.
  For some, kink is an excuse to perpetuate violence through eroticizing unexplored issues represented by pathological sadism and/or masochism.
  For others, kink is a way to get high from doing things so taboo that they not only release endorphins and other happy brain chemicals but also release into the mind and bloodstream all of the energy stored in some of our strongest taboos and other deep, gloriously dark secrets.
  There is, of course, the risk of getting stuck in that place of delighted obsession with one’s own inner constructs.  For yet others, kink is a path that leads inward; it is a journey of spirit encased in a body, a path that leads to the Place Where God Dwells.

Ritual, with its connection to the numinous and liminal, affords opportunities to make contact with what is not ordinarily exposed by regular light.  Kink plays with the Shadow.  There are some dark psychological conditions that emerge in kink, both through and because of the nature of the practice.  Beating someone until they bleed or, for that matter, being beaten until one bleeds are not generally activities held in safe space by the mundane world.
  Special conditions and permission are required to meet the Shadow in this realm and, as Jung puts it, it is necessary to meet the Shadow somehow if one is to integrate, to become whole:

The psychological rule says that when an inner situation is not made conscious, it happens outside, as fate. That is to say, when the individual remains undivided and does not become conscious of his inner contradictions, the world must perforce act out the conflict and be torn into opposite halves” (Jung, Aion, 234).
Those opposite halves, as they manifest in the duality of Top and bottom, are the Shadow manifesting itself in ways that can be observed.  From that position, one may then begin to integrate what appears outside as fate.  A true Master, in many traditions, is one who submits fully to his or her tradition, practice or deity.  Eckhart’s God, Lao Tzu’s Tao and Advaita Vedanta’s saguna Brahman (if not nirguna as well) come to mind as examples of this principle.
Says a long time practitioner of BDSM: 
S/m is the martial art of sex.  Like any martial art it requires training. . . [that] is then applied to another human being.  In martial arts these skills are applied to overcome the resistance of an opponent, while in the S/m arts these skills are used to overcome the mental resistance of a partner. (Umbaugh, 81)

The resistance Umbaugh speaks of is not the resistance of one partner to another; he refers to the resistance within the self that prohibits the surrender to experience that prevents us from knowing god.
  Umbaugh’s sentiment echoes Meister Eckhart:  “One really finds light best in the darkness.  Thus when a man suffers and knows discomfort, he is nearest to the light.  Let God do his best or his worst, he must give himself to us whether we are in trouble or discomfort or not” (149).
Kink is the pursuit of union, a joining of the self with another through the transcendent exchange of energy.  Spirituality is the pursuit of The Unitive Experience, a joining of the Self to God through the transcendent exchange of energy.  Kink is a microcosmic mirror experience for the big picture: contact with the Divine.  By learning how to seek unity within the context of kink, one may teach one’s self a template for exploration in other realms.  We teach ourselves what it feels like to find timeless space; we learn what it feels like to access our Truth.  It's the same process.  One finds an altar at which one desires to pray.  One begins to worship.  One opens one’s self up to the energies of that other, taking them in and fusing them.  As that fusion occurs, a third entity that is neither one nor the other is created: the Body Between. One becomes part of a Holy Trinity: You, not You and More Than You, simultaneously. This is an echo of dualism, qualified non-dualism and non-dualism.  The connection to another reflects the connection between one and the All. 

A reason some practice kink is to embrace facets of the Self in order to create a more integrated whole.  Within the context of kink, I learn profound amounts about who I am and who I am not.  I learn how I engage with the world around me.  I learn how to keep my boundaries clear yet flexible.  I learn how to merge with the Other, without becoming lost to myself. As humans, we have a deep-seated need to reunify ourselves with Source.  We are hard-wired to crave enlightenment and transcendence.
  Granted, there are graduating levels of intensity, but each time I interact with another within the context of sacred exchange I learn more about what works for me, I learn more about verbal and non-verbal communication, I experience a simultaneous rush of power
 and surrender to the encounter itself.  To play well, I must be fully aware of who and where I am, while paying full attention to my playmate; I step completely into my skin, and completely out of it.  For some, like me, kink serves as a delightful, challenging, rigorous method by which to pursue the highest states of ecstasy that humans can reach.  

We're all cut from the same cellular material.  We're all a part of the same soup.  We're all connected to each other.  The web of the Divine is inescapable, though it can be ignored (at one’s own peril, of course).  When I choose to share myself with another, when I choose to engage in the form of worship called kink, I open myself up to another and I am allowed into them.  It is sacred and holy.  When we exchange power, we exchange energies.  When we exchange energies, we create a third entity: The Body Between.  It's that Body that lets us get as close to god as possible while wearing skin.  In kink, that phenomenon is palpable, almost visible.  Observing an intense scene, one can feel the energy emitted; that energy isn't the Top, or the bottom: it's the combination, the Body Between.  It's an act of pure Creation; creation is the true gift of the Divine.  One cannot so create without making contact with the All. 

I meditate in kinky exchanges.  It's sacred space.  I must, to be of good service, “get out of the way” (Eckhart) so that whatever I administer is precisely what God has determined my partner needs to receive. I may look like a vicious, implement-wielding sadist, but I am actually a humble servant.  I rely on playmates and lovers to show me the face of god; their cries and moans comprise the music of the spheres, the very voice of god and sweeter to my ears than any spoken prayer composed of words.  Kink permits me the opportunity to focus my attention, love freely, open myself up to the Divine as it manifests in another person and touch the body of God.  When I pummel someone, I am committing an act of service, not an act of violence.  I can take people places they cannot go by themselves; in transporting, I am transported.   In transforming, I am transformed.
I long for contact with the Divine.  Engaged with another soul, flying right along with me, I have that experience in a physical way; that physical experience serves me as a template for what it's like to be One with Everything.  I get to open my attention to the unseen and the unknowable, and know that I have Created.  I experience my connection to the Divine.  I feel God move through me and hear the whispered "I am here, and having a swell time!"
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� Another significant connection between kink and the use of sound and rhythm is that the recipient themselves becomes an instrument for the transmission of sound, especially during percussive play.


� “BDSM” is an umbrella term for alternative sexual practices involving of or more of its acronymic activities: bondage, discipline, sadism, masochism, dominance and submission.  Throughout the essay, it is used interchangeably with “kink. ”


� Buenting, 42.


� There is an interesting difference between West and East Coast terminology here; on the West Coast, it’s “play” and “toys.”  On the East Coast, it’s “tools” and “work.”  Regardless of the vocabulary, the meanings are understood of both sets, community-wide.


� These terms are relative to a variety of chosen roles and their specificities with in a scene; I use them here as generalized terms to facilitate discussion, not as blanket assignations.


� Negotiation of boundaries beforehand, the scene itself, and the care of participants afterwards are equally significant partners in this form of ritual practice.


� A la Eckhart.


� Umbrella term for bondage/discipline/sadism/masochist/service/mastery used commonly to indicate alternative sexual practices involving some form of intense, genre-specific energy exchange.  Used interchangeably with the term “kink” throughout this essay


� Thomas Weinberg and G. W. Levi Kamel, eds.  S and M: Studies in Sadomasochism, (New York: Prometheus, 1983) p. 10


� Buenting, 44.


� Weinberg et al, 17.


� Havelock Ellis, Studies in the Psychology of Sex (Vol. 1, Part 2), New York: Random House, 1942: 159.


� Dossie Easton and Janet Hardy, Radical Ecstasy, Oakland, CA: Greenery Press, 2004: 21


� Daniel Matt, Zohar: The Book of Enlightenment, New York, Paulist, 1983: 185, 1:10


� An organization has emerged which will afford peer-reviewed literature and documentation on BDSM from a non-pathological perspective.  “CARAS (Community-Academic Consortium for Research on Alternative Sexualities) is dedicated to the support and promotion of excellence in the study of alternative sexualities, and the dissemination of research results to the alternative sexuality communities, the public, and the research community.” � HYPERLINK "https://www.caras.ws/index.php/" ��https://www.caras.ws/index.php/�  I hope to contribute to the discussion of alternative sexualities and spirituality as this exciting field develops.


� “When BDSM is considered as ritual encompassing the preliminary negotiation, a scene and after-care, it seems untenable to accuse it of perpetuating the linking of sex and violence, since the entire sweep of the ritual also includes encouraging and reinforcing the positive aspects of claiming one’s own sexual desires, one’s power-in-relationships and enacting these in a negotiated and, relatively, safe scene” (Buenting, 46).


� The risk in this approach to kink is becoming enamored of tasting the honey instead of becoming the honey.


� I use these examples for emphasis; not all—in fact, not many—scenes result in whipping, let alone bloodletting.  The rituals in kink are as varied as the number of its practitioners and run a range of effect, affect and intensity.


� For ethical kinksters, consent is acquired and boundaries set before the encounter begins.  Coercion may be enacted, but it is done in the form of roleplay.


� Andrew Newburg et al. Why God Won’t Go Away: Brain Science and the Biology of Belief.   New York: Ballantine, 2001.


� There is an important distinction to be drawn between power over and power with.





