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Mysticism

There appears to be some lexical confusion about the term “mysticism.”  The Random House Dictionary defines mysticism as both “a doctrine of an immediate spiritual intuition of truths believed to transcend ordinary understanding, or of a direct, intimate union of the soul with God through contemplation or ecstasy” and “obscure thought or speculation.”  The American Heritage Dictionary has a similar quandary, defining the term as both “a belief in the existence of realities beyond perceptual or intellectual apprehension that are central to being and directly accessible by subjective experience” and “vague, groundless speculation.”  A Princeton University database states that mysticism is “a religion based on mystical communion with an ultimate reality” and “obscure or irrational thought.” 

Etymologically, the term “mysticism” comes from the Greek μνω, meaning “to conceal.” This referred to the “secret” rituals of the mystery religions, and was later used in early Christianity to refer to the hidden interpretations of scripture and hidden presences (such as the presence of Jesus in the Eucharist).  In later Neoplatonic theory, “mystical” silence came to mean wordless contemplation.
  The modern use of the term derives from the fifteenth century and the desk of Jean de Gershon, chancellor of the Sorbonne.  He described mystical theology as “experimental knowledge of God through the embrace of unitive love.”
  There is still a sense of the secret, the mysterious, in our contemporary use of the term “mysticism,” but it is a secrecy that whispers itself to any and all of those who will listen and is not occulted by any malicious or nefarious means.  
On the one hand, mysticism is identified by turns as a doctrine, a belief and a religion.  On the other, it is obscure, speculative, vague, groundless and irrational.  Based on the body of work by mystics
 and the fact that each primary vine of the major religious traditions has springing from it a mystical branch, it is unlikely that descriptors such as obscure, vague and speculative indicate more than a perspective which does not apprehend the authenticity of mystical experience, if in no other sense than being authentic to those who claim to have had such experiences.  
Mysticism may be groundless and irrational to those on the outside looking in, but it cannot be denied that mystical experience has permeated the thought, philosophies and practices of far too many individuals across time and cultures to be dismissed out of hand.  Of course, as with any other thing that engenders a feeling of discomfort or even threat, anything may be dismissed (up to and including God) with the wave of a hand and the closing of a mind.  Dismissive practice in itself is anathema to some mysticisms in which the goal is to open the self to contain and be contained by that which can be neither apprehended nor comprehended through intellectual exercise.  However, this is not true of all mysticisms; in some Eastern traditions (Buddhism, Hinduism) the emphasis is on release from our present state rather than on attachment to a personal God.
William James in The Varieties of Religious Experience does not define mysticism per se, but rather offers four evaluative criteria by which one may determine whether or not an experience is a mystical.  The first two criteria, ineffability
 and possession of noetic quality,
 are sufficient to qualify an experience as mystical.  The second two criteria, transience (the state cannot be sustained) and passivity (the individual feels as though the will is “grasped and held by a superior power”) are “less sharply marked, but are usually found” (319-20).  There does not seem to be consensus on one precise, universal definition of mysticism, though there are consistent repetitions of thematic elements in many sources.  James’ four characteristics are cited in several instances,
 and seem to be a generally accepted conceptual framework in which to discuss the mystical experience.  
The Encyclopedia of Religion adds a fifth characteristic, that of integration: “Expanded beyond its ordinary limits, the mystical consciousness somehow succeeds in overcoming previously existing opposition in its integration with a higher reality” (6342).  The implication of this fifth characteristic is that there is an unknowable from which the human is separate and there are indeed obstacles and resistances that prevent the human from easy access to “higher reality.”  In this sense, then, mysticism is dependent on some sort of “higher reality” which apparently cannot be validated or authenticated in any way other than the personal or experiential.  Additionally, it is implied that this state of union is not only somehow opposed, but desirable enough to that the human learn to overcome that opposition.  As a ubiquitous characteristic, “Love” is commonly seen as both the nature of the mystical experience and the force that drives individuals in pursuit of the mystical.  Very little mention of mysticism is made in any context without some sort of reference to Love.  Love may be considered a prime criterion for mystical evaluation.
Other criteria for the mystical have been proposed, but criteria are that against which an experience may be evaluated.  Criteria are not the experience they gauge.  Some mystics have stated that one can discern an authentic mystical experience by its results, but “in truth, there is no infallible test.  It is important to see that if all mystical experience is in fact illusory, there are different levels of illusion.”


According to the Encyclopedia Britannica, mysticism is, “in general, a spiritual quest for hidden truth or wisdom, the goal of which is union with the divine or sacred (the transcendent realm). Forms of mysticism are found in all major world religions, by analogy in the shamanic and other ecstatic practices of nonliterate cultures, and in secular experience.”  This definition would lead us away from considering mysticism as a “religion” in and of itself, as it occurs in secular experience.  In fact, a mystical experience may occur to anyone at any time: “Mysticism is the art of union with Reality.  The mystic is a person who has attained that union in greater or less degree; or who aims at and believes in such attainment” (Underhill, 23).  Aldous Huxley says that mysticism, properly practiced, leads to a union with “an ultimate spiritual reality that is perceived as simultaneously beyond the self and in some way within it.”
  Gellman
 adds another dimension to this pursuit of union, that of application: “Typically, mystics, theistic or not, see their mystical experience as part of a larger undertaking aimed at human transformation and not the terminus of their efforts” (1).  It is not, then, the mystical experience itself which is to be sought; it is the transformative results of intercourse with divinity (and its ostensible benefits to humankind) which are the rewards.  This additional characteristic of application does not appear in a wide variety of sources, but may be significant to consider.

Mysticism is that which evokes a sense of union or re-union with the divine (unio mystica)
, in conjunction with Rudolf Otto’s mysterium tremendum, which he calls “the deepest and most fundamental element in all strong and sincerely felt religious emotion” (12).  “Conceptually, mysterium denotes merely that which is hidden and esoteric, that which is beyond conception or understanding” (Otto 13).  Under these qualifications, we see a mystery of mysticism itself begin to emerge: mysticism is the belief in and practice towards the attainment of unitive states with something that cannot possibly be described, a presence of some sort that is inexpressible through language (other than in negative capacity) and exists above and beyond all beings.  The known, which is indeed a part of the great unknowable, seeks to reunify itself with that from whence it emerges.  Somehow, this union, or the results of it, may produce such enormous and profound benefits to humankind that it warrants pursuit.
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� Encyclopedia of Religion.


� Cf., 6341.


� In Christian history alone we can find such luminaries as Meister Eckhart, Teresa of Avlia, St. John of the Cross and  Hildegaard von Bingen.  This list does not begin to address the mystics within the one tradition, let alone all the world’s others.  I suggest Harvey’s Essential Mystics for a menu of mystics across traditions; see bibliography. 


� Incapable of being described in words.


� Noesis: the psychological result of perception and learning and reasoning (WordNet).  “Although so similar to states of feeling, mystical states seem to those who experience them to be also states of knowledge.  They are states of insight into depths of truth unplumbed by the discursive intellect.  They are illuminations, revelations, full of significance and importance, all inarticulate though they remain; and as a rule they carry with them a curious sense of authority for aftertime” (James, 319).


� e.g., Anchor Bible Dictionary, Encyclopedia of Religion and Ethics, Otto, Encyclopedia of Religion, Ellwood, Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy.


� Encyclopedia of Mysticism: 126.


� Ibid.


� Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy


� “mysticism.” Anchor Bible Dictionary, Vol. 4, pp 945-6.  “The union of the individual human soul with that of the Godhead.”























