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Mystical Experiences
and the Seaqrch for

HUMAN SPIRITUAL PERFECTION

ur outspoken anthropologist

friend, Dr. A. Bharati, once re-

marked that if someone is a

stinker before a mystical expe-
rience, he’ll be a stinker afterwards. The
swami’s observation stemmed from years
spent among the holy men of India and,
no doubt, from considerable personal ex-
perience. It is an exaggeration, of course,
but we cannot dismiss his crucial point: it
is quite possible to be a mystic and a
stinker. If we refuse to take Bharati’s
word for it, we need only to examine the
numerous recent accounts of the oafish
behavior displayed by acclaimed mystic-
teachers. Or we can scan our friends—
lots of them have had mystical experi-
ences (A. Greeley puts the figure of mysti-
cally experienced Americans at about 40
percent), and some remain incorrigible.
Mystical experiences can come and go, it
seems, without altering the fundamental
habit patterns and tendencies that vector
our behavior.

It is precisely this that separates mysti-
cal experience from the wider, deeper
process of enlightenment. Enlightenment
necessarily involves a lasting transforma-
tion of character (character is my short-
hand for deep structural determinants of
consciousness), while mystical experi-
ence does not. Enlightenment is an irre-
ducibly moral notion and is, existentially
speaking, inversely proportional to
stinkerism. At least this is so for Bud-
dhism, the tradition to which we owe,
more than to any other, the very notion
of enlightenment, and the tradition on
which I base the assertions ventured here.

The Transformative Process

We often picture the Buddha, cross-
legged beneath the Bo Tree, aglow with
his enlightenment experience; we im-
agine perhaps that if we too could have
this experience we would suddenly be the
radiantly wise and compassionate being
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he was. In doing so, we
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ment moment was jtself th 's enlighten-
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and intellectual develop,, "%s'") of moral
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grown: mystical experiences alone can-
not an awakened being make. Reminders
such as the following from Buddhist
scholar Robert Gimello have been help-
ful:

tdecade have

The mysticism of any particular mystic is
really the whole pattern of his life. The
rare and wonderful “peaks” of experi-
ence are a part of that pattern, but only a

part, and their real value lies only in their
relation to the other parts, to his thought,
his moral values, his conduct towards
others, his character and personality, etc.
The modern study of mysticism has, I be-
lieve, tended to overlook those relations.

The transformative process of enlight-
enment may well involve one or more
mystical experiences, but it muddies mat-
ters to speak of enlightenment as any sin-
gle, discrete experience. While denying
neither the breakthrough character of
mystical experience, nor its potential to
reorient the human will, it is a mistake—
even for those of us to whom the experi-
ential dimension of religion matters most
—to emphasize it as the goal of the Path.
For no single experience, no matter how
extraordinary, is likely to permanently
reorient the deep structures of conscious-
ness. Lacking the accompaniment of an
ongoing personal transformation, the
mystical experience often fades into a
happy memory with steadily diminishing
effect.

Our conformation to spiritual arche-
types and ethical ideals requires a slow
maturation of the psyche, and such matu-
ration can take place only in the gradual
unfolding of the Path, whether or not it is
accompanied by the mystical experience.
Enlightenment properly names not an al-
tered state of consciousness but an al-
tered frait of consciousness, a transfor-
mation of character that is, except in so
few cases as to be negligible, never com-
plete (more on this below). Mystical expe-
rience is certainly not antithetical to en-
lightenment; although it may be one of its
necessary conditions, it is not a sufficient
one.

Mysticism and Meditation

Another way to look at this is to exam-
ine the relationship between mystical ex-
perience and the practice of Buddhist
meditation. It is falsely supposed that the
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former is the proper end of the latter.
Falsely, because mystical experience as it
is usually understood corresponds to only
one of the two components of Buddhist
meditation, the component that falls un-
der the general heading of “‘tranquility”
(samatha) and under the specific heading
of “absorption” (jhana).

The various forms of Buddhist bba-
vana (mental culture, i.e., “‘meditation’’)
begin with an effort at sustained attention
50 as to establish some stability within the
mental flux. This process is called “‘calm-
ing down,” or ‘‘tranquility,” and tran-
quility admits of degrees. Though it be-
gins with simple attentional training, it
can lead to those increasingly profound
states of absorption that Buddhists call
Jhana (classically, there are eight of them)
and that comparativists have tended
to identify as examples of Buddhist mysti-
cism. But jhana are at best ancillary (and
at worst counterproductive) to the full
fruition of Buddhist practice.

Scriptural accounts tell us that the Bud-
dha mastered the seventh and the eighth
Jbanas under his first two meditation
teachers, respectively. He found, how-
ever, that his virtuoso mastery of these
rarified states of absorption could not
produce liberating enlightenment; that is,
they could not eradicate the deepest lay-
ers of craving, aversion, and false under-
standing. Therefore, he abandons them,
the scriptures say, “in disgust.” Robert
Gimello makes the point emphatically:

. . . the ecstatic and unitive experiences . . .
(i.e., samatha, samadhbi, etc.), which are
just the experiences usually cited by those
who aver the essential identity of Bud-
dhist mysticism with the mysticism of
other traditions, are shown to have no
liberative value or cognitive force in
themselves.

The learned Buddhist commentator,
Sangharakshita, adds that, “‘to get ‘stuck’
in a super-conscious state [fbanal—the
fate that befalls so many mystics—with-
out understanding the necessity of devel-
oping insight, is for Buddhism not a bless-
ing but an unmitigated disaster.”’

Sangharakshita’s mention of “insight”
introduces the second and indeed more
important component of Buddhist medi-
tation. Vipassana (literally, seeing in a
variety of ways), which perhaps can best
be translated as “‘discernment,” is the truly
active ingredient in Buddhist bbhavana,
and it is something quite different from
what is usually meant by “‘mystical expe-
rience.” “It is,” says Gimello,
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an intellectual operation which, though it
may be abetted by mystical experiences,

. . is also performed upon them [his em-
phasis]. It is a form of meditative analysis
. .. by which Buddhists critically evaluate
their mystical experiences, disenchant
themselves of them [my emphasis]. . . .
Specifically, discernment combats the
tendency, manifest in other “‘mystical’
traditions, to ontologize the content of
mystical experience.

Buddhist meditation is, thus, to a per-
haps unexpected extent, anti-mystical.

Enligh’renmem‘
is not a single,
discrete, mystical
experience.

Though a significant degree of concentra-
tive mastery is essential to the progress of
discernment, the former is 2 means to the
latter and not an end in itself.

Enlightened Activity

In the midst of one of the many up-
heavals that have shaken spiritual com-
munities over the last few years, my
friend Lew Richmond offered this oracu-
lar reminder: “There are no enlightened
beings. There is only enlightened
activity.” Activity is to be judged on its
own merit, not via presuppositions about
the spiritual state of the actor.

There are no enlightened beings, fur-
thermore, because, strictly speaking,
there are no individual, independent be-
ings whatsoever. This is the central mes-
sage of the Heart and Diamond Sutras, the
pre-eminent sutras of the Mahayana Bud-
dhist tradition. Reality is a constantly
flowing field of activity, some of it en-
lightened, some not. To suppose that
there is a static entity called an enlight-
ened being is to commit the fallacy of
misplaced concreteness, a Buddhist mis-
take.

If this piece of Buddhist philosophy
seems too arcane, however, there is a
more obvious existential ground for our
assertion. There are no enlightened be-

ings because virtually no one reaches full
enlightenment. Full enlightenment means
(at least): a process of psycho-transforma-
tive insight so complete that all ego-gen-
erative tendencies of craving, aversion,
and falsely-seizing-upon-a-self within the
radically processive phenomenal flow—
even the subtlest, most latent, and most
deeply unconscious of these tendencies
—are completely and utterly eradicated
and can no longer arise.

Full enlightenment, in this sense, is
probably a myth, in the grandest sense of
that term. At least we should say that full
enlightenment or complete and perfect
Buddhahood are extremely rare attain-
ments. It follows that what we have in
the vast majority of Buddhist lives—and,
I would venture, in the lives of spiritual
pilgrims everywhere—are not final “‘arri-
vals” but closer and fuller approxima-
tions of the enshrined ideal, an increasing
degree of ripeness on a scale of virtually
infinite degrees.

The search for human spiritual perfec-
tion is asymptotic. We are never fully
there, but always on the way. The desire
to save all sentient beings is but the Bud-
dhist portrait of the universal ethical ho-
rizon against which the life of awakening
is endlessly pursued. To reach complete
Buddhahood or to enlighten even the
grass are the infinitely distant horizons
toward which the aspirant wends his or
her way, deepening insight and realizing
compassion, as inappropriate notions of
selfhood fall away and old suffering-caus-
ing behavior patterns erode.

Enlightened Teachers

We should, therefore, be systematically
skeptical about the label “fully enlightened
being’ and our tendency to project it onto
those who seem further along than we
are. To such beings we should show pro-
found respect and an energetic willing-
ness to learn, all the while mindful that
enlightened activity is the only finally re-
liable indicator.

A teacher can have plenty to teach with-
out being “fully enlightened,’” and I for
one am acutely aware of and profoundly
grateful for all the people in this world
who are clearly more enlightened than I.
I can learn much from these great beings,
but I don’t have to idolize them in order
to do so. I sometimes think that the
“scandals” that have occurred in spiritual
communities are due less to the all-too-
human foibles of their leaders than to our
own uncritical projections of superhu-
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manity onto them. It is, of course, an-
other story if they themselves claim or
willingly accept such designations. In this
connection, it is worth recalling the tip
given by a member of the Nixon White
House to a reporter: *“Watch what we do,
not what we say.”’

Perhaps the most pernicious abdication
of our rationality has been the tendency
to see enlightened masters as beyond mo-
rality and thus to excuse their grosser
breaches of it as subtle teaching, beyond
our ken, meant to push us beyond our
current conceptual limitations. Even a
teacher who is so wise as to know that
morality does not exist in ‘‘ultimate real-
ity”’ ought to have the brains to under-
stand that such a breach may well cause
in his as-yet “‘unenlightened” followers a
degree of confusion and disillusionment
sufficient to reverse all previous spiritual
progress. A teacher who violates every-
day morality is either guilty of a moral
lapse or a strategic error. In either case,
the conclusion as to his perfection ought
to be easy to draw.

Of the relatively enlightened teachers
and mystics of our time perhaps we can
say: I learn much from him/her; s/he is
more enlightened, wiser, more compas-
sionate than I; s/he is a mystic, a vision-
ary, a seer, . . . and, occasionally, a
schmuck. There is little lost in talking like
this, except the passion for transference.
We need not be overly credulous or wor-
shipful if our Master has been approved
by two separate lineages, has had twenty
confirmed satoris, or is a reincarnated
tulku. Ken McLeod, who has given a large
portion of his adult life to the practice of
Tibetan Buddhism but who has not lost
his critical eye, recently told me that
there are now fifty-two ‘‘His Holinesses™
on the Tibetan landscape. I find this
ironic. One of the Buddha's central con-
tributions, after all, was to preach against
the ancient Brahmanical idea of beredi-
tary boliness. Can’t we get our enlighten-
ment the old-fashioned way—by earning
it? *

© 1989 Philip Novak, Ph.D. Novak is a
professor in the Department of Philoso-
phy and Religious Studies, Dominican
College, San Rafael, California. Articles
by him concerning the ecology of nature
and of mind bave appeared in the Ency-
clopedia of Religion, Buddhist-Christian
Studies, ReVISION, and Listening. This
article was formerly published in the
summer 1989 issue of ReVISION Maga-
zine and is printed bere with permission
of the author and publisher.
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