MA in the Study of Mysticism and Religious Experience

Core Course 1 (TH853) – 24 weeks
Methods and theories in the study of mysticism
This module introduces students to some of the most significant analyses of and theories about mysticism and religious experience formulated by phenomenologists and historians of religion, psychologists, philosophers, and theologians since the beginning of the twentieth century. Students will become acquainted with the work of such leading scholars in the field as: William James; Evelyn Underhill; Rudolf Otto; Carl Jung; Mircea Eliade; Gershom Scholem; Henry Corbin; R. C. Zaehner; W. T. Stace; Agehananda Bharati; Steven Katz; Robert Forman; Ken Wilber; Georg Feuerstein; and Andrew Rawlinson. Through an assessment of their writings, a range of key questions about the subject will be addressed: the identification of different types of mystical experience and tradition (e.g. introvertive, extrovertive, non-dualistic, theistic, visionary, structured, unstructured, etc.); the various ideological uses of mystical experience (e.g. in affirming religious orthodoxies, challenging religious authority, supporting the ‘Perennial Philosophy’ or religious pluralism); the epistemological status of mystical experience and its alleged cognitive content; the relationship between mystical and other types of experience (e.g. moral, aesthetic, scientific, depth-psychological); the influence of experience upon belief and doctrine and vice versa (illustrated through selected materials from Christian mysticism, Kabbalah, Sufism, shamanism, and Indian religious traditions); and the relationship of the scholar to his religious materials (as religious ‘insider’ or ‘outsider’). The module concludes with an examination of the many uses of language by mystics and the relationship of mysticism to western esotericism, parapsychology and New Age spirituality.
 Seminar leader: Leon Schlamm

Term 1

Week 1   Introduction: Variety of Methodological Approaches.

                R. T. McCutcheon (ed.) - The Insider/Outsider Problem in the 

                Study of Religion: A Reader (1999).
Week 2   Varieties of Religious Experience and Human Nature: William

                James.    
                W. James - The Varieties of Religious Experience (1902).
                G. W. Barnard - Exploring Unseen Worlds: William James and 

                The Philosophy of Mysticism (1997).
                 D. W. Bjork - William James: The Centre of His Vision (1997).  
Week 3   Christian Mystical Transformation: Evelyn Underhill.
               E. Underhill - Mysticism: A Study of the Nature and 
               Development of Man’s Spiritual Consciousness (1911).
               D. Greene - Evelyn Underhill: Artist of the Infinite Life (1990).  
               J. Kripal - Roads of Excess, Palaces of Wisdom: Eroticism

               & Reflexivity in the Study of Mysticism (chap. 1) (2001).
Week 4   Numinous Experience: Rudolf Otto.

               R. Otto - The Idea of the Holy: An Inquiry into the
               Non-rational Factor in the Idea of the Divine and
               Its Relation to the Rational (1923).
               M. Raphael - Rudolf Otto and the Concept of Holiness
               (1997). 
               S. Ballard - Rudolf Otto and the Synthesis of the Rational and

               The Non-Rational in  the Idea of the Holy: Some Encounters

               in Theory and Practice (2000).    
Week 5   Mysticism and Shamanism in the History of Religions: 

               Mircea Eliade.
               M. Eliade - Myths, Dreams and Mysteries: The Encounter
               Between Contemporary Faiths and Archaic Reality (1960).
               B. S. Rennie - Reconstructing Eliade: Making Sense of Religion

               (1996). 
               S. M Wasserstrom - Religion after Religion: Gershom Scholem,

               Mircea Eliade, and Henry Corbin at Eranos (1999).
Week 6   Analytical Psychology and Mysticism: Carl Jung.
               C. G. Jung - Memories, Dreams, Reflections (1963).     
               J. J. Clarke - Jung and Eastern Thought: A Dialogue with the 

               Orient (1994). 
               L. Schlamm - ‘C. G. Jung, Mystical Experience and Inflation’,  

               Harvest: Journal for Jungian Studies, vol. 46, no. 2 (2000).
Week 7   Reading Week.

Week 8   Jewish Mysticism: Gershom Scholem.
               G. G. Scholem - On the Kabbalah and Its Symbolism (1965).
               G. G. Scholem - Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism (chap. 1)
               (1946).

               S. M. Wasserstrom - Religion after Religion: Gershom Scholem

               Mircea Eliade, and Henry Corbin at Eranos (1999).
Week 9   Sufism: Henry Corbin and Louis Massignon.
               H. Corbin - Alone with the Alone: Creative Imagination in the 

               Sufism of Ibn’ Arabi (1969/1997).
               J. Kripal - Roads of Excess, Palaces of Wisdom: Eroticism

               & Reflexivity in the Study of Mysticism (chap. 2) (2001).
               S. M Wasserstrom - Religion after Religion: Gershom Scholem,
               Mircea Eliade, and Henry Corbin at Eranos (1999).
Week 10   Taxonomies of Mystical Experience 1: W. T. Stace.

                 W. T. Stace - Mysticism and Philosophy (1960).
  W. J. Wainwright - Mysticism: A Study of its Nature,

  Cognitive Value and Moral Implications (1981). 
Week 11   Taxonomies of Mystical Experience 2: R. C. Zaehner.

                 R. C. Zaehner - Mysticism Sacred and Profane (1957).
                 W. L. Newell – Struggle and Submission: R. C. Zaehner

                 on Mysticisms (1981).
                 J. Kripal - Roads of Excess, Palaces of Wisdom: Eroticism

                 & Reflexivity in the Study of Mysticism (chap. 3) (2001).
Week 12   Mysticism and Ethics: Bharati, Staal and Wainwright.

 A. Bharati - The Light at the Centre (chaps. 4 & 5) (1976).
 F. Staal - Exploring Mysticism (chaps. 10, 11 & 12) (1975).
 W. J. Wainwright - Mysticism: A Study of its Nature,

 Cognitive Value and Moral Implications (chap. 5) (1981).
                J. Kripal - Roads of Excess, Palaces of Wisdom: Eroticism

                & Reflexivity in the Study of Mysticism (chap. 4) (2001).
Term 2
Week 13   Contextualist/Constructivist Approach to the Study of  
                 Mysticism: Steven Katz and others.

                 S. T. Katz (ed.) - Mysticism and Philosophical Analysis (1978).
                 S. T. Katz (ed.) - Mysticism and Religious Traditions (1983).
Week 14  Criticisms of Contextualist/Constructivist Approach to the
                 Study Of Mysticism: Robert Forman and others.

                 R. K. C. Forman (ed.) - The Problem of Pure Consciousness

                 (1990).
                 R. K. C. Forman - Mysticism, Mind and Consciousness (1999).
Week 15   Visionary Mysticism and Empowerment: Dan Merkur and Jess
                  Hollenback. 

                  D. Merkur - Gnosis: An Esoteric Tradition of Mystical

                  Visions and Unions (1993).
                  J. B. Hollenback - Mysticism: Experience, Response, and

                  Empowerment (1996).
Week 16   Transpersonal Psychology and Mysticism: Ken Wilber and 
                  Stanislav Grof.
                  K. Wilber - Integral Psychology: Consciousness, Spirit, 

                  Psychology, Therapy (2000).
                  S. Grof - The Adventure of Self-Discovery: Dimensions of 

                  Consciousness and New Perspectives in Psychotherapy and

                  Inner Exploration (1988).
                  J. N. Ferrer – Revisioning Transpersonal Theory: A

                  Participatory Vision of Human Spirituality (2002). 
Week 17   Andrew Rawlinson's Taxonomy of Mystical Traditions.

A. Rawlinson - The Book of Enlightened Masters: Western 

Teachers in Eastern Traditions (1997).

Week 18   Holy Madness, Crazy Wisdom: Georg Feuerstein.
                 G. Feuerstein - Holy Madness: The Shock Tactics and

                  Radical Teachings of Crazy-Wise Adepts, Holy Fools, and
                  Rascal Gurus (1990).
Week 19   Reading week

Week 20   Mysticism and New Age Spirituality.
                  D. Kemp - New Age: A Guide – Alternative Spiritualities

                  From Aquarian Conspiracy to Next Age (2000).
                  R. K. C. Forman - Grassroots Spirituality: What it is;

                  Why it is here; Where it is going (2004).
                  W. J. Hanegraaff - New Age Religion and Western Culture:

                  Esotericism in the Mirror of Secular Thought (1998).
                  D. Tacey - The Spirituality Revolution: The Emergence of

                  Contemporary Spirituality (2004).    
Week 21   Mysticism and Parapsychology (Peter Moore).
Week 22   Mysticism and the Imaginal Cosmos (Angela Voss).
        G. Fowden - The Egyptian Hermes: A Historical Approach   

                   to the Late Pagan Mind (1986).
                   G. Shaw - Theurgy and the Soul: The Neoplatonism

                   Of Iamblichus (1995).
                   B. Copenhaver (trans.) - Hermetica (1992).
Week 23   Mysticism and Language (Joseph Milne).
                  D. Turner - The Darkness of God: Negativity in Christian

                  Mysticism (1995).
                  M. A. Sells - Mystical Languages of Unsaying (1994).
Week 24   Plenary: Perennialism and Pluralism
Seminar leader: Leon Schlamm

Outline of Topics

Term 1
Week 1     Introduction to the scholars and themes discussed in the 

                  module. Phenomenological, philosophical and psychological

                  approaches to the study of mystical experience. The scholar as 

                  religious ‘insider’ or ‘outsider’. Phenomenology of religion in 
                  the writings of Gerardus van der Leeuw.

Week 2     William James’ discussion of the varieties of religious 

                  experience, the reality of the unseen, pragmatism, radical

                  empiricism, the religion of healthy-mindedness and the

                  sick soul. His definitions of religious experience and 

                  mysticism. His personal relationship to mystical experience. 
                  Psychological and philosophical issues.

Week 3      Evelyn Underhill’s account of the Christian mystical path 
                   towards spiritual transformation. The scholar as religious 
                   ‘insider’. The mystic way: awakening; purification; 
                   illumination; recollection and quiet; contemplation; ecstasy 
                   and rapture; dark night of the soul; unitive life. Christian 
                   mysticism ‘psychologized’.
Week 4      Rudolf Otto’s phenomenology of numinous experience.

                  The scholar as religious ‘insider’. The elements of numinous 
                  experience (the ‘wholly other’, awefulness, overpoweringness, 
                  the fascinating, creature feeling); means of expression of and 
                  triggers for numinous experience; its irreducibly religious 

                  nature; its relationship to mystical and aesthetic experience.

                  Differences between James and Otto’s definitions of religious

                  experience.

Week 5     Mircea Eliade’s interest in the phenomenology of mystical 

                  experience and its role in the history of religions. His studies

                  of shamanism and Indian religions. His concepts of
                  hierophany, sacred time,  homo religiosus, coincidentia 
                  oppositorum. Contrast between the ‘archaic’ and the 

                  ‘modern’. History of religions as ‘a new humanism’.

                  Influence of Rudolf Otto on his work.
Week 6      Carl Jung’s visionary experience. Authority of ‘psychic

                   experience’. Influence of James and Otto on his work. His
                   interpretation of, and relationship to, a variety of western and
                   eastern mystical traditions. His concepts of ‘inflation’, and
                   introversion and extraversion in the study of religious 

                   experience. His proscription against the western practice of

                   eastern spiritual disciplines. His cultural ‘enclavism’.
Week 8      Gershom Scholem’s seminal studies of Jewish mysticism. The

                   distinctive features of Jewish mysticism. Innovation and 

                   religious authority in Kabbalah. Visionary experience and
                   theurgy. Kabbalistic prayer. Kabbalah, sacred language and 

                   the Torah. Kabbalah and myth. Cosmogony and eschatology.

                   Allegorization and symbolism. Antinomianism as the 

                   sanctification of sin. Esotericism as ‘counter-history’.
 Week 9     Henry Corbin and Louis Massignon’s studies of Sufism.
                   Phenomenology and psychology of ‘imaginal’ consciousness
                   in ibn ‘Arabi. Creative imagination as theophany. The God

                   manifested by theophanic imagination. Kathenotheism. Use

                   of the heart in Sufism. Theophanic prayer. Corbin’s debt to

                   Jung. The passion of al-Hallaj. Divine desire, non-dualism,
                   and heresy.  

Week 10    Stace’s philosophical approach to the study of mysticism.

                  His definition of mystical experience. His distinction between

                  introvertive and extrovertive mysticism. Pantheism, dualism 
                  and monism. His defence of a universal common core of
                  mystical experience. The Perennial Philosophy. His distinction 
                  between experience and interpretation in the writings of 
                  mystics. 

Week 11    Zaehner’s criticisms of the Perennial Philosophy and of

                  the claim that religious experiences can be drug induced. His 

                  distinction between non-religious (ecstatic) nature mysticism 
                  and religious (enstatic) monistic (soul) and theistic (God) 
                  mysticism. His privileging of theistic over non-dualistic 

                  traditions on moral grounds. Smart’s critique of Zaehner’s 
                  taxonomy.

Week 12    Bharati and Staal’s questioning of the claim of a necessary, 

                  rather than only a contingent, connection between veridical 

                  mystical experience, spiritual practices (meditation, prayer,

                  visualisation) and saintliness. Difficult and easy (or
                  pleasurable) paths to spiritual transformation. The relationship
                  of mystical experience to morality (Wainwright, Zaehner,
                  Stace, James).

Term 2
Week 13    Katz’s contextualist/constructivist approach to the study of 

                  mysticism. His critique of the Perennial Philosophy and of  

                  taxonomies of mystical traditions (eg. Stace and Zaehner).

                  His criticism of the scholarly distinction between experience

                  and interpretation in the writings of mystics (eg. Stace). There 
                  are no pure or unmediated experiences. The relationship
                  between mystical experiences and mystical traditions and 

                  languages.  The intentionality of all mystical experiences.

Week 14   Forman’s criticisms of Katz’s contextualist/constructivist 
                 position. Katz’s philosophical presuppositions. The circularity
                 of Katz’s argument. Katz’s failure to provide empirical
                 evidence for his claims. Katz’s relationship to the
                 phenomenology of religion. Forman’s claim that the ‘pure
                 consciousness event’ of some, although not all, mystical
                 experiences is contentless, and therefore unmediated. Forman’s
                 concept of mystical forgetting what is already known by a
                 religious tradition.

Week 15   Visionary Mysticism and Empowerment (Merkur and 

                  Hollenback). Phenomenology and psychology of visionary  

                  mystical experience and its relationship to paranormal  

                  phenomena. Enthymesis: ecstatic, recollective empowerment 
                  of the mind, will and imagination. Jung’s active imagination 
                  as a visionary mystical practice. Distinction between reverie 

                  and trance states. Influence of Corbin and Scholem’s 
                  scholarship on Merkur’s research. Merkur and Hollenback’s

                  challenge to previous definitions of mystical experience 
                  (e.g. Forman, Stace, Bharati).  

Week 16   Transpersonal Psychology and Mysticism. Ken Wilber’s
                  integral psychology. His ‘spectrum’ model of consciousness

                  and evaluation of ‘psychic’, ‘subtle’, and ‘causal’ mystical 

                  traditions. His perennialism and privileging of non-dualistic

                  over theistic and visionary mystical traditions. His hostility to 
                  postmodernism and pluralism. Stanislav Grof’s altered states

                  of consciousness and alternative (Jungian) model of spiritual
                  transformation. Psychological regression in the service of 
                  mystical gnosis. 

Week 17   Rawlinson’s taxonomy of mystical traditions. Examination of

                  the relationship between Cool Structured, Hot Structured,

                  Cool Unstructured and Hot Unstructured traditions. The

                  novelty of the distinction between structured and unstructured

                  traditions. The dimensions of mystical traditions. Mystical

                  experience is one of many dimensions. The issue of religious

                  pluralism in the light of previous scholarship (eg. Stace,

                  Zaehner, Katz, Wilber). Rawlinson's pragmatism.
Week 18   Feuerstein’s study of holy madness and crazy wisdom of

                 religious adepts. History of the phenomenon. Contemporary

                 examples. Spiritual confusion and the abuse of power?

                 Difficulties for the disciple and the scholar in interpreting the

                 behaviour of crazy wisdom gurus. Location of such

                 gurus within Rawlinson’s Hot Structured traditions.

                 Rawlinson’s discussion of crazy wisdom.   

Week 20   Mysticism and New Age Spirituality. Overview and 
                 definitions of New Age movement. Mystical and millenarian
                 features of New Age religion. Its trans-traditional orientation

                 and relationship to secularism, modernism and                    

                 post-modernism. Its appropriation of eastern mystical 

                 traditions. Its relationship to pre-modern western esotericism. 

                 Distinction between spirituality and religion. ‘Grassroots’ 

                 spirituality (Forman, Tacey).      

Week 21   Mysticism and Parapsychology.

Week 22 Mysticism and the Imaginal Cosmos. Examination of the 
                  nature of ‘esoteric’ knowledge in the West, the Hermetic 
                  tradition with its roots in ancient Egypt, its collaboration with 
                  Platonism via the theurgic practices of Iamblichus and 
                  Proclus, and its flowering in Christian Renaissance Europe.  
                  The spiritual knowledge of this perennial wisdom, dependent 
                  on an ‘imaginal’ perception emerging from a deep intuitive 

                  connection of the human soul with the cosmos. 

Week 23   The many uses of language by mystics. Contexts and 
                  intentions of mystical language. Qualified and unqualified
                  ineffability claims. The functions of apophatic and katophatic
                  language. Non-cognitive language and the mystical claim that
                  attachment to cognitive language can be identified with
                  spiritual ignorance. The metaphor theory of language.
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