EXCERPTS FROM
Mysticism:
A Study in Nature and Development of Spiritual Consciousness11
(Part I: The Mystic Fact, Chapters 1–4)
by Evelyn Underhill

A curious type of personality2
The most highly developed branches of the human family have in common one peculiar
characteristic. They tend to produce — sporadically it is true, and often in the teeth of
adverse external circumstances — a curious and definite type of personality; a type
which refuses to be satisfied with that which other men call experience, and is inclined,
in the words of its enemies, to “deny the world in order that it may find reality.” We
meet these persons in the east and the west; in the ancient, mediaeval, and modern
worlds. Their one passion appears to be the prosecution of a certain spiritual and intangible quest: the finding of a “way out” or a “way back” to some desirable state in which
alone they can satisfy their craving for absolute truth. This quest, for them, has constituted the whole meaning of life. They have made for it without effort sacrifices which
have appeared enormous to other men: and it is an indirect testimony to its objective
actuality, that whatever the place or period in which they have arisen, their aims, doctrines and methods have been substantially the same. Their experience, therefore,
forms a body of evidence, curiously self-consistent and often mutually explanatory,
which must be taken into account before we can add up the sum of the energies and potentialities of the human spirit, or reasonably speculate on its relations to the unknown
world which lies outside the boundaries of sense. (3)3

Pioneers of the spiritual world
All men, at one time or another, have fallen in love with the veiled Isis whom they call
Truth. With most, this has been a passing passion: they have early seen its hopelessness
and turned to more practical things. But others remain all their lives the devout lovers
of reality: though the manner of their love, the vision which they make to themselves of
the beloved object varies enormously. Some see Truth as Dante saw Beatrice: an adorable yet intangible figure, found in this world yet revealing the next. To others she
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seems rather an evil but an irresistible enchantress: enticing, demanding payment and
betraying her lover at the last. Some have seen her in a test tube, and some in a poet’s
dream: some before the altar, others in the slime. The extreme pragmatists have even
sought her in the kitchen; declaring that she may best be recognized by her utility. Last
stage of all, the philosophic sceptic has comforted an unsuccessful courtship by assuring himself that his mistress is not really there.
Under whatsoever symbols they have objectified their quest, none of these seekers have
ever been able to assure the world that they have found, seen face to face, the Reality
behind the veil. But if we may trust the reports of the mystics — and they are reports
given with a strange accent of certainty and good faith — they have succeeded where all
these others have failed, in establishing immediate communication between the spirit
of man, entangled as they declare amongst material things, and that “only Reality,” that
immaterial and final Being, which some philosophers call the Absolute, and most theologians call God. This, they say — and here many who are not mystics agree with them
— is the hidden Truth which is the object of man’s craving; the only satisfying goal of
his quest. Hence, they should claim from us the same attention that we give to other explorers of countries in which we are not competent to adventure ourselves; for the mystics are the pioneers of the spiritual world, and we have no right to deny validity to
their discoveries, merely because we lack the opportunity or the courage necessary to
those who would prosecute such explorations for themselves. (3–4)

Pulling down our card houses
It is the object of this book to attempt a description, and also — though this is needless
for those who read that description in good faith — a justification of these experiences
and the conclusions which have been drawn from them. So remote, however, are these
matters from our ordinary habits of thought, that their investigation entails, in those
who would attempt to understand them, a definite preparation: a purging of the intellect. As with those who came of old to the Mysteries, purification is here the gate of
knowledge. We must come to this encounter with minds cleared of prejudice and convention, must deliberately break with our inveterate habit of taking the “visible world”
for granted; our lazy assumption that somehow science is “real” and metaphysics is
not. We must pull down our own card houses — descend, as the mystics say, “into our
nothingness” — and examine for ourselves the foundations of all possible human experience, before we are in a position to criticize the buildings of the visionaries, the poets,
and the saints. We must not begin to talk of the unreal world of these dreamers until we
have discovered — if we can — a real world with which it may be compared.
Such a criticism of reality is of course the business of philosophy. I need hardly say that
this book is not written by a philosopher, nor is it addressed to students of that imperial
science. Nevertheless, amateurs though we be, we cannot reach our starting-point
without trespassing to some extent on philosophic ground. That ground covers the
whole area of first principles: and it is to first principles that we must go, if we would
understand the true significance of the mystic type. Let us then begin at the beginning:
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and remind ourselves of a few of the trite and primary facts which all practical persons
agree to ignore. That beginning, for human thought, is of course the I, the Ego, the selfconscious subject which is writing this book, or the other self-conscious subject which
is reading it; and which declares, in the teeth of all arguments, I AM. 4 Here is a point as
to which we all feel quite sure. No metaphysician has yet shaken the ordinary individual’s belief in his own existence. The uncertainties only begin for most of us when we ask
what else is.
To this I, this conscious self “imprisoned in the body like an oyster in his shell”, 5 come,
as we know, a constant stream of messages and experiences. Chief amongst these are
the stimulation of the tactile nerves whose result we call touch, the vibrations taken up
by the optic nerve which we call light, and those taken up by the ear and perceived as
sound. (4–5)

Useful servants, dangerous guides
What do these experiences mean? The first answer of the unsophisticated Self is, that
they indicate the nature of the external world: it is to the “evidence of her senses” that
she turns, when she is asked what the world is like. From the messages received
through those senses, which pour in on her whether she will or no, battering upon her
gateways at every instant and from every side, she constructs that “sense-world” which
is the “real and solid world” of normal men. As the impressions come in — or rather
those interpretations of the original impressions which her nervous system supplies —
she pounces on them, much as players in the spelling game pounce on the separate letters dealt out to them. She sorts, accepts, rejects, combines: and then triumphantly
produces from them a “concept” which is, she says, the external world. With an enviable and amazing simplicity she attributes her own sensations to the unknown universe. The stars, she says, are bright; the grass is green. For her, as for the philosopher
Hume, “reality consists in impressions and ideas.”
It is immediately apparent, however, that this sense-world, this seemingly real external
universe — though it may be useful and valid in other respects — cannot be the external
world, but only the Self ’s projected picture of it. It is a work of art, not a scientific fact;
and, whilst it may well possess the profound significance proper to great works of art, is
dangerous if treated as a subject of analysis. Very slight investigation shows that it is a
picture whose relation to reality is at best symbolic and approximate, and which would
have no meaning for selves whose senses, or channels of communication, happened to
be arranged upon a different plan. The evidence of the senses, then, cannot be accepted
4
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as evidence of the nature of ultimate reality: useful servants, they are dangerous guides.
Nor can their testimony disconcert those seekers whose reports they appear to contradict.
The conscious self sits, so to speak, at the receiving end of a telegraph wire. On any other theory than that of mysticism, it is her one channel of communication with the hypothetical “external world.” The receiving instrument registers certain messages. She
does not know, and — so long as she remains dependent on that instrument — never
can know, the object, the reality at the other end of the wire, by which those messages
are sent; neither can the messages truly disclose the nature of that object. But she is
justified on the whole in accepting them as evidence that something exists beyond herself and her receiving instrument. It is obvious that the structural peculiarities of the
telegraphic instrument will have exerted a modifying effect upon the message. That
which is conveyed as dash and dot, colour and shape, may have been received in a very
different form. Therefore this message, though it may in a partial sense be relevant to
the supposed reality at the other end, can never be adequate to it. There will be fine vibrations which it fails to take up, others which it confuses together. Hence a portion of
the message is always lost; or, in other language, there are aspects of the world which
we can never know.
The sphere of our possible intellectual knowledge is thus strictly conditioned by the
limits of our own personality. On this basis, not the ends of the earth, but the external
termini of our own sensory nerves, are the termini of our explorations: and to “know
oneself ” is really to know one’s universe. We are locked up with our receiving instruments: we cannot get up and walk away in the hope of seeing whither the lines lead.
Eckhart’s words are still final for us: “the soul can only approach created things by the
voluntary reception of images.” Did some mischievous Demiurge choose to tickle our
sensory apparatus in a new way, we should receive by this act a new universe. (5–7)
✤
A direct encounter with absolute truth, then, appears to be impossible for normal nonmystical consciousness. We cannot know the reality, or even prove the existence, of the
simplest object: though this is a limitation which few people realize acutely and most
would deny. But there persists in the race a type of personality which does realize this
limitation: and cannot be content with the sham realities that furnish the universe of
normal men. It is necessary, as it seems, to the comfort of persons of this type to form
for themselves some image of the Something or Nothing which is at the end of their
telegraph lines: some “conception of being,” some “theory of knowledge.” They are tormented by the Unknowable, ache for first principles, demand some background to the
shadow show of things. In so far as man possesses this temperament, he hungers for
reality, and must satisfy that hunger as best he can: staving off starvation, though he
may not be filled.
It is doubtful whether any two selves have offered themselves exactly the same image
of the truth outside their gates: for a living metaphysic, like a living religion, is at bot-
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tom a strictly personal affair — a matter, as William James reminded us, of vision rather
than of argument. (8)

Describing the furniture
Let us then consider shortly the results arrived at by these traditional schools — the
great classic theories concerning the nature of reality. In them we see crystallized the
best that the human intellect, left to itself, has been able to achieve.
The most obvious and generally accepted explanation of the world is of course that of
Naturalism, or naive Realism: the point of view of the plain man. Naturalism states
simply that we see the real world, though we may not see it very well. What seems to
normal healthy people to be there, is approximately there. It congratulates itself on
resting in the concrete; it accepts material things as real. In other words, our corrected
and correlated sense impressions, raised to their highest point of efficiency, form for it
the only valid material of knowledge: knowledge itself being the classified results of exact observation.
Such an attitude as this may be a counsel of prudence, in view of our ignorance of all
that lies beyond: but it can never satisfy our hunger for reality. It says in effect, “The
room in which we find ourselves is fairly comfortable. Draw the curtains, for the night is
dark: and let us devote ourselves to describing the furniture.” Unfortunately, however,
even the furniture refuses to accommodate itself to the naturalistic view of things. Once
we begin to examine it attentively, we find that it abounds in hints of wonder and mystery: declares aloud that even chairs and tables are not what they seem.
We have seen that the most elementary criticism, applied to any ordinary object of perception, tends to invalidate the simple and comfortable creed of “common sense”; that
not merely faith but gross credulity, is needed by the mind which would accept the apparent as the real. I say, for instance, that I “see” a house. I can only mean by this that
the part of my receiving instrument which undertakes the duty called vision is affected
in a certain way, and arouses in my mind the idea “house.” The idea “house” is now
treated by me as a real house, and my further observations will be an unfolding, enriching, and defining of this image. But what the external reality is which evoked the image
that I call “house,” I do not know and never can know. It is as mysterious, as far beyond
my apprehension, as the constitution of the angelic choirs. Consciousness shrinks in
terror from contact with the mighty verb “to be.” I may of course call in one sense to
“corroborate,” as we trustfully say, the evidence of the other; may approach the house,
and touch it. Then the nerves of my hand will be affected by a sensation which I translate as hardness and solidity; the eye by a peculiar and wholly incomprehensible sensation called redness; and from these purely personal changes my mind constructs and
externalizes an idea which it calls red bricks. Science herself, however, if she be asked to
verify the reality of these perceptions, at once declares that though the material world
be real, the ideas of solidity and colour are but hallucination. They belong to the human
animal, not to the physical universe: pertain to accident not substance, as scholastic
philosophy would say. (8–9)
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Further, there is no trustworthy standard by which we can separate the “real” from the
“unreal” aspects of phenomena. Such standards as exist are conventional and correspond to convenience, not to truth. It is no argument to say that most men see the world
in much the same way, and that this “way” is the true standard of reality: though for
practical purposes we have agreed that sanity consists in sharing the hallucinations of
our neighbours. Those who are honest with themselves know that this “sharing” is at
best incomplete. By the voluntary adoption of a new conception of the universe, the fitting of a new alphabet to the old Morse code — a proceeding which we call the acquirement of knowledge — we can and do change to a marked extent our way of seeing
things: building up new worlds from old sense impressions, and transmuting objects
more easily and thoroughly than any magician. “Eyes and ears,” said Heracleitus, “are
bad witnesses to those who have barbarian souls”: and even those whose souls are civilized tend to see and hear all things through a temperament. In one and the same sky
the poet may discover the habitation of angels, whilst the sailor sees only a promise of
dirty weather ahead. Hence, artist and surgeon, Christian and rationalist, pessimist and
optimist, do actually and truly live in different and mutually exclusive worlds, not only
of thought but also of perception. Only the happy circumstance that our ordinary
speech is conventional, not realistic, permits us to conceal from one another the unique
and lonely world in which each lives. Now and then an artist is born, terribly articulate,
foolishly truthful, who insists on “Speaking as he saw.” Then other men, lapped warmly
in their artificial universe, agree that he is mad: or, at the very best, an “extraordinarily
imaginative fellow.” (10)

A final Reality
The mind which seeks the Real, then, in this shifting and subjective “natural” world is
of necessity thrown back on itself: on images and concepts which owe more to the
“seer” than to the “seen.” But Reality must be real for all, once they have found it: must
exist “in itself ” upon a plane of being unconditioned by the perceiving mind. Only thus
can it satisfy that mind’s most vital instinct, most sacred passion — its “instinct for the
Absolute,” its passion for truth.
You are not asked, as a result of these antique and elementary propositions, to wipe
clean the slate of normal human experience, and cast in your lot with intellectual nihilism. You are only asked to acknowledge that it is but a slate, and that the white
scratches upon it which the ordinary man calls facts, and the Scientific Realist calls
knowledge, are at best relative and conventionalized symbols of that aspect of the unknowable reality at which they hint. This being so, whilst we must all draw a picture of
some kind on our slate and act in relation therewith, we cannot deny the validity —
though we may deny the usefulness — of the pictures which others produce, however
abnormal and impossible they may seem; since these are sketching an aspect of reality
which has not come within our sensual field, and so does not and cannot form part of
our world. Yet as the theologian claims that the doctrine of the Trinity veils and reveals
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not Three but One, so the varied aspects under which the universe appears to the perceiving consciousness hint at a final reality, or in Kantian language, a Transcendental
Object, which shall be, not any one, yet all of its manifestations; transcending yet including the innumerable fragmentary worlds of individual conception. We begin, then,
to ask what can be the nature of this One; and whence comes the persistent instinct
which — receiving no encouragement from sense experience — apprehends and desires
this unknown unity, this all-inclusive Absolute, as the only possible satisfaction of its
thirst for truth. (10–11)

A diagram of the heavens, not a ladder to the stars
In Idealism we have perhaps the most sublime theory of Being which has ever been constructed by the human intellect: a theory so sublime, in fact, that it can hardly have
been produced by the exercise of “pure reason” alone, but must be looked upon as a
manifestation of that natural mysticism, that instinct for the Absolute, which is latent
in man. But, when we ask the idealist how we are to attain communion with the reality
which he describes to us as “certainly there,” his system suddenly breaks down; and discloses itself as a diagram of the heavens, not a ladder to the stars. This failure of Idealism to find in practice the reality of which it thinks so much is due, in the opinion of the
mystics, to a cause which finds epigrammatic expression in the celebrated phrase by
which St. Jerome marked the distinction between religion and philosophy. “Plato located the soul of man in the head; Christ located it in the heart.” That is to say, Idealism,
though just in its premises, and often daring and honest in their application, is stultified
by the exclusive intellectualism of its own methods: by its fatal trust in the squirrelwork of the industrious brain instead of the piercing vision of the desirous heart. It interests man, but does not involve him in its processes: does not catch him up to the new
and more real life which it describes. Hence the thing that matters, the living thing, has
somehow escaped it; and its observations bear the same relation to reality as the art of
the anatomist does to the mystery of birth. (13)

A vision-making animal
By vision, hearing, smell, and touch, says Science, we find our way about, are warned of
danger, obtain our food. The male perceives beauty in the female in order that the species may be propagated. It is true that this primitive instinct has given birth to higher
and purer emotions; but these too fulfil a social purpose and are not so useless as they
seem. Man must eat to live, therefore many foods give us agreeable sensations. If he
overeats, he dies; therefore indigestion is an unpleasant pain. Certain facts of which too
keen a perception would act detrimentally to the life-force are, for most men, impossible of realization: i.e., the uncertainty of life, the decay of the body, the vanity of all
things under the sun. When we are in good health, we all feel very real, solid, and permanent; and this is of all our illusions the most ridiculous, and also the most obviously
useful from the point of view of the efficiency and preservation of the race.
But when we look closer, we see that this brisk generalization does not cover all the
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ground — not even that little tract of ground of which our senses make us free; indeed,
that it is more remarkable for its omissions than for its inclusions. Récéjac has well said
that “from the moment in which man is no longer content to devise things useful for
his existence under the exclusive action of the will-to-live, the principle of (physical)
evolution has been violated”.6 Nothing can be more certain than that man is not so content. He has been called by utilitarian philosophers a tool-making animal — the highest
praise they knew how to bestow. More surely he is a vision-making animal; a creature of
perverse and unpractical ideals, dominated by dreams no less than by appetites —
dreams which can only be justified upon the theory that he moves towards some other
goal than that of physical perfection or intellectual supremacy, is controlled by some
higher and more vital reality than that of the determinists. We are driven to the conclusion that if the theory of evolution is to include or explain the facts of artistic and spiritual experience — and it cannot be accepted by any serious thinker if these great tracts
of consciousness remain outside its range — it must be rebuilt on a mental rather than a
physical basis. (16–17)

Three absurdities
Even the most ordinary human life includes in its range fundamental experiences —
violent and unforgettable sensations — forced on us as it were against our will, for
which science finds it hard to account. These experiences and sensations, and the hours
of exalted emotion which they bring with them — often recognized by us as the
greatest, most significant hours of our lives — fulfil no office in relation to her pet
“functions of nutrition and reproduction.” It is true that they are far-reaching in their
effects on character; but they do little or nothing to assist that character in its struggle
for physical life. To the unprejudiced eye many of them seem hopelessly out of place in
a universe constructed on strictly physico-chemical lines — look almost as though
nature, left to herself, tended to contradict her own beautifully logical laws. Their presence, more, the large place which they fill in the human world of appearance, is a puzzling circumstance for deterministic philosophers; who can only escape from the
dilemma here presented to them by calling these things illusions, and dignifying their
own more manageable illusions with the title of facts.
Amongst the more intractable of these groups of perceptions and experiences are those
which we connect with religion, with pain and with beauty. All three, for those selves
which are capable of receiving their messages, possess a mysterious authority far in excess of those feelings, arguments, or appearances which they may happen to contradict.
All three, were the universe of the naturalists true, would be absurd; all three have ever
been treated with the reverence due to vital matters by the best minds of the race. (17)

Hopelessly irrational
6
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I need not point out the hopelessly irrational character of all great religions: which rest,
one and all, on a primary assumption that can never be intellectually demonstrated,
much less proved — the assumption that the supra-sensible is somehow important and
real, and is intimately connected with the life of man. This fact has been incessantly
dwelt upon by their critics, and has provoked many a misplaced exercise of ingenuity
on the part of their intelligent friends. Yet religion — emphasizing and pushing to extremes that general dependence on faith which we saw to be an inevitable condition of
our lives — is one of the most universal and ineradicable functions of man, and this although it constantly acts detrimentally to the interests of his merely physical existence,
opposes “the exclusive action of the will-to-live,” except in so far as that will aspires to
eternal life. (17–18)

Hopelessly over-sensitized
The question is not, whence come those conditions which provoke in the self the experiences called sorrow, anxiety, pain: but, why do these conditions hurt the self? The pain
is mental; a little chloroform, and though the conditions continue unabated the suffering is gone. Why does full consciousness always include the mysterious capacity for
misery as well as for happiness — a capacity which seems at first sight to invalidate any
conception of the Absolute as Beautiful and Good? Why does evolution, as we ascend
the ladder of life, foster instead of diminishing the capacity for useless mental anguish,
for long, dull torment, bitter grief? Why, when so much lies outside our limited powers
of perception, when so many of our own most vital functions are unperceived by consciousness, does suffering of some sort form an integral part of the experience of man?
For utilitarian purposes acute discomfort would be quite enough; the Cosmic Idea, as
the determinists explain it, did not really need an apparatus which felt all the throes of
cancer, the horrors of neurasthenia, the pangs of birth. Still less did it need the torments of impotent sympathy for other people’s irremediable pain, the dreadful power
of feeling the world’s woe. We are hopelessly over-sensitized for the part science calls
us to play.
Pain, however we may look at it, indicates a profound disharmony between the senseworld and the human self. If it is to be vanquished, either the disharmony must be resolved by a deliberate and careful adjustment of the self to the world of sense, or, that
self must turn from the sense-world to some other with which it is in tune. Pessimist
and optimist here join hands. But whilst the pessimist, resting in appearance, only sees
“nature red in tooth and claw” offering him little hope of escape, the optimist thinks
that pain and anguish — which may in their lower forms be life’s harsh guides on the
path of physical evolution — in their higher and apparently “useless” developments are
her leaders and teachers in the upper school of Supra-sensible Reality. . .
Sometimes, in the excess of his optimism, he puts to the test of practice this theory
with all its implications. Refusing to be deluded by the pleasures of the sense world, he
accepts instead of avoiding pain, and becomes an ascetic; a puzzling type for the convinced naturalist, who, falling back upon contempt — that favourite resource of the
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frustrated reason — can only regard him as diseased.
Pain, then, which plunges like a sword through creation, leaving on the one side
cringing and degraded animals and on the other side heroes and saints, is one of those
facts of universal experience which are peculiarly intractable from the point of view of a
merely materialistic philosophy. (18–20)

Where loveliness is extracted from the flux of things
From this same point of view the existence of music and poetry, the qualities of beauty
and of rhythm, the evoked sensations of awe, reverence, and rapture, are almost as difficult to account for. The question why an apparent corrugation of the Earth’s surface,
called for convenience’ sake an Alp, coated with congealed water, and perceived by us
as a snowy peak, should produce in certain natures acute sensations of ecstasy and adoration, why the skylark’s song should catch us up to heaven, and wonder and mystery
speak to us alike in “the little speedwell’s darling blue” and in the cadence of the wind,
is a problem that seems to be merely absurd, until it is seen to be insoluble. Here
Madam How and Lady Why alike are silent. With all our busy seeking, we have not
found the sorting house where loveliness is extracted from the flux of things. We know
not why “great” poetry should move us to unspeakable emotion, or a stream of notes,
arranged in a peculiar sequence, catch us up to heightened levels of vitality: nor can we
guess how a passionate admiration for that which we call “best” in art or letters can
possibly contribute to the physical evolution of the race. In spite of many lengthy disquisitions on Esthetics, Beauty’s secret is still her own. . .
Here it is that we approach that attitude of the self, that point of view, which is loosely
and generally called mystical. Here, instead of those broad blind alleys which philosophy
showed us, a certain type of mind has always discerned three strait and narrow ways
going out towards the Absolute. In religion, in pain, and in beauty — and not only in
these, but in many other apparently useless peculiarities of the empirical world and of
the perceiving consciousness — these persons insist that they recognize at least the
fringe of the real. Down these three paths, as well as by many another secret way, they
claim that news comes to the self concerning levels of reality which in their wholeness
are inaccessible to the senses: worlds wondrous and immortal, whose existence is not
conditioned by the “given” world which those senses report. (20–21)

The disconcerting language of first-hand experience
Why, after all, take as our standard a material world whose existence is affirmed by
nothing more trustworthy than the sense-impressions of “normal men”; those imperfect and easily cheated channels of communication? The mystics, those adventurers of
whom we spoke upon the first page of this book, have always declared, implicitly or explicitly, their distrust in these channels of communication. They have never been deceived by phenomena, nor by the careful logic of the industrious intellect. One after
another, with extraordinary unanimity, they have rejected that appeal to the unreal
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world of appearance which is the standard of sensible men: affirming that there is another way, another secret, by which the conscious self may reach the actuality which it
seeks. More complete in their grasp of experience than the votaries of intellect or of
sense, they accept as central for life those spiritual messages which are mediated by religion, by beauty, and by pain. More reasonable than the rationalists, they find in that
very hunger for reality which is the mother of all metaphysics, an implicit proof that
such reality exists; that there is something else, some final satisfaction, beyond the
ceaseless stream of sensation which besieges consciousness. “In that thou hast sought
me, thou hast already found me,” says the voice of Absolute Truth in their ears. This is
the first doctrine of mysticism. Its next is that only in so far as the self is real can it
hope to know Reality: like to like. . . Upon the propositions implicit in these two laws
the whole claim and practice of the mystic life depends. (22–23)
✤
To all who will receive it, news comes of a world of Absolute Life, Absolute Beauty, Absolute Truth, beyond the bourne of time and place: news that most of us translate — and
inevitably distort in the process — into the language of religion, of beauty, of love, or of
pain.
Of all those forms of life and thought with which humanity has fed its craving for truth,
mysticism alone postulates, and in the persons of its great initiates proves, not only the
existence of the Absolute, but also this link: this possibility first of knowing, finally of
attaining it. It denies that possible knowledge is to be limited (a) to sense impressions,
(b) to any process of intellection, (c) to the unfolding of the content of normal consciousness. Such diagrams of experience, it says, are hopelessly incomplete. The mystics find the basis of their method not in logic but in life: in the existence of a
discoverable “real,” a spark of true being, within the seeking subject, which can, in that
ineffable experience which they call the “act of union,” fuse itself with and thus apprehend the reality of the sought Object. In theological language, their theory of knowledge is that the spirit of man, itself essentially divine, is capable of immediate
communion with God, the One Reality.
In mysticism that love of truth which we saw as the beginning of all philosophy leaves
the merely intellectual sphere, and takes on the assured aspect of a personal passion.
Where the philosopher guesses and argues, the mystic lives and looks; and speaks, consequently, the disconcerting language of first-hand experience, not the neat dialectic of
the schools. Hence whilst the Absolute of the metaphysicians remains a diagram — impersonal and unattainable — the Absolute of the mystics is lovable, attainable, alive.
“Oh, taste and see!” they cry, in accents of astounding certainty and joy. “Ours is an experimental science. We can but communicate our system, never its result. We come to
you not as thinkers, but as doers. Leave your deep and absurd trust in the senses, with
their language of dot and dash, which may possibly report fact but can never communicate personality. If philosophy has taught you anything, she has surely taught you the
length of her tether, and the impossibility of attaining to the doubtless admirable graz-
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ing land which lies beyond it. One after another, idealists have arisen who, straining
frantically at the rope, have announced to the world their approaching liberty; only to
be flung back at last into the little circle of sensation. But here we are, a small family, it
is true, yet one that refuses to die out, assuring you that we have slipped the knot and
are free of those grazing grounds. This is evidence which you are bound to bring into account before you can add up the sum total of possible knowledge; for you will find it impossible to prove that the world as seen by the mystics, “unimaginable, formless, dark
with excess of bright,” is less real than that which is expounded by the youngest and
most promising demonstrator of a physicochemical universe. We will be quite candid
with you. Examine us as much as you like: our machinery, our veracity, our results. We
cannot promise that you shall see what we have seen, for here each man must adventure for himself; but we defy you to stigmatize our experiences as impossible or invalid.
Is your world of experience so well and logically founded that you dare make of it a
standard? Philosophy tells you that it is founded on nothing better than the reports of
your sensory apparatus and the traditional concepts of the race. Certainly it is imperfect, probably it is illusion, in any event, it never touches the foundation of things. (23–
25)

Kept on a low diet
[T]he unsatisfied psyche in her emotional aspect wants, as we have said, to love more;
her curious intellect wants to know more. The awakened human creature suspects that
both appetites are being kept on a low diet; that there really is more to love, and more
to know, somewhere in the mysterious world without, and further that its powers of affection and understanding are worthy of some greater and more durable objective than
that provided by the illusions of sense. Urged therefore by the cravings of feeling or of
thought, consciousness is always trying to run out to the encounter of the Absolute,
and always being forced to return. The neat philosophical system, the diagrams of science, the “sunset-touch,” are tried in turn. Art and life, the accidents of our humanity,
may foster an emotional outlook; till the moment in which the neglected intellect arises
and pronounces such an outlook to have no validity. Metaphysics and science seem to
offer to the intellect an open window towards truth; till the heart looks out and declares
this landscape to be a chill desert in which she can find no nourishment. These diverse
aspects of things must be either fused or transcended if the whole self is to be satisfied;
for the reality which she seeks has got to meet both claims and pay in full. (45)

A form of the Higher Laziness
[W]e are of course trying to describe from without that which can only adequately be
described from within; which is as much as to say that only mystics can really write
about mysticism. Fortunately, many mystics have so written; and we, from their experiences and from the explorations of psychology upon another plane, are able to make
certain elementary deductions. It appears generally from these that the act of contemplation is for the mystic a psychic gateway; a method of going from one level of con-
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sciousness to another. In technical language it is the condition under which he shifts his
“field of perception” and obtains his characteristic outlook on the universe. That there
is such a characteristic outlook, peculiar to no creed or race, is proved by the history of
mysticism; which demonstrates plainly enough that in some men another sort of consciousness, another “sense,” may be liberated beyond the normal powers we have discussed. This “sense” has attachments at each point to emotion, to intellect, and to will.
It can express itself under each of the aspects which these terms connote. Yet it differs
from and transcends the emotional, intellectual, and volitional life of ordinary men. . .
It is infused with burning love, for it seems to its possessors to be primarily a movement
of the heart: with intellectual subtlety, for its ardour is wholly spent upon the most sublime object of thought: with unflinching will, for its adventures are undertaken in the
teeth of the natural doubts, prejudices, languors, and self-indulgence of man. These adventures, looked upon by those who stay at home as a form of the Higher Laziness, are
in reality the last and most arduous labours which the human spirit is called to perform.
They are the only known methods by which we can come into conscious possession of
all our powers; and, rising from the lower to the higher levels of consciousness, become
aware of that larger life in which we are immersed, attain communion with the transcendent Personality in Whom that life is resumed. . .
It remains a paradox of the mystics that the passivity at which they appear to aim is
really a state of the most intense activity: more, that where it is wholly absent no great
creative action can take place. In it, the superficial self compels itself to be still, in order
that it may liberate another more deep-seated power which is, in the ecstasy of the contemplative genius, raised to the highest pitch of efficiency. (49–50)

Uncurling the tentacles
If those who have cultivated this latent power be correct in their statements, the self
was mistaken in supposing herself to be entirely shut off from the true external universe. She has, it seems, certain tentacles which, once she learns to uncurl them, will
stretch sensitive fingers far beyond that limiting envelope in which her normal consciousness is contained, and give her news of a higher reality than that which can be deduced from the reports of the senses. The fully developed and completely conscious
human soul can open as an anemone does, and know the ocean in which she is bathed.
This act, this condition of consciousness, in which barriers are obliterated, the Absolute
flows in on us, and we, rushing out to its embrace, “find and feel the Infinite above all
reason and above all knowledge”,7 is the true “mystical state.” The value of contemplation is that it tends to produce this state, release this transcendental sense; and so turns
the “lower servitude” in which the natural man lives under the sway of his earthly environment to the “higher servitude” of fully conscious dependence on that Reality “in
Whom we live and move and have our being.”
What then, we ask, is the nature of this special sense — this transcendental conscious7

Ruysbroeck (1293–1381 ), “De Septem Gradibus Amoris,” cap. xiv.
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ness — and how does contemplation liberate it?
Any attempt to answer this question brings upon the scene another aspect of man’s
psychic life: an aspect of paramount importance to the student of the mystic type. We
have reviewed the chief ways in which our surface consciousness reacts upon experience: a surface consciousness which has been trained through long ages to deal with the
universe of sense. We know, however, that the personality of man is a far deeper and
more mysterious thing than the sum of his conscious feeling, thought and will: that this
superficial self — this Ego of which each of us is aware — hardly counts in comparison
with the deeps of being which it hides. (51)

The Divine Life
The business of the mystic in the eyes of these old specialists was to remake, transmute,
his total personality in the interest of his spiritual self; to bring it out of the hiddenness,
and unify himself about it as a centre, thus “putting on divine humanity.”
The divine nucleus, the point of contact between man’s life and the divine life in which
it is immersed and sustained, has been given many names in course of the development
of mystical doctrine. All clearly mean the same thing, though emphasizing different aspects of its life. (53–54)
✤
The existence of such a “sense” [of Timeless Being], such an integral part or function of
the complete human being, has been affirmed and dwelt upon not only by the mystics,
but by seers and teachers of all times and creeds: by Egypt, Greece, and India, the poets,
the fakirs, the philosophers, and the saints. A belief in its actuality is the pivot of the
Christian position; indeed of every religion worthy of the name. It is the justification of
mysticism, asceticism, the whole machinery of the self-renouncing life. That there is an
extreme point at which man’s nature touches the Absolute: that his ground, or substance, his true being, is penetrated by the Divine Life which constitutes the underlying
reality of things; this is the basis on which the whole mystic claim of possible union
with God must rest. Here, they say, is our link with reality. (54–55)

The silent watcher
[I]t is thanks to the existence within him of this immortal spark from the central fire,
that man is implicitly a “child of the infinite.” The mystic way must therefore be a life, a
discipline, which will so alter the constituents of his mental life as to include this spark
within the conscious field; bring it out of the hiddenness, from those deep levels where
it sustains and guides his normal existence, and make it the dominant element round
which his personality is arranged.
It is clear that under ordinary conditions, and save for sudden gusts of “Transcendental
Feeling” induced by some saving madness such as Religion, Art, or Love, the superficial
self knows nothing of the attitude of this silent watcher — this “Dweller in the Inner-
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most” — towards the incoming messages of the external world: nor of the activities
which they awake in it. Concentrated on the sense-world, and the messages she receives from it, she knows nothing of the relations which exist between this subject and
the unattainable Object of all thought. But by a deliberate inattention to the messages
of the senses, such as that which is induced by contemplation, the mystic can bring the
ground of the soul, the seat of “Transcendental Feeling,” within the area of consciousness: making it amenable to the activity of the will. Thus becoming unaware of his usual
and largely fictitious “external world,” another and more substantial set of perceptions,
which never have their chance under normal conditions, rise to the surface. Sometimes
these unite with the normal reasoning faculties. More often, they supersede them.
Some such exchange, such “losing to find,” appears to be necessary, if man’s transcendental powers are to have their full chance. (55)

Faculties of a very different order
[I]n persons of mystical genius, the qualities which the stress of normal life tends to
keep below the threshold of consciousness are of enormous strength. In these natural
explorers of Eternity the “transcendental faculty,” the “eye of the soul,” is not merely
present in embryo, but is highly developed; and is combined with great emotional and
volitional power. The result of the segregation of such qualities below the threshold of
consciousness is to remove from them the friction of those counterbalancing traits in
the surface mind with which they might collide. They are “in the hiddenness,” as Jacob
Boehme would say. There they develop unchecked, until a point is reached at which
their strength is such that they break their bounds and emerge into the conscious field:
either temporarily dominating the subject as in ecstasy, or permanently transmuting
the old self, as in the “unitive life.” The attainment of this point may be accelerated by
processes which have always been known and valued by the mystics; and which tend to
produce a state of consciousness classed by psychologists with dreams, reverie, and the
results of hypnosis. In all these the normal surface-consciousness is deliberately or involuntarily lulled, the images and ideas connected with normal life are excluded, and
images or faculties from “beyond the threshold” are able to take their place.
Of course these images or faculties may or may not be more valuable than those already
present in the surface-consciousness. In the ordinary subject, often enough, they are
but the odds and ends for which the superficial mind has found no use. In the mystic,
they are of a very different order: and this fact justifies the means which he instinctively employs to secure their emergence. (57)

Neither marvel nor disease
We know, as a historical fact, unusually well attested by contemporary evidence and
quite outside the sphere of hagiographic romance, that both St. Catherine of Siena and
her namesake St. Catherine of Genoa — active women as well as ecstatics, the first a
philanthropist, reformer, and politician, the second an original theologian and for many
years the highly efficient matron of a large hospital — lived, in the first case for years, in
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the second for constantly repeated periods of many weeks, without other food than the
consecrated Host which they received at Holy Communion. They did this, not by way of
difficult obedience to a pious vow, but because they could not live in any other way.
Whilst fasting, they were well and active, capable of dealing with the innumerable responsibilities which filled their lives. But the attempt to eat even a few mouthfuls — and
this attempt was constantly repeated, for, like all true saints, they detested eccentricity
— at once made them ill and had to be abandoned as useless.
In spite of the researches of Murisier,8 Janet,9 Ribot,10 and other psychologists, and their
persevering attempts to find a pathological explanation which will fit all mystic facts,
this and other marked physical peculiarities which accompany the mystical temperament belong as yet to the unsolved problems of humanity. They need to be removed
both from the sphere of marvel and from that of disease — into which enthusiastic
friends and foes force them by turn — to the sphere of pure psychology; and there studied dispassionately with the attention which we so willingly bestow on the less interesting eccentricities of degeneracy and vice. (59–60)
✤
On the whole then, whilst psycho-physical relations remain so little understood, it
would seem more prudent, and certainly more scientific, to withhold our judgment on
the meaning of the psychophysical phenomena which accompany the mystic life; instead of basing destructive criticism on facts which are avowedly mysterious and at
least capable of more than one interpretation. To deduce the nature of a compound
from the character of its byproducts is notoriously unsafe. (60)

Imposing strange conditions on the flesh
[T]he exalted personality of the mystic — his self-discipline, his heroic acceptance of labour and suffering, and his inflexible will — raises to a higher term that normal power
of mind over body which all possess. Also the contemplative state — like the hypnotic
state in a healthy person — seems to enhance life by throwing open deeper levels of
personality. The self then drinks at a fountain which is fed by the Universal Life. True
ecstasy is notoriously life-enhancing. In it a bracing contact with Reality seems to take
place, and as a result the subject is himself more real. . . Hence the extraordinary
powers of endurance, and independence of external conditions, which the great ecstatics so often display.
If we see in the mystics, as some have done, the sporadic beginning of a power, a higher
consciousness, towards which the race slowly tends; then it seems likely enough that
where it appears nerves and organs should suffer under a stress to which they have not
8

Murisier, H. Les Maladies des Sentiments Religieux. No date.

9

Janet, P. L’État Mentale des Hysteriques (2 vols. Paris, 1893–94) and Une Extatique (Bulletin de
l’Institut Psychologique, Paris, 1901).

10 Ribot, T. La Psychologie des Sentiment, 1896.
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yet become adapted, and that a spirit more highly organized than its bodily home
should be able to impose strange conditions on the flesh. When man first stood upright,
a body long accustomed to go on all fours, legs which had adjusted themselves to bearing but half his weight, must have rebelled against this unnatural proceeding; inflicting
upon its author much pain and discomfort if not absolute illness. It is at least permissible to look upon the strange “psycho-physical” state common amongst the mystics as
just such a rebellion on the part of a normal nervous and vascular system against the
exigencies of a way of life to which it has not yet adjusted itself. (61–62)

Opening the sluices
The truth, then, so far as we know it at present, seems to be that those powers which
are in contact with the Transcendental Order, and which constitute at the lowest estimate half the self, are dormant in ordinary men; whose time and interest are wholly occupied in responding to the stimuli of the world of sense. With those latent powers
sleeps the landscape which they alone can apprehend. In mystics none of the self is always dormant. They have roused the Dweller in the Innermost from its slumbers, and
round it have unified their life. Heart, Reason, Will are there in full action, drawing their
incentive not from the shadow-show of sense, but from the deeps of true Being; where a
lamp is lit, and a consciousness awake, of which the sleepy crowd remains oblivious. He
who says the mystic is but half a man, states the exact opposite of the truth. Only the
mystic can be called a whole man, since in others half the powers of the self always
sleep. This wholeness of experience is much insisted on by the mystics. (62–63)
✤
In those abnormal types of personality to which we give the name of genius, we seem to
detect a hint of the relations which may exist between these deep levels of being and
the crust of consciousness. In the poet, the musician, the great mathematician or inventor, powers lying below the threshold, and hardly controllable by their owner’s conscious will, clearly take a major part in the business of perception and conception. In all
creative acts, the larger share of the work is done subconsciously: its emergence is in a
sense automatic. This is equally true of mystics, artists, philosophers, discoverers, and
rulers of men. The great religion, invention, work of art, always owes its inception to
some sudden uprush of intuitions or ideas for which the superficial self cannot account;
its execution to powers so far beyond the control of that self, that they seem, as their
owner sometimes says, to “come from beyond.” This is “inspiration”; the opening of the
sluices, so that those waters of truth in which all life is bathed may rise to the level of
consciousness. (63)

Self-seeking transcendentalism
The spiritual history of man reveals two distinct and fundamental attitudes towards the
unseen; and two methods whereby he has sought to get in touch with it. For our present
purpose I will call these methods the “way of magic” and the “way of mysticism.” . . .
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The fundamental difference between the two is this: magic wants to get, mysticism
wants to give. . .
In mysticism the will is united with the emotions in an impassioned desire to transcend
the sense-world, in order that the self may be joined by love to the one eternal and ultimate Object of love; whose existence is intuitively perceived by that which we used to
call the soul, but now find it easier to refer to as the “cosmic” or “transcendental”
sense. This is the poetic and religious temperament acting upon the plane of reality. In
magic, the will unites with the intellect in an impassioned desire for supersensible
knowledge. This is the intellectual, aggressive, and scientific temperament trying to extend its field of consciousness, until it includes the supersensual world: obviously the
antithesis of mysticism, though often adopting its title and style.
It will be our business later to consider in more detail the characteristics and significance of magic. Now it is enough to say that we may class broadly as magical all forms of
self-seeking transcendentalism. It matters little whether the apparatus which they use
be the incantations of the old magicians, the congregational prayer for rain of orthodox
Churchmen, or the consciously self-hypnotizing devices of “New Thought”: whether
the end proposed be the evocation of an angel, the power of transcending circumstance,
or the healing of disease. The object is always the same: the deliberate exaltation of the
will, till it transcends its usual limitations and obtains for the self or group of selves
something which it or they did not previously possess. It is an individualistic and acquisitive science: in all its forms an activity of the intellect, seeking Reality for its own
purposes, or for those of humanity at large.
Mysticism, whose great name is too often given to these supersensual activities, has
nothing in common with this. It is non-individualistic. It implies, indeed, the abolition
of individuality; of that hard separateness, that “I, Me, Mine” which makes of man a finite isolated thing. It is essentially a movement of the heart, seeking to transcend the
limitations of the individual standpoint and to surrender itself to ultimate Reality; for
no personal gain, to satisfy no transcendental curiosity, to obtain no other-worldly joys,
but purely from an instinct of love. By the word heart, of course we here mean not
merely “the seat of the affections,” “the organ of tender emotion,” and the like: but
rather the inmost sanctuary of personal being, the deep root of its love and will, the
very source of its energy and life. (70–71)

Not to know about but to Be
What then do we really mean by mysticism? A word which is impartially applied to the
performances of mediums and the ecstasies of the saints, to “menticulture” and sorcery, dreamy poetry and mediaeval art, to prayer and palmistry, the doctrinal excesses
of Gnosticism, and the tepid speculations of the Cambridge Platonists — even, according to William James, to the higher branches of intoxication11 — soon ceases to have any
useful meaning. Its employment merely confuses the inexperienced student, who ends
11 See Varieties of Religious Experience, p. 387.
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with a vague idea that every kind of supersensual theory and practice is somehow
“mystical.” Hence the need of fixing, if possible, its true characteristics: and restating
the fact that Mysticism, in its pure form, is the science of ultimates, the science of union with the Absolute, and nothing else, and that the mystic is the person who attains to
this union, not the person who talks about it. Not to know about but to Be, is the mark of
the real initiate. (72)

The magic of mystical writings
The mystic, as a rule, cannot wholly do without symbol and image, inadequate to his
vision though they must always be: for his experience must be expressed if it is to be
communicated, and its actuality is inexpressible except in some side-long way, some
hint or parallel which will stimulate the dormant intuition of the reader, and convey, as
all poetic language does, something beyond its surface sense. Hence the large part
which is played in all mystical writings by symbolism and imagery. . . (79)
✤
[T]he study of the mystics, the keeping company however humbly with their minds,
brings with it as music or poetry does — but in a far greater degree — a strange exhilaration, as if we were brought near to some mighty source of Being, were at last on the
verge of the secret which all seek. The symbols displayed, the actual words employed,
when we analyse them, are not enough to account for such effect. It is rather that these
messages from the waking transcendental self of another, stir our own deeper selves in
their sleep. It were hardly an extravagance to say, that those writings which are the outcome of true and first-hand mystical experience may be known by this power of imparting to the reader the sense of exalted and extended life. (80)

Four rules
[R]eturning to our original undertaking, that of defining if we can the characteristics of
true mysticism, I think that we have already reached a point at which William James’s
celebrated “four marks” of the mystic state, Ineffability, Noetic Quality, Transiency, and
Passivity,12 will fail to satisfy us. In their place I propose to set out, illustrate and, I hope,
justify four other rules or notes which may be applied as tests to any given case which
claims to take rank amongst the mystics.
1. True mysticism is active and practical, not passive and theoretical. It is an organic
life-process, a something which the whole self does; not something as to which its intellect holds an opinion.
2. Its aims are wholly transcendental and spiritual. It is in no way concerned with
adding to, exploring, re-arranging, or improving anything in the visible universe. The
mystic brushes aside that universe, even in its supernormal manifestations. Though he
12 Varieties of Religious Experience, p. 380.
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does not, as his enemies declare, neglect his duty to the many, his heart is always set
upon the changeless One.
3. This One is for the mystic, not merely the Reality of all that is, but also a living and
personal Object of Love; never an object of exploration. It draws his whole being homeward, but always under the guidance of the heart.
4. Living union with this One — which is the term of his adventure — is a definite state
or form of enhanced life. It is obtained neither from an intellectual realization of its delights, nor from the most acute emotional longings. Though these must be present they
are not enough. It is arrived at by an arduous psychological and spiritual process — the
so-called Mystic Way — entailing the complete remaking of character and the liberation
of a new, or rather latent, form of consciousness; which imposes on the self the condition which is sometimes inaccurately called “ecstasy,” but is better named the Unitive
State.
Mysticism, then, is not an opinion: it is not a philosophy. It has nothing in common with
the pursuit of occult knowledge. On the one hand it is not merely the power of contemplating Eternity: on the other, it is not to be identified with any kind of religious queerness. It is the name of that organic process which involves the perfect consummation of
the Love of God: the achievement here and now of the immortal heritage of man. Or, if
you like it better — for this means exactly the same thing — it is the art of establishing
his conscious relation with the Absolute. (80–81)
✤
Over and over again the great mystics tell us, not how they speculated, but how they acted. To them, the transition from the life of sense to the life of spirit is a formidable undertaking, which demands effort and constancy. The paradoxical “quiet” of the
contemplative is but the outward stillness essential to inward work. Their favourite
symbols are those of action: battle, search, and pilgrimage. (83)

Spiritual gluttons
As a corollary to these four rules, it is perhaps well to reiterate the statement already
made, that True Mysticism is never self-seeking. It is not, as many think, the pursuit of
supernatural joys; the satisfaction of a high ambition. The mystic does not enter on his
quest because he desires the happiness of the Beatific Vision, the ecstasy of union with
the Absolute, or any other personal reward. That noblest of all passions, the passion for
perfection for Love’s sake, far outweighs the desire for transcendental satisfaction. “O
Love,” said St. Catherine of Genoa, “I do not wish to follow thee for sake of these delights, but solely from the motive of true love.” Those who do otherwise are only, in the
plain words of St. John of the Cross, “spiritual gluttons.” (92)
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