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Map for the Day 
 o The Joke – Jesus was walking around Heaven . . .  

o Roll call and census 

o Models of the Sacred 

• Pure materialism, Scientism 

• Pantheism 

• Supernatural Theism 

• Panentheism 

• Your turn, and 10 minute break 

• Considerations of the mystical 

o Four marks of mystical experience 

o The handout 

• Your turn again 

 

 

 

 



Atheism, Scientism 

 

 

 

 

• This is the space-time world of matter and energy. 

• It includes absolutely everything in the universe. 

• There is absolutely nothing else except this.  

• If it were to disappear, absolutely nothing would be 
left. 

• It absolutely excludes “the sacred”. 

• Science studies it.  

 

 



Scientism 
• Definition:  

• Only that which can be scientifically known, exists.  

• If Science cannot prove it or 

• If Science has not shown it, proven it, measured it –  

• It doesn’t exist 

 



What Scientists Do 
• “Messages from the  Universe arrive addressed no 

more specifically than ‘To Whom It May Concern.’ 

Scientists open those that concern them.” 

• Norbert Wiener 

 American mathematician, professor 

of mathematics at MIT. Early 
researcher in stochastic and noise 

processes, work relevant to electronic 

engineeering, electronic 

communication, and control systems 

.professor of mathematics; Wiener is 
considered the originator of 

cybernetics 



Atheism, Scientism 
 

• However, it is not value-free 

• Not cold hearted or unloving 

• Can sense profound wonder and amazement 

• . . . at what is 



Scientists can be amazed 
• “. . . No literary imagination could have invented a 

story one hundredth part as fantastic as the sober 

facts that have been unearthed.” 

• Fred Hoyle 

• English Astronomer 



I just like this quote 
• “If we ask whether an electron’s position changes with 

time, we must say ‘No’. If we ask whether the position of 

the electron remains the same, we must say ‘No’. If we 

ask whether the electron is at rest, we must say ‘No’. If 

we ask whether it is in motion, we must say ‘No’.” 

•  J. Robert Oppenheimer 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• “What this professor says is far  more incredible than 

what we poor Christians believe.”       Francois Mauriac 



For the atheistic / scientistic model, the rest of this 

presentation might as well be about: 



Pantheism 
 

• As with Atheism and Scientism, this is all there is,  

• BUT: 

• It is all sacred. Everything is God, and God is 

everything 

• Everything can be worshipped: animals, trees, 

waterfalls, rocks, stars, moon, weather - everything. 

• If it all disappeared, nothing would be left.  

• Traditions: Primordial, Wiccan, Pagan. 

• Can involve spirits, taboos, magical critters. 

 



Supernatural Theism 
 

• Heaven, the Sacred – God and angels here 

 

 

 

• The Created World – everything from the Atheism / 
Scientism model is here. We live here. 

 

 

 

• There is a Big Gap between these realms. 

• Traditions : versions of Judaism, Christianity, Islam 



Supernatural theism, contd. 

 But the gap wasn’t always 

there. 

 

Creation was connected 

to the Sacred. 

 

The Created World was 

primordial perfection – e.g. 

Garden of Eden. 

 

What happened? 

 

 

 

 



Supernatural theism, contd. 

• We broke the connection: 

 Humanity sinned 

 Humanity ignored God 

 Humanity forgot God 

  

 

 

Humanity is bereft of the presence of the Sacred, 

floundering around in our sinfulness. 

 



Supernatural theism, contd. 

• God wants to get reconnected -  

•  . . .  and so do we. 

• How to do this?  

• God reaches out to us. How?  

• Depends on the tradition.  

• Also depends on our response to God’s reaching 

out.  



Supernatural Theism, contd. 

• For Judaism: 

• TORAH ! 

o The vast compendium of ancient texts, 

laws and commentaries, inspired by God  

 

 

 



Supernatural Theism, contd 

• For Christians: 

• Jesus 

o As related in Christian Scripture 

o Recalled in tradition 

o Taught in the various denominations 

 



Supernatural Theism, Contd. 

For Islam: 

• The Qu’ran ! 

• As dictated to Muhammed 

• As taught and interpreted by his followers 
 



Supernatural Theism, cont’d. 

 

• For all religious traditions operating in this model, the 

biggest word of all is: 

 

 Belief !!! 
 

 



Supernatural Theism, cont’d. 

• How do people respond to these gestures, laws, texts? 

 

• Variously. 

 

• The literalists believe it all literally 

 

• In some versions, God gets angry and will punish us 

severely unless we BELIEVE and OBEY.  

 

• In other versions, God is more loving and will forgive us if 

we believe and do the right things.  

 

 

 



Supernatural Theism, Contd. 

 

• Axiom: All religions divide. 

• And each division has its own set of beliefs.  

 

Two versions of this: 

 

• The “hard version”: 

• Each believes their set of beliefs is the only correct one.  

• Everybody else is damned.  

• Nobody ever said “There is only one true religion, but 

unfortunately. . . “ 



Supernatural Theism, contd. 

 • “. . . it’s not mine. 

 

 

 

• And here’s where all the arguing about religion 

comes in.  

 

• Also persecutions, witch hunts, wars. 

 

These are the more conservative elements of these 

traditions 

But: 



Supernatural Theism, contd. 

• There is a “softer” version of this. 

 

• “I’m happy in my tradition, it’s my home, my connection to 
the Sacred, and. . .  

 

• “I honor your ways as well. They work for you, and we can 
coexist.” 

  🌸 
• These tend to be the more “liberal” versions of the traditions, 

and 

 

• Liberals across the board have more in common with  liberals 
in other traditions than they do with conservatives in their own. 

 



Panentheism 

• The Sacred 

 

 

 

 

 

• Creation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Panentheism, Contd 

• The Sacred saturates the entire universe, as in 

Pantheism. 

• But it is more than the universe – stupendously more. 

• The created universe dwells within the sacred, with 

which it is saturated. 

• You cannot escape the Sacred. 

• The Sacred is not “Out There”. 

 



Panentheism, cont’d 

       And the ocean is in the fish 

The fish are in the ocean 



Panentheism, cont’d 

• The fish represent the created world, saturated with 

the ocean water 

• But the ocean is infinitely larger than the fish. 

• The ocean and the fish are not coterminous. 

• The ocean represents the Sacred - Infinite Being. 



To put it another way - -  
• “The brain breathes mind like the lungs breathe air.” 

• Huston Smith  



Or this: 

“. . . the universe is created by life and not the other 

 way around.”  Robert Lanza, MD 

• Who he? medical doctor and scientist  

• Head and Chief Scientific Officer of Astellas Global 

Regenerative Medicin, Wake Forest University 

School of Medicine. 

• Mentored by Jonas Salk, B. F. Skinner,  Christiaan 

Barnard 

•   

•   

•   

 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Medical_doctor
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Medical_doctor
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Scientist
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wake_Forest_University
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wake_Forest_University_School_of_Medicine
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jonas_Salk
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/B._F._Skinner
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christiaan_Barnard
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christiaan_Barnard


Panentheism, cont’d 

• Creation “swims” within the Sacred 

 

• The Sacred surrounds and saturates all creation 

 

• People can be in relationship with the Sacred: 

o Within themselves 

o In nature 

o In the arts 

o In the “Beyond”  

o In other people 

o In scholarship, science, literature, sacred texts -  

o In everything 



Panentheism, cont’d. 

Spiritual practice is not about believing certain things 

to be true. 

It is not about “going to heaven”. 

It is about being in relationship with the Sacred. 

How? 

Community Worship   

Sacred reading 

Spiritual Practices 

. . . as observed in any tradition. 

 



Panentheism, cont’d. 

• If the created world were to disappear 

 

The Sacred would still remain 



Your Turn 
What do you make of all this so far? 

Any “aha”  moments or groans? 

Hear from at least 5 of you 



Considerations of the 
Mystical 

• What is “mystical experience?” 

• Recall the Models of the Sacred: 

o In the Atheism / Scientism model, there’s no such 

thing. There’s no “stupendous more” than “this”. 

o “This” itself can be stupendous, which is 

awesome enough.  



What is mystical experience? 
• Some quotes from scientists 

• J.S. Haldane 

• 1892 -1964 

• Oxford, England 

 

 

• Known for 
     Neo-Darwinism 

• Known for his work in the study of physiology, genetics, 
evolutionary biology, and in mathematics, where he made 
innovative contributions to the fields of statistics and 
biostatistics.  

 
• Notable awards 

• 1958  Darwin-Wallace Medal 
• 1952  Darwin Medal 

 
 

 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Neo-Darwinism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Neo-Darwinism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:J._B._S._Haldane.jpg


What Haldane Said 
• "My own suspicion is that the universe is not only 

queerer than we suppose, but queerer than we can 

suppose.” 

• "It seems to me immensely unlikely that mind is a 

mere by-product of matter. For if my mental 

processes are determined wholly by the motions of 

atoms in my brain I have no reason to suppose that 

my beliefs are true. They may be sound chemically, 

but that does not make them sound logically. And 

hence I have no reason for supposing my brain 

[MIND] to be composed of atoms."  



More about Mind  
• “The mind seems to act independently of the brain. 

. . It will always be quite impossible to explain the 

mind on the basis of neuronal action within the 

brain.” Wilder Penfield “Greatest Living Canadian” 

• Pioneering neurosurgeon, expanded brain surgery’s 

methods including mapping regions of the brain 

 



What is mystical experience?- cont’d. 

• Contact with the Sacred, the 
“Stupendous More”, or better: 

 

• Awareness of contact with the 
Sacred 

 

• For Pantheism, it might just be 
a walk in the woods 

 

• For it to be a mystical walk in 
the woods, the Pantheist must 
be aware of being within the 
Sacred 
 

• And being part of the Sacred. 

 



What is mystical experience? – cont’d 

• In Supernatural Theism, it could be the awareness of 

contact with the Sacred through 

• Reading Sacred Texts 

• Personal or communal prayer and devotion 

• Religious services, rituals 

• These all bridge the “GAP” between the Created 

World and the Sacred  



What is mystical experience? – cont’d 

• In Panentheism – 

• Contact with Transcendent Sacred (as in previous 

slide) 

• Contact with Immanent Sacred in the world 

• Contact with Immanent Sacred within oneself 

• “Tat Tvam Asi” 

• = “That which you seek is within you 



Hallmarks of Mystical Experience 

• From “The Varieties of Religious Experience” – 

William James  

• #2 on the list of Most Important Books of the 

Millenium (Darwin was #1) 

 



Hallmarks of Mystical Experience, cont’d 

James identified four hallmarks of Mystical Experience 

 

Based on extensive interviews and reports 

 

From a variety of spiritual traditions 

 

Men and Women 

 

Churched and unchurched 

 

What are these? 



Hallmarks of Mystical Experience, cont’d 

• 1. Ineffability 

• It defies expression 

• No adequate report may be given in words 

• It must be directly experienced 

• It cannot be conveyed to another who has never 

had such an experience 



Hallmarks of Mystical Experience, cont’d 

• They are unbidden 

• That is, they appear as a gift. 

• We cannot simply decide to have a mystical 

experience or order one up. 

• But we can prepare ourselves to receive them (the 

various spiritual traditions have practices for this) 

• However, they can come upon us unexpectedly, 

with no preparation whatsoever.  

• Story about Christopher 



Hallmarks of Mystical Experience, cont’d 

• 2. They have a Noetic quality 

• Similar to states of feeling, they are states of 

knowledge, of knowing 

• States of insight into “depths of truth unplumbed by 

the discursive intellect.” 

• Illuminations 

• Revelations 

• Full of significance 

• Although articulate, “they carry with them a curious 

sense of authority for aftertime.” 



Hallmarks of Mystical Experience, cont’d 

• 3. They are transient 

• They cannot be sustained for long. 

• Half an hour, or at most an hour or two seems to be 

the limit 

• . . . beyond which they fade into the light of 

common day.  

 



Hallmarks of Mystical Experience, cont’d 

• 4. Passivity 

• Once set in, people feel as if their own will were 

held in abeyance 

• As if grabbed and held by a superior power 

• Some memory of the content of this mystical state 

remains 

• And modifies the inner life of the subject between 

the times of their recurrence. 



“ 

“I need to talk about my inner life.” 



The Handout 
 

• Here are 5 reports of mystical experience: 

o Shaman – hallucinogenic substance 

o Zen enlightenment 

o Christian contemplative  

o Wiccan vision 

o Blaise Pascal (17th c. French mathematician, 
physicist, inventor, writer, philosopher, wrote in 
defense of the scientific method) Wiccan vision 

 

   Which is which? 

 

 



Report #1 
 My heart’s pumping wildly, I’m trembling from head to toe, tears streaming uncontrollably. 
I lose control of my body, and still conscious, crumple into a heap. I’m still panting and trembling. 
 Sweat streams from every pore. I have to change my underclothes twice. 
 All at once the room, every single thing disappeared in a dazzling stream of illumination 
and I felt myself bathed in a delicious, unspeakable delight.  For a fleeting eternity I was alone – and I, 
alone, was. “I have it! I know it! I am everything, and everything is nothing!” 
  
Report #2 
 I was hanging in a light trance state, when suddenly I simply flew out of the top of my head 
and dissolved into the black space of the night sky. Inside my head was ringing the message “I am one 
with all. . . .” 
 At this point the walls began to undulate; the center of the wall became a blank screen that 
vivid images projected onto as if someone were running a slide show. I saw bulls, griffins, lions, 
spiders, and the planets moving in their orbits the Milky Way, everything turning, spinning, moving. 
 All the while tears were pouring down my face and I was transfixed, in ecstasy. I felt then, 
and have felt since, totally loved and held and taken care of. Never again in my life have I considered 
that I am alone in the Universe. 
  
Report #3 
 In that year I shall not forget, Monday Nov. 23, the eve of the holy ones, from about half 
past ten in the evening till about half an hour after midnight 
     FIRE 
And God, God, God, not of the philosophers and the learned. Certitude. Emotion. Joy! Joy! Joy! Tears of 
Joy! . . . My God, let me not be separated from thee forever.  

 



Report #4 
 As I stared upward into the darkness, faint lines of light appeared. They burst into brilliant 
colors. Sound came from far away, like a waterfall, which grew stronger and filled my ears. Overhead the 
faint lines became brighter, gradually interlaced to form a geometric mosaic of stained glass. I heard the 
most beautiful singing I have ever heard in my life. I was certain I was dying, and people were coming to 
take my soul. Strangely, I had no fear of them.  
 My body grew numb. It slowly began to feel like it was solid concrete.   
 I made fabulous journeys through distant regions. I often I laughed aloud at my adventures.
 Finally I slept. There was only silence and serenity. 
  
Report #5 
 I went outdoors, grimly worried about my upcoming major surgery.  
 I suddenly stopped in my tracks. The world had unexpectedly taken on a wondrous new 
look. I stood and gaped.  
 It was like that fabric screen that hangs on a stage, with scenery painted on it. But when the 
light turns on behind the screen, it becomes transparent – you can see right through it.  
 The light had come on. The world had become transparent. And I saw absolutely that there 
was something, something tremendous behind the solid world in front of me. But I just couldn’t quite see 
what it was. It was bright, though, and wonderful. 
 Dumbfounded, it was as though I suddenly got the joke. So THIS is it! I GET it!  
Delight, amazement, and sheer wonder, sheer bliss, I was rooted to the spot, transfixed. 
 After a few minutes, the backlight faded off, and my world reappeared, solid.  I was no longer 
worried, but still filled with that bliss. 
 The bliss remained with me, inexplicably, for almost three months, until shortly after my 
surgery.   
 



Key to handout 
•   

• #1 Three Pillars of Zen (Philip Kapleau) 

•   

• #2 Shakti Woman (Vicki Noble) 

•   

• #3 Blaise Pascal  (17th c. French mathematician, 
 physicist, inventor, Christian philosopher) 

•   

• #4 In Search of the Shaman (hallucinogenic plant) 

•   

• #5 Christian contemplative (anon. report) 

 



Your Turn Again 

 
5 minutes: What do you make of all this so far? 

Any “aha”  moments or groans? 

Hear from at least 5 of you 



That’s all. 


