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Abstract 

This study examines various phenomenological events associated with a sense of 
iuiowing, tk process that leads to them, and the interpretation given them by the informants. 
These events include but are not limited to psychic events (intuition, insight, expenences of 
fore knowledge or déjà-vu), conversion experiences, and mystical experience including 
visions. 

Research on phenomenological experiences is limited and has been guided by a 
predominantly skeptic agenda. Psychic events, usually associated with paranormal 
manifestations and relegated to the field of parapsychology, continues to be associated with 
attributive models of psychopathology. While conversion and mystical experiences have a 
more positive connotation w i t b  the confioes of faith cornrnunity, the study of Hermeneutics 
and Depth Psychology, they have received Iittle attention fiom a developmental perspective. 

This research examines these events in the context of both psychological and spiritual 
development on the premise that psychic, conversion and mystical expenences are the 
product of natural creative processes inherent to the human experience, an active component 
of psychological functioning and development, and an integral part of our growth toward our 
higher goal. our quest towards Transcendence. Structure for understanding the process 
involved in each experience is provided in the four stage mode1 of spinhial growth (Peck, 
1987. ch.5). 

Results are communicated both in terms of the informant's own understanding and 
in light of the existing theories. The research concludes with implications for counselling 
and recornrnendations for M e r  research. 



In the life of every peaon, there occurs fiom t h e  to tirne, events which in the words 

of Rescher (1991) can o d y  be referred to as "Baffling phenomena", meaning that such 

events are perplexing and at odds with our knowledge of the world. These events, 

experiences which cannot adequately be explained away on the basis of psychologicd 

huictioning, defy our empirical and logical methods of inquiry. If we are to gain some 

understanding, we need to turn to a more constructive method of inquiry which considers 

both the objective and the subjective experience dong with the processes and context which 

impinge on the experience. 

Purpose of the Study 

nie purpose of this research is to identifi, analyze and interpret occurrences in the 

life of each informant which have some association with a sense of knowing, whether 

immediate or in retrospect. Although universally experienced, they tend to be viewed as 

aberrant. particularly in Western society. Experiences of intuition, insight, extra sensory 

perception (ESP) and déjà-vu are loosely defined expenences generally descnbed in terxns 

of psychic experiences associated with knowing. Other forms of knowing, including some 

dreams and visions c m  be classified as psychic or spiritual, while conversion and mystical 

experiences are generally thought to be spiritual. The premise of this study is that al1 of the 

experiences mentioned are both psychic(o1ogical) and spiritual. 

Subjective Exoerience as Obiect 

Philosophy, and in particular, phenomenology offers a rationale for certain 

assumptions, ofien taken for granted, about the nature of the world and our consciousness 
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of it, by providing a way of understanding, defining and treating concepts as objects. 

"Object" is defined as ail that is available to our conscious minci including our consciousness 

of it. In phenomenology, we are more concemed with multiple realities which emphasize 

"the subjective aspect of people's behavior ... in order to understand how and what meaning 

they construct around events in their daily Iives". (Bogden and Biklen, 1982, p.3 1) Doing 

so "does not deny a reality 'out there' that stands over and against human beings, capable of 

resisting action toward it". (Bogden and Biklen, p.32) Based on the premise that informants 

are the expert of their own experience, the analysis will give attention to the informants' own 

interpretation of events. 

Process and Context 

The qualitative researcher is also more concemed with process and context - what is 

the natural history of the event and how do we connect concepts, ideas and abstractions in 

a way which rnakes sense. (Bogdan and Biklen, p.28) "Too ofien theories of knowledge 

emphasize the nature of knowledge as primarily structural. But knowing is part of living and 

living is essentiaily processual". (Bahrn, 1995) To understand the process, the study will 

examine specific experiences in light of a four stage mode1 of spiritual growth, attending to 

mediating factors or antecedents, and interpreting within the framework of the participants 

own experience. The resulting analysis should yield a psychospiritual interpretation of 

phenomenological experiences. 

Developmental Psvcholo~v and Subjective Experience 

Stages of psychological and spiritual development are considered integral to the 

study. Psychological and spiritual development are understood to be two distinct but not 
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mutually exclusive disciplines which are useful in understanding the processes in whic h we 

engage. Psycho or the study of the rnind is concemed with how we understand our world 

and make sense of it, along with d l  of the components that shape us dong the way. 

Spiritual is concerned with the element of "Other" as a substantive force in the lives of 

individu&. When dealing with spirituality, we interpret experience in iight a universal 

consciousness or of a "Transcendent Other". W I e  there are theories which inform our 

understanding of spirinial or faith development and the process which predisposes us to 

certain expenences, the experience itself is more illusive. Using theones of psychoiogical 

and spiritual development will provide context and structure for analysing and rnay even 

provide some insight into some aspect of human functioning but it will not likely explain the 

event itself. Such experiences cm o d y  be understood by attending to the reports of those 

who have encountered them. by addressing the issues of subjectivity, of interpretation, and 

of tradition. 

Assum~tions 

The assumption of this researcher is that such experiences are both a creative 

response to the environment in the process of growth and a tendency towards integration and 

Transcendence. How these experiences are interpreted defines the degree to which they are 

relevant to either past, present or fiiture context. For example, in the case of intuition, insight 

and déjà-vu, the perceived knowledge can be linked to events which are occurring in the 

present or have occurred in the past. These experiences may be linked to the individual's 

sense of perception and ability to pick up subtle cues. On the other hand, visions and dreams 

may only become relevant at a later time. Although predictive in nature, there rnay be no 
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immediate awareness of their importance in terms of "knowing". Even if the predictive 

nature of the expenence is identified, the peeon may be unable to articulate the content of 

the experience or may not have a f o m  in which to use the idormation in a usefil way. 

Spiritual and mystical e~penences are unique in that while ineffable, they can be interpreted 

within the context of tradition. Conversion, for exarnple, is seen as an act of Grace which 

bnngs the person into relationship, and therefore knowledge, of a personal God. Visions, 

dreams and mystical experiences are understood as spintual gifis which provide knowledge 

or insight about specific circumstances or spiritual tnith. 

Creative Imagination 

My own experience of hiinscendence and knowing suggests a comection between 

fantasies as a key element which give nse to the phenomena being examined. This view 

appears to be supported by Robinson (1987) who addresses the role of creative imagination 

in the experience of mystery. Make-belief and fantasies are believed to be normal 

expressions of imagination and a creative process which, if uninhibited by structure, 

increases the potential for experiencing psychic and mystical experiences. Taken to the 

extreme, imagination combined with insight produces an experience we commody refer to 

as "a vision". a process exemplified in meditation and guided imagery. This later 

expianation allows for the possibility that phenomenological experiences are a nomal part 

of human development. 

Trauma. Fantasy and Paranormal Experiences 

Other research (Lawrence et ai., 1 995; Rao 1 992) establishes partial causal effect 

between childhood trauma and a heightened development of a fantasy, which in turn leads 
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to a proneness towards paranormal experiences. Although framed is a different context, 

research and theories on religious development (James, 196 1) and conversion experiences 

(Rennie, 1995) support in pnnciple the notion of trauma (ie: suffering, depression) as 

antecedents to mystical experiences. The implication is that paranormal and mystical 

experiences are psychological responses which can be understood in terms of defense 

mechanisms in which creative processes are implicated. While these views may explain 

some potential reasons why paranormal and mystical experiences occur, they fail to tell us 

anything about why such expenences have such profound effects, often resulting in a sense 

of knowing, whether psychic or spiritual. 

Implications for Counselling 

Psychic and mystical experiences can be understood in terms of both spiritual 

processes and developmentd processes. (Brent, 1991) It is important for counselling 

professionals to have a good understanding of issues around phenomenological events in 

order to encourage and reinforce their clients' own sense of knowing. Many people have 

corne to accept that subjective knowing is something not to be tnisted. The therapist must 

assure the client that not only can their sense of knowing be trusted, but that answers to their 

own diffrculties lie within them. 

Further, psychic and mystical experiences which resuit in a major shifi in perception, 

as is often the case, or which allow us to open up to greater possibilities through creative 

irnagining, may lead to significant healing and growth. One only needs to witness the 

dramatic changes as a result of various counselling strategies to understand the impact such 

experiences have. 



6 

Finally, it is important for professionals to pursue training which integrates 

spirituality in processes which facilitate growth. (Hinterkopf, 1994) Consequently, care 

givers need to be cornfortable with their own sense of knowing and spirituality. In addition, 

professionals need to understand the characteristics which make them effective at their work. 

A good counsellor should demonstrate empathy, a characteristic which requires a degree of 

identification with the client, not only through experience, but as a result of having some 

insight into the issues conceming the client. Intuition plays a significant role in assessing 

and identiGing significant areas for consideration. In addition, since not al1 clients are 

religious, spirituality needs to be defined broadly to include religious and mystical 

experiences, and definitions Iirnited to psychic phenornena. Understanding the principles 

and processes that lead to greater insight and intuition is of benefit to both the therapist and 

the client. 

Of major import to the client and the therapist is that of finding ways of reframing 

experience in a way that makes life meaningfùl. From a psychological perspective, mystical 

and psychic experiences need to be recognized for what they really are - a normal creative 

process that leads to knowing and ultimately, wellbcing. The myths which associate psychic 

and mystical experiences with psychological dysfunction and evil practices need to be 

subjugated. From a spintual perspective, mystical and psychic experiences may very well 

be a gift interwoven in the complexity of human functioning, but nevertheless a gift. 



Definitions 

Conversion refers to any process or event which effects a dramatic change or transformation 

of an individual. Such events provide a compelling rationaie for observable change 

in behaviour and motivation for action. Conversion can be ascribed to a dramatic 

change in philosophy or doctrine which is substantive to the area of belief. It can 

also be ascribed to psychoiogical processes, such as grief or trauma, which have a 

profound impact on our behaviour. And fmally, it can be ascribed to a paranormal 

or spiritual encounter which radically transforms our sense of being. While 

conversion can sometimes be associated with a specific event, the premise of this 

study is that conversion takes place in the context of our existence. Consequently. 

it is understood to be a creative, developing and ongoing process. In the Christian 

context, conversion is understood differently depending on the tradition. For some, 

conversion is found in the expression of faith and belief through a comrnunity which 

ascribes to the teachings of Jesus Christ. For others, and perhaps most Protestant 

traditions, conversion occurs at a defining moment when an individual accepts the 

Lordship of Jesus Christ as God revealed in their lives. Finally, there are those 

whose expenence of conversion is evidenced in the on going work of God in the life 

of the believer. Here, conversion is seen as an continuous transformation effected by 

God which is a life long endeavour. The essential and uncompromising 

characteristic for al1 Christian traditions is that God is revealed in both the humanity 

and the divinity of Jesus Christ though the power of the Holy Spirit and is the 



transforming or converting Agent in our lives through an act of redemption. 

Exisiential (km) refers to a way of knowing which is rooted on one's understanding of life 

(existence) and one's view of the world fiom which values are derived. Stinnette 

(1 970) described the existential thinker as "one who exists in his action-responses 

and through them creates a meaningful world". 

Paranormal - The term paranormal is used in its broadest sense to include any psychic 

experience associated with knowing, sensing or perceiving. Paranormal can also be 

one of two subcategories of phenomenological events and distinguished fiom 

mystical experiences which tend to be of a religious nature. Both mystical and 

paranormal or psychic experiences are believed to be associated with the spiritual 

elernent of human hctioning albeit at different levels of expenence and 

interpretation. Further, paranomal expenences, except where they are associated 

with the practice of the occult, are not viewed as demonic or evil. In the same vane, 

mystical expenences which occur as a result of the use of intoxicants or interventions 

(ie: guided irnagery) are not indicative of a more developed faith or of a relationship 

with a transcendent Other. 

Subjective knowing has been defined by Belenki et al. (1986) as "a perspective fiom which 

truth and knowledge are conceived of as personal, private and subjectively known 

or intuited" and subjectivism as being dichotomous and absolutist thinking in the 

knower's assumptions about tmth (p. 15). Subjectivism is descnbed as  dualistic in the 

conviction that there are right answers, and intemal tnith can negate answers 

provided by the outside world. This intemal ûuth provides a means of moving 



towards greater autonomy, independence and comected knowing (p. 54). 

Phenomenology refen to "evenniations that we encounter in the course of experience that 

perplex us because they are at odds with our [supposed] knowledge of the world" 

(Rescher, 1991). In the Husserlian tradition, phenomenology serves to explain 

objects and everything which is present or given, including our consciousness of 

them. as well as ail the ways of being conscious of something including what is 

perceived, remembered, represented, feit ... including emotional and volitional 

consciousness processes. (Holmes, 1995) 

Real o r  reality refee to the world as existing independent of our consciousness of it. What 

is real in the Cartesian tradition is said to belong to the "natural attitude". That is, the 

world exists apart from our consciousness of it. 

Tmth refers to "an approximate description or explanation of reality. Reality as what " is". 

Thus, "the closer an idea is to that wbich it represents, the closer to the tmth it is 

considered to be". (Day, 1990. p.439) 



Chapter 2 

Review of Related Literature 

Kno wledge of realiw has never the certitude of cornplete evidence. The 
process of knowing is infnite. It never cornes to an end except in a state of 
knowledge of the whole. But such knowledge tranrcends infinitely every 
mi te  mind and can be ascribed on& to God Every knowledge of realiiy by 
the hurnun mind has the character of higher or lower probability. The 
certitude about a physical law. a historical fact, or psychological structure 
con be so high that for all practical purposes, it is certain. But fheoretically 
the incomplete certitude of belief remains and c m  be undercut at any 
moment by criticism and new experience. n e  certitude of faith has not this 
character. Neither hm it the character of formal evidence. The certitude of 
faith is 'exisrential' meaning that the whole existence ofman is involved It 
has. .... two elernenfs: the one, which is not a risk but a certainîy about one's 
own being, numely, on being related to sornething ultimate or unconditional; 
the other, which is a risk and involves doubt and courage, namely, the 
surrender to a concern which is not really ultirnate and muy be destructive 
if taken as ul~imate.. . 

Paul Tillich, 1 95 7, p. 3 4 

Paranormal Ex~eriences 

Many people in the course of their lives experience psychic or mystical experiences. 

Although they may occur infrequently, they are not unusual in that most people experience 

them at some time or other. As such, they are cornmon to the human expenence across dl 

cultures and boundaries. Research in the field of paranormal expenences, whether psychic 

or mystical, is limited. What we do know is that: 

1. Psychic and mystical expenences Vary in degree of saliency. We know that many 

people have experienced them, there are various levels of mystical encounters, they are ofien 

associated with a penod of turrnoil which seems to always begin with "a sick and longing 

sou1 but always ends, if not sidetracked, with the embrace of the Divine." (Burham, 1997, 
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p. 4-7) They often leads to a profound emotional and psychological transformation. While 

not everyone experiences psychic or mystical experiences, we know that rnost people can 

experience them and that such expenences are on the increase. When identified, psychic 

and mystical events are transfomative, often healing, undeniably real. (p.5-7) 

7 . Some research (Lawrence et. al., 1995; Rao, 1992) suggest that psychic events are 

more cornmon with people who have experienced trauma, which leads to a nch fantasy life, 

which in tum results in paranormal experiences. 

3. Further, many individuals report experiencing some form of mystical experience as 

a result of engaging in certain disciplines such as meditation and guided imagery while 

others are induced by the use of chernicals or intoxicants. 

4. Visions and psychic experiences are ofien associated with creative people. While 

Western culture finds such experiences problematic to the extent of viewing them as 

pathological, attitudes in the East are more accepting, considering them to be spiritual gifis. 

5. There has been a long tradition of psychics, mystics, and sages who claim that their 

experience is given. Placed in the spiritual context, such experiences are seen a s  an 

interaction with a unieing Force where knowledge is given. Meditation, for exarnple, has 

long been regarded by psychics, mystics, and sages of al1 cultural and religious traditions as 

providing a medium for opening oneself to a mifying Other. 

Wholistic Mode1 

Phenomenological expenences are of interest because they suggest an ability to 

integrate abstract thought, including the use of symbolic representation (visual or mental) 

and experience (sensory or emotive) with formdrational thinking. This combination 
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provides a more holistic approach to knowing which takes into account the sensing or 

perceiving of inner and outer dimensions; dimensions generally indispensable in the creative 

world of poets, painters and artists but neglected in our modemistic empincal world. This 

sensing or perceiving is the fundamentai object of this study. 

Attributive Mode1 

One explanation for psychic expenences is that they are dissociative episodes. 

Accordhg to Orloff (1 996), paranormal experiences have historically been associated with 

"profound mental dyshction" (xvii), particularly, psychotic disorders such as schizophrenia 

(p.69). Although we do not want to summarily dismiss the legitimacy of paranormal 

experiences, we need to raise the question of how much of these expenences might be 

associated with direct or indirect foms of dyshction in the family (ie: alcoholism, history 

of abuse. mentai illness). Some researchers associated with the U.C.L.A's Neuropsychiatrie 

Institute (NPI), suggest that apparitions such as ghosts and other paranomal manifestations 

may be "an outgrowth of the anger or mistration within a family, an unconscious by-product 

of human emotions that created physical manifestations @sychokinesis)." (Orloff, 1996, p. 

43) Lawrence et al. (1 995) has made the connection between trauma, fantasy and paranormal 

experience. Trauma in this sense may not be connected to any particular event (such as 

abuse or tragedy) but may have been experienced as a result of exposure to circumstances 

which where highly provocative, confusing or threatening. 

This view is not incongruent with the notion of antecedents in the process of 

conversion, the "Sick Soul" of William James or other theories which associate the 

expenence of suffering with mystical experiences. (Rennie, 1995; James, 196 1 ; Israel, 1983; 
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Meyer, 1980) However, such psychologicai explanations, although relevant, may be too 

simplistic when defiring phenomenological events. W l e  these may suggest a reason for 

paranormal and rnystical experiences to occur, they tell us nothing about dieir impact on the 

individual and the interpretation given them. 

Metaphvsics 

Expenences of déjà-vu, clairvoyance and some forms of visions present us with a 

peculiar problem in terms of determining the time line in which the event occurred. 

Specifically. is the perception of the event in sync with the actual occurrence of that event? 

On one hand, an event occurs and the individual becomes aware of the experience on a 

delayed tirne line, that is, after the fact, followed by the sense of h a v i n g e a d y  done 

whatever has occurred - reliving the experience. In the other instance, there is the clear and 

vivid perception that knowledge already exist, an anticipatory condition, prior the actual 

expenence. The cmcial question has to do with the point at which cognition takes place 

relative to the experience. 

Diagram 1 : Retrospective View - Reliving the Expenence 

e p n t  occurs -------- ------- ,.me Iapsc----- ------- --- >awareness = Experience of Déjà-vu 
or fore knowledge 
"1 remember doing this before" 



Diagram 2: Prospective View - Anticipating the Experience 

awareness 
visudrxxntd 
represenbtion ------------- timc lapK - ----- ---- ----" > perception of knowing ----------- >Event 

"1 know what will 
happen next" . 

In the first scenario, awareness is delayed, possibly due to a dissociative or altered 

state. Possible causes cm include sleep deprivation, exhaution, depression or other similar 

stressors. While these are associated with psychological defenses, altered States are not 

always a defensive or psychological response. Fasting and meditating, for example. have 

long been recognized as disciplines in the pursuit of enlightenrnent, spirinial awareness, and 

mystical experiences. Further. there is a growing recognition of the benefits of strategies 

akin to spiritual practices in the field of counselling including the use of meditation and 

guided imagery. These disciplines or strategies provide the necessary conditions for 

breaking down inhibitions which interfere with the creative process. In the second instance, 

there appears to be an ability on the part of the person expenencing the event, to set aside 

logic and structure, and naturdly engage in the creative process. This creative process 

requires an openness, an ability to let the mind conceive of things as yet inarticulate and 

sometimes humanly inconceivable, what the Apostle Paul called faith. (Heb. 1 1 : 1, NKJV) 

Whether the process which leads to mystical and psychic experiences is one of 



psychological functioning, of faith or of metaphysics, it is only relevant if it has some 

implication for fiiture bctioning. As our informant Mark has suggested, 

...y ou have to give these expenences t h e  to actually play out in your life.. .to 
really assess how life changing the event was. 

Philosoohicd Issues and Assurn~tions 

First. the foundational work needs to address philosophicai issues and their 

underlying assurnptions. This is accomplished by reviewing the work of major philosophers 

as it pertains to the area of phenomenology and our understanding of epistemology. 

The Nature of Knowinq 

Schultz (1 99 1) proposes that "discussions related to the nature of knowing, learning 

and emoting shouid be framed within the context of the goals and standards that emerge over 

the course of one's life" (Abstract). There are many ways of knowing, some of which rnay 

not fit the typical Framework of scientific inquiry. Ballou (1995) addresses the need to 

include " mu1 tiple epistemologies and multiple experiences within feminist psychology " 

( Abstract). Varma ( 1 989), in his inaugural presidential address to the Indian Psychiatrie 

Society. contrasted Eastern s;id Western views conceming the role and legitimacy of 

intuition and introspection as methods of knowing about the mind and provided a rationale 

for considering non-normative approaches to hurnan behaviour, which recognizes "the 

variability across individuals and the idiosyncratic nature of many mental phenomena." 

(p. 14) According to V m a ,  science is limited and inadequate for dealing with some aspect 

of hurnan experience such as spirituaiity and perception. Eastern thought, on the other hand, 



offers more tolerance for arnbiguities, uncertainties and contradictions (p. 19). 

Process Theory 

Psychic events or subjective knowing can be interpreted from the perspective of 

major philosophers. Descartes was concemed with presenting the world from the 

supposition of natural attitude. The "natural attitude" refers to the belief that experïence 

" fumishes the reasons and criteria for M e r  expectations and that these critena will lead us 

to knowledge of the transcending world." (Holmes, R., 1995, 48) A phenomenological 

perspective (Schutz & Husserl) concerns itself "not only on the phenomena as they presents 

themselves but also on our consciousness of hem" (Holmes, 1995, p.9) Of particular interest 

is what Rescher (1991) calls "process philosophy". This view is too pervasive to be ascnbed 

to one particular school of thought or to one thinker, however, major proponents of this view 

include Heraclitus. Leibniz, Bergson, Peirce, William James, and more recently, Whitehead. 

(Rescher, 1991, p. 76) Process theory proposes that "everything is a matter of process, of 

activity. of  change" and "al1 things are the product of its working". In addition, in the 

thoughts of Bergson (cited in Rescher, 199 l), a fundamental leading principal is that "nature 

is a process" . Temporaiity , historicity, change and passage are fundamental facts which 

need to be considered in our understanding of the world. In the Leibnizian tradition, 

"appetition - the striving through which ail things endeavour to bring new features to 

realization" is centrai to the thought of Whitehead" (Rescher, 1991, p.75). Some basic 

propositions of process theory relevant to this work suggests that: time and change are 

among the principle categories of metaphysical understanding; several if not al1 of the major 

elements of the ontologicd repertoire (God, nature-as-a-whole, penons, matenal substances) 



are best understood in process terms; and contingency, emergence, novelty, and creativity 

are among the fundamental categories of metaphysical understanding". For the process 

theorist, becorning is as important, if not more so, than being (p.76). 

Intemretation 

Second, the work looks at how individu& create meaning fiom lived expenence. 

Attention is given to the participant's own insight as to the importance of the event and how 

they were integrated into a life narrative. A psychospiritual perspective requires taking into 

account both the "active character of human perception" and its "reflective reorganization 

OC experience in terms of human meaning" (Stinnette, 1970). Knowing, part of the process 

of becoming aware and interpreting, is largely dependent on our psychological development, 

that is, our ability to process information at various levels of complexity and our ability to 

engage in the process of meaning-making. 

Faith Perspective 

Interpretation From a faith perspective is to be understood as lived experience of 

transcendent and existential meaning (ie: belief about life [existence] leads to action); and 

as a tradition which gives expression to that faith, which is more or less rneaningfui, and is 

sometimes limited to religiosity. Interpretation from an existential perspective can be 

philosophical andlor theological and addresses the spiritual aspects of the individual whether 

associated with a faith tradition or not. 

Source of Knowied~e 

Insight, defined as "thorough knowledge", "discernrnent" or "penetration", is the 
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ability to apprehend and interpret concepts, ideas and situations. Intuition is defmed as "a 

direct apprehension of a tmth without reasonhg". (Patterson, 1 989). Rennie ( 1 995) suggest 

that converts of Jesus Christ "often experienced God's power in the form of miracles or 

insights in His teachings" . (p.5 1 ) Knowledge, such as intuition and insight, which appears 

to emanate fiom the imer recesses of one's rnind or sou1 is often associated with some fonn 

of spiritual practice or belief. For example, in the Christian tradition. knowledge is 

considered a spirituai gift. Mystics and sages of al1 traditions believe that knowledge is 

given and clear intuition, wisdom and insight occurs through various practices such as 

meditation. (Burnham, 1997, p. 1 7) In Classical Hinduism, the Way of Knowledge focused 

on mental disciplines which involved knowledge. It was a religion "based on secret wisdom, 

taught by sages and drawn From mystical experiences and esoteric sources not available to 

ordinary people". (Forman, ed., 1993, p. 1 15) Visions, experienced in the form of cireams 

or mystical experiences, are the apex of given knowledge or revelation characterized by 

imagery. E.xtra Sensory Perception (ESP), déjà-vu, and premonitions are generaily classified 

as "paranormal" or outside of the natural experience, and in some instances, are associated 

with witchcraft, divination, and astrology. Intuition and insight tend to be less drarnatic and 

generally more accepted forms of knowing. 

Mvsticism 

Merrell-Wolff (1995) provides a critique of the four schools of modem Western 

philosophy (naturalisrn, neorealism, pragmatism and idealism) and a psychological critique 

of mysticism and mystical knowledge. This author, a mystic with a background in 

psychology. religion, and trained in phiiosophy and science, provides an interdisciplinary 
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approach to the topic of metaphysics and episternology. He introduces the notion of 

consciousness transformation and introception, "the Power whereby the Light of 

consciousness tums back upon Itself toward Its Source", and integrates these notions in 

existing thought. (p. 15 1). Mysticism is defined as: 

Always dive and aiways very real and concrete. ... the mystic's attitude 
towards the Deteminer of Destiny is one of intense, or at least, very real 
emotion. The individual's relation to the Beyond not only is believed in but 
seems actually to be experienced; and this experience is one of the most soiid 
bits of concrete fact that ever cornes into human iife. 

Pratt, 1945, p. 18 

According to Harrison (1 995). in order for mystical experiences to have any epistemological 

or rnetaphysical values, it should involve direct apprehension. (p. 27 1 ) 

Conversion as Mvstical Ex~eriences 

Conversion experiences can be classified as mystical in nature. According to the 

traditional mode1 of mystical experience proposed by W.T. Stace (cited in Overall, 1982), 

mystical experiences are "given" to mystics. However, criticism suggest that such 

experiences are "objects of idiosyncratic interpretation" and the product of cultural, 

psychological and social context. E s  research is based on the assumption that both views 

are accurate. That a mystical experience is given does not preclude idiosyncratic 

interpretation nor cm it be experienced apart fiom cultural, psychologicai, and social context. 

Conversely, it appears that some individuals are more sensitive to such expenences and it 

rnay be possible to identifi factors which will make such events more likely. 



They say rhut if  is not the sou/ that sfnrggles first toward God, but this 
Universe of Love which is fishing for W. Godputs the longing in our hearts 
so ihat we will Zeup upstream, like a spawning salmon that throws itself 
against ~ h e  river current, leuping up woterfalls in its passionate urge tu 
reach the source, its birth place, spawning ground, and death. 

Third, portions of developmental theories are examined to determine how insight, 

intuition and visions are related to creative and adaptive processes. Specific attention is 

given to relevant issues such as cognition, responses to trauma, defense mechanisms, and 

creativity. The four stage mode1 of spiritual growth is the primary source for understanding 

the process leading to phenomenological events. 

Subiective Knowinq 

A vast body of research suggests that subjective ways of knowing are developmental 

and due to environmental conditions. For example, Belinky et al. (1986) contend that 

" Women's growing reliance on their intuitive processes is ... an important adaptive move in 

the service of self-protection, self-assertion, and self-definition" (p. 54). Clifford (1 968) used 

the word "feeling" in a way prescribed by Schleiermacher "to denote a mode of awareness 

underlying and reaching beyond al1 our conceptual thinking and al1 our attempts at 

articulation"(p. 2 1 7). Knowing which is intuitive and insightful can be described as a gut 

level feeling which, at one end of the spectnirr,, is an impression that something is, while at 

the other extreme, it is certainty about events which have not yet occurred, and in retrospect, 

c m  be identifieci as precognitive. 

Psychic events as a way of knowing refen to mental phenornena which are concemed 
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wi th the deve 10 pment of consciousness and awareness of thoughts, ideas, imagery . dreams, 

visions and the like, which originate fiom a source other than the objectified world. 

According to Jung (cited in McCaulley, 1991). there are four basic mental processes to 

cor~sciousness: sensation (S), intuition (N) are perceptive processes; and thinking (T), and 

feeling (F) are judgement processes. Judgement is the process of interpreting and corning 

to conclusions. Jung defined these as "particular forms of psychic activity that remains the 

same in principle under varying conditions". (p. 26) 

Psycholorrical Perspective 

According to Lawrence et al. (1 999 ,  much of the research on psychic events (PE) 

has been influenced by a "broadly sceptical research agenda" which resuited in an attributive 

model. Health professionals continue to associate psychic events such as clairvoyance and 

visions with psychotic disordee and psychological dysfimction. (Orloff, 1996, p.69-71) A 

colleague of Orloff suggested that some psychic activity such as ghosts and apparitions may 

be an "outgrow* of the anger or hstration within a farnily, an unconscious by-product of 

human ernotions that created physical manifestations (psychokinesis). (p.43) Hollis ( 1 993) 

refers to the work of Jung to describe how children interpret their environments and how the 

wounds and unconscious responses of the imer child "become strong determinants of the 

adult personality" (p. 13). Research in the area of parapsychology establishes a causal 

relationship between childhood trauma, childhood fantasy, and psychic expenences. 

(Lawrence et al., 1995) Building on earlier research (Wilson & Barber, 1982; Myers & 

Austrain, 1985; Roll, 1982; Roll & Montagno, 1985), Rao (1992) suggest a positive 

relationship between fantasy-proneness and subjective paranormal experiences, describing 
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fantasy as "an important and pervasive aspect of human expenence" which has implications 

for understanding psychic events. Fantasy is defined as imagination driven by motives and 

desires. Walton (1990) described make-believe as a universai urge of children which 

addresses very fundamental needs. Rather than outgrow these urges, Walton suggest that 

make-belief activities change significantly, becoming more subtle, more sophisticated and 

less overt as we mature. (p. 12) According to Walton, make-belief "provides practice in roles 

one might someday assume in real life, heips one to understand and sympathize with others, 

enables one to corne to gnps with one's own feelings, and broadens' one's perspectives". 

(p. 12) The literature makes no clear distinction between make-belief and fantasy. However, 

both suggest the use of imagination which plays "a profound role in our efforts to cope with 

our environment. (p. 12) Crampton (cited in: Corsini, 198 1) argued that when children are 

unable to meet their basic needs, either because of their own limitations or those of 

"significant others", they develop indirect and covert ways of compensating in order to meet 

their needs and protect themselves from injury. (p. 712) Creative imagination moves 

fonvard towards creating possibilities and new reaiities. 

If the fieedorn thut fantasy, pursued for its O wn sake, offers us is a delusion, 
what the t d y  creative imagination can do is to set us f i e ,  to open us up, or 
move precisely to enable us to open ourselves up. [O an h i n i t e  world of 
possibilities: 10 reality. 

Robinson, 1987, p.21 

S~iritual Perspective 

A theological method for understanding the phenomenology of knowing provides a 

means of self-understanding on the premise of faith. The word faith is used primarily in its 



"phenomenological sense" consisting of a persona1 attitude of trust and honour toward a 

comrnon object " which both organizes perception and mobilizes the person to act in response 

to that perceived reality" (Stimette, 1970). Further, "where faith is prospective and 

syncretic, theological method is retrospective and analytic" (Stimette, i 970). 

Pratt ( 1945) defined four "typical aspects" of religion which is useful for interpreting 

religious expenence. These aspects are Traditional, Practical or Moral, Rational, and 

Mystical. Traditional refers to the acquisition of beliefs based on attitudes from past 

authority including parents, teachers, tradition and church. This aspect of religious 

expenence is intuitively adopted rather than experienced. The Practical or Moral aspect 

places emphasis on things that must be done as opposed to what must be believed or feit. 

This is a highly stnictured religion which pays attention to the finer points of the law. 

Rational refes to religious experience more autonomous in that it attempts to fkee itself fiom 

al1 authority and is based purely on reason and facts of verifiable experience. Mystical is 

concemed with a particular kind of experience, subjective in nature and therefore, not 

scientificdly verifiable. (p. 14) Robinson (1987) rightly states that, "There are great 

pressures on us today to believe that such expenences are 'al1 in the mind', or 'purely 

psychological' ." However, Robinson is in agreement with WiWam James, when he suggest 

that the subconscious self is in no way the origin of mysticd or religious experience. (p. 7 1) 

In sirnilar fashion, stages of faith have also been delineated by Fowler. Fowler 

(1 995) describes stages of faith as different from cognitive and moral development stages: 

Stages of faith deal with different domains of knowing than either the 
cognitive stages of Piaget or the moral stages of Kohlberg. Faith stages arise 
out of integration of modes of knowing and valuing that Piagetian and 



Kohlbergian stages theories have intended to avoid. Faith stages are not 
identical with and cannot be reduced either to cognitive or moral stages or to 
some mixture of the two. Nonetheless, in any holistic approach to the hurnan 
construction of meaning, account must be given of the relations of reasoning 
to imagination. of moral judgement making to symbolic representation, of 
ecstatic intuition to logical deduction. @. 99) 

Fowler acknowledges the importance of structural-developmental interactional 

approach. of which Piaget and Kohlberg are, on the developrnent of faith as a way of 

knowing (p. 98), while alsc pointing us to some limitations. 

The first limitation of Piaget and Kohlberg's theories is that they have conceptually 

separated cognition or knowing from emotion or affection (p. 10 1). 

what we find in both Piaget's and Kohlberg's theories are accounts that begin 
(in the earliest stages) with a much broader and undifferentiated attention to 
cognitive processes. Successive stages in their theories represent steps in the 
differentiation of strictly logicai f o m s  of knowing from other important, if 
different, modalities of knowing. Successive stages represent qualitative 
movements in the 'purification' of reason. 

While not loosing sight of reason, Fowler suggest that we need to expand our notion of 

cognition to include more comprehensive foms  of knowing, a process already begun by 

Kohl berg . 

I have found useful, in this regard, to make a distinction between two kinds 
of reasoning, one that descnbes the relatively narrow understanding of 
cognition with which Piaget works and another that characterizes the 
necessary combination of rationality and passionality that faith involves. The 
fint 1 cal1 the logic of raiional certoinv. This mode of knowing aims at 
objectivity understood as a knowing fiee From al1 particular or subjective 
investigation. Its tmth need to be impersonal, propositional, demonstrable 
and replicable. The logic of rationai certainty, however, is a rnisleading ideal 
when we speak about foms of knowing in which the constitution of the 
knowing self is part of what is at stalce. (p. 102) 

The latter, a more comprehensive, constitutive form of knowing called logic of conviction 



is one "in which the knowing self is continually being confirmed or rnodified in the 

knowing" (p. 102) and "there is a simultaneous extension, modification. or reconstitution of 

the knower in relation tu the latown." (p. 103) 

A second limitation of Piaget and Kohlberg's theories to which Fowler bnngs 

attention is the "restrictive understanding of the role of imagination in knowing, their neglect 

of symbolic processes generally and the related lack of attention to unconscious stmcturing 

processes other than those constituting reasoning." (p. 103) 

Piaget mainly understands imagination as a function of childhood fantasy. 
Imagination is the mode of playful fantasy in which the child assimilates the 
world into his or her schemes without attention to 'reality'. On the other 
hand, intuitive thought, for Piaget, is reality oriented. It is the precursor of 
logical operations in preoperational children, and it is accommodu~ory in the 
sense that in intuition the child attempts to shape his or her representations 
of the world in accordance with reality. It is intuition that goes to school in 
Piaget, not imagination. As the intuition shapes up into (and is superseded 
by) the reversible operations of concrete thought, the distorting temptations 
of imagination and fantasy are more strictly relegated to the play world. With 
the emergence of forma1 operational thought and its transcendence of the 
limitations of concrete experience, Piaget recognizes the retum of a form of 
imagination, thought now closely disciplined by the logical structures and 
combinatonal processes of forma1 operations. (p. 104) 

In Piagetian thought, imagination [childhood fantasy] and ideological visions [adult fantasy] 

belong to the realm of play and have little to do with knowledge. Fowler argues that the 

logic of conviction requires that we recognize the role of imaginative and ecstatic forms of 

knowing which involve giving attention to more aesthetically oriented and bihemispheric. 

bimodal forms of thoughts involved in constitutive-knowing. 

To move in this direction requires coming to terms with modes of thoughts 
that employ images, symbols, and synesthesial fusions of sense and feelings. 
It means taking account of so-called regressive movements in which the 
psyche retums to preconceptual, prelinguistic modes and mernories, and to 



primitive sources of energizing energy, bnnging them into consciousness 
with resultant reconstnicturais of the expenence world.@. 104) 

The works of Piaget, Pratt, Kohlberg and Fowler are al1 relevant to this shidy but it is not the 

goal of this study to provide an overview of these theories since these are readily available. 

The main point of these theories as they relate to this research is that development occurs 

as a result of interaction between the subject and the environment, where conflict with the 

environment results in adaptive or creative responses, which results in development or 

maturation whether psychological or spiritual. (p. 100) 

Four Stage Mode1 of Soiritual Growth 

Having laid the foundation for cognitive restmcturing which takes into account the 

role of imagination. 1 now tum to a way of understanding psychic and mystical expenences 

using stage theones of development. Peck (1987) serves as a primary source for 

understanding the expenences in terms of stages. While this mode1 is concemed with 

spiritual growth, the pnnciples it presents can be generalized to other applications. 

There are several reasons for using this model. Fiat, it provides a concise delineation 

of stages of spiritual growih which appears to take into account the structural-deveiopmental 

interactional theones previously mentioned and draws equally well on research of depth 

psychology. Second, Peck clearly identifies the work of Fowler as fundamental and 

consistent with Fowler, takes into account both the logic of conviction and the logic of 

rational certainty. Third, unlike the previously mentioned theories, Peck suggests that stages 

of spirihial growth are spiral (as does Fowler) and fluid as opposed to linear or invariant (ie 

Piaget, Kohlberg and Fowler). That is to say that each stage bnngs with it a new level of 
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awareness and it is possible to move back and forth from one stage to another. Another 

distinction is that in Peck's model, one stage is not better or more desirable than the other - 

it simply is. Spiritual growth, and in fact al1 development, is not something that can be 

attained by Following a preçcnbed method or formula or by believing certain things. This 

model better represents the assumptions of this researcher. 

Process and Stages Defined 

Developmental theories are based on the premise that we begin at birth as egocentric 

creatures and journey through Iife roward a higher self, and as sorne believe, towards a 

transcendant "Other" we commonly cal1 God. From this view, life and many, if not d l ,  

processes in which we engage can be viewed in terms of stages - of development, of moral 

reasoning, of spiritual development, of life cycles. An analogy by which to simpliQ the 

theories is clearly represented in "stages of spiritual growth" (Peck, 1987). 

S tarre 1 .  Chaos/Antisocial 

Stage one, Chaos/antisocial, is akin to our early infancy where we are al1 bom as 

infants. undisciplined, acting intuitively, demanding that our needs be met. Essentially, it 

is an underdeveloped level of spirituality in which most children and one out of five adults 

fa11 into. Adults in this category tend to be unprincipled and self-serving, being governed 

ptimady by their own will. This stage can be compared to the intuitive stage of early 

childhood. We begin on the premise that most people, including children, have the abiiity 

to move from stage one to stage two without dificulty unless they are hindered by 

psychological, emotional or mental dysfunction. Aduits exhibiting pathological disorders 

would fali in this category. (ch.5) 



Staee 2, FormalAnstitutional 

Stage two, formaihstitutional, can be understood in terms of the child who begins 

to adopt unquestionably the rules and values of his or her family, church and comrnunity 

without real thought as to their appropnateness or relevance. It is descnbed as  resulting fiom 

an unconscious process where a person desperately seeks to escape the chaos of stage one. 

This is generally accomplished by submitting oneself to the govemance of an institution such 

as jail. the military, a corporation, or most ofien the church. Individuals in this stage tend 

to rnould thernseives to expectations and have the appearance of stable responsible 

constituents. It is described as structural because of the dependency on the rules and 

regdations of the institution to provide clearly stated, dogmatic structure much as a parent 

does for a child. This stage is associated with most church-goers and emotionally healthy 

children in their 'latency' period. Individuals in this stage are characterized by their focus 

on form as opposed to essence; and their view of God as external and transcendent as 

opposed to immanent and indwelling. Although they consider God to be loving, they also 

see God as punitive. Stability is a principal value for this stage. If we view life as process, 

however, it is more likely to be characterized by change rather than stability. The very 

analogy of life cycle which moves from egocentric childhood to maturation suggest a 

tendency towards a more integrated and autonomous self, and toward the Transcendent 

Other. (ch. 5) 

Staee 3. Skepticllndividual 

Stage three, skeptic/individual, can be compared to the teen years or mid-life cnsis 

(since we go through more than one cycle in the course of our life). These are individualistic 
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people marked by a degree of skepticism. Individuals in advanced stage three are active 

tmth seekers with a level of autonomy not found in either stage one or two. They are often 

deeply committed to social causes. This is a time for questioning, re-evaluating, chailenging, 

rejecting, and even rebelling against the standards which have corne to be viewed as 

ineffective. It is always a painfid time characterized by confusion and discontent with the 

systems. ideologies and values that have failed. Because it is a painfui time, most people 

retreat back into the safety and comfort of stage two, where they are content to remain, 

sometimes for the rest of their lives. But for a few others, it is the point at which they seek 

after something deeper, more meaningful, more authentic; and if forninate, by Grace, they 

begin to grasp the bigger picture and move into stage 4, Mystic/cornmunal. (ch. 5) 

Staee 4. Mystic/Communal 

Stage 4, Mystic/Commund is characterized by an underlying connectedness with the 

worid and the universe. It is a place of mystery which deepens with every step of 

understanding. Individuals in stage four are most aware of the world as a community which 

is divided only by its lack of communal awareness. A further characteristic of stage four 

individuals is their apprehension of emptiness as something to be desired. This ernptiness 

allows the individual to be more integrated, abandoning old defenses, and becoming more 

accepting and less judgemental. Individuals in stage four no longer feel threatened by 

different views and ideas. Mystic/comrnunal can be viewed as the stage of maturity, the 

place of wisdom which can only be gained through patient persevering. Individuals in this 

stage have a strong sense of community, of connectedness to others and to the Universal "1 

Am". (ch. 5) They have learned the principles of life and of spirit which acknowledges that 



3 0 

reai power, control and strength is found in weakness and surrender, a view accepted by most 

religious traditions. It is often found to be a lonely place where there is not much of a 

context in which to express the deep things of the sou1 to which stage four people are given 

to. (Peck, 1987, ch.5) 

What has become evident is that models of life stages proposed by developmental 

theonsts are the sarne stages, in effect, as of theories of faith development, of religious 

development, of conversion process, of stages of spintual growth. and in some sense may 

find more resonance in conflict theories, as much as any other. Consequently, we can change 

the language but we are ultimately talking about the sarne pnnciples which can be applied 

equally well to life as a whole or to individual events. At this point, one cannot escape the 

obvious parallels between the categories provided by each of the stage theorists. While 

dealing with different but related topics - religious expenence. faith, spirituality and 

cognitive developmental psychology, each of the theorists exarnined to date have comrnon 

themes which reoccur throughout their theones. The table which follows on the next page 

serves to illustrate this. 

Spiritual Growth 

Spiritual growth is a process related to our understanding of ourselves in relation to 

"Other". More specifically, it is the hurnan capacity and drive to understand our existence 

relative to a Transcendent Power which, in many traditions, is called God. In the Christian 

tradition it is God, revealed in Jesus Christ, and experienced through the presence of the 

Spirit. It is important to recognize that the experience of "transcendence" is not Iimited the 

Christian tradition, or for that matter, to religious traditions. Transcendence is the hurnan 



encounter with spiritual powers, good or evil. and some might argue neither good or 

Table: Psychologicai 

Ii 

-- 

- - 
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Kohlberg 

Pre- 
conventional 
Stage 1 - obediencd 
reward orientation 

Stage 2 - 
instrumental 
exchange 

Conventional 
Stage 3 - 
confonnist 

Stage 4- 
law-and-order 
orientation 

Post- 
Conventional 
Stage 5 - 
social-contract 
orientation 

Post - 
Conventional 

Stage 6- 
Universal ethical 
principle orientation 
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Pratt 

Traditional 
Practical 

Rational 

Mysticai 

Fowler 

Intuitive- 
Projective 

Mythic- 
L iteral 

Synthetic- 
Conventional 

Individualistic/ 
Rcflective 

Conjunctive 
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Peck 

Stage 1 
C haotid 
Antisocial 

Stage 2 
FormaV 
Iinstitutional 

Stage 3 
Skepticl 
1 individual 

Stage 4 
Mystic/ 
Communal 

to evil. and interpreted in the context of one's tradition or belief system. Such expenences 

are intimate and personal and do not lend themselves to verification. The research can only 

provide evidence based on the experience of informants as they report them, on one's own 

experience of transcendence, and on the testimony of traditior? developed over time. 
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Experiences of transcendence are generally expressed in terms of mystery, mystical 

experiences, religious experiences, ectatic manifestations, or psychic experience. 

Conversion 

A major determinant in the development of Christian faith is the experience of 

conversion. Rennie ( 1995) explores and defines conversion as a single event, as a process, 

as a quest, andor as a response. As a quest, conversion is "an end point of  longing or desire 

to have meaning in 1;ie.'; (p.53) As a process. convenions are transformations consisting of 

several common factors. For example, conversion is usually preceded by an awareness or 

perception of need in terms of life-meaning, spiritual poverty, and external conditions. (p. 

54-55) A second factor found in conversion events is the resolution of interna1 conflict 

brought on by surrender. (p. 57) 

In addition, Rennie proposes two paradigms for conversion. One is an unconscious 

process where the subject is passive and converted by extemal powers over which the person 

has no control; the other. a conscious process, where the subject actively participates by 

making a conscious decision regarding what will form a meaning-making paradigm. 

(Remie, p. 45) The word "conversion" suggests a change from one position to another or 

a transformation which is ongoing. Lofland and Stark (1 99 1, cited in: Pitt, 199 1) were the 

first to understand conversion as a process regardless of whether the subject was active or 

passive. 

Conversion, or metanoia, is always presented in scripture as a unified action which 

revolutionalizes one's life. (Keating, 1996, p. 123) The importance of conversion experience 

and the informants' understanding of conversion is an important consideration when 



interpreting expenence of knowing for several reasons. First, 

The Chnstim Spiritual Path is based on a deepening trust in God. It is t u t  
that first allows us to take that initial leap in the dark, to encounter God at 
deeper levels of ourselves. And it is trust that guides the intimate 
refashioning of our being, the transformation of our pain, woundedness, and 
unconscious motivation into the person that God intended us to be. 

Keating, p.22 

This openness and trust are necessary to transcend the boudaries and structures which 

prevent us fiom expanding our creative imagination, transforming our defense mechanisms 

and fears into faith and possibilities. This transcendence of structures is necessary not only 

to reach more profound stages of faith but also to open o u  minds and spirit to the possibility 

that there are realities beyond the physical world as we experience it. 

The Insider Meanin%. 

If knowledge is given, it is important to know the source as reported by the 

informant. Typically, infamants will speak of their knowing based on their understanding 

of tradition, expenence, religion and context. For example, we would expect that Christians 

would speak of the spintual gift of knowledge. wisdom and discemment. Someone with a 

different background might simply cal1 them intuition and insight, while others yet might 

speak in terms of the paranormal or psychic experiences. Focusing on the meaning each 

informant holds, the insider meaning, wili help us avoid the problem of making general 

characterization. Further, conversion is a point of change where attitudes and values c m  

change significantly. Consequently, the informant may r e h e  the interpretation of an 

experience based on this new identity. 

Finally, for some people, the expenence of conversion is also their first significant 
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encounter with Transcendence. Such an encounter not only changes iives, it changes the 

whole fisime of reference in terms of possibilities. It opens one to the Ianguage of mystery 

which is essentially and characteristically a Ianguage of imagination. (Robinson, 1987, p.6) 

Implications for Counselling 

The final analysis provides a discussion on the implications of this research for the 

counselling relationship. As Stinnette (1 970) suggests, a theologicd perspective (and others) 

needs to be interpreted in such a way as to mobiiize us towards fiiture action. Understanding 

profound or subjective ways of knowing, whether psychic, religious, or mystical, challenges 

our present understanding of psychological and spiritual processes. They also provide us 

with a sense of vision and purpose for the fiiture. Two things are important to consider: 1) 

Knowing apart fiom action and purpose, is wasted. By this 1 mean that "Unless revelation 

is related to the depths of human experience, it will not be revelation at ail. It will be an 

abstraction" (Clifford, 1968). 2) Discovering and developing subjective ways of knowing 

provides us with a sense of vision essential for growth and healing. When we l e m  that we 

c m  trust our knowing, we have the freedom to beconle more authentic. 

While knowing is intrinsically subjective, the expenence of knowing is universai. 

As such. understanding pesonal experience and comrnunicating that understanding to others 

blur the boundaries between subject-object relationship in the discovery of comrnon 

experience. Consequently, value is given to the experience of the knower and the knower's 

interpretation of experience. This valuing is an important part of trusting oneself and one's 

own judgement. Fear of consequences, of ridicule, and of rejection has historically silenced 

the knower to the extent that most people do not trust their knowing. Legitimate ways of 
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knowing are suppressed and abandoned in favour of objectivity. Those who continue in the 

use of these ways of knowing begin to question their authenticity under the scrutiny of a 

society which interprets such knowledge as subjective, judgemental, closed-minded, or 

pathological. Such adversariai attitudes fail to foster the use and development of 

phenomenologicai events as ways of knowing. 



Chapter 3 

Methodology 

The study of objects as they appear to our consci~usness~ Uicluding our consciousness 

of them, suggests a qualitative study grounded in phenornenology. The expenence of 

knowing can only be communicated fiom the perspective of the knower, "fiorn the actors' 

own perspective" and "with the assumption that the important reality is what people perceive 

it to be" (Kvale, 1996, p.52). Al1 research consists of interpretations made in a specific 

context and is subject to individual biases. However, 

... as soon us we deal with private and persund phenomena as such, we deal 
with realities in the completest sense of the term. 

(James, 1 961, p. 386) 

This research takes a constructivist approach in the exploration of psychic. 

conversion. and mystical experiences which are viewed as related phenomena. 

Consequently, various approaches to methodology are evident. First, the work draws 

heavily from phenomenology in that it seeks to describe abstract concepts as objects. 

Further. a phenomenological perspective includes "a focus on the life world, an openness to 

the expenence of the subjects, ..., attempts to bracket foreknowledge, and a search for 

invariant essential meanings in the descriptions" (Kvale, 1996, p.37) However. where 

phenomenology seeks to examine pure expenence without concem for interpretation, this 

work considers context and interpretation as integral to the experience. An interpretationist 

approach uses an analytical path in order to explain "human action in ternis of its meaning", 

then considers whether this explmation "can be reconciled with a causal treatment of desires 
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and beliefs" (Rosenberg, 1995, p.91) Practically speakhg, this means that attention is given 

to the informants own interpretation (meaning), with consideration to psychologicd factors 

(causal treatment). in an attempt to understand phenomenologicai (psychic, conversion, and 

mystical) experiences (human action). This is accomplished in three stages. First, the 

related literature addresses the issue of causal treatment through the exploration of existing 

research in developmental psychoiogy and by addressing philosophicd issues around notions 

of objectivity, reality and truth where "subjectivist assurnptions about the nature of lived 

expenence" are derived from Alfred Schutz's social phonomenology and Husserl's more 

philosophicd phenomenology. (Holstein and Gubriurn, cited in: Denzin et al., 1994, p. 262) 

Second. life narratives for each informant are obtained through a senes of in-depth 

interviews where attention is focused on "the symbolic in social life" and "meaning in 

individuai lives." (Bertaux, 1984) Further, qualitative research is more concemed with 

process than outcome or product. (Bogdan and Biklen, 1982, p.28) Consequently. 

experiences described by informants are understood in terms of developmental and spiritual 

processes which c m  occur over the course of a life time or during a brief period of time. 

Finally, the writing of this thesis is one of giving voice to its informants and to this 

researcher in the process of tuming experience into action (ie: what do we do as a result of 

Our knowing) and meaning (how do we make sense of our knowing). As Bertaux (1 984) 

suggests, "Me story approach should be based on narratives about one's life or relevant parts 

thereof' (p.2 17). In-depth, phenomenologically based interviewing aimed at uncovering 



the context and meaning of lived experience were used. 

The research is motivated, and to some extent, guided by my own experience of 

knowing. Consequently, my story is presented "as if" 1 were an informant. A biography of 

each informant and myself provides context for each experience including relevant 

information concerning psychic, paranormal and mystical events. Each informant is 

considered an expert based on his/her own expenence. 

Procedure 

information was obtained through a series of three to five in depth inteniew of three 

informants. Bertaux (1 98 1) proposes that "a good interview- and even more so, a good Iife 

story is one in which the interviewee 'takes over the control of the interview situation' and 

talks freely" (p.39) Interview guides are helpful when the interviewee is reluctant to take 

control. However, such guides need to reflect a synthesis of relevant information as it 

pertains to the underlying social structures. Consequently, the interview guide is in a 

constant state of modification predicated on prior interviews. (Bertaux, 198 1, p. 39) 

In broad terms, interviews should yield sufficient information 1) to uncover the 

informants life story in order to provide context for understanding the experience of 

knowing; 2) to identify and describe events experienced by the infomants which can be 

considered psychic, paranormal, or mystical; 3) to explore the informants' interpretation of 

these events. Consideration is given to specific aspects such as childhood factors including 

trauma or perception of trauma, creative processes including fantasy life and imagination, 

and religious or spiritual development. The analysis provides a psychospintual mode1 for 

understanding the experience of knowing, its development, and its usefûlness. 
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Interviews which are designed to uncover processes which have a profound effect on 

an individual's life need to be in depth. Consequently a rneasure of trust in the integrity of 

both the informants and the researcher is required. Informants were advised of their nght to 

confidentiality and anonymity on d l  aspects of our exchange; and their right to end our 

dialogue at any tirne durhg the process. Further, each participant was given the opportunity 

to review the finished work to determine for themselves whether they have been fairly and 

accurately represented with the provision that they may request any changes, including 

complete withdrawal without prejudice. 

In Depth Interview 

Open-ended interviews designed to facilitate a life story narrative were used. 

(Appendix A) Other interview questions were derived from a nurnber of sources including 

theory, experience and several scales which have been used in qualitative studies and 

reported in Rao (1 992). (Appendix B) In addition, a spiritual assessrnent was conducted in 

a format recornmended by Peck (1 993, p. 25 1). (Appendix C) With the exception of these 

instruments. the interviews were unstructured with questions derived from the interaction 

itself. 

Selection Criteria 

To ensure the feasibility of the study and to help identi@ problem areas, a pilot 

project was conducted. The fernale informant w d  in the pilot project remained a participant 

in the study and was included as an informant. To ensure that participants were suitable for 

the study, informants of convenience of whom I had pnor knowledge were selected. In 

addition to the informant used in the pilot project, two male informants were engaged on the 
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basis of recommendations from colleagues and other persons with whom 1 was acquainted. 

Initial contact was for the purpose of explaining the process and to formulate an agreement 

which delineated the nghts of the participants. Infonnants were given an indication of the 

levei of cornmitment required and a brief description of the area of research. Permission to 

tape, mscnbe,  interpret and use the material was obtained. Finally, informants were given 

an oppominity to address questions or concems they may have had. None were expressed. 

An autobiographie form presupposes a "developed individuality able to grasp itself 

as the organizer of its own life history." (Bertaux, 198 1, p.64) While subjective knowing 

does not appear to be tied to a particular age there is suficient evidence to suggest that it 

may be developmental. Consequently, the informants need to have negotiated a certain 

arnount of life experiences. For this reason, 1 have seiected informants ranging in age 

between thirty-five and fifty. Another important criteria is an ability to examine, reflect and 

articulate persona1 expenence clearly. 

Gender Issues 

Historically, there has been an over representation in research of experience from the 

male perspective. However, this is offset by the perception that subjective ways of knowing 

are typically a female characterksc. While this research is not particularly guided by gender 

distinctions, it is incurnbent upon me to give at least equal representation to both the female 

and male experience. This is done with an acknowledgement that gender is a complex 

construct consisting of fluid characteristics independent of biological definitions of sexuality. 

The first priority is to gain a sense of who the informant is and explore each 
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informant's experience of subjective knowing. The Intewiew Question Guide (appendix A), 

the "Subjective Paranormal Experience Questionnaire (SPEQ) (appendix B), and the 

Spirituai History Questionnaire (appendix C) are used for this purpose. The goal is to 

identiw specific events which suggest a propensity for (or lack O£) psychic, paranormal and 

mystical experiences. These may include expenences involving intuition, insight, 

premonitions, déjà-vu or foreknowledge, visions, apparitions, religious and mystical 

experiences including conversion. The main criteria is that the informant's sense of knowing 

is somehow implicated. Attention is given to antecedents, psychological factors which 

precede the events, and the ensuing interpretations. 

i will explore the participants' life events which suggest conversion experiences and 

their understanding and interpretation of these events. Consideration wi11 be given to their 

concepts of purpose and meaning, as well as their experience and understanding of 

spiriniality, religion, spiritual and psychic gifts. 

Closure 

One session at the end of the study will be devoted to the issue of closure. Any 

process which requires individuals to share their personal experience and make themselves 

vulnerable has the potential for stimng up feelings and issues which need to be debnefed. 

This will also be a time to address any unresolved concerns. in addition, the termination of 

any work brings with it a sense of grief which may or may not be identified. ft will be 

important for me to help identiQ and validate these feelings and provide participants with 

an oppomuiity for reflection on what has been accomplished and for leaving the work with 

a positive outlook for the fiiture. 



Chapter 4 

Narratives and Interpretation 

...fo r some people there is a clearly defned realm of experience that defies 
ordinary, physical, explanarion. For someone with these beliefs fhere is a 
rneaning and order which appears to tranrcend the physical world 

The following study is based on the life narrative of three informants who agreed to 

share their stories. These individuals have no particular distinction other than having been 

perceived by myself and by some of my colleagues as individuals who possess a certain 

degree of intuition and insight and who are known to be articulate. Their accounts strengthen 

this study by vimie of their position in the community which is evidence of sound, 

reasonable and reputable logic and personality. In some instances, a pseudonym or initial 

has been used to respect the anonymity of others who might be directly or indirectly 

irnplicated. Portions of my own story will be incorporated "as if' 1 were an informant. 

It is also important to remember that childhood mernories are cognitive 

reconstructions which reflect only those events which stand out in the rnind of the infamants 

and may not provide a full picture of actual circumstances. They are for the purpose of 

understanding the life of the informants as experienced in order to provide context for 

phenomenological events and the interpretations given them. 



Life Narratives and Intemretation 

John 

Biogra~hical information 

John descnbes himself as "a bit of a nomad" and "a £ifth generation Christian". Born 

in India, John lived in Ghana and Ethiopia, West Afnca and in the Philippines between the 

ages of three and eighteen. John enjoyed relatively good health throughout his life. 

Although he was exposed to a lot of poverty, he indicates that his parents' position ensured 

that "we had good housing, so 1 don't think we really felt need. Ample food, clothing, not 

flashy . However, childhood mernories of "scraggly christmas trees in Ethiopia, which was 

always a disappointment", an awareness of the separation between "well to do ex-patriots", 

and the hardship experienced by his farnily when they arrived in Canada suggest at least 

some significant limitations, "a source of great stress psychologically and emotionallyt'. 

John's arrivd in Canada at the age of eighteen was marked by disappointment and 

dificulties. Most striking was the sense of isolation and coldness, emotional distance, that 

stood in sharp contmst to his life in Ghana. Feelings of isolation and loneliness were evident 

throughout John's childhood, but especially so in his late teens and early adulthood. 

Although not intending to, John followed in the footsteps of his two grandfathers who were 

both ministers and very influentid leaders and church planters of their respective churches. 

John reports having had a happy childhood, experiencing a close relationship with 

his younger brother and both of his parents. He is presently forty-six years old, rnarried and 

has two children. He is currently serving as the pastor of an influentid church located in a 

small but affluent community. 



Experience of FearITraurna Events 

John's earliest mernories begin with life in India where his family lived. His 

childhood was unusuaily nch in experiences and travel. John recounted several stories of 

adventurous. and sometimes dangerous journeys in the interior of Ethiopia to small, 

sometimes historie, and most often primitive villages. 

By the age of eight, John had already witnessed the ravages of civil war and poverty. 

He recalls the birth of his brother when he was six years old: 

We drove in the middle of the night through the curfew so we were filled 
with a bit of anxiety about what rnight happen if we were stopped by soldiers. 
What if they were to start opening fire? 

Other incidents in the course of their travels exposed hirn to the cruelty of poverty 
and war: 

There was a lot of poverty but not desperate as we know now. I think of one 
village where we saw a man hanging in the middle of a village square. ... this 
man stole a chicken. ... he ate the whole chicken by hirnself and it couid have 
fed a family of ten. So that was the extent of poverty, where steeling a 
chicken is a capital crime. A lot of poverty. ... seeing the leaders of the 
rebellion. maybe a dozen of them, agaln, hung there, in the central square of 
the city for al1 to see in public display. There's a grotesqueness. There they 
were, sort of swinging in the breeze - a life in them that wasn't real life at d l .  

When asked about the impact of these incidents, John replied that while there was a certain 

kind of fascination, there was also a sense of terror, a sense of injustice, "...an act of 

emotional outburst after the rebellion had been quelle&', and a sense of foreboding, 

"...if you louse things up that way, then you can get in real trouble." Other incidents 

associated with civil war were equally traumatic and frightening. One such incident occwed 

near the capital where John attended pnmary school: 



... school was let out early so we could get home but school was aiso near the 
royal palace. So there were groups of soldiers who came and dug trenches 
dong the roadway. And to get fiom the school to the car, you had to walk ui 
fiont of these guns. And I remember terror in that. Because here were guns 
pointing in your direction and you had to walk in front of that. 

John speaks of his parents' attempts at shielding him fiom these events "driving by 

quickly, ..mot talking about it." There were no opporrunities to taik about feelings or events 

and they were quickly put out of mind. 

FamiIv Structure 

Reiationshi~ with Father 

It is in the context of this later incident that John descnbes the sense of love that he 

felt fi-om his father: 

My dad amived and he was way out on the roadway. His car was there and 
1 started walking, trembling. I remember the reassurance of his coming up 
to meet me, and taking me by the hand and walking me down. There was a 
lot of love there. You know, he didn't express his love very effusively by any 
means. There was a lot of love there. 

In the process of trying to light a stove, alcohol was spilled and accidentally ignited: 

. . -1 screamed and my dad came nuuiuig and he smothered the Barnes with his 
bare hands. You know, it just stmck me, there he was, the need for help and 
he was available and nsking himself srnothering the flame. 

Less threatening but equally powerfil are positive experiences which were evidence of a 

good relationship. 

... sitting by a lake, ... highly infested with crocodiles and hippos and so on. 
And just sitting on his lap, and the sense of adventure. Here we were on the 
edge of something that is very dangerous and there I was, you know? On my 
dad's lap. 



Relationship with Mother 

John's mother was one who ruled the household and looked &er things. She liked 

people and was sociable: 

... aiways busy around the house ... There was a lot of affection, a lot of 
fondness with my mother. Easy going banter, you know. Not tembly deep. 
Easy going conversations. 1 would help her with little e m d s  - the right 
hand person as it were, helping in the kitchen and with housework. 

fa mil^ Dvnamics 

John described his father as passive, quiet and shy. The fmt  boom of his farnily, who 

liked to have his Say, but one who "just accepted that in some areas, my mom would have 

the day." It seemed that he would tolerate a great deal only to be tnggered by some small 

annoyances at which time he would explode. These eniptions would be characterized by a 

great deal of noise and yelling: 

I think it created a fair bit of insecurity actually, because you weren't quite 
sure what might trigger his temper. 

In spite of such outbursts, John reflected on his parents' dependency: 

1 think they needed each other, depended on each other, counted on each 
other. And there was the odd tirne, moments, when 1 think they really 
imtated each other as well. 

There is no indication as to the fiequency of such events but they carried a great deal of 

emotional power: 

It always scared me when they were fighting. There was a lot of noise and 
mom would end up crying. So, in my eyes, dad was always the bad guy, and 
my mother always the victim. 

As an adult. John has had opportunity to reflect and r e h e  these events suggesting that his 

mother may have been slightly rnanic: 



... as you have grown, you realize it takes two to tango, and they are both 
implicated in the struggle. I've observed there are times when everything is 
rosy and wonderful with the world; and then there are other times when 
everything is very bad and gloomy. Those are the times, I thuik, especiaily 
when she has the most conflict with my dad. So I've wondered ..." 

John described himself as  an extrovert in the sense that he "loves to be with people, 

interact and debate about every kind of issue". This has remained constant in his adult Iife 

although he has gained an appreciation for solitude which rnay corne fiom a greater sense of 

self-understanding. In spite of this extrovert tendency, John indicated that "in many respects, 

bel felt like a charneleon. an outsider in almon every culture". He speculates that this may 

in part be due to his colour and race. and in part to his being an expatriate, or perhaps not 

knowing the culture. 

1 think there's dways been a sense of wanting to be part of the comrnunity 
and not always fmding it. That's not to Say that it's never been there. 1 think 
the richest areas of comrnunity, at ieast where I've found it, has been the 
church where there has been acceptance. 

John described himself as cornpetitive, daring and a bit of a rebel who always 

enjoyed taking risks, weaving through the trac on his bike. riding dong the steeply angled 

sides of drainage gutters. He descnbed himself as "socially backward, not belonging, 

standing outside the party". He also enjoyed playing garnes where he would "rise to the 

challenge, eyes shining, ready to conquer". John had few fiends outside the church. As a 

young adult in univeeity, John described himself as "very sheltered, naive in the ways of the 

world. and too shy to date", the result of a strict upbnnging. 



Insieht and Intuition 

John's creativity is also expressed in the degree of insight and intuition which he 

possesses. As an adult, John recalled visiting a very il1 patient who "in the midst of 

sickness, 1 think, was reaching out for spintual trutfi. And there was a sense in me, where 

1 should share with her more of the love of God, of Jesus Christ". This inclination was 

tempered by a sense of not wanting to take advantage of a vulnerable time which might 

otherwise be manipulative. A few days later, when he retumed to visit, the woman had died. 

1 felt a tremendous sense of loss and regret that 1 hadn't listened in a way. 
And that kind of thing had happened a few times. A sense of 'now is the 
time to visit somebody. It's the time to Say something or to do something'. 

This sense of knowing or sensing was not the first of such experiences. 

My mother has hinted that there have been tirnes in my growing up years that 
I've wanted to do things, wanting to see somebody or help somebody, or 
things like that, which in retrospect, she felt was a very appropriate thing to 
have sensed. But not in a clear and dramatic way as some people have. Sort 
of a bit cloudy. 

Visions and Other Phenomenological Ex~enences 

One of the rnost striking event was experienced by John the age of nine or ten. 

1 don? know if it was a vision but maybe it was just a ciream, my recollection 
fades. of my grandfather preaching and holding forth at a pulpit. And then, 
1 looked a little more dosely, and it was me. 

When 1 asked about the importance of this vision or drearn at the t h e ,  he replied that "1 put 

out of my mind because there was no meaning to it at the time until much later. 1 found 

myself in ministry. As an adult, John looks back at that event and speculates as to its 

meaning : 

l t  could be my subconscious. However that works, you dont know. 



. . .subconscious in the sense that, somehow, there were relig ious impulses in 
me and maybe that is the kind of thing that 1 value. And so there it is, 
corning up to the light, and to face up to it. Somehow, it was there. 1 would 
Say that maybe, somehow, God was saying "1 have plans for you. life. ut was 
significant] only in retrospect, only in looking back over many, many years. 
And as 1 recall it; becaw 1 don? even think that when 1 went into seminary, 
it was a meaningful event." 

Creative Imagining 

John does not recall being particularly imaginative as a child although he preferred 

spending study time doodling and daydrearning. He has no recollection of being 

introspective or of spending time in fantasy. At the age of fourteen, John was already 

showing some aptitude for teaching. As an adult, John's creativity is expressed in his 

vocation as a teacher of the Christian Gospel, in which his love of language and his ability 

to integrate knowledge fiom various sources are evident. Reflective time as an adult is 

through the means of journalizing rather than meditation although he does report a profound 

mystical expenence as a result of meditation. 

I was meditating on Jesus in Gethsemane and just thinking about Him. 1 told 
myself I was going to give myself a half hour or so just thinking about Jesus 
praying in the garden at Gethsemane. And for a moment, just imagined 
myself there. I cm remember, it seemed as if Jesus was very alive and came 
and put His hand on my shoulder. 

Religious Influences 

John's childhood was imrnersed in church life. Both grandfathen had been influentid 

and highly regarded in their respective traditions. John's social structure was entirely 

Christian and in particular, his family structure was imrnersed in the Anglican tradition. As 

an expatriate around the age of eleven, John found himself "vacillating a great deal [between 

traditions] depending on where the church was located and so on." During this time, John 



began adopting a more evangelical language which was foreign to his prior experience and 

which caused him to question the authenticity of his parents' faith. However, other 

indications suggested an authentic Christian expenence. 

Faith Formation 

Much of John's understanding and formative views of God were predicated on the 

strong religious teachings which emphasized the fear, judgement and wrath of God, and how 

to escape the clutches of purgatory. 

My vision of God was of a harsh, vindictive, punishing God. 1 remember 
thinking about what purgatory wodd be like, you know, ridding bodies in 
pain, Dante's inferno, that sort of imagery. And so 1 was fearfbl of deaîh and 
of what 1 rnight face on the other side of this life. 1 think well into my teens, 
1 had a sense of fearfiilness rather than awe of God because He was someone 
who terrorized. Still, that was a profound influence. 

Conversion 

It was at the age of fourteen that faith in God becarne more crystallized in the mind 

of John. f i s  was a time of questioning, "what is rny life al1 about?" John was younger than 

his peers. beginning to develop physically and disappointed in his lack of strength. There 

is the indication that he may have suffered from some depression. 

I think at fourteen, when I came to the realization of a need for personal faith, 
one of my motivating factors was this terrible fear of God. I wanted to be put 
right with God because when I died, 1 didn't want to be put in the hands of an 
angry God. There was motivation in that sense. 

As time progressed, John stniggled with the notion of whether or not he was tmly accepted 

by God, wondering if he was doing enough to satisS, God, "Does God really accept me? 

Does He really love me? 1s there more that 1 should be doing to satis@ Him." 

It is in this context, motivated by fear and a need to please God and be accepted of 



Him, that John committed his life to Christ. This point of decision and invitation proved 

disappointhg since John did not experience any apparent changes. He repeatedly committed 

his life to Christ, praying the sarne words severai times over the next few days, until "1 

almost got tired of saying, ' Jesus Christ, come into my life'." Suddenly, it occurred to John 

that "faith means simply to assume that what you have asked for has happened." In 

retrospect, John is able to identiQ the following six months as "the most ironic in my life", 

indicating that he felt peaceful and couldn't remember doing anythmg wrong, "1 can 

remember an immense arnount of joy in my life." 

Another way John's understanding of God changed after his conversion was in the 

way he experienced his relationship with God: 

When 1 think of God, 1 think of the warmth and love that 1 feel and that is 
within me. Most of the time, there would be a sense of personal warmth. 
personal reassurance and love. 

Conversion, however, is not a panacea. John indicated that he continues to stniggle 

with the question of "where does judgement come into the whole picture? How liberal is 

God anyways?" 

We think someone like Hitler would certainly be judged. And other people 
who may do bad things, children of their genes or their nurture. And you 
think that maybe they never really had a chance, both nature and numire 
against them. And what about those people who have rejected the gospel? 
Whose fault was it? ... the comrnunicator? ... the Christian church? There are 
questions like that for which there are no clear answers and an enigma fiom 
my perspective. 

By the time John entered university, he had become more articulate about his faith. 

By the end of his undergraduate degree, John still had no indication that he would enter the 



ministry suggesting that he "entered the rninistry by default" on the recomrnendation and 

encouragement of those around hirn. In spite of recognition, a cal1 to rninistry, and evidence 

of giftedness, John continued to stmggle with "is this where God wants me?" At a more 

fundamental level, John expressed confidence in his faith. 

I dont think 1 seriously considered anything but Christianity. 1 became aware 
o f  other religions but 1 dont think any of them were serious options. 
Generally, 1 dont have a stmggle with the notion that there is God. 1 think 
that is fundamental. And yet, in rare moments, I rnight wonder if it's al1 
illusion. Most of the t h e ,  ifs like that flashing light, momentary doubt. And 
yet  1 dont think that's bad. ... 1 think one has to confront those kinds of issues. 



L... 

Biogra~hicai Information 

L was bom in a large Canadian metroplitan city in Ontario where she resided until 

moving to the suburb at the age of fourteen. She left the suburb at the age of twenty-six to 

pursue employment and eventuaily retumed to school. It was during this period of time that 

L expenenced a conversion to Christianity. At the age of thirty-three, L married and moved 

to New Brunswick. L has been separated for four years and divorced for less than a year. 

L is now forty-nine years old and the single parent of one teenage son with whom she reports 

having a good relationship. L's older sibling, a brother, and her mother live some distance 

away and they have maintained limited contact. L is presently pursuing graduate studies 

towards Christian ministry. 

L describes herself has having been "a pretty happy kid", spending time with her 

Friends. However, her relationship with her family and in particular with h a  mother seemed 

to have been strained: 

1 think in the family. I've corne to realize that there wasn't a lot of real 
emotional closeness. 1 spent a lot of time alone, a lot of time in my room, not 
relating to the family. We never talked about anything. 

This emotional distancing spilled over into other relationships: 

As a teenager, I emotionally distanced myself fiom people to some extent. 
1 think for the most part 1 was liked. I'm not sure how deep 1 feel that would 
go. 1 guess 1 never felt that anyone was a real bosom buddy to me and 1 
wasn't a real bosom buddy to anybody. 1 guess 1 cared about people but I 
tended to keep to myself. 



Experknce of FeadTrauma E v e n ~  

L described a very fearful childhood. L has suffered significant childhood emotionai 

trauma as a result of a dysfunctionai family. a history of abuse in early adolescence, and 

several significant loses in adulthood. Her mother's family, including her mother, 

grandmother, grandfather and brother, have a long and unusuai history of expenencing 

paranormal manifestations. Dramatic stones of "hands floating down the stairs ... towards 

[my mother], ugly hands, with long nails; her brother who "saw a man in bed between my 

mother and father", a man who was not really there by other accounts; her grandmother 

uncovering a half body in the basement of the family home that "wasn't really a body, it was 

like an apparition." L's grandmother had made a pack with her sister requiring that which 

ever one died first would corne back and tell the other what heaven was like. "1 guess my 

grandmother's sister came back three times but my grandmother fainted each time so she 

never did find out." These kinds of events were not lirnited to family members or to the 

same locations. A boarder residing in her grandparents' home during the depression years 

also experienced a sighting of "diis great big black man ... at the top of the stairs". Both L's 

parents' and their family shared a common interest in the occult, attending séances, going to 

fortune tellers and having their tea leaves read, an interest not shared by L: 

Talk about your ghosts and stuff, and 1 would go to fortune tellers, but I drew 
the line at seances. There was no way you were going to get me involved 
with a seance. 

L's fear associated with "that supernaturd business", persisted into adult years. Although 

L has not personally experienced any sightings of such nature, she recounts one incident 

which may have some relevance: 



1 remember one night, I woke up fiightened and 1 heard three steps coming 
into my room. And 1 was screaming. My father came in and said, 'there's 
nothing here, go to sleep.' That was his way of dealing with it. But when 1 
got up in the moming, I took three steps into my room and 1 ended up at the 
head of my bed. So for the next month or so, 1 \vas probably temfied again. 

As an adult, and particularly after her conversion, L has chosen not to be involved with 

any occult practices because "not al1 spiritual powers are fiom God." L's conversion and 

faith has provided a means of reframing her childhood experiences. suggesting that "the 

impact is different now. Before 1 was saved, 1 was afkaid, 1 didn't like being alone at 

night." 

Farnily Structure 

Reiationshi~ with Father 

L describes her relationship with her father as one where they did things together. 

mernories of skating, swimming, building and using tools together. As a child, her father 

was the one to rock her when she was sick. At times, he could be quite vulgar and crude, 

particularly if he had been dnnking. He could be abrupt, especially when having to deal 

with emotional things, "he would never have anything to do with a girl who was airy- 

fairy". For L. this meant that she often had to "just deal with it as best as you could". L 

remembers her father as one who "always encouraged me to do things, take nsk and go 

for it". an attitude L feels has contributed to her strength of character. 

Relationship with Mother 

L described her mom as "coming fiom an alcoholic family". Her rnother was very 

fearful and suffered from low self-esteem, probably because of "growing up in an 

alcoholic home" where "life was out of control". In addition, L reported that her grand- 
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parents "put the fear of everything in her" L described her mother as very superstitious, a 

characteristic which seemed to have been handed d o m  through her family. L's 

relationship with her mother was strained. lacking emotional connectedness. L1s mother 

cornmunicated a lack of acceptance for her, in contrast to her brother who could do 

nothing wrong, which resulted in feelings of being unwanted and abandoned. Reflecting 

back on her childhood, L can identie that "some things were very hurtfùl for my 

mother" . 

Farnil~ Dynarnics 

Generally, L1s parents rnaintained a united front when dealing with the family. 

One stresshl area was the fearfulness of L's mother which tended to spi11 over into other 

relationships making them difficult. In adult years, L becarne more aware of the impact 

of alcoholism on her family and on herself. In particular, L recognises the tendency 

towards defensive responses to people and situations around her which "tend to get worse 

as 1 get older ... responding very aggressively, thinking people are out to hurt you." In 

retrospect. L wonders how her father stayed with her mother, indicating that "he didn't 

have a great upbringing but he didnlt belittIe her. It must have worn him down". 

Generally, L sees her farnily as fairly normative in so Far as conflicts were involved. 

Arguments generally resulted in sustained penods of silence between her mother and 

father which could last for several days. 

Sel f-Perception 

L descnbed herself as "a fun loving kid ... who was always quick with a corne 

back.'' She indicated that she inhented her motherls tendency to get upset easily at people 
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and situations far sooner than most people. Generally, L did not have anyone to go to 

when upset. Consequently, she might spend some time crying and depressed but 

ultimately. "you just got over it! ". As a child L spent a great deal of time in ber room, a 

place she enjoyed, where she spent many hours in fantasy. 

Creative Ima~ining 

L reported having a rich fantasy life which began prior to the age of five and 

carried into her adult life. She described the fùnction of fantasies as one where she would 

"slip into another world where everything was fine. 1 was wise and made al1 the right 

decisions and choices and 1 was popular". In her fantasy world, L took on a new identity, 

"it wasn't me and 1 wasn't who I was". L did not make any distinction between 

imagination and fantasy indicating that in her understanding, "it is al1 make belief." L 

does not consider herself to be very creative although she reflects back with some regret 

at having lost one picture she had done in high school. 

L did not describe herself as intuitive or insightful, indicating that "it depends on 

how much is going on". At times, she finds more clarity in understanding about different 

people when she spends time in payer. She sees herself as someone who has a lot of 

common sense, defined as "sensible and sound thinking, ... as someone who thinks things 

through". L tends to approach life in a very rational, organized and stmctured manner. 

Her definition of intuition, however, seems to be limited to a sense of foreboding. When 

asked about occurrences when she felt having any kind of intuitive feelings, she described 

the following incident: 



1 was visiting fnends in New Brunswick. 1 got off the bus and 1 was 
heading in one direction. A man was coming toward me and we passed in 
this corridor. It crossed my mind that I wouldn't want to be caught alone 
with him. 1 just had a sense of being uncornfortable, not being safe. 1 
didn't know him, I had never seen him before in rny life and I never gave it 
another thought. When 1 anived at my Wend's place, her husband was not 
home. We were having tea when he arrived. 1 couldn't see him at first 
when he came in but when he entered my line of vision, 1 realized that he 
was the man 1 had seen before. It tums out he was quite a lady's man, not 
to be trusted. 

When asked about the source of her feelings, L indicted that it was just some kind 

of feeling or thought that came to her mind. She suggested that she tends to be 

pessimistic and thinks of the worse possible scenarïos when things are not as they should 

be. When she did not receive an expected phone cal1 from her brother, for exarnple, she 

"got a sense that something was wrong somewhere. When I finally phoned home, 1 

leamed that there had been a tragic accident involving my brother". L concedes that the 

lack of phone cal1 could have been a due. She also indicated that this sense of 

premonition is not something which she could trust due to her tendency to be fearful in 

"assuming the worse" . 

Déi à-vu 

L also reported experiencing an event of déjà vu or fore-knowledge while rneet 

with an insurance agent: 

I was in the midst of sornething and 1 felt like 1 had been there before, to 
the point of asking the person I was with if he had talked to me before or 
had he been there before. And he hadn't. But when 1 was speaking with 
him, 1 said to hm, 'have you been here before talking to me?' Because 
that is how strong an impression it was. The whole thing, sitting at the 
table, in that room, at the place where I was living at that time, and the 
surroundings, and we had done this. 



Reii~ious Influences 

Apart fkom her family's history with paranormal experiences, L had very linle 

exposure to structured religion. Her exposure to Christianity was limited to t eachgs  

received while belonging to various groups such as Canadian Girls in Training (CGIT) 

and Brownies. She does recall that as a child, she found great comfort in the midst of her 

fear by singing some of the hymns and children's songs which had some association with 

Jesus. L has a strong sense of spintual warfare around her. She speaks of the presence of 

God in her life. of angels good and evil, and Satan as an oppressor. 

1 don't believe that 1 c m  be possessed now because I'm seded in the Holy 
Spirit. But there are times when just everything is going wrong. ... there is 
a very reai sense of Satan or demons being there. You c m  either have a 
very close sense of God or His angels looking afler you; or the demonic 
world attacking. 

L described an incident where she was given unexplainable knowledge to witness 

about ber faith as she was speaking with someone: 

I'm thinking 'where is this coming fiom?' 1 would dare to Say that it was 
the Holy Spirit using me as a charnel for God. 1 don? consider that 
mysticd or supematural. For me, it is natural because the Holy Spirit does 
work through us if we leave ourselves open and available. 

Conversion 

In her early adult years, L recognized the potential for becoming an alcoholic, 

suggesting that lunches and after work hours were spent at the bar drinking with her 

fnends. The chaotic direction of her life shified when at the age of twenty-six, "1 came to 

the Lord soon after my abortion. To me, it was more of an awesomeness that God could 



still forgive me and love me." L descnbed her conversion as "the most significant" and 

"transforming" event in her life, "a gradua1 process" for which she has no exact date. The 

first indication that a change had occurred was the sense of wanting to be involved in 

everything : 

1 started going to church. 1 couldn't get enough of it. It was just 
phenomend. 1 wanted to be baptised ... and 1 also attended Sunday School 
and anything that was teaching the Bible. By the tirne 1 got through al1 
that, 1 realized it was Christ I was searching for and that 1 wanted a 
relationship with Him. 

L's understanding of conversion is that it is both an event fixed in time and a process: 

There's a time when 1 was converted to Christ. Letting Christ come in and 
start running my life. It's taking me off the throne and putting Christ on 
the throne. It's also a process. I'm still experiencing that conversion 
because al1 of my life is coming in the conformity to Christ. 

Visions and Mystical Experiences 

During another dificult time in her life, preceding her separation and subsequent 

divorce, L reported a religious expenence: 

My self-esteem was very low, my marriage was just gone crazy, and 1 was 
probably somewhat depressed. 1 was really mistrated that God didn't 
seem to be doing anything to help the situation. Being stressed out, 1 was 
mad at everybody including God. 1 went downstairs to do some laundry 
and 1 had a vision of the Lord standing there with His arms held opened 
for me, just waiting. A sense that He still loved me and He was still there 
For me. As a Christian, I guess 1 was having trouble reconciling a lousy 
man-iage with my faith. 

L has not experienced any other form of mystical expenences. She generally does 

not practice any form of meditation. As a rule, her prayer tends to be stnictured 

following a particular format although she will abandon structure in favour of spontaneity 

when deeply moved or concerned. As a divorced, single parent, she struggles to find her 



place within the church comrnunity. However, recent developments in her life have 

affirmeci her in her gifts for ministry. L hopes to complete her studies and go on to a 

pastorate where she cm make a difference. 



Mark 

Biomaphical Information 

Mark, the third informant of the study, is thirty-nine yean old, mamed and the 

father of three children. Born in Halifax, Mark lived in a nird comrnunity in Prince 

Edward Island for a short while but spent most of his growing up years in Halifax. He 

described his home of origin as very stable and loving, filled with positive memones of 

family and community. Mark is the oldest of five siblings. Growing up, Mark had a 

good relationship with al1 of his siblings with the exception of his first sister, the second 

child in the family, with whom there was a great deai of rivalry. Mark came fiom a 

strong Christian tradition, "conservative, evangelical, old fundamentalist kind of 

upbringing." Although his childhood was marked by several moves prior to the age of 

nine, Mark does not appear to place any particular significance to them. As a child, Mark 

remembers playing with his siblings, "having fun with them, but never being specificaily 

responsible for looking after them". He remembers lots of opportunities for fnends to 

visit. describing his family as "very hospitable". 

As the oidest child, Mark felt the weight of high parental expectations. Pre- 

adolescent and adolescent years appear to have been more difficult. Family social 

structures were deeply entrenched in a church community distinct fiom his 

neighbourhood. Mark found himself living in two different worlds, with two separate 

sets of  fnends, and ultimately, two sets of social niles and expectations. This duality was 
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the source of cornpiex inner struggles and discornfort, resulting in a high level of 

secrecy. anxiety and guilt. This inner conflict continued throughout Mark's teen years 

and into adult life. Mark only began to find some measure of resolution of this conflict as 

he matured as an adult and in his faith. As an adult, Mark describes himself as being an 

introvert with a rich inner life. For Mark, emotions and the effect of expenences are 

difficult to identifi although he is increasingly cornfortable dealing with paradox and has 

corne to a greater acceptance of himself. 

Exnerience of FeadTraurna Events 

Mark described his childhood as relatively stable and fiee of traumatic events. He 

does not recall any significant losses although three of his grandparents died by the time 

he was five years old. The loss of a grandmother when he was eleven or tweive was more 

significant. 

Mark descnbed his Junior High years as "not at al1 pleasant" and "probably the 

most painhl years of [his] life". During those years, Mark described himself as being 

"pretty distracted a great deal of the time, daydrearning, fantasies, just a general sort of 

spaciness that was pretty strong." It was also during these years that Mark became aware 

of various aspects of his father's character and temperament which had profound 

psychological impact on him. Mark descnbed one incident where he had concealed an 

inadvertent error f?om his father: 

He didntt Say anything at the time. But when I came home, my mom told 
me that he was very upset. What is really vivid for me is that it wasn't his 
anger. It was a profound sense of disappointment, a kind of withdrawal on 
his part into a kind of melancholy. ... And 1 remember 1 hadntt seen this 
before, but it left a very vivid impression. It seemed to me out of 



proportion to the event. It seemed like 1 had crushed him. ... 1 think 1 felt a 
lot of pressure from that point on, realizing that barrien, misdemeanours, 
you had a real price to pay in terms of this profound disappointment, 
letting down expectations. ... There was a  hol le area of your life, mainly 
conflict, tension, failure, stupidity, al1 the things where you failed, which I 
felt much that 1 had to hide ... because 1 diMt feel there was a place to 
share them. It was very hard for me to deal with it because although 1 
knew there was something wrong with îhat kind of response to failure, I'm 
not sure 1 knew any other way to deal with that. 

Familv Structure 

Relationship with Father 

Mark's father was the youngest of a family of eleven who was also greatly 

affected by the weight of parental expectations, "...the son that fully pleases". Mark 

described his father as authoritative and domineering, "a very forcefùl person" who had 

no tolerance for sauciness and disrespect, "much more comrnanding when he expressed 

his anger or disappointment." Physical discipline for disobedience was a possibility 

although never uncontrolled or unpredictable. 

On the other hand, Mark had a great deal of appreciation for the way his father 

was "great with my friends", especially when he was younger. Mark also described his 

father as selfless. one who would do anything, giving sacrificially of himselfi "a man with 

enormous contradictions, from someone with that great personality and emotional 

strength" to someone who could be "very melancholic, brooding personality". 

Relationship with Mother 

Mark's mother was the oldest of two children fiom Scottish decent. She came 

fiom a family which exercised a great deal of social pressure and high expectations. 

Mark described his mother as a very quiet and patient; very loving in her actions; not 



redly expressive emotionally; as one who "did not get very excited about things", and as 

one who intemalized a lot of pain. 

I don't think I've ever heard her yell or raise her voice, or just loose it. 
[She] was very busy around the house. Did an aw&l lot. Was very 
reliable, you could count on her. 1 remember the home as being stable that 
way. 1 think mom would deserve a lot of the credit. She could be stem, a 
bit stem. She could be annoyed. But certainly never inspired fear in the 
way that my father did. 1 never felt overwhelmed or afraid. 

Familv Dvnarnics 

Mark described his parents' as "very loving" and affectionate, especidly in early 

years. However, during his pre-adolescent years, Mark became aware of some real 

tensions in his family life. 

Part of it 1 think, was just the realization that some dynamics in the family weren't 
particularly healthy and the effect it was having on me. I began to feei troubled 
and confùsed, but at least extemally, there was a measure of stability and a 
relative amount of ease. I becarne aware that my inner life did not always mirror 
the ease and appearance of my outer life. 

Mark described his farnily as "not highly communicative at the emotional level." 

He recalls feeling a lot of tension, confiict and intemal discornfort. Mark's imer tensions 

were created by the lack of emotional honesty; the incongruence of living a dichotomous 

Lifestyle. one within the church community, the other around the neighbourhood and 

broader comrnunity; the feeling that "to fa11 short of [my father's] expectations was to risk 

his emotional health as much as anything else." Unlike his siblings who lefi home 

unexpectedly and under painfui circumstances, Mark remained in his parent's home until 

the age of twenty-three when he manied. 

Evidence of circumstances within the farnily structures becarne known later which 



explained some of the secrecy and emotional tension present in the famiiy. This 

revelation has had a signifiant impact on how Mark understands his relationship to his 

farnily. but more significantly, sheds light on the source of confusion and tension he felt 

in his teenage years. "These last few years, it's been a time of seeing beyond some of that 

conflict ...j ust the cloudedness of d l  that experience in growing up." In spite of these 

tensions, Mark's relationship with his parents was very &rming in other ways. He looks 

on his home life as a place where he grew up "in an atmosphere of faith" and a place 

where he was loved. 

1 never doubted growing up that 1 was loved by my parents; that they 
really cared about me; that they had my best interest in view. I mean they 
are limited, they are flawed. Like me, they don't cornrnunicate their love 
as purely as they want to. But 1 never had, in my life, a moment were I 
have doubted that 1 have been foved. 

Mark described himself as someone who was pretty easy to get dong with, as an 

introvert. "not particularly expressive" and "guarded around other people". Mark also 

sees himself as someone concemed with pleasing, moulding to situations easily, a 

characteristic he associates with being a first child. As a teenager. Mark described his 

temperament as easy going and timid, having little autonomy. 

Mark recognises within himself some of the strengths and weaknesses that are the 

legacy of his farnily. He speaks of the profound connection he has with his children, as 

primarily relational, "a person that works well in relationship with people", and in t e m s  

of social settings, "vocation, church, neighbourhood, family". Mark also sees himself as 

being in a relationship with God and desiring to mode1 something of the Christian life. 



He describes himself as an intensely loyal peson, has someone having a rich 

imer life amidst the complexity and confusion. It is this complexity in his imer life that 

Mark sees as the source of defensiveness which he descnbes as "a way of distancing 

myself from immediate experience and trying to step back from it." Paradoxically, Mark 

sees his inner life as being a "tension between the reality of enriching your life" and "yet, 

it's a fragility." 

It's not easy for me to know what I feel and it's just hstrating at times, but 
at least in this part of rny life, it's often when 1 withdraw from the 
immediacy of the expenence that I c m  actually determine what 1 feel. I 
think where 1 experience my emotions mostly is in my relationship with 
God. And vividly in terms of whether itk tears whelming up in rny eyes, 
whether it's weeping, whether it's a deep sense ofjoy, whether it's a 
wholeness emotionally that 1 feel, 1 experience those things in solitude. 
But in solitude, ultimately, in a sense of being aware of the presence of 
God. 

When asked about his fears, Mark suggested that he has "d l  sorts of fears, ... fears 

bred by insecurity, emotionai fear, fear of disappointing F s ]  father", still living with the 

tension fiorn the lack of a strong sense of self, a timidity which imtates him. Reflecting 

back on an early childhood memory of shadows and noises through the window, Mark 

indicated that "sometimes the darkness outside might scare me." 

C reative imaaininq 

As a child, Mark recails loving the outdoors, playing hockey, winter kinds of 

things. Mark did not engage much in make-belief nor does he daim to have had a good 

imagination. However, he ïemembers engaging in play activities which in retrospect, 

reflected his adult interest and gifts. 

You know it's funny! 1 remember as a kid, the importance of play, right? 



and the way play sometimes indicates where we're gified and what we're 
interested in. And 1 rernember as a kid, Sunday aftemoon, our family 
would al1 have fkiends over fkom church, and sometimes we would play 
church. And invariably, 1 would be the one who would be doing the 
teaching or speaking or whatever. 

By the time Mark was in grade six, he was Ieading a Sunday School class, "doing 

al1 the work for it and enjoying it". Mark also found expression for his creativity in his 

... a place where, I communicate with some measure of vulnerability with 
people, and where i comrnunicate what God is actually doing in my life. 
... 1 think we al1 have to be really creative. It's part of that insight and 
seeing what is happening in your life, and trying to create and respond to 
it. 

As an adolescent, Mark reporteci a general "spaciness", which he attributed to this 

incongrence between his extemai life and his imer conflicts. Mark did not engage in 

fmtasizing beyond what would be considered normal adolescent development. 

Insight and Intuition 

For Mark, imagination and intuition are things which he has discovered later in 

life. 

1 think I've tended to be very analytical in my thinking. And part of that is 
kind of a defensive way of living. ... And in a sense, it's curbed the life of 
imagination and intuition. So I'm trying to find a healthier balance iii my 
life. 

Mark sees intuition as a gifi fiorn God which can be tnisted, "a gut reaction which 

cornes fiom some deep place in yourself that's actually to teach and instmct you", 

something very distinct from "other reactions which are defensive, bred from 

insecurities". For Mark, insight is the product of reflection and a process of interpreting, 



the ability to "stand back from the immediacy of experience, trying to penetrate it and 

find something that unites, that connects, that makes sense of al1 your fiagmentary 

experiences and the business of life". 

Visions and Other Phenomenoloeical Ex~enences 

Mark has had profound expenences of a religious or mystical nature. His 

descriptions of encounters with the presence of God are very compelling: 

There is a sense in which when one is vividly aware of God, there's a self- 
forgetfulness. There have been moments, experiences which are 
qualitatively different in terrns of the degree of intimacy with God. There 
is a sense of wholeness that He gives me in His grace which is different 
than anything else 1 have ever expenenced - a different sense of 

One such encounter in late adolescence involved several young people at camp 

who collectively experienced a sense of oneness, a vivid sense of God's presence where 

"the acnial sense of reality is something that defies description." Other mystical 

experiences involved meditation: 

I remember as an adolescent, there was a very powerhl experience of 
actually seeing Jesus and seeing Him on the cross. Seeing His blood 
falling down, falling on me and actually cleansing me and making me 
white. And actually, quite vividly feeling that with a kind of heat and a 
kind of light and whiteness. ... other experiences of light, heat, and warmth 
. . . Experiences that are hard to talk about. 

Mark descnbed these kinds of visions as "intimate encounters with God", isolated 

experiences which are transforming, life changing. 

Conversion 

Mark grew up in a tradition which emphasized "the one time nature of 

conversion". However, thinking of conversion as an event poses some difficulties for 



Mark because as an event, it is something for which he has no first hand memory. 

Consequently, Mark's expenence of conversion is that of a continuous process which had 

its inception in early childhood. 

I think of my conversion as the most significant event [in my life]. ... I 
approached my father and told him that I wanted to invite Jesus into my 
heart. 1 don't remember that but just knowing the context of my family, 
the fact that it wasn't coercive that way. the fact that my father pointed out 
that I was the only one in my farnily to actually come up and talk to hm 
about that and ask him. 1 look back at that and Say that God was actually 
doing something in my life and that was the beginning of the process. 
And in a sense, it was the seed of the whole process of conversion. In a 
hinny way, t pour al1 of the meaning of my experience of conversion, my 
experience of God's love, and in a sense, 1 c m  Say it was al1 in its seed 
form in that experience. But on the other hand, it's an experience that I 
only have second hand memory of. 

As an adult, Mark cornrnunicates his undentandhg of conversion by way of 

symbolism, powerfùlly captured in a painting which hangs in his office: 

Jesus bearing the cross ... the kind of powerful, obviously central symbol of 
the Christian faith. But just in terms of my own experience, conversion is 
very much death to self, and dying to self in order that new life will come. 
The process of being changed by God's Holy Spirit and transfomed into a 
person more in keeping to His desire. That symbol has meant a lot to me 
as I tried to deai with pain, confusion, loss, disappointment, bewilderment. 
Al1 of those very human expenences ultimately find resonance and find 
meaning in the cross. 

Conversion, according to Mark, is something initiated by God's Spii-it which requires a 

response and needs to be personally appropriated. 

Mvstical Experience 

At the age of forty-one, Mark had a significant mystical or religious experience 

which he describes "as the most powefil experience I've ever had in my life of God's 

presence and His love". This expenence has radically changed Mark's understanding and 



perception of God: 

1 found rnyself identiQing with the story [of the prodigal son] as one 
wants to in meditation. But somehow, that identification with the story 
just sunk down very deeply into my heart, Uito my being. And so 1 felt 
like somehow, I was fully engaged in the story; in reflecting about my 
own relationship with God and the relationship with the prodigal and the 
Father. and what it meant to tum back to God, and recognizing inside. that 
1 found it very difficult to accept His love. ... That experience of love and 
forgiveness overwhelrned my sense of the depth of my sinfulness. It just 
overwhelmed it. And a sense, a very vivid sense of his love. 1 just found 
myself weeping and joyful in the midst of my weeping, and a very vivid 
sense of God's presence being actually with me and loving me. A very 
powemil experience. 

Mark also descnbed a later experience which stands out: 

... meditating on a passage in Isaiah and experiencing a lot of hstration in 
my spiritual life, ... this tendency to judge myself, some kind of 
perfectionist Stream. Maybe more than that, a sense that I need to perform 
to win approvd, first child kind of syndrome. And so al1 of these are part 
of the inner workings of my mind. And one of the ways this is played out 
spiritually is that you get hstrated with yourself. Because when you 
think about what God calls us to and how persistently and aggressively we 
fa11 short of that, it gets very fnistrating. So 1 redly wrestle with this voice 
that condemns myself. And 1 suppose it flows over into some kind of 
hstration with God. 

In the context of this passage in Isaiah, 1 was very much into this frame of 
mind. And 1 don? know why but this verse Iiterally, it knocked me over in 
a sense. The verse was basically the Lord speaking to the people of Israel, 
but the phrase that almost quite literdly hit me was 'do you think 1 lack the 
power to save?' And 1 realized that al1 that self-questioning, ..Ais self- 
recrimination, ... this lack of patience, was really saying in the face of God, 
'do you think 1 lack ... ?' 1 was questioning God, not believing that He had 
the power to save. And this very vivid sense of power. ... Ail of it, kind of 
a wondefil, loving, powerful rebuke to my own self-questioning and I 
suppose it's also a questioning of God. That is an expenence that I look 
back on because since that time, I have felt a new patience in terms of 
what it means for me to be converted. Not that I dont struggle and get 
frustrated, but 1 honestly never think of it in the same way From that point 
on. 



Mark sees himself has having a strong sense of community, not oniy as part of the 

local church community but also of the broader Christian community. For Mark, being 

part of community is an integral part of faith and of the experience of worship. 

In t e r m  of church. it's a loyalty that you have. It's something that you 
know is nght, and so you commit yourself to it. As much as faith is 
intimate and personai, 1 really believe a healthy spintuality is a communal 
spirihiality. A healthy Christian spirituaiity is never an individualistic 
thing. And so 1 think ifs really important to be involved in the life of my 
church, both in terms of what 1 receive in worship, in the sacrament of 
communion, in hearing the word preached. But also in terms of what 1 can 
give, whatever gifts I have, whatever contribution 1 can make in the life of 
this community, I'm anxious to make it in some sort of way. 

Mark thinks of his diRerent ways of being involved in community as disciplines. 

For Mark, community is something which is more real and true when "1 can be more 

myself and understood. talk about personal matters of faith, and have them heard and 

interacted with. " 

I invariably struggle in comrnunity. In a sense I ofien have to push 
myself. ... having experiences and not really feeling the Freedom to talk to 
people about them or feel like they could genuinely be shared. There just 
didn't seem to be any context for the depth of intimacy that 1 was looking 
for. ... there has been some degree of isolation. 

Mark sees himself as "being called to understand more of [God's] love", to be 

shaped by it in very practical ways: 

It's not mystical experiences that I'm looking for, it's actually love. It's 
actually God that I'm searching for. Experience has become less important 
to me in some ways, and just searching for God is what is really important. 
Everyday, my life is full of contradictions, tensions that chafe up against 
that cailing. There are times when that sense of intimacy with God is 
something 1 can experience through the day. But that is something that is 
not persistent. Something I have to work at, reaily pulling my awareness 



of God's presence fiom my spiritual discipline into dl of life. It doesn't 
corne as easily with me as it does with sorne people. But when I'm 
occupied with that, that's when 1 really thùik I'm doing what's really 
important and what's really life shaping. 

Mark seems to have a propensity for understanding and knowing deeply. 

Although he sometimes struggles with doubt withh the context of faith, his "natural 

inclination1', which he describes as a gifi, "is to believe, to have faith": 

I've always felt a closeness to God, in a strange way. Sometimes, 1 think 1 
locate it more in the area of my conscience. Obviously, as we grow older, 
are able to think more abstractly, your conception of God deepens 
intellectuaily. 1 think in terms of my experience of God, I've gradually 
become more aware of a God of love; a God with whom 1 can experience 
intimacy; a God that fully accepts me; a God who is calling me to a good 
and hopelül future. These concepts of God have become more centrai, not 
to the denial of the other things I've learned about God, but 1 think, 'God as 
angry God' or 'judging evaluator' of my moral life, that conception of 
God, which 1 think has a big impact on relationship with Him, that has 
been diminishing. 

Mark's experience of God is one that is persona1 and intemal. This irnrnediacy of 

the presence of God is one which Mark describes as "an ongoing stmggle for us to 

appropriate" but one which "is always there whether we cm feel it or not." Mark finds 

resonance in the name "Almighty Father". 

1 find myself drawn to that expression of who God is. In tems  of my 
experience of God, one can never Ioose awe in the sense of reverence and 
mystery. And ye t  there is also the expenence of immediacy and intimacy. 
One c m  experience a sense of awe and a sense of God's grandeur and yet 
at the same time, be aware intirnately of His presence. In the past, 1 tended 
to think of the two as mutually exclusive categories. I experienced God 
either this way or that way. Maybe I'm being called to experiencing Him 
more just in His fuliness and not put one of His qualities in tension with 
the other. I've always been interested in paradox, ironies and apparent 
contradictions. 1 think 1 went through a stage when my approach towards 
faith was very much more rational. And 1 believe that there is a rational 
side to Christianity. I think that my understanding of Christianity is 



probably most full when there's a balance between the institutionai, the 
mysticai and the intellechial. There c m  actually be a wholeness between 
al1 three. But in terms of my own personal experience, 1 have found 
myself less and less preoccupied with needing to have a rational answer 
for things; and more and more content to live in mystery and paradox. 

Mark does not report any other form of psychic or mystical encounter. His sense 

of knowing is always in the context of faith and the presence of God. 



The Researcher as Informant 

1 was bom in a small rural cornmunity just outside the city of Montreal. The first 

of four children, 1 was the ody girl. I grew up with two brothers who were three and five 

years younger respectively. My third brother was bom after 1 was married and contact 

with al1 of rny brothers has been limited. For the first twelve years of my life, 1 lived in a 

cornmunity which is reported as being the most disadvantaged in Canada. Although both 

of my parents were francophones, my mother spoke a combination of broken French and 

English. As a result, 1 altemated between both languages depending on who I was 

speaking to. In addition, I attended French schools while living in a predominantly 

English neighbourhood. 

At the age of twenty, I married an anglophone whom 1 met during my first week 

of military service in Halifax. My first child was born the following year. with a 

congmital liver disorder that would end his life when he was only four years old. My 

second child, was born three years after the first child and she was eight rnonths old when 

he died. In addition to rny own children, 1 was a foster parent to several others. 

For the twenty years that 1 was married, 1 was committed to a traditional 

relationship where home and children were the primary focus. This was in part due to my 

ideals about family values which were reinforced by my religious beliefs. A lack of 

confidence, my desire to stay home with my children, and implied family expectations 

were also contributing factors. 



Ex~erience of FeadTraurna Events 

My earliest memones at the age of five are that of my second brother being bom 

in out small four and a half room flat two days after my matemal grandfather died. My 

faint memory of a tall, gaunt man, an alcoholic for whom no one seemed to be 

particularly grieved by his death. 1 sense that 1 was &aid of him, or at least. I disliked 

him intensely, although 1 dont know why. Later conversations with my mother 

suggested that abuse may have been a factor. 

Memones of illness, spending three months in hospital with a painful disease 

which did not appear to improve with time, being strapped to the hospital bed each night. 

Returning to school d e r  four months of absence only to be ridiculed by rny grade three 

teacher in front of the whole class because my hair had been shaven. Other memones 

Frorn those early years, of rny father coming home drunk after a banquet; or of my 

mother's illness, her inability to work outside the home, and my brothers and 1 being 

placed in foster care. Being the oldest of twenty-four children in care, 1 becarne 

overburdened with chores and responsibilities of the household duties of the home. In 

retrospect. 1 feel 1 was used as slave labour. However, this year presented me with an 

opportunity to learn some valuable skills that 1 did not learn at home. At the first 

suggestion that we were being mistreated, my parents did not hesitate to corne and get us 

and take us home, an indication that in spite of al1 the dificulties, they did care for us. 

As a child, 1 remember being very afiziS of the dark, always insisting that my 

door be lefi opened. Once, my father found me trying to climb the wall on the side of my 

bed in an attempt to get away. 1 remernber being afraid of going into my bedroom closet 
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and sometimes, as I looked in the mirror, 1 would be gripped with fear as my features 

appeared to change before my eyes, becoming more and more distorted, the product of an 

overactive imagination. 1 never understood the source of those fears which seemed to 

vanish d e r  going to foster care, and never returned after we moved to a new apartment 

when 1 was fourteen. 

Afier the move to a country house shortly after the birth of my first child, 1 began 

to expenence events which again were very fearfil. 1 remember having the impression 

that there were unfriendly presences around me, perception of shadows and f o m s  that 

suggested the intrusion of an unknown nature. Sounds of doors opening and closing and 

the fa11 of foot steps in the hall. Wanting desperately to convince myself that there was 

nothing there, 1 would look down the hall where 1 found nothing but an eyre feeling, a 

sense of light being distorted as if there was a mist in the air, and an overwhelming sense 

of fear. 1 would go to sleep with lights on, the pillow over my head praying that God 

would protect me and take authority over whatever was there, surrendering even my fear. 

Eventually, the sounds and shadows ended, the fear dissipated never to return. 

Familv Structure 

Relationship with Father 

My father was very quiet and unobtmsive man, who for me, seemed to be more of 

a stranger than my father. Leaving early for work, he would not r e m  till after supper. 1 

vaguely remember him working in the tool shed and in the winter, he would go to the 

local skating rink to play hockey with my brothers. Once, 1 received the spanking of my 

life for having, what must have seemed to him, a temper tantm,  because 1 was afiaid of 



getting a needle. The oniy other time 1 ever saw my father lose it was when he and my 

brother had an argument and my father went d e r  him. Had it not been for my mother 

running interference. I'm sure my dad would not have let go the strangle hold he had on 

him. Mostly, dad worked, watched sports on T.V. and slept, ofien till late in the day on 

his days off, a constant source of argument. For the most part, 1 would say that my father 

was non-existent, a stranger living in our house. It was only as an adult that 1 was able to 

develop a relationship with him. 1 received my first hug from him when 1 was thirty-five 

years old after 1 initiated the action. He later told me that he had never hugged me, not 

because he didn't love me, but because that was the way he was raised. 

Relationshi~ with Mother 

My mother used to get upset at my father because he never wanted to do anythng. 

1 remember her crying a lot. She attempted going to work for a short while but found it 

to demanding emotionally. Memones of her sitting at the table drinking coffee and 

smoking, staring into space, anxious, or crying, the house in complete disarray; other 

times working obsessively to have everything spotless. Other memones of being hit 

across the head and face; accused of steeling and lying when a quater went missing; 

being told that she would not be married had it not been for being pregnant (for me). 

Later in my teen years, I remember her desperate pleas for me to stay home, objecting to 

every outing, suggesting that I would get myself in trouble. Finally, threatening suicide if 

1 did not acquiesce to her wishes, a tactic which in the end, 1 chose to challenge. In 

retrospect, I know that my mother suffers fiom generalized anxiety, depression and 

perhaps even paranoia symptoms of her severely abusive upbnnging. 



Familv D-mamics 

1 donft remember ever sitting at the table with the whole family for a meal except 

for very rare occasions. Family gatherings were always undermined by discord between 

mom and some other member of the family who "were jealous and only wanted to break- 

up [her] marriage". As 1 recall, there was very little interaction between any of my family 

members while growing up. 1 remember my father's mistration at my mother's desperate 

attempts at trying to bnng the family together only to be rejected and criticised, mostly 

out of lack of understanding for her ilhess. With the exception of one or two family 

outings and taking care of my brothers while we were in foster care, al1 before the age of 

ten, I have no recollection of any interaction with my brothers. 1 joined the navy at 

nineteen and except for rare visits, never retumed home. Although 1 have the freedorn to 

retum, there is no sense of identity, comectedness or belonging and the separation that 

existed between my brothers and I in childhood has become greater in adult years. 

Sel f-perception 

I remember feeling responsible for my mother's unhappiness since 1 was the 

reason she "had to get married". In grade school, 1 remember deliberately sitting by the 

window where 1 would spend tirne getting lost "out there, in the warmth of the sun and 

the hypnotic allure of leaves wrestling in the trees". I never did well in school mostly 

because 1 was uninterested and unmotivated. I barely squeezed through each grade, 

getting high marks in the very few subjects 1 enjoyed and barely passing or being pushed 

through most others. 1 remember a tuming point in grade four, when 1 enthusiastically 

asked for an explanation on a math problem, suggesting to my teacher that 1 needed to 
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understand the why behind the process. "That is just the way we do it, don't worry about 

the reason why" was his reply. From that point on, learning without understanding 

sremed to me an impossible proposition. As a result, 1 lost al1 interest in school work and 

learning in generd. 

As 3 cchd and teenager, 1 \vas fearN of asking what I needed of others. 1 spent 

most of my teen years in isolation in my room and yet, 1 have no memory of that room 

being mine. It was there that 1 spent many hours constnicting a world and an identity that 

brought with it feelings of excitement, sadness, pain, adventure, fmtasinng about future 

relationships and mysterious, exciting and dangerous careers. In retrospect, I know this 

was my attempt at breaking through the flatness, the lack of feelings either good or bad, 

that was pervasive in my life at that time. 1 would not have identified these feelings as 

rejection. isolation or depression aithough 1 have corne to the conclusion that early in life, 

1 had shut down emotionaily and I likely suffered from low grade chronic depression until 

my mid thirty's. 

I remember as a teenager, thinking that 1 had no feelings at al1 and that 1 must be 

some kind of robot. In fact, what 1 was expenencing was the sarne isolation 1 felt when 

my grandmother died. I remernber not being particularly impulsive and often sat on the 

sidelines feeling totally alone and unwanted. The reason for this, 1 thought, was that 1 

was durnb, stupid and ugly, feelings which 1 carried through my teen and early adult 

years. A major depressive episode in my mid thirties was the tuming point where 1 began 

to develop a sense of identity, working hard at reconstructing past mernories, and gaining 

a sense of self and autonomy. 



Creative ima~ining 

1 did not think of myself as a very creative child. 1 have few memones of 

painting. colouring or doing crafts although 1 spent several summers in programs at the 

local Boys and Girls Club where 1 engaged in al1 sorts of activities, none of which 

seemed to have captured my interest. One of my more positive memories is of receiving 

a wood buming set and a paint-by-number oil paint set for Christmas. Although 1 had 

expressed an interest in ballet and piano, 1 was instead enrolled in a tap dance class, a 

major preoccupation of my mother's. There was little exposure to music and arts except 

for a few songs that my mother liked to sing. 

1 remember vividly sitting in class, looking out the window, caught up in the 

warmth of the surnmer sun and being repnmanded for daydreaming, something for which 

apparently 1 had a propensity for doing. Around the age of sixteen, 1 began developing an 

elaborate fantasy world which began with a fictional relationship with "a boyfiiend" and 

evolved to include detaiied activities as "an agent of the secret service." Other fantasies 

were associated with having a farnily. Although some of these could be attributed to 

normal teenage development, others would become more meaningful at a later time. 

Insight and Intuition 

My creative ability found more expression in my mid to late twenties when 1 

discovered that 1 possessed what 1 and others have called "comrnon sense". 1 also 

discovered that 1 was fairly intuitive about people and their character. 1 sometimes feit 

that 1 knew things about people, oflen without knowing them or even speaking to them. 1 

made accurate predictions about events that concemed them. Some predictions were 



pleasant ones, such as the sex of their expected baby; but occasionally, they would be 

premonitions of impending disaster. One such event occurred when 1 was travelling back 

from my parents' home in Montreal to Nova Scotia where I lived. 

We were driving past the QuebecNew Bnrnnvick border when Isuddenly 
becarne ovenvhelmed with anriety and grieJ The feelings were so intense 
that I started to cry. My husband. who was driving the car al the rime, 
fooked over and asked what was wrong. I told him that I did not know 
exactly, but thut I felt as ifsornething terrible had just occwred We were 
both puzzled by this but in the absence of more details felî fhere was 
nothing more we could do. Compelled by something which I did not 
zrncierstand, but with a sense of urgency, I began to pray but lacked the 
words to be specific. Ijust feU os fi should sornehow allow myseifto 
surrender to the feelings and rernain there until I felt a degree of peace 
and calm. Halfan hour later, we came upon an intersection where a 
serious car crash had occurred As we approached the scene, the same 
flood of anxieîy and grief reîurned. We were wmed on by an RCMP 
oflcer and the next day, I heard in the news that three people had been 
killed in the crash. 

Such extreme occurrences of intuition were not fiequent. However, 1 began to 

notice with a certain arnount of feamilness the extent to which they appeared to be 

accurate. 1 began experimenting by predicting the sex of expected babies and f o n d  fifty 

accurate prediction out of fi@-three; and calling out bingo nurnbers before they where in 

the hands of the calier. More useful was my intuitive sense of knowing, particularly 

when dealing with people. My intuitive sense was brought into question when 1 learned 

that opinions based on subjective experience was tantamount to passing judgements on 

the basis of first impressions. On the bais  of reason, 1 began to distrust sornething, 

which until then, had served me well. 1 later regretted that choice and had to learn to trust 

my judgement al1 over again. 



Visions and other Phenornenological Exoeriences 

The first experience that I would identify as one which suggested gaining some 

knowledge about events through supernaturd or paranormal means, occurred when 1 was 

twelve or thirteen years old. Mom and 1 went to visit her aunt Laura, whom 1 had never 

met. We sat in her living room for some time. Mom and her aunt spent time talking 

about different family members while 1 sat quietly listening, though I had no idea what 

they were talking about. Finally, aunt Laura told mom that her son had recently m h e d  

and was living in the apartment next door. After indicating that he was home, we 

accepted an invitation to visit him and his new wife. 

As the following events occurred, they did so with an awareness that 1 had 

expenenced them before. Consequently, 1 had a full mental representation of every detail 

and could anticipate the next step as if 1 were hearing, seeing and reliving this segment of 

tirne for the second time: 

lMom knocked on the door; a man answered and invited us in; as I 
watched the events unfold amazed that aZI the details were familiar. I feii 
as i f I  had already experienced them before. seeing them for the second 
tirne: The layout of the room. each sentence spoken every detoil, and the 
people who were present. Ifelt a bit strange, as ifmy mind was n o t f d y  
engaged ivith my body or wiih my surroundings but acutely aware of al1 
my sensations. I was stunned by ihis event and it would be many years 
before I would tell anyonc about it much less try to understand what 
happened. 

This somewhat dramatic experience was unique in that it was the only such event 

which 1 ever experienced in a public situation. It is also the only event where 1 felt that 

what was currently happening was simultaneously a very vivid memory. Up until then. 1 

had never expenenced anything unusual except for one incident shortly after my 



grandmother had died: 

I was twelve years old when I decided to take the bus to corne homefrom 
school. I had never taken the bus on my own and this felt like a very 
daring thing to do without permission. As I made my way to the front 
door to leave the bus, I was overcorne by a feeling that someone was 
watching me. As I looked around, Isaw n woman who I believed to be my 
grandmother. Startled, I looked away. When I looked again wanting tu 
assure myselfthat I must be mistaken, the person I had seen was no longer 
there or anywhere else on the bus. This tookplace in a matter of secondr 
and there had been no S ~ O ~ S  to explain the disappearance of this person 
Althotrgh fiightened at the rime, I later concluded that it was my 
grandmother's spirit (ghost) and that she was looking out for me. 

Other incidents of fore knowledge were not recognized as such at the time of their 

occurrence. Teenage fantasies, initially believed to be foolishness, took on new meaning 

as they began to unfold in reality: 

I would marry a sailor; have two children, a boy and a girl, in that order. 
As I acted out the fantasy in my rnind, the scenario unfolded much as if 
does in a play. h(yfirst pregnancy woufdprove dzflcult, threatening to 
rniscarry early on and for several rnonths. Myjîrst child, a son, would be 
born with some medical problem. The doctor wodd tell me that he would 
m i  [ive very long IO which 1 replied 'ifthere is a wuy for this child to Iive, 
then he will'. In this fantasy, I also knew the exact weight of each of my 
children and how long overdue each of them would be. I also knew thar 
my second child, a daughter, would have some medical problem that she 
ivozdd outgrow by the rime she wns a year old. 

I never gave these fantasies much attention. At one point, 1 realized that spending 

so much time drearning up extraordinary scenarios which provoked intense feelings was 

not healthy. 1 remember a decisive moment when I realized that I needed to stop doing 

this or I would surely go insane. A few years went by and 1 had al1 but forgotten about 

these experiences. It was only after my second child was bom that I came to the 

realization that al1 of the details of the fantasy previously described had become reality. 
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Only in retrospect did 1 corne to think of these as a form prophetic knowledge. However, 

1 struggled to undentand why 1 would be given such a gifi, which at times felt more like a 

curse. 

Spintual Develo~rnent 

At the age of eighteen, 1 experienced a life transforming event which 1 later came 

to understand as a conversion experience. The years that followed can be described as a 

process of conversion where faith in Jesus Christ became centrai to my understanding of 

life and the primary focus of my existence. Growing up, there was the sense that it was 

important to be baptized, codirmed, have our first communion, rnarry and be buried in 

the church. AIthough my mother attempted to ensure that I went to church as a child, 1 

remember insisting that 1 would not return because neither she or my faîher attended. 

Consequently , there was little church influence within my farnily structure. 

1 attended French Catholic schools where 1 was instmcted by n u s .  The Lord's 

prayer, the Apostles's creed, and questions on catechism were part of daily routine until 

grade three. What was perhaps most signifiant for me were the times 1 spent 

vacationning at my grandparents. They lived next door to what seemed like a large 

cathedral and the convent where the Sisters lived. 1 remember going through the gardens 

and sitting on the double swings with them although the conversations elude me. 1 

remernber the large weeping willows across the Street by the edge of the river where I 

caught my first and only fish; and the gardens along the path which led to the cemetery at 

the back of the grounds where my grandparents are now buried. Somewhere dong the 

way, 1 think 1 had some notion that perhaps some day, 1 would become a nun. Memories 
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that were quickly forgotten alter my grandmother died when I was twelve years old. By 

the time I was ten or twelve, there was no longer any religious influences in either home, 

school or extended family. 

My expenence of conversion has always been a source of inspiration and 

evidence of the power of God to save. There was, at the time, no apparent reason for me 

to seek out the experience and no one in my life to lead me, as the expression goes? to 

Christ. The event began with the realization that 1 believed in God as Creator of the 

Universe. 1 remember walking home one night on my way home fiom high school, 

looking up at the sky and thinking that the world could not simply come into existence by 

accident. It was too perfect and there had to be a master plan by a Master Creator. 

Wanting to put this belief to the test, 1 invited, by way of a simple prayer, that God should 

reveal Himself to me. 1 remember vividly the sense of wellbeing as 1 walked the rest of 

the way home. 1 began to sing, what in retrospect. 1 can identifi as praise songs - 

something which 1 had never done before and had no context with which to understand 

the experience. Al1 1 know is that for the first time in my life, 1 felt alive and comected 

to the universe, feelings that stood in sharp contrast to the emptiness that had preceded it. 

The invitation for a revelation apparently did not fa11 on deaf ears. It occurred to 

me that in order learn more about God, I should perhaps start by attending church. 

Coincidentally, a local priest had begun conducting a Wednesday moming mass at my 

school. To my recollection, 1 only went the once. 1 have no impression of the service 

itself. Only that when it was over, 1 remained alone, sitting, eyes transfixed on the 

crucifix that sat by itself on the table covered with white linen. There were no words, no 



sounds, only a profound moment when 1 experienced what can only be described as a 

mystical or religious expenence: 

I had no awareness of anything around me. My eyes were f i ed  on this 
cross. I became conscious of  the reality of Christ as a person. as God - 
God crucifed I knew with absolute certain@ that He had died for the 
world, and for me. Ifelt the importance of that event and I undersfood 
thar I was now in the midst of  an encounter which was beyond 
comprehension, yet I had the sense thar I understood If's as i f I  was there 
at Calvary with Him, and yet, Calvary was also here with me in this 
present moment. I was witnessing His agony and the i~justice of whai was 
happening to Him. I know that He was present as assuredly as I kvas 
conscious of rny own being. n e r e  was a dialogue not of audible words - 
although I heard His voice, and I knew with certainîy that it was His voice 
- but of intimate communication thot iakes place in the sou[. I was 
ovenvhelmed with feelings I hud never experienced before und I 
responded -Yard. for ail that it's worth, I offer my life to yozi, io serve 
you. ifyou will just lead the w q " .  Gently and gradua&, 1 found rnyself 
sitting, again trunsBxed on the cross, my soulflooded with joy andpeace. 

At the time this event took place, there was nothing unusual occurring in my life. 

The only frame of reference I had for serving God was in my childhood mernories of the 

convent and the nuns in the garden. Serving God meant a cloistered life of prayer and 

service. Inquiries about becoming a novice were quickiy discouraged on the bais  of not 

having adequate education. In my naivety, I interpreted the refusals as God's refusal to 

use me in service. As 1 walked home, hurt and angry at God for rejecting me, 1 

remembered the exquisite furnishings and art work at the convent which now seemed to 

imply a wealth disproportionate to the poverty of most of the world. I realized, as if 

somehow 1 had been imparted with some knowledge, that a life of service to God would 

never be within the walls of an institution. On that day, I turned away from the only 

church I knew and went forward with the assurance that to be a Christian would mean to 
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live life with integrity and to treat othes  as I would want to be treated. Except for my 

wedding, performed at a Catholic rnilitary chape1 for the sake of my famiiy, 1 would have 

no M e r  connection with religion of any kind for the next ten years. 

What little concept of God 1 had as a chiid was that of a God out there - the God 

of churches and nuns and catechisms. I had heard the Christmas story once or twice and 

seen some of the classic movies, stories of the Crucifixion and of Moses and the Exodus. 

After my conversion experience, 1 went for over ten years without any church affiliation, 

although my awareness of the presence of God in my life was becoming more evident. It 

was through faith in God that I was able to move past the fears which had haunted me. 

believing in the authority and power of bsus Christ to keep me safe fiom any other 

presence. real or irnagined. In the course of time, the birth of my first child prompted 

me to search out other traditions. Eventually, 1 was challenged to decide whether or not 1 

believed that the scriptures were the Word of God. Once I assented, the appropnate 

passages were used to convince me that I needed "to be born again", something 1 did 

wiILingly and believed at that time to be my moment of conversion. UnIike the first 

commitrnent as a teenager which was purely experiential, this one was purely intellectuaï. 

It was at this time that 1 began engaging in the disciplines of the Christian 

community. Although evidently new in the faith, 1 seemed to have no difficulty 

understanding and interpreting difficult passages of scriptures and according to some, 

"possessed such pearis of wisdom". These statements were disturbing for me since it was 

rny understanding that the spintual gift of knowledge could only be received if one was in 

relationship with the Spirit of God. In my experience, 1 had evidence of such a gift long 



before 1 was "led to the Lord". It was this incongruence that caused me to venture into 

new territory and began to meditate: 

I Zay on my bed in the late hours of the night. I begun to centre my 
thoughts on the person of Jesus Christ. I could fie l my body and my mind 
quieting. I entered a drep, peaceful state with on& one purpose - to seek 
God andfind understanding. I remernber feeling as if1 were drearning 
aithough I was still awake. Images and thoughts crossed my mind in what 
seemed like a prolonged encounter of a ~anscendent nature. In this 
dream Iike state, or as Ihave corne to believe, this vision, I was mentcilly 
tramporteci to that day in the gymnasium of my school and remembered 
with absolute clarity the experience of thm duy as i f l  were reliving it 
aguin. Then each step of my l i f ,  my marriage, my children, each 
sign8cant place became infued with rneaning and purpose. I wus now 
beginning to enter into the knowledge of my conversion experience which 
had occurred ten years before. In a moment, everything was made known 
and I understood 

When the vision was over, 1 redized that 1 had lost al1 perception of time. Further 

there were no longer any incongruence between what 1 understood to be God's word and 

what my experience had been. Church cornmunity becarne important for reasons other 

than the need to be accepted. 1 continued to study and l e m  what the scriptures had to 

say but with one major difference. 1 no longer accepted the teachings of others without 

questioning every detail and searching out for myself other possible interpretations. I 

began to trust and give my own understanding precedent over the teachings of others, 

believing that it was the Spirit of God that leads to al1 tnith. 

The concem over issues of poverty which had been a reason for leaving the 

Roman Catholic church returned with the difference that now I felt compelled to respond 

io it. During a three year stay in British Columbia, 1 becarne involved with a Street 

outreach where my vision for responding to the needs of the poor began to take shape. It 



was during that time that 1 was confronted with a fom of depression that I had never 

experienced before: 

I was supposed to help afriend move that morning. Feeling very 
depressed I decided to drop-in at the outreach hoping someone ivouid 
notice that I was in trouble. The failure for anyone to take notice (to rny 
knowledge), confirmeci rny feelings thai no one cared and heightened my 
sense of isolation und despair. As I lefi to make my way back home. and 
to myfiiendls to help with her move, 1 was unable io make the necessary 
turn. Instead I continued to drive not knowing where I was going. I 
remember a windy road, a glance at my speedomeier which read 85, a 
flush of a speed Iimit sign that said 30. Ipwhed my foot down hard on the 
gas peddle hoping if wo uld al1 end Someho W. I made it to a provincial 
park on the rernote shore of the Straighr of Juan de Fuca. I walked along 
a path und came face to face with a large cliff I remember thinking that I 
felt as ifthis cliff war resting on rny shoulders, crushed by iis weight, dark 
and heavy. The parh meandered around the side and eventually, to the 
top. From there. I muid look down ihe precipice rhat dropped almost 
straighi down to the ocean. Ifs emy, I thought. Just close my eyes and 
step fonuard and ii will be over. Just then, I heard a voice deep in the 
recesses of my mind 'Do you love me?' I recognired the familiar passage 
of scripture - the familiar Voice. 'Do you love me? ' Yes, Lord you know 
that I love you. The memory of having cornrnitted rny life to Christ 
surfaced. I was at once mare ihat ifljumped, I would effectiveiy be 
taking my life out of  Christ's hands and I would be giving it over io Satan. 
This became a double bind situation where I could neither jurnp. nor could 
i g o  on wiih my lfe. For a third tirne the question came fonvard. 'Do you 
love me? ' This rime my unswer blurted out with despair andfrustration as 
I collapsed to the ground - Y love you Lord but I can 't do this uny more. ' 
The impression of a reply c m  be summed up in one word - 'Finally! '. 

At that moment, 1 literaily felt as if this great weight was being lified off my 

shoulders and the light of day came on as the veil of darkness that had been with me for 

five months lifled. 1 was ovenvhelmed by the brightness of the sun and the beauty of 

nature that surrounded me. The cliffI was standing on, that had seem so big before 

appeared to be nothing but a hi11 in cornparison to the majestic mountains across the 

Straight. 1 knew that my problems, which had seemed as big as this cliff before, were 
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nothing but a pebble in cornparison to the majesty and power of God. Reassuing verses 

of scnpture came to rnind: "Fear not..; You are mine.., 1 have called you by my narne.., 1 

vil1 help you ..., 1 will not forsake you ..., that which I have begun, 1 will f ~ s h  ..." 1 sat for 

several hours totdly engaged in this experience of Mystery. 1 gradually came to the 

realization that 1 would have to leave this place and go on with my life. But 1 now had 

the assurance that whatever 1 felt, God would go before me and al1 would be well. Later 

that day, 1 began reading a passage of scnpture, Isaiah 41 :9- 1 3, 43: 1, which in essence 

was a reiteration of the words 1 had heard earlier. This passage has continued to have a 

powerfully compelling impact for my life fiom that time on. 

1 would like to Say that this was an instant cure. Somehow, had that been the 

case, I think 1 would have been robed of a unique and wonderhl opportunity. The 

process of recovery began at that moment and this expenence was not only the tuning 

point in this depression but also became the source of inspiration for facing whatever the 

future might hold, even depression if need be. 1 have learned that it is in weakness that 

one becornes strong. Interestingly, I have not had any recumng episodes of depression 

since then. 1 now see depression as a welcomed friend rather than the enemy that I once 

feared more dian anything. It was this expenence, more than any other, which has 

brought me to a place of faith where 1 can trust that no matter what 1 think, feel or 

believe, 1 will never be alone or abandoned. This expenence has also shattered the myth 

that it is possible for anyone to have control in or over their life or that God always wants 

to bless. The experience has transfonned my life. Instead of being satisfied with holding 

back, observing, and feeling safe, 1 have become a full participant in life, daring to take 



risks, believing that in the end, al1 will be well since nothing, neither powers or 

principalities, shall separate [me] from the love of God. (Romans 8:37-39) 

My greatest stniggle continues to be in the area of incongruence between what 1 

feel is the life I have been called to and the demands of a market econorny and a 

materialistic society. 1 have had some periods when 1 have left the church comrnunity for 

a time as 1 struggle to find ways to live out my faith without the legalism that is ofien 

associated with mainstream religion. In recent years, however, 1 am less concemed with 

religion and nght or wrong behaviour and more concemed with right attitude and 

authenticity. I have corne to a place where 1 have a great deal of empathy for those who 

suf5er and resonate with those who are the unlovable of o u  society. It seems to me that 

the more I grow in my faith, the greater my sense of being loved, not in spite of my 

weaknesses, but because of them. What is clearly important to me is that to the best of 

my ability and with God's grace, 1 can be fully known and fùlly honest about who and 

what 1 am, to myself and to others. 



Chapter 5 

A Psychospintual Interpretation 

Two types of our general knowledge are characterized by certainty. One 
is our kno wledge of self-evident propositions. The other is faith. There 
are not many sev-evident propositions; some phihophers daim there are 
none. Faith is also certain knowledge; it is knowledge that is revealed to 
ils by God. Ifthe revelation is direct, as it wus, Moses said, in his case, 
then there is no quesrion about it. It is more diflcult for some than for 
others tu accept with utter finulity and certitude any second-hand 
revelaiion without God's help, his grace. No matter how hardyou try, 
according to this line of argument, you cannot have faith-which is 
absolute certainty that God exists, for instance--without God's grace. I f  
you ask. How do I know I hme received God's grace? the answer is: I f  
yu u kno w with certainty that God exists, then you have received it: if not, 
not. 

Van Doren, 1 991. p. . . i i  

Certain Knowledge 

According to Van Doren, the only cure for the universal and insatiable desire for 

knowledge has been faith, the grace of God. It is not surprising, then, that mystics 

throughout the ages and across al1 cultures have been associated with sorne form of 

religious or spiritual practice. It is not surprising, either, that our search to understand 

how people know has taken us beyond the philosophical and theological debates to the 

place where knowing is experienced. Based on the narrative of the informants, three 

types of experiences are discussed: 



Psvchic Expenences 

Psychic experiences of déjà-vu, clairvoyance and premonitions, including 

intuition and certain visions, are grouped as one category. A distinguishing feature of 

these psychic events is that they have some connotation of "sensing" or "knowing". 

They contain the element of gut level feeling which informs and brings into awareness. 

These may be predicated on some subtle clues, integrated at a subconscious level. In 

sorne instances however, the expenence may not be recognized as containing this element 

until much later in life. 

Conversion Ex~eriences 

The second type are conversion experiences which can be associated with a 

tuniing point or change in perception, ideology andhr behaviour. These are treated 

separately since they provide a natural division in terms of expenence and interpretation. 

Christian conversion is generally associated with a dramatic change in relationship 

between the convert and their experience of God. It is a point at which the Power out 

there, abstract, distant and judging becomes the God within, real, intimate md loving. 

Although conversions are generally associated with religious experiences, not al1 

conversions are of a religious nature. It is possible for instance to be converted from one 

theoretical framework to another or from one religious system to another. In the broader 

context. conversion is part of the process of change which is effected by needs, tensions, 

conflict and the tendency towards a higher goal - it is part of the creative process of 

becoming. Spiritual conversion, however one defines it, is not dependent on a religious 

system but on the awareness of entering into relationship with a Transcendent Other, a 



personal God; a relationship which, once encountered, cannot be ignored. Although 

always mystical in the traditional sense of the word, conversion experiences need not be 

experienced as mystical. 

Mvstical Experiences 

The third and final category is that of mystical experiences. These are generally 

spiritual in nature and while they may be mediated by psychological factors, they tend to 

be experienced as a gift of Grace resulting in a deepening understanding or knowledge of 

Mystery. Fundarnentally, however, there may be little distinction in the psychological 

processes involved in each of the three categories described. The hallmark of authenticity 

is found in the degree to which the expenence impacts or transforms the individual 

towards a more integrated self, a lasting quality which translates into a greater sense of 

cornmunity or comectedness. 

Research 

Research in the field of parapsychology has been guided by a predominantly 

skeptic agenda and while more senous inquiry has graced the studies in Hermeneutics 

and Depth Psychology, these continue to be the subjects of great debate. Limited 

research in the field of parapsychology has made an association with trauma, fantasy and 

paranormal experiences. Research in Hermeneutics and Depth Psychology support the 

view that conversion expenences are preceded by antecedents, psychological factors 

which are implicated in the overall process. Finally, research and writings on the topic of 

Mystery, which also includes the experieme of conversion, al1 suggest that expenences of 

Transcendence are mediated through suffering and a deep longing of the sou1 which can 



only be satisfied by Divine Grace. 

To my knowledge, no attempt has been made to examine psychic expenences, 

conversion experiences and mystical expenences as similar processes which result in 

some form of "knowing". Reasons for this is a matter of speculation. However, one 

possible explmation is that psychic expenences, usually understood to be synonymous 

with paranormal expenences, are generally thought to be associated with divination and 

witchcraft and at odds with Christian beliefs. Consequently, while psychic experiences, 

conversion experiences and mysticai experiences are ail paranormal, the term paranormal 

seems to imply a clear division between spintual experiences and psychic expenences. 

While spirituai experiences are unusual and baffling for most people, they command a 

certain degree of reverence which makes them more acceptable in certain environrnents. 

If given any credibility at d l ,  they tend to be seen in a more positive light thm psychic 

experiences. In fact al1 of these expenences bring with them a new awareness which 

requires a ieap of faith. 

Narratives 

A review of the life narratives of each informant provides us with sufficient 

details as to aliow the identification of phenomenological events which fit our definition, 

whether psychic. conversion, or mystical, which are in some way associated with a sense 

of knowing. Further, these experiences and the awareness or knowledge gained by them 

are said to be subjective in that they are the product of intemal processes which cannot be 

verified apart fiom the informant's own interpretation. Objectively, the events are made 

known and interpreted in light of shared expenence, of tradition, and of history. 



Process 

As previously mentioned in Chapter two, process theory proposes that 

"everything is a matter of process, of activity, of change" and "al1 things are the product 

of its working". We can summarize fiom this that each step. stage, cycle, or event does 

not corne into being apart fiom being a response to the condition which preceded it - the 

psychological antecedents; and in itself becomes the catalyst that propels us towards a 

higher goal - our spiritual quest, or our lower goal - retreat to apparent safety. It is on this 

premise that phenomenological events, whether being of a lower order such as insight, 

intuition, and premonitions, or a higher order, such as conversion, visions and mystical 

experiences, al1 of which c m  be of a religious nature or not, are examined. 

Ap~lving the Four Stage Mode1 

Let's assume as we did in our description of the four stages of spiritual growth that 

most people, unless deficient in some way, have no difficulty moving from stage one to 

stage two. This suggests that we are al1 bom as Jung suggests with stable qualities for 

mental processing (sensation. intuition, thinking, feeling). Each event presupposes a 

starting point, a preexisting condition of relative calm where there is liale understanding, 

knowledge or anticipation of something different; where the status quo is maintained, but 

which is beyond the intuitive, egocentrîc state of stage one - a cornfortable place 

relatively free of conflict. We can also assume, based on developmentd theories, that we 

are in the process of growing, moving through various stages towards a more integrated 

and autonomous selc and that within each stage exists al1 of the elements to either propel 

us forward or cause us to retreat back and that the natural tendency, if unhindered, is to 



move fonvard. 

Antecedents and Creative Imaginine. 

Of specific interest are the mediating factors or antecedents, psychological and 

emotional tensions, which may have contributed to onset of each experience; the role of  

symbolic representation as a creative process through the use of imagery (ie: make-belief, 

fantasy, meditation); and the way in which each informant interpreted the event. 

Under this paradigm for understanding phenornenological events, the childhood 

experience of trauma, the sense of confusion and isolation of adolescence, the depression 

precipitated by some crisis, the mid-life crisis, the deep longing of the sou1 are al1 

antecedents to psychic, conversion, and mystical experiences. Further, these are seen as 

evidence of stage three, skepticlindividial, as described in chapter three. In short, life as 

it is no longer works. It is this conflict, sometimes experienced as cognitive dissonance, 

which provides the necessary condition for breaking through our defenses, attitudes 

which normaliy keep us focused and intense. It is a point of surrender where we allow 

the creative process to direct us by opening ounelves up to other possibilities. For the 

child or adolescent experiencing trauma or isolation, this surrender is manifested in 

fantasy which provides, not only a coping mechanism for self-preservation, but a way of 

creating new realities where essential needs are being met. In this altered state of mind, 

structures and boundaries which enslave to the "real world" give way to abstract thought 

which reaches out to a more numiring environment. In doing so, the child does what 

children do best, becomes receptive and opened to new possibilities. 

For many adults, however, fantasy has become associated with idle fancy or 



disfunction. We al1 remember the abrupt interruptions of our daydreams, moments of 

vision which carried us to some far off land, or maybe just a few feet away, out of the 

cold of our environment into the warmth just outside our reach. Fantasy is ofien viewed 

as an irrational preoccupation which has no basis in reality. At best, fantasies are the 

object of psychoanalysis which, in Freudian terms, are the product of unresolved 

conflicts. There is a proverb which States that where there is no vision, we perish. Adults 

who have no rneans of dealing with their unresolved conflict quickly begin to Ioose hope 

and fa11 in a state of depression. For the most part in our society, we have lost the art of 

having vision. whether it be in the form of fantasy, daydream or visions, or whether it is 

found in the hope for a better Future. With no means of resolving our conflicts, the 

tensions can become unbearable and in our weakened state we surrender to the process. 

For many, the moment of surrender - a reaching out beyond ourselves to something or 

someone more hopefül - is expenenced as a conversion or a mystical experience, or both. 

Our society, however, does not deal with conflict and pain very well. Our natural 

tendency is to alleviate our own suffenng as soon as possible. For the most part. the first 

line of defense is to ignore our difficulties and hope they will go away. When they 

persist, we often try to distract ourselves by engaging in al1 sorts of behaviours which 

only seem to make matters more conflicted. As a last resort, we turn to others for an 

explanation and direction on how to fix it - we seek counsel. 

Many people seek solutions to their conflict long before the tension becomes great 

enough to precipitate a conversion or mystical experience. For some, relief c m  be found 

through the process of counselling which makes use of various strategies which requires 



the use of imagination and visudization. These strategies contain the sarne 

characteristics of openness and creative imagery that are found in fantasy. Meditation? 

whether practised as a spintual discipline or a relaxation technique also has these same 

properties, as does the condition educed by hypnosis. The only distinction between 

fantasy. which is the child's natural solution to conflict, and these strategies is that in 

counseliing, the process is guided by the therapist. 

The Informants as Converts 

AH three informants as well as this researcher identie themselves as having 

experienced conversion to the Christian faith, defined as both an event and a process. 

From our current enquiry, however, I think the point has been made that al1 events are a 

matter of process. The process of conversion is one of antecedents leading to conversion 

and ongoing transformation which is in itself evidence of conversion. It is in the process 

that faith is developed, examined, questioned, and integrated into the life of the person as 

a reasonable possibility. This integration, according to developmental theorists, can only 

occur if certain stages have been negotiated. Further, integration does not occur al1 at 

once. A person rnight find some areas of their life more integrated than others or rnight 

find themselves oscillating between one stage and another. Finally, while integration and 

revelation are idealistic goals possible for everyone, few of us if any, ever achieve this in 

every aspect of life. 

Source of Knowledee 

A fundamental issues in a psychospiritual interpretation of phenomenological 

experiences is that of their origin. In the mystic tradition, and more specifically in the 
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Christian tradition, knowledge is believed to be a gift of Grace. The issue becomes more 

complex, however, when we consider that not al1 knowledge is God-given, and not 

everyone who receives the gift of knowledge is of necessity a Christian. Since al1 of the 

informants in this study have identified thernselves as Christians, their interpretation is 

one which takes into account their relationship with God through Jesus Christ. 

Conversion. in the Christian expenence, is a significant transforming agent which, if 

authentic, places the knower in a particular relationship with its Source. Since 

relationships are intimate and personal, there is no expectation that one person's 

experience should in any way resemble that of the others, except where history, tradition 

and revelation provides a h e w o r k  for understanding the expenence. 

Conversion as a Phenomenological Event 

Conversion experiences are significant to this research for several reasons. First, 

as an experience, conversion fits into our definition of phenomenological events which 

results in some fonn of knowing. Consequently, evidence of conversion rnay be 

manifested in the individual's ability to apprehend certain tmths which would, apart from 

conversion, remain a mystery. Second, conversion fiom a Christian perspective, is the 

gateway to relationship and knowledge of the Other. At this point, converted individuals 

have opened themselves up to a dimension not available to non-converts. This does not 

suggest that knowledge is not available to other traditions or non-religious individuals. 

The assumption is that ail individuals are spintual and therefore have access to given 

knowledge. However, conversion, fiom a Christian perspective, places the convert in a 

distinct relationship which may provide a qualitatively different source of insight. Third, 
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conversion suggests that the individual has negotiated certain levels of development in 

terms of appropriating for themselves the faith which they profess. From a purely 

psychological perspective, this means that creative processes have become engaged, or 

re-engaged, which allows the person to reach beyond the formdrationai structures into 

more subjective, expenential and mysticai forms of knowing. In adult life, imagination 

and fantasy may be more sophisticated than those of childhood make-belief. 

Fundamentally, however, they do represent a re-integration of creative processes which 

were originally attributed to early stages of development. Further, if the experience is 

given. as is the belief in many religious traditions, psychological factors may be 

incidental. Consequently, if God or Mystery is revealed to a child, it would be of httle 

consequence that the child has not reached appropnate developmental stages. Similarly. 

religious or mystical experiences which are mediated by antecedents such as trauma fear 

or depression does not detract from the experience as given by Grace. 



Phenomenological Events, Mediatingc Factors, 
and Their Interpretation. 

Anaiysis of John's Narrative 

Psychic Experience 

John recalled "a vision, or perhaps a dream", which he experienced around the age 

of nine or ten which, in retrospect, may have been predictive of his future vocation. No 

significance was attached to this experience at the time, believing it to be "foolishness". 

At the time of the event, John had not yet experienced a conversion. However, home 

environment was steeped in tradition and religious community. John speculates as to two 

possible explmations for this vision. 

Well. you know, 1 don't understand it. It could have been simply a 
miraculous gift of God at that point; and something that has been a source 
of encouragement perhaps, as 1 continue in rninistry. It is there, and I look 
back on it, probably as something that was arnazing, as perhaps a sign 
from God. 1 don? even think it was a factor as 1 entered into ministry. 1 
had no intention of going to the rninistry. That was the farthest thing fiom 
my mind. 

As a child, the vision was dismissed and forgotten, having no particular influence 

for decision making, only to be recalled at a later time where it is viewed as a gift. John 

also introduces the idea that the vision rnay have been a projection of some psychological 

functioning associated with possible desires or impulses. 

It could have been my subconscious. However that works, you don? 
know. Was that God? There may have been religious impulses in me. 
Maybe that is the kind of things that 1 value. And so there it is, coming 
up to the light, and to face up to it. Somehow it was there. 



Antecedents 

John indicated that his childhood experience was that of a loving, stable home 

environment. John had a good relationship with al1 memben of his family of origin. By 

the age of nine. John had experienced certain events associated with civil war and poverty 

which may have had serious psychological ramifications. However, these seemed to have 

been counteracted by John's overall sense of secwity amibutable to his home 

environment and in particular, to his relationship with his father. Another factor which 

may account for some psychological tension was some discord between his parents which 

were anxiety provoking. In retrospect, John is able to identiQ factors which might 

suggest that his mother suffered from manic depression, a factor which may have been 

implicated in his father's unpredictability. 

Creative Imaeining 

Although John claims that he was not particularly creative or imaginative, he does 

report spending his study time doodling and daydreaming. As a child, John did not 

engage in fantasy. There are some subtle indicators that John may have had sorne 

predisposition towards intuitive or psychic knowing as a child, based on his mother's 

indication which suggested that he "knew things", intuitively sensing or being aware of 

the particular needs of individuals. 

This same sensitivity and intuitive knowledge, which was evident in childhood, is 

one which has remained constant in adult life. John recounts an incident which occurred 

during his intemship at a hospital "there was a sense in me, where 1 should share with her 

[a patient] more of the love of God." Having missed the opportunity to do so, John felt 
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"a tremendous sense of loss and regret that [he] hadn't listened in a way. And that kind of 

thing had happened a few times - a sense of now is the time to visit sornebody, it's the 

time to Say something or do something". While the childhood vision or dream was 

predictive. looking forward, the hospital incident was immediate. 

Discussion 

There are two factors which may have precipitated the childhood vision 

experienced by John. The first is concemed with the expenence of trauma as an 

antecedent. Although no specific trauma can be associated directly with the childhood 

vision. there is sufficient evidence to suggest the existence of psychological tensions 

which could constitute trauma. Specifically, there is a suggestion that John's mother may 

have suffered fiom depression. In addition, John's father occasionally was given to 

explosive and unexplainable outbursts. Both of these factors contributed to parental 

conflict which John described as charactenzed by a great deal of noise and yelling which 

"created a fair bit of insecurity". 

In addition, John's childhood is filled with extemal events, which fiom a child's 

perspective, would be cause for serious emotional trauma. John experienced the effects 

of civil war at a very personal level, "1 remember the terror", and fiom a very young age. 

However, John downplays the impact of these events, suggesting that his parents did 

everything to shield him, "dnving by quickly, ... not talking about it." However, it is 

difficult to conceive of such impressionable events as having no effect on a child between 

ages six to ten yean. Although these events rnay have acted as a catalyst for the vision 

experienced by John, there is nothing to suggest that trauma was intemalized. Further, if 
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we accept that there is a relationship between the experience of trauma and fantasy which 

leads to proneness for paranormal experiences, John lacks the necessary mediating 

fantasies. John reports not being particularly introspective or imaginative as a child. 

Although he spent study time doodling and daydreaming, he has no memory of engaging 

in fantasy. 

The second important factor Eom a developmentai perspective is the age of 

fornial operation and moral development. It may be that children around the age of nine 

or ten become more aware of abstractions and are impressed more deeply by initial 

expenences which are reflective. Processes which may not have been noticed earlier may 

now have a greater impact which cornes with the ability to reason and interpret. A vision 

at this point may be more indicative of a flash of insight or the reflection of creative 

processes which become consolidated as a child matures. 

The vision or drearn was dismissed as foolishness and forgotten, "1 put out of my 

mind because there was no meaning to it at the time until rnuch later". only to be 

remembered years Iater. "1 found myself in ministry". Only then did it take on new 

meaning and has served as source of encouragement for continuing in ministry. Whether 

the vision was the product of trauma or developmental processes, we cannot escape the 

fact that it was a vivid representation, a creative imagining which represented something 

which later became reality. The event was later interpreted in the context of faith and 

vocation and continues to be viewed as a gift of God which serves to sustain. 

The second experience, which appears to have been an intuitive sensing, occurred 

at a time when John was an intem at a hospital. There is no indication of antecedents or 
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that John engaged in any form of creative imagining. However, this intuitive ability is 

one which had been manifested throughout his childhood, 

"my mother has hinted that there have been times in my growing up years 
that I've wanted to do things, wanting to see somebody or help 
somebody ...thhg s like that, which in retrospect, she felt were very 
appropriate things to have sensed." 

This expenence appears more likely to have corne fkom a gut level feeling, perhaps due to 

a sensitivity or an openness to the person's needs. From a spiritual perspective, it could 

have also been evidence of a connectedness which in ternis of spiritual growth. is 

indicative of stage four, rnystical/cornmunal. The fact that John did not take this sensing 

seriously suggests a failure to recognize the importance or accuracy of his knowing. 

However, even if he had been sufficiently aware, the desire to respect the patient's 

vulnerable condition may still have prevailed. 

Conversion 

John's conversion was not experienced as a mystical one. His decision at the age 

of fourteen. was an intellectual one, motivated by fear, a vision of God as "harsh, 

vindictive, punishing ..." At the time, John was expenencing a growing sense of isolation 

and confusion, questioning whether or not he was truly accepted and loved by God, 

wondering "is there more that 1 should be doing to satisQ Him". The lack of physical or 

emotional evidence of conversion initially created some doubt as to whether or not 

conversion had occurred. After repeated invitations, John came to the conclusion that 

faith suggests that having asked, he had received. Reflecting back on the experience, 

John can identi@ a shift in perspective, from viewing God as an angry judging God to a 



"a sense of personal warmth, persona1 reassurance and love". John described the six 

months that followed his conversion as "the rnost ironic in my life ... 1 c m  remember an 

immense amount of  joy". John's experience of conversion did not affect his framework 

for interpreting events since he already had a context for interpretation within the 

tradition of his family and the community in which he belonged. 

Consistent with research, John's conversion was preceded by antecedents, the 

confusion, chaos, and isolation of early teen years, the sense of not belonging, which he 

reports as having been significant. Further, John indicated that perhaps he was 

experiencing a degree of depression at the time. It was also a tirne of questioning, of 

wondenng, "is there more that 1 should be doing to satisfy Him". 

The enduring quality of John's conversion and the change in perception of an 

ruigry, vindictive God to a sense of "personal warmth, personal reassurance and love" are 

indicative of developed mysticaYcornmunal faith which fmds expression in the Christian 

community. 

Mvstical Ex~erience 

John's definition of mystical seems to be more grounded in tradition and 

interpretation than in subjective experience. 

Mystical is such a vague word in a way. It's been viewed differently. In 
the mid-cenniry, any experience of God was described as mystical. In that 
sense, there's a wonderhl sense of God. I think that one has to be careful 
because there will be some experiences that may be some abuse and others 
where God is clearly present. 1 think it has something to do with how 
experiences are interpreted and how consistent they are with the 
expenences of the cornmunity of faith, and also the testament through the 
years. Othenvise, people can be mislead very easily. 
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For John. the experience of God seems to be more a matter of faith. Another 

mystical experience reported by John was the result of tirne spent in meditation focusing 

on Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemene where "it seemed as if Jesus was very dive and 

came and put His hand on my shoulder". Although the expenence was personally 

meaningful at the time, John does not report any significance or interpretation beyond the 

actual experience. 

John does not usually practice any form of meditation prefemng instead to write 

his thoughts through a process of journalizing, a method consistent with his love for 

language. his ability to integrate knowledge fiom various sources, and his extrovert 

personality. 

Analysis of L's Narrative: 

Our second informant, L was onginally chosen for a pilot project. The 

information uncovered at that time suggested that she had a substantive history with 

paranormal experiences. Since she also met the critena for becoming an informant, she 

was included in the study. 

Paranormal Experiences 

Although L reported many fascinating stories of paranormal manifestations 

expenenced by her family, she has never experienced any of these herself. For as long as 

L c m  remember, she has engaged in fantasy activities where "1 would slip into another 

world where everything was fine. 1 was wise and made al1 the right decisions and choices 

and 1 was popular". These fantasies where ones which gave L a new identity "1 took on a 



new identity, ... it wasn't me, ... it was al1 make-belief". 

Psychic Ex~enence 

L reported a few experiences where there was the perception or awareness that 

something was out of sorts but she codd provide no indication as to the source of this 

knowledge. The first such incident was while visiting a fi-iend in New Bninswick when 

she encountered a man whom she felt leary of. Later. she found out the man was related 

to the person she was visiting and her assessrnent of him suggested that he was not to be 

trusted. A second incident involved the visit of an insurance agent making a house call to 

sel1 a particular product. During this visit, L became intentiy aware that this event had 

occurred before. The feelings of prior knowledge were so intense that L inquired as to 

the possibility that he had previously engaged her in a sirnilar meeting. A third incident 

was a feeling of foreboding when she did not receive an expected call fiom her family. 

When she finally called them, she learned of a tragic accident in which her brother was 

involved. 

Al1 of these events occurred during L's adult years. Although no specific trauma 

cari be identified, L has experienced most of her life with stressors of dysfùnctional 

family both in her family of origin and in her marriage. However, there is no indication 

that these intuitive events are in any way related to those stressors. They do suggest an 

intuitive sensitivity which may be part of an adaptive process towards self-protection. 

Experience may have taught her to be more attentive to subtle cues which would alert her 

to someùiing being wrong. 

Research which suggests that trauma leading to fantasy proneness, which in tum 
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Ieads to paranormal experiences, is not supported in this case. The experience of  

rejection by her mother, the high degree of isolation, the turrnoil of facing an abohon, the 

road to alcoholism, the abusive mariage relationship were al1 significant enough stressors 

to fit ou .  definition of trauma. These traumatic episodes, coupled with the pervasive 

history of fantasy life, from early childhood and continuing into her forties, and given the 

family history revolving around paranormal manifestations, would suggest that L would 

be a prime candidate for paranormal experiences. However, with the exception of a few 

intuitive moments previously mentioned, L does not report any psychic expenences. 

I f  psychic expenences are related to a creative process rather than adaptive ones, it 

would be essential for a person to open himiherself up to the possibilities of psychic 

phenornena. In L's case, psychic, or more precisely, paranormal expenences were 

something she did not understand, found to be fear provoking, and to be avoided. In 

addition, L's understanding of psychic and paranormal experience are clearly identified as 

"not of God". Consequently, as a Christian, she consciously chose not to be involved 

with anything which suggested a connection with paranormal or psychic connotations. L 

was further motivated to avoid any paranormal experience by her fear sternrning from 

childhood exposure to various manifestations. In L's expenence, there is no connection 

between the paranormal manifestations of her farnily and the intuitive events which she 

expenenced. The latter, from her perspective, were isolated incidents, "something that 

happens fiom time to time". 

Conversion 

L's conversion was preceded by a chaotic lifestyle and a time of tremendous 
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turmoil. She had left home to move to the city where she had gained employment, she 

had recently had an abortion, she was well on the way to becoming an alcoholic, and she 

suffered from a degree of depression. In addition? L reported that her relationship with 

her farnily and particularly with her mother, was distant and strained, often feeling 

isolated, devalued, and rejected. L indicated that she needed to find a better way to live. 

Her decision to invite Christ into her life was evidenced by a markable interest in church 

activities and a desire to learn everything that she could about God and scnptures. 

As a result of her conversion, L has made significant changes in her lifestyle 

which included turning away from the use of alcohol and dealing with the impact of 

alcoholism on her family. L's faith has provided her a context with which to rationaiize 

the paranormal experiences of her family, on the one hand, suggesting that they were 

highiy superstitious and on the other hand, h i n g  the experiences in terms of 'hot al1 

spiritual powers are from God." 

Mvstical Ex~erience 

L had a mystical expenence where "1 had a vision of the Lord standing there with 

His arms held opened for me, just waiting." This came at time of great emotional 

conflict associated with the end of her mamage. L reported that she was depressed and 

discouraged. In addition, she indicated that she was "really mistrated at God because He 

did not appear to be doing anything to help the situation." L was having some difficulty 

reconciling her Christian faith with the fact that she had a bad marriage. 

L's experience at the time of this vision is indicative of stage three, 

skeptic/individual where life circumstance have precipitated a crisis which allowed her to 
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pose some searching questions about God's action in her life. The vision helped L to 

resolve the crisis and provided her with what was necessary for moving fonvard. 

Discussion 

L's conversion experience was preceded by antecedents, specifically, an abortion 

and a propensity for alcoholism. Her conversion experience, which she descnbes a s  "the 

most significant" and "transfoming" event in her life, is evidenced in her overwhelming 

desire for becoming part of the faith cornmunity, wanting to take in al1 that she could. 

Her mysticnl experience ais0 seems to fit the pattern, being preceded by antecedents. 

Association between Trauma. Fantasv. and Paranormal Experience 

There are clear indications that L grew up feeling the tension that existed between 

her and her rnother. In addition, her father would often dismiss her feelings. Although L 

reports several incidents of paranormal activities, none of them were actually experienced 

by herself. Consequently, her tendency to live within a world of fantasy does not appear 

to have resulted in any experience of a paranormal nature. 

L reported that she is not particularly intuitive or insightful. Her background in 

dealing openly with a dysfùnctional family however suggests a more developed sense of 

practical understanding which can be considered insighdul. 

Analysis of Mark's Narrative 

Mark's expenence is one which is fùlly interpreted from a Christian perspective. 

Consequently, he does not report any event which can be related in tems of paranormal 

or psychic ability. Instead, Mark identifies several experiences which he relates in terms 
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Chi ldhood Conversion 

Mark suggested that the most significant experience in his life is that of his 

conversion, an event he has no first hand memory of. While childhood conversion may 

be questionable fiom a developmental perspective, and some might argue fiom a 

theological perspective, there is sufficient evidence to suggest that Mark's experience was 

genuine and non-coercive. His sensitivity for the things of God and spintual gifk were 

evident fiom a young age and before any other religious experience. For example, Mark 

engaged in play activities which reflected his gift for ministry in teaching and preaching. 

Although Mark did not regard these play activities as indicative of future vocation, they 

do reflect the possibility that they may have been an expression of inner knowledge. In 

addition, Mark's gifts for ministry were recognized at an unusually young age, having 

been given responsibilities for preparing and teaching Sunday School classes by the time 

he was twelve years old, a responsibility he enjoyed and was good at. 

The most convincing aspect however is found in Mark's statement "I've always 

felt a closeness to God, in a strange way." In additon, Mark's perception of conversion as 

a process which began with this childhood conversion, an experience in which "1 pour al1 

of the meaning of my experience of conversion, my experience of God's love. And in a 

sense, 1 c m  Say it was al1 in its seed form in that experience", is also compelling. 

Early childhood conversion raises a number of questions. The first concem is a 

developmental one which has to do with the notion that conversion needs to be 

appropriated at a personal level. In fact, what we are asking is, '1s it possible for a child 
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to respond to an act of Grace independent of developmental abilities?' Although a child 

may not have the language to attach to an experience or the concrete/operational thought 

structure to interpret, we cannot dismiss the possibility that the experience is genuine 

much in the sarne way we would not deny the experience of a child gifted in musical or 

artistic ability. If psychic, conversion and mystical experiences are viewed as product of 

creative processes in which creative imagining is implicated, rather than a response to 

antecedents, it would mean that children are especially well equipped for experiencing 

mystery without being prejudiced by structure. To the degree that Mark was 

developmentdly able, he seemed to have appropriated his faith in ways that were evident 

even in early years. In addition. Mark's conversion is characterized by a stable and 

Iasting qudity which has not relented, and in fact has strengthen in adult years. 

Antecedents 

A second question raised by early childhood conversion is that of the need for 

antecedents. The lack of first hand memory suggests that Mark's conversion experience 

occurred sometime between the ages of two @ost linguistic) and five. Although there is 

no evidence of traumatic events, this was a time when Mark's family experienced several 

moves. The uncertainty of these move may have been a contributing factor. However. 

since we cannot ascertain this, we cannot draw any firm conclusions. At this tirne, 1 am 

unaware of any literature that addresses early childhood conversion. 

Mvstical Experience 

A recurring theme in Mark's life is the profound imer conflict which began in 

childhood and continues to this day. Mark has been conscious of a rich, if not somewhat 



confiicted, inner life which has been the source of tremendous stmggle and growth 

throughout his life and in particuiar in his teen years. This imer confiict, partly in 

response to incongruences in family relationships, is one which seems to have been the 

antecedent for al1 of Mark's mystical experiences. In a sense, Mark has experienced 

several events which can be considered converting. The first, as a child may have been 

primarily intuitive. As an adult, however, Mark expenenced a number of mystical events 

which were more significant in terms of appropriating his faith for hirnself. The most 

significant of these was one where Mark identified with the story of the Prodigal Son, 

where the relationship between Father and son was significantly altered. It is this event, 

more than any that Mark descnbes as "the most powerful expenence I've ever had in rny 

life of God's presence and His love". A place were "there's a self-forgetfulness", 

experiences that are "qualitatively different", where there is "a sense of wholeness", "a 

different sense of consciousness". 

In terms of individuai expenence of God, 1 think it's the depth with which 
you know that you are known and understood by God. It transcends, by 
far transcends, what a human being is able to fùlly understand. And yet, 1 
have experienced a sense of a God who knows me completely, who knows 
the parts of myself that 1 don't know, and can embrace me in a far fuller 
way than I can even embrace myself. There is a depth and intensity there 
that is different than anything than what is human can offer. And 1 
experience it at a deeper and more intense place. 

Mark does not report any experiences outside of the context of faith. However, he 

does speak of intuition as "a gift fiorn God which can be trusted. A gut reaction which 

cornes fiom some deep place in yourself thatts actually to teach and instnict you". Mark 

sees this gift as the product of reflection, the ability "to stand back fiom the irnmediacy of 



experience, trying to penetrate it and find something that unites, that comects, that makes 

sense of al1 your fiaginentary expenences and the business of life." 

With the possible exception of his early childhood conversion, Mark's experience 

supports the notion of antecedents for experiencing mystical events. In addition, Mark 

indicates that as an adult, he finds himself increasingly drawn to a place where 

imagination and intuition are part of his faith experience through the practice of 

meditation. For Mark however, his sense of knowing is found more concretely in his 

expenence of God in relationship: 

1 think I laboured for a long time under the rationdistic sense of knowing. 
Coming out of the eniightenment and focus on science and technology, and 
forever feeling that's what really knowing means. There are different kinds of 
knowing and while that's a very important form of knowing [rationaiistic], and it's 
very appropnate in t ems  of studying the material world, it's not the kind of 
knowing that 1 could take into my relationship with my wife. That's a very expert 
kind of knowing, a relational knowing, interaction to persons, much more 
cornplex, impossible to define and put under a microscope. And yet very reai and 
vexy valid as a form of knowledge. So if 1 think of God as a personal God, then 1 
think about knowledge being relational. 1 know that I'rn experiencing the 
presence of God when I'rn conscious about being in a relationship with another 
penon, in this case- God. 

Mark distinguishes between mystical experience as a gifi of Grace and altered stated of 

mind that c m  be achieved through various strategies: 

1 think it's a prevailing emotiond state, or I would Say it's the presence of peace in 
me which has become a key indicator of the presence of God. At the sarne time, 
I'm quite aware of God in awe, in wonder, in anger, in virtually every emotion. 
I'rn conscious of some of these experiences of peace and love as a gift, not 
something that you've been able to gain through some sort of technique to a 
certain level of consciousness. I'rn very aware that they corne to me as surprises. 
1 know that I've experienced the presence of God when I see that my life has 
changed and h a  become more loving. I know that I've actually encountered a 
love that is at the centre of reality, of the universe. A sense that I'm being taught 
through expenence, through relationships and in the things that are happening in 



my life. There is a pattern, and [a sense] that somebody is actually telling a story 
through al1 the random details and moment by moment fragments of my life. And 
that I'm not the story teller. 1 participate in it but I'm very aware, as a human 
being, that I'm part of something much bigger and that God is really at the heart. 

Discussion 

Mark's experience raised some interesting questions conceming the need for 

antecedents in the process of conversion. His narrative suggest deep imer conflict fiom a 

young age. Such conflict is consistent with our view of spiritual growth and lend M e r  

credence to the autlienticity of his early conversion. Mark did not engage in fantasy until 

his adolescent years where he reports a "kind of general spaciness" and "tendency to 

daydream and fantasize". He attributes this tendency to the inner turmoil and 

dichotomous lifestyle he was living. 

As an adult, Mark is able to identiQ the incongruences which contributed to his 

distress. Further, it is as an adult that Mark has discovered his intuitive and imaginative 

abilities and how they relate his sense of knowing. The role of creative imagining 

experienced through meditation is becoming more significant in Mark's life. This suggest 

that a willingness or openness to expenence is more significant than the need for 

antecedents. However, openess apart fiom motivation may not be suficient for 

explaining phenomenological events. While Mark's inner life continues to challenge and 

mistrate him. an indication of stage three in our mode1 of spiritual growth, there are 

strong indications of stage four development evidenced by his strong sense of comrnunity 

in every aspect of his life and his propensity for feeling and experiencing deeply. 



Analysis of Personal Narrative 
(Researcher as Informant) 

Psvchic Expenences 

Three experiences can be identified which suggest an awareness or knowing 

which are phenomenologicai in nature. The fmt, a visit at aunt Laura's, was experienced 

as a vivid awareness of events prior to their actud occurrence. The second is found in the 

acting out of teenage fantasies, or as 1 prefer to think of hem, creative imaginings or 

visions, which later became reality. The third psychic event was that of a strong intuitive 

sense conceming a serious accident. Each of these are now examined in turn. 

The Trip to Aunt Laura's 

The impression that I knew what was going to happen and what was going to be 

said before it happened left me totally astonished at the realization that my thoughts were 

becoming reality. The expenence at aunt Laura's remains an enigma. There were no 

apparent antecedents to the experience and no apparent reason for having the experience 

in that it did not serve a purpose. It is possible, however, to speculate about the process 

that occurred. 

Metaohysics 

One possibility is that the event was a metaphysical manifestation. Such an 

explanation suggests that there are timelspace distortions which might account for the 

perception that a person has pnor knowledge of an event. However, this view is beyond 

the scope of this research. This line of inquiry, however, is an important one to pursue 

since it might have some implications for understanding dissociative episodes, which is 



the second possible explanation. 

Dissociative Episode 

Another possibility is that these experiences are the result of dissociative 

episodes. This suggest a history of abuse which cannot be substantiated. There are, 

however, indicators or clues which suggest the possibility of abuse in pre-linguistic years, 

particularly given my mother's history of abuse. These include an undefinable sense of 

fear associated with sounds. shadows and distortions, an unexplained fear of the dark, and 

in particular of the closet in my room; the pervasive lack of emotions either positive or 

negative, a flatness which continued into adult life; and finally, the ovenvhelrning lack of 

mernories fiom childhood to the age of eighteen, most of which have been recovered in 

adult years. However, al1 of these symptoms c m  also be ataibuted to neglect, sensory 

depravation, isolation, and rejection. Further, it is possible that some of the feelings 

described were a result of a form of transference reflecting my motherfs experience and 

anxiety. An attributive mode1 would aiso suggest that the tendency as a child to 

daydream and in teen years, to spend an inordinant amount of time in an elaborate fantasy 

world may also be an indicator. 

Creative Imagining 

Other experiences which resulted in knowledge of future events are the fantasies 

of my teenage years. While these might have been indicative of a deeply troubled youth, 

they were not perceived as anything unusual or meaningfui until after the events which 

had been fantasized had become a reality many years later. A nurnber of questions can be 

raised fiom these experiences. First, were the fantasies the result of a creative process 
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which suggested a form of knowing about hture events? Second, is there any possibility 

that these fantasies were self-fulfilling prophecies? Third, if these fantasies were an 

expression of given knowledge, why were they not recognised for their prophetic nature 

and liow does one make sense of such experiences? 

The degree of isolation experienced in my teenage years provided a natural 

condition. devoid of distraction, for the purpose of "creating" a new environrnent. At the 

time. there was no indication that the events being constructed had any basis in reality. 

While spending so much time in fantasy is decidedly not a healthy way to live, it does 

point to a number of issues which are worth considering. The first question it raises for 

me, is. '1s fantasy a coping rnechanism? A defensive mechanism? or a creative process?' 

In my experience, 1 would have to Say it is al1 three. Fantasy provided a forum for 

dealing with the sense of isolation by providing imaginary positive relationships. 

Fantasies also provided a catalyst for resolving conflict and expressing feelings. This 

took the form of provocative scenarios which offered a reasonable basis for feelings 

which could not otherwise be expressed. In addition. sorne of the scenes played out 

rnentally held the potential for a more positive future. Consequently, fantasy was a 

creative response to the environrnent in the act of self-preservation, and a creative process 

in the act of becoming. 

However, a dificulty arises when we examine the nature of the fantasies. For 

instance, we can understand why someone might fantasize about having a family or of 

being a hero. But why fantasize about the possibility of loosing a child? While it might 

be possible to suggest that some parts were self-fulfilling prophecies, others seem to be 
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predictive and could not, in so far as we know, be self-fulfilling. Had this part of the 

fantasy not come into being, it could have been dismissed as a means of resolving 

feelings of grief or fear. However, the fact that events unfolded in the sarne manner 

depicted in the fantasy suggests that something more profound was happening. What is 

also interesting is that coming to terms with the actual events was ultimately found in the 

context of a spiritual framework which allowed for the possibility that knowledge was 

given. 

The !hird question that was raised is that of purpose. What possible benefit could 

there be to having pnor knowledge, as seemed to be the case here, about events leading to 

the birth and death of a child. This is a complicated question for which there is no 

adequate answer. However, as the interpreter of my own experience, I have come to 

understand the wisdom of being prepared and supported through difficult times. It is not 

in the immediate but in retrospect that the expenence became rneaningful, reaffirming the 

knowledge that there is more in heaven and earth than that which is evident. 

The Car Accident 

The third incident of interest has to do with the intuitive knowledge of "something 

tembly wrong" while travelling in New Brunswick. While there was no conceivabie way 

1 could have known about the accident, this event suggest that a perception took place 

which had a profound impact on my being. This suggests a universal comectedness, or if 

we prefer, a way of being which is mystical and communal. It dso lends M e r  strength 

to the possibility of rnetaphysical explanations involving tirne and space. As 1 struggled 

to make sense of this event, 1 could find no purpose for the experience other than to allow 



the intense grief overwhelm me and in it, identifi and pray for the unknown 

circumstances. As a Christian, 1 believe that knowledge was given for the specific 

purpose of intercessory prayer. This was not sornething I was farniliar with at the time 

but did intuitively. 

While it is possible to suggests a purpose to this psychic event, there is nothing to 

support the view that there were antecedents, nor was there any sense of imagining or 

visualizing. Consequently, this event, while decidedly associated with "a sense of 

knowing". does not fit our assumptions with respect to the process that ieads to psychic 

experiences. From a spiritual perspective, we are led to the conclusion that knowledge, 

for whatever reason, was given. 

Conversion 

Consistent with the work of James, Fowler, Peck and Remie, conversion seemed 

to have provided a tuming point in a penod of chronic low grade depression experienced 

as the complete sense of isolation and lack of emotional expression. Conversion was 

experienced as something given, which awakened feelings of joy and peace that had 

never been experienced before. The event of conversion is one which spanned a penod of 

a few days, begiming with the walk home where 1 first became conscious of the 

existence of God as Creator of the Universe, to the mystical experience a few days later, 

where God becarne known through Christ, in personal relationship. 

A significant point in this experience is that there does not seem to have been any 

influences in my life at the time which could explain this experience. There was nothing 

in rny childhood history which would suggest prior knowledge of conversion experiences 
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as a persond encounter. Nor did 1 have a framework for interpreting the experience as 

"conversion" at the time of its occurrence. Language fitting the expenence only becarne 

accessible some ten years later. This in itself has been significant in my understanding 

and experience of a God who mediates the encounter, independent of our persona1 

circumstances. 

Conversion, fiom my expenence, is dso a process. It is the continuous work of 

transformation that leads to deeper, more integrated knowledge of God as both 

transcendent and eminent. It is a level of consciousness which goes beyond human 

description but which is ultimately more real that any other expenence. It involves every 

aspect of being including cognitions, perceptions, senses, and emotions. It affects how 

one thinks and how one interprets the world around them. More importantly, spiritual 

consciousness as an experience, penetrates areas of the psyche which are not accessible 

through human endeavours and understanding of psychological functioning. It is through 

spiritual awareness that psychoiogical dysfunction, whether in the expenence of fear or in 

clinical depression, was healed. 

Mvstical Experience 

In addition to conversion, two significant mystical expenences were reported. 

The first was mediated through the process of meditation and was motivated by a desire 

to know something of the nature of God and the process that had brought me to a place of 

confusion. The event began with an invitation and a sense of expectancy in the midst of 

conditions which were free of distractions and dlowed for deep relaxation to occur. In 

counselling terms, one could suggest that 1 had independently placed myself in an altered 
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state which provided the necessary condition for expenencing the same kind of process 

encountered in guided imagery. 

This raises the question of whether the event was a product of my imagination or 

whether it was mediated by an outside Intewener. The insight that was gained can be 

explained in psychological terms. For instance, the mernories couid have been allowed to 

surface as a result of the altered state. With the retrieval of relevant information, the 

confusing issues were clarified. 

What was particularly significant about the experience, however. was the 

vividness of imagery which accompanied the experience and the sense of relationai 

interaction to sorneone outside of myseif, the sense of Other. It is this relationship, more 

than anything, which allowed me to integrate the new (or old) information in a way that 

was meaningful. Other experiences in meditation have produced similar results in terms 

of visions, but they lacked the relational component that made this particular experience 

more real and qualitatively different fiom guided imagery. 

In psychological terms, the experience was consistent with our paradigm where 

the antecedent was the need to sort out the deep sense of confusion, and a process of 

creative imagining was involved. The expenence is m e r  authenticated in that the 

resulting changes have had lasting consequences which are fundamental to my sense of 

meanifig and existence. 

The second mystical experience was the hlming point in a second episode of 

clinical depression which had lasted more than six months. It is therefore consistent with 

the notion of antecedents. This experience was unquestionably one which was totally out 



126 

of my control. It was experienced as an interaction between rnyself and the presence of 

Other in a way that was more red than anythuig I have ever experience either before or 

since. In my view, the healing that was effected that day, in the space of a few moments, 

cannot be duplicated by any psychological process, intentional or othenvise. The 

expenence was profoundly converting in the sense that it brought me past any notion 1 

might have had about God or any expectations I might have put on myself in response to 

my faith or my circumstances. It was a place of complete surrender. 

Although the experience did not have any visual components, there was the sense 

of being in a conversation initiated by Someone Other than myself. There were also 

p hy sical manifestations, when I liierally felf as ifthis greaf weight was being Zifed off my 

shoulder. and the lighr of day came on as the veil of darkness lifted - something akin to 

the sun breaking through a dark cloud. Whether this qualifies as a form of creative 

imagining or not is unclear. I have dificulty ascribing this experience to the realrn of 

"irnagining" creative or otherwise, since I have no doubt as to the Source of the 

experience. However, the implication is that our whole being is involved in our sense of 

knowing and phenomenological experiences are not limited to cognitive modalities. 

Recommendations and Implications for Counselling 

Intuitive and psychic forms of knowing which are mediated through creative 

imagining may simply be a normal adaptive process in the development of human 

hctioning. A process which, at this time, is poorly understood. However, a wholistic 
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approach to hurnan functioning considers al1 aspects of our being including physical, 

emotional, mental, and spiritual. AS such, our understanding of psychic, conversion, and 

mystical experiences cannot be limited by what we know to be psychological processes. 

We need to consider as part of our nahiral development, the impact of spiritual processes 

that rnay or rnay not be mediated by psychological factors but which ultimately, are of an 

existential, aestietic and phenomenological nature. 

A normative and constmctivist view of phenomenological events recognizes the 

important role of spiritual development in the life of the individual, a development which 

is moving towards integration and community. Some events which have been 

pathologized can be revisited with the view that they may have been a practical and 

normal response to the environment, while others may have been a gift of Grace. 

Genuine events of "knowing" through psychic, conversion and mystical experiences can 

be distinguished fiom delusions or pathology, not by their content necessarily, but by 

their accuracy and their positive impact towards healing, growth and integration. 

Counsellors can assist their clients in the process of creative discovery by afirming those 

experiences which, ultimately, suggests a deeper sense of knowing whether intuited or 

gifted. In order to accomplish this, the counsellor must first believe that such experiences 

are genuine and useful. 

Future Research 

There are many factors which need to be explored. More research is needed to 

determine to what extent the process which leads to psychic, converting, and mystical 

experiences is a defensive or creative one. So far, we have detennined that inner conflict 
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is sometimes implicated but not always. While we have established an association, in so 

far as our informants are concemed, between antecedents and conversion expenences, the 

role of antecedents relative to psychic and mystical expenences is less clear. This 

suggests that phenomenological experiences are not aiways rnediated by antecedents. 

Further. where we expected to fid evidence of an association between trauma, fantasy, 

and paranormal expenences, we have failed to do so. 

Another area of research which needs to be investigated is that of childhood 

conversion. The existing research and assumptions on conversion have proven 

inadequate for the experience presented by Mark. Early childhood conversion suggests 

that antecedents are not essential for conversion and mystical experiences. lf that is the 

case, antecedents may only be a manifestation of the tension that exists where our 

tendency towards integration, autonomy, and our drive toward Other intersects with our 

tendency towards self-preservation. This would give more strength to the position that 

psychic, conversion and mystical experiences are fimdarnentally a creative process 

(moving towards), rather than a defensive one (retreating back). 

Rationalitv 

The role of creative imagining in psychic, coversion and mystical experiences also 

suggest an openness to experience. Creative imagining in the form of fantasy and visions 

represents an unstnictured way of thinking that is limited only by the boundaries of o u .  

beliefs. A sirnilar process is involved when we engage in various approaches to 

counselling (existentiai. cognitive, rational-emotive and logotherapy) where the goal is to 

open up to the experience and the insight it provides. We either expand the boundaries of 
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rational smctures to consider new possibilities or we incorporate irrationai structures 

(hurnanly speaking) to become part of our fiame of reference. n i e  issue of rationality or 

irrationality is largely dependent on our whole experience and what we consider to be a 

reasonable assumption, our logic of conviction. In this way, we can justiQ making use of 

strategies such as guided irnagery, which fiom a purely human perspective is nothing 

more than an expression of imagination and belief. In doing so, we make way for endless 

possibilities in the service of healing and wellbeing. This process is the sarne creative 

genius involved the perceiving of solutions to problems and the creation of new redities. 

The degree to which such strategies are effective is largely dependent on what the person 

believes can happen. 

Faith 

The idea of openness h a .  something to do with what we believe and expect. If we 

have faith that there is a Transcendent Other. we are more Iikely to find H i M e r  than if 

we believe there is nothing. This may explain why some people are prone to mysticai 

expenences while others are not. However, here again, we cannot account for those who 

do not have faith and whose lives are transfomed by such encounters; or those who do 

have faith and do not experience them. The distinction may lie in the balance between 

openness and defenses, a complex interaction of psychological and spiritual processes; or 

it might suggest that the revelation, ultimately, is not one that is dependent on 

psychological fùnctioning. 

Defining - Antecedents 

In our inquiry, we have found that antecedents are not always implicated. 
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However, we need to define more clearly what is meant by antecedents. For example, is 

the expenence of persona1 trauma (ie: abuse) distinct fiom impersonal stressors (ie: war 

or poverty)? 1s trauma always dependent on extemal factors or can it be the outcome of 

inner conflicts? Does the physical effects of some disciplines. such as fasting and sleep 

deprivation, constitute conditions which c m  be considered antecedents? What is clear 

fiom Our inquiry is that whatever the cause, it was only relevant if trauma was 

intemaiized. Consequently, the informants rnost typically spoke of confusion, feelings of 

isolation, inner codic t ,  fear and depression. in associatioii with psychic, conversion and 

mystical expenences. 

In addition, each informant and this researcher had similar history with respect to 

their relationship with their parents. In al1 four cases, informants descnbed situations 

where their modier may have suffered fiom some form of psychological dysfûnction 

which had a significant impact on the family. Each informant also suggested that their 

relationship with their father could sometimes be the source of anxiety and fear, which 

brought with it devastating psychological impact. The most saiient factor shared by al1 

four informants, however, was the lack of communication, emotional honesty and 

comectedness which characterized their relationship with their parents, resulting in 

feelings of isolation, confusion and depression, feelings which were evident fiom early 

adolescence to adulthood. While not directly implicated as antecedents, these factors 

may play a role in the development of personality, the tendency to intemalize feeling and 

ultimately, the tendency to engage in creative imagining. 

Our stages of spintual growth mode1 used for exarnining phenomenological 



experiences suggest that antecedents are indicative of stage three, skeptic/individual. 

This stage, characterized by turrnoil, questioning, reevaluating and sufTeBng is critical to 

the process of growth. How we respond to it, based on our understanding, will determine 

whether we retreat back into an earlier stage or move forward into a more integrated, 

mature stage. Viewed from this perspective, antecedents become opportunities for 

participating willingly in the process that will lead to healing and growth. 

Conclusion 

Understanding psychic, conversion and mystical expenences from a 

developmental stage perspective allows for a normative mode1 where these experiences 

are viewed. not as indication of pathology, but as integrai to the growth process. Further. 

they are viewed as natural adaptive and creative drives towards integration and 

transcendence. the ultimate goal of human functioning. The premise that gaining insight 

through the process of counselling is useful for effecting healing and growth suggests that 

counselling has less to do with empirical, rationalistic forms of enquiry and more to do 

with phenomenological issues, the domain of philosophy, and ultimately, of Spirituality. 

Effective counselling requires that we address aspects of the whole person which takes 

into account not only psychologicai functioning of the individual but also those elements 

which bnng meaning and purpose. Ultimately, psychic, conversion and rnystical 

experiences are transcendent moments, which for those who have expenenced them, are 

evidence of not only our nature as physical and spiritual beings, but of the absolute reality 

of Other. It is this certainty which in the face of despair provides the necessary ingredient 

for healing and for a vision of a more hopeful hiture. 
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Appendix A 

INTERVIEW OUESTION GUIDE 

Psvcholoeical Development 

How would you descnbe younelt? 
Tell me about your background? 
Where did you grow up? 
What was your childhood like? 
What was your family like? (interaction with family members) 
How did you get along with your mom, dad, sï~lings? 
How did you experience growing up? (affect) 
Did you feel you were creative? (describelgive examples) 
What kind of imagination did you have? (vivid? rich? sparse?) 
Do you still consider yourself to be creative, imaginative? 
What were your teen years tike? 
What was your fantasy Me like? (vivid? rich? spares?) 
Have you ever experienced serious tosses? (death of relative or friend) 
Have you ever suffered corn senous illness? 

Have you ever experienced anything unusual? 
(paranormal or mystical) 
What did you think was going on at the time? 
What do you think about that (those) experiences now? 
What has happened to shape your understanding of these events? 
Do you consider yourself spiritual? 
What does it mean to you to be spiritual? 
Do you practice any form religious i-itual? 
What meaning do they (it) have for you? 
Do you belong to a religious community? 
How do you see yourself interacting with that cornmunity? 
Do you believe in any absolutes (tnith? beings? reality?) 
Have you ever experienced conversion experiences? 
Have you ever felt you were in the presence of God (Higher Power)? 
Have you ever expenenced sornething which you would consider a spiritual gift? 
Has anyone in your family ever experienced these kinds of events? 

What do you understand the following expressions to mean? What has been your experience of. ..? 
faith; tnith: meditation; intuition; insight; vision; conversion; prayer; clairvoyance; esp or extra sensory 
perception; re t igion. 

NB: Questions will be added or refined as they become evident through the pilot project. 



Appendix B 

Subiective Paranormal Exoerience Questionnaire (SPEQ) 

Have you ever had a rather clear and specific 
drearn that matched in detail an event that 
occurred before, during, or after your dream, 
and that you did not expect at the tirne of 
the drearn? 

Have you ever had a dream involving some- 
one, and Iater learned that person had the 
same dream as you did at the same time? 

Have you ever had, while awake, a strong 
feeling, impression, vision, or knowledge 
that a previously unexpected event had hap- 
pened, or was going to happen, and later 
learned that you were right? 

Have you ever had, while awake, a vivid im- 
pression of seeing, hearing, smelling, being 
touched by, or just strongly being aware of 
(sensing) another being, which impression, 
as fare as you could discover or knew, was 
not due to any external physical or 'natural' 
causes? (Please do NOT include here expenences 
of the Christ or other religious figures.) 

Have you ever seen a light or lights around 
a person's head, shoulders, hands, or body 
(ie., a halo or aura) which, as far as you 
could tell. were not due to 'normal' or 
'natural' causes? 

Have you ever communicated with the dead 
as a medium in a seance or believed yourself 
to have been controlled or 'possessed' by 
a 'spirit'? 

Have you ever had the experience while 
'healthy' in which you were located outside 
of or away from your physical body: that is, 
the feeling that your consciousness, mind, 
or centre of awareness as at a difTerent place 
from your physical body? (If in doubt, please 
answer 'no') 

Have you ever had what seemed to be a memory 
of previous lifetime (ie.,'reincarnation' rnemory)? 

yes no 

yes no 

yes no 

yes no 

yes no 

yes no 

yes no 

Rao, P.V.K. ( 1992) Fantasy-Proneness, Reports of Paranormal Experiences and ESP Test Performance. 
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Appendix C 

S~iritual History 

What religion were you raised in? 

What denomination? 

Are you still in that same religion? 

The same denornination? 

If not. what religion do you adhere to, and how did the change corne about? 

Are you an atheist? 

Are you an agnostic? 

If you are a believer, what is your notion of God? 

Does God seem abstract and distant, or does God seem close to you and personal? 

Has this changed recently? 

Do you pray? 

What is y u r  prayer life like? 

Have you had any spiritual experiences? 

What were îhey? 

What effect did they have upon you? 
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