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Abstract

This research aims at investigating the nature, meaning and implications of
'transcendent realization', that which is held to be the summit of spiritual
realization by three renowned and highly influential mystics: Shankara, from the
Hindu tradition, Ibn Arabi, from the Islamic tradition and Meister Eckhart, from the
Christian tradition.

The central methodological principle of the analysis is intentionality; the opening
Chapter situates and discusses this principle in relation to the phenomenological
method, while also highlighting the importance of the concept of transcendence
for the contemporary discussion in comparative mysticism between the
'contextualist' school of Steven Katz and the 'Pure Consciousness' school of
Robert Forman.

Three Chapters follow, dealing in turn with each of the three mystics, analyzing
In some depth their respective pronouncements on transcendence; this theme is
explored in both doctrinal and realizational terms: what transcendence means
objectively, and how it is assimilated, realized or attained subjectively, with what
pre-conditions and with what ramifications.

The penultimate Chapter brings together those features of transcendence

shared in common by the three mystics; differences as well as similarities are
analyzed here.

The final Chapter consists in a critique of recent scholarly approaches to
mysticism. In the light of the conclusions presented in this thesis, the reductive
aspect of these approaches - their failure to take into account fully the nature
and implications of transcendence with regard to mystical experience - is clearly
discerned.

The central conclusion of the thesis is that transcendent realization consists in
the realization of identity with the Absolute, an identity which strictly transcends
the individual, and by that very token transcends all possible 'experience’ defined
in relation to the individual; it also necessarily transcends all contextual factors
that presuppose the individual as the ground of their mediating influence. The
realization of this transcendent identity is incommunicable as regards its intrinsic
nature but can be extrinsically described as the realization of the unique and
undifferentiable Essence of 'Being-Consciousness-BIiss’.



CONTENTS

Preface

Chapter | Epistemology and Methodology

Part | - Eliade's Hermeneutics and the Katz-Forman Debate

Part Il - Intentionality and the Phenomenological Method

Chapter |l

Tat Tvam Asi: Shankara and Transcendent Realization

Part | - Doctrine of the Transcendent Absolute

Section | - Designations and Definitions of the Absolute
_ Section Il - Being and Transcendence
Part Il - The Spiritual Ascent
Section | - The Role of Scripture
Section Il - Action
Section Ill - Rites and Knowledge
Section IV - Meditation
Section V - Concentration and Interiorization
Section VI - Moksa
Part [ll - Existential 'Return’
Section | - The Mind
Section |l - 'All is Brahma
Section Il - Action and Prarabdha Karma
Section |V - Suffering and the Jivan- Mukta

Section V - Devotion

Page

16
32

34
34
43
49
50
56
63
67
74

86

112
113
116
121
127

131



Chapter lll

La llaha llla’'Ligh: 1bn Arabi and Transcendent Realization
Part | - Doctrine of the Trahscendent Absolute
Part Il - The Spiritual Ascent
Section | - Sainthood and Prophethood
Section Il - Ontological Status of the Vision of God
Section lll - Fana’

Part lll - Existential 'Return’

Section | - Poverty and Servitude
Section Il - 'People of Blame'
Section lll - Theophany: Witnessing God's 'Withness'

Section IV - The Heart and Creation

Part IV - Transcendence and Universality
Chapter IV
The Geburt: Meister Eckhart and Transcendent Realization
Part | - Doctrine of the Transcendent Absolute

Part Il - The Spiritual Ascent

Section | - Virtue and Transcendence
Section Il - Unitive Concentration, Raptus and the Birth
Section Il - Intellect and Grace
Part lll - Existential 'Return'
Section | - Thought and Action in the World
Section Il - Seeing God Everywhere
Section Il - The Saint and Suffering
Section IV - Poverty
-1l -

133

136
147
148
161
167
186

186
195
198
202

205
220

222
237
237
253
265
285
285
288
293

300



Chapter V 315
The Realization of Transcendence: Essential Elements of Commonality

Part | - Doctrines of Transcendence 315
Section | - Dogma and Beyond 315

Section |l - One Absolute or Three? 320

Part Il - The Spiritual Ascent 322
Section | - Virtue 322

Section Il - Ritual and Action 323

Section 1l - Methods of Ascent 326

Section IV - Bliss and Transcendence 331

Section V - Transcendent Union 334

Section VI - Agency in Transcendent Realization 337

Section VII - Grace 344

Part lll - Existential 'Return' 345
Section | - Poverty 345

Section Il - Existence and Suffering 390

Section [l - Devotion and Praise 394

Section 1V - Vision of God in tlhe World 356

Chapter VI Against the Reduction of Transcendence: 301

A critical appraisal of recent scholarly approaches to mystical experience

Part | - Against Reductive Experience:

Forman's 'Pure Consciousness Event’ 361

Part Il - Against Reductive Epistemology: Katz and 'Contextualism' 366
Part lll - Against Reductive Typologies: Stace, Zaehner and Smart 376
Part IV - Against Reductive Universalism: Staal and Huxley 386
Conclusion 392
Notes ' 398

Bibliography 411
- ] -



Preface

It Is hoped that this thesis will make an original contribution to the philosophical
explication of a major, if relatively neglected, theme in comparative religion, that
of transcendent, as opposed to simply mystical, spiritual experience. One of the
main premises of this study is that, while transcendent spiritual realization may
be classed as ‘mystical' - in contrast to simply ‘religious' - not all mystical
experience can be classed as 'transcendent’. The aim here will be o elucidate
the meaning of the 'summit' of mystical experience, even if this involves going

beyond the notion that particular 'experiences', however exalted, are to be

regarded as constitutive of the highest modalities of spiritual realization.
The discussion will be closely tied to the major texts and discourses of the three
mystics selected for study, the chief purpose being to remain faithful to the

principle of intentionality, while at the same time identifying and explicating

central questions relating to transcendent realization. This work of interpretive
analysis is based on ftranslations of the primary sources into English (and
occasionally French), thus taking advantage of important recent advances in the
field of translation: in particular, the efforts of Antony Alston in respect of
Shankara's works, William Chittick's contribution to the translation of lbn Arabi's
voluminous writings, and the translation of Meister Eckhart's Sermons by
Maurice O'Connell Walshe. .

There will be little or no reference to secondary sources in the three main
Chapters dealing with each of the three mystics in turn, the aim here' being to
offer an original interpretation of each perspective, allowing the subjects to speak
for themselves as far as possible, and basing philosophical reflection on this
evidence rather than on the numerous hypotheses and speculations to be found

In the secondary literature.



It is only in Chapters | and VI that a degree of engagement will take place with
current discourse within the field of comparative religion; the opening Chapter
will establish the context and relevance of the subject of this thesis by
connecting it with key questions arising out of a study of Mircea Eliade's
methodology, on the one hand, and to the debate between the 'Contextualist
school of Steven Katz and the 'Pure Consciousness' school of Robert Forman,
on the other. There will also be a discussion of phenomenology, not only In
order to situate in its context the guiding principle of the thesis, that of
intentionality, but also to remind students of religion of the close connection
between Husserl's original stress on transcendent subjectivity and themes
germane to this study of trahscendent realization.

Each of the three substantive Chapters is intended to be a case-study in its own
right, with discussion crystallizing around those themes of transcendence as
found within each of the perspectives. Chapter V brings together the central
features of transcendence held in common by the three mystics, in an attempt to
arrive at some understanding of what it is that constitutes the essence of the
highest spiritual realization; in the course of this comparative exposition notable
differences between the three mystics will also be evaluated.

Chapter VI presents a critique, not only of the perspectives associated with Katz
and Forman, introduced in Chapter |, but also of other recent scholarly
approaches to mysticism; this will relate the issues raised and analyzed in this
thesis to a wider frame of reference, within which the significance of these
conclusions for the areas of comparative mysticism, and more generally, the

philosophy of religion, will be thrown into sharper relief.



Chapter | - Epistemology and Methodology

The question of what constitutes the highest spiritual attainment in religion is of
fundamental importance in the field of comparative religion. While numerous
studies have been made on mysticism in general, this latter category embraces
such a wide range of phenomena - from the psychic to the imaginal, from
visionary experience to prophecy, from transient ecstatic states to permanent
transformations of consciousness - that the analytically significant question of
transcendence in relation to phenomenologically described mystical experience
has been largely overlooked.

This thesis is aimed, then, not so much at the whole range of phenomenal
mystical experiences that may be loosely termed 'transcendent' in relation to
normal modes of religious awareness, but rather at that which is claimed to be
transcendent spiritual realization, the summit of spiritual attainment; it proceeds
on the basis of the pronouncements on this theme made by three extremely
important and influential mystics from different traditions.

There are several compelling reasons both for raising this question and for
attempting to answer it in this particular way, reasons arising out of
methodological and epistemological issues central to the study of religion, and
critically involving the phenomenological concept of intentionality.

A tundamental problem facing the scholar of religion i1s posed by the relationship
between religious consciousness and religious action, between meaning and
phenomena, ascriptive value and empirical datum; whilst outward activities and
ritual phenomena lend themselves, in varying degrees, to systematic analysis,
the question of their inward meaning and subjective assimilation on the part of
the religious subject is far more more problematic. In many respects the
phenomenological approach to the study of religion constitutes an attempt to

.3 .



bridge this gap, on the one hand by allowing the religious phenomena to “speak"
for themselves, and on the other by emphasising the need for intentionality,
implying thereby an effort on the part of the analyst to identify that which is
Intended by the religious subjects themselves; when, however, the third major
element of the phenomenological method is added, the search for the 'essence’
of phenomena by means of the intuitive act of the scholarly observer, the
following problem is immediately apparent: by what means is it established that
the 'eidetic vision' arrived at by the observer conforms to the intended meaning
of the religious subject? If, on thé contrary, the analyst eschews this search for
the essence and restricts himself to the study of visible phenomema, how will
their subjective meaning be brought to light? These internal logical problems of
the method have in fact borne fruit in analyses that are open to criticism for being
either radically empirical or arbitrarily subjectivist.

These criticisms will be examined below and responses to them will be made in
order to situate the basic methodological and epistemological claims of this
research; these claims can be summarized as follows: that primary impo'rtance
should be given to the elucidation of subjective meaning rather than to the
description of empirical phenomena in the study of religion; that this elucidation
and analysis must be firmly rooted in, and derived from, the expressions offered
by the religious subjects themselves; that if the highest meaning or deepest
significations - symbolic or existential - of religious modes of consciousness is

sought, then attention should be directed to those representatives of the

religions who speak authoritatively, on the basis of personal realization of
franscendent modes of consciousness, about that which is ultimately 'intended'
on lower or ‘conventional’ levels; and finally, that a comparative study based on
this intentional analysis will reveal patterns of similarity and difference which may
shed light on one of the central questions concerning spiritual realization in

.4 -



religion: is the summit of the religious quest one and the same, or are there as
many summits as there are religions?

Underlying this approach is the implicit epistemological claim - associated, as will
be seen below, with Mircea Eliade - that the higher explains the lower; this
research will assess this claim by examining the extent to which transcendent
modes of spiritual consciousness help to situate and elucidate meanings ana
values pertaining to lower, conventional levels of religious consciousness,
orientation and action. There is a compelling logic for taking such a claim
seriously and applying it to the field in question, for the self-evident reason that
the lower can only be fully comprehended by that which is higher; on the other
hand, by restricting one's analysis to what is immediately forthcoming, on
conventional or non-transcendent levels of religious action and consciousness,
the outside observer is compelled, on pain of superficiality, to provide the higher,
'intended' meanings from his own imaginative and intuitive resources; and this
procedure runs the risk of distorting intentionality, there being no guarantee that
the conclusions derived from these resources will accord either with the surface
or the profound meanings assimilated in the minds of the religious subjects
themselves.

However, it is epistemologically unrewarding for the outside observer simply to
transmit in uncritical fashion those aspects of transcendent meaning which are
elucidated by the religious subjects themselves, for then there would no longer
be any question of analysis. Rather, this thesis will attempt to balance the
methodological imperative of intentionality with the scholarly rights of analysis, by
employing a method that can be designated as ‘exegetic/analytic’, by which is
meant a mode of analysis determined by a strictly intentional basis; the starting
point will be the writings and discourses of three major mystics who have
expressed themselves coherently and authoritatively on the question of the
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highest modes of spiritual realization within their respective spheres of religious

consciousness.

The modus operandi will then be to study their most essential teachings and to
extract therefrom those elements pertaining to transcendence, on both the
doctrinal and experiential planes, but with emphasis on the latter, inasmuch as
the aim is to elucidate 'realization' of a transcendent order; on the basis of these
extracts a mode of evaluation will be used which is partly exegetical - in the
sense of explication of, and comment upon, what is expressed - and partly
analytical, in that discussion of particular themes, concepts and relationships will
take on a more speculative and comparative nature; it is here that the
phenomenological search for the essence finds a place: the essence that is
being sought is that of transcendent realization.

The important point here is that the level upon which analysis is built will be
determined by the very highest meanings and values proferred by the mystics
themselves, so that the analyst is not justified in going ‘beyond’ what Is
Immediately posited, except it be through transcendent ‘openings' proposed by
these same authorities; in other words, at this higher level of discourse, the
elaborated analysis will not be allowed to drift too far, in imaginative flights of
fancy, from the express meanings, values and concepts proferred by the
religious subjects, but will instead be organically related to these concepts, o
such a degree that the explanatory capacity of the analysis itself will be derived
from these concepts, rather than from reductionist notions alien to the subject
maltier.

Shankara, lon Arabi and Eckhart have been chosen as appropriate subjects of
study inasmuch as both the conceptual and experiential aspecis of
tfranscendence figure prominently in their articulated writings and discourses:;

each one has, moreover, expressed himself in a manner that is at once
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authoritative - bearing witness to his personal realization - and detailed, thus

allowing for extensive analytical treatment of these themes of transcendence.

In adopting this approach, one is following the comparative model employed by

Toshihiko lzutsu in his work, Sufism and Taoism (1). There, central philosophical

concepts of lon Arabi are compared with those of Lao Tzu and Chuang Tzu; the
key feature of the work which commends itself for this study is the depth with
which each of the two perspectives are dealt with in their own terms; and this
forms the basis for entering into the final comparative Chapter. This stands in

stark contrast both to comparative analyses of mysticism taking key mystics as

points of departure, such as Rudolph Otto's Mysticism East and West (2), and

those analyses which are based on selected quotations from various sources,

such as R.C. Zaehner's Mysticism - Sacred and Profane (3), and D.T. Suzuki's
Mysticism Christian and Buddhist (4). While illuminating parallels may emerge

through the juxtaposition of selected passages from different mystics, what is
lacking is a thorough analysis of each of the perspectives in its own terms as a
basis for meaningful comparison. Moreover, there has been no effort to
expound rigorously the notion of tranécendence in relation to spiritual
CONSCiousSness.

This study, then, aims to do full justice to the perspective of each of the three
mystics selected for analysis, while keeping the focus firmly pointed on the
transcendent themes of each perspective. Each Chapter will then serve as a
study in its own right, elucidating the meaning of transcendent realization
according to each of the three mystics. As for the term 'transcendent realization'
itself, by it is meant the summit of spiritual attainment, 'realization' here intended
in the sense of 'making real', on the basis of direct experience and personal

assimilation; and 'transcendent' relating to the ultimate aims of religion insofar as




the individual is concerned hic et nunc, as opposed to soteriological aims
regarding the hereafter.

The question of transcendent spiritual experience also relates to key
epistemological issues raised, on the one hand, by a study of Mircea Eliade's

hermeneutical method, and on the other, by the current academic debate

between the schools associated with the names of Steven Katz and Robert
Forman. A brief discussion of these two sets of issues will help establish the

context and significance of the present thesis.

Part | - Elilade's Hermeneutics and the Katz-Forman Debate:

Douglas Allen in his comprehensive methodological study of Eliade's writings (3),
has shown that the concept of transcendent realization lies at the very basis of
Eliade's interpretive system; Allen's study not only reveals this highly significant
and largely unnoticed fact, but also shows - albeit unwittingly - that Eliade's
entire hermeneutical enterprise is compromised by the very absence Oof
elaborated articulation of this central element, on which so much Is predicated.
Eliade's epistemological approach can, however, be taken as an appropriate and
useful starting-point for this discussion of transcendence, for reasons flowing
from his central premise about religion and the distinction between the sacred
and the profane: that which is most transcendent in religion is that which is most
fully sacred and universal, opening out onto the infinite and the unconditioned, in

contrast with that which is profane and particularized, limited by finite and

relative conditions. The concept of transcendence is thus accorded a properly
religious signification and is situated concretely in the intentional context required
by this research; furthermore, in so closely associating the concept of
transcendence with that of universality, an important epistemological principle
emerges: since it is from the universal level that particulars can be correctly'

. 8 -



Identified, situated and explained, it follows that the explanatory capacity of
analysis will be enhanced in proportion as its conceptual framework is governed
by transcendence and hence universality.

Eliade's principal concern is to discover universal structures of symbolic meaning
such as will disclose the deepest meaning of particular religious phenomena,
viewed as empirical expressions of essential archetypes. His way of arriving at
these archetypes consists in an inductive realization of the essential structure by
'variation' on the level of phenomenal data; thus it is that, as Allen says, Eliade's
‘hermeneutical foundation (is) derived from the religious phenomena’' (6).
Beginning with a necessarily vague eidetic vision of the essential structure, one
proceeds to the level of phenomena, varying the data in relation to that structure
until the return to the universal level can be made, on the basis of a more firm
understanding of the essence; finally, the phenomenal particulars can be
reintegrated into the universal structure, from which their meaning and function is
derived: this is Eliade's mode of phenomenological understanding (7).

Thus far there seems to be more emphasis on the analyst's judgement, on the
one hand, and the objective data, on the other, the question of the meanings
held by the believers - the element of intentionality - apparently being
subordinated to these other factors. As_AIIen notes, one of the chiet criticisms
made of Eliade is precisely that he reads into his data structural relations of his
own conception, ignoring or distorting the intended meanings of those to whom
~ the data are intrinsically related (8). But Allen detends Eliade, claiming that the
principle of intentionality is upheld insofar as it can be shown that Eliade's
hermeneutical method of symbolic interpretation is a reflection of the most

protound structure of meaning held in the minds of the religious believers:

‘llIn ‘reading off' these ideal structures, the phenomenologist of religion is
attempting to empathise with, participate in, and reenact within his or her own
experience the ideal meanings which homo religiosus has experienced." (9)

.9 .




Thus it is argued that the objective structural analysis of symbolism, ascending to
the highest or most essential meaning, is the faithful reflection of the most
fundamental function and experience of religion, namely, the transcending of the
realm of the profane - finite, relative and particular - in the direction of that of the
sacred - infinite, absolute and universal. For Eliade, religion ~is defined in relation
to the distinction between the sacred and the profane; and the means whereby

homo religiosus transcends the profane world is provided by the 'dialectic of the

sacred': the hierophanic manifestation of the sacred in the world reveals to man
not only that spiritual dimension which lies beyond the world, or deeply hidden
within it, but also offers a concrete path of realization, or awakening (10).

This hierophany is essentially a sacred symbol, a bridge connecting two
otherwise incommensurable orders of reality. In his important essay,
"Methodological Remarks on the Study of Religious Symbolism," Eliade connects
the sacred symbol with fundamental religious experience. In speaking of the
distinction between concretely lived symbols and abstract mental concepts, he

asseris:

"[Tlhe immediate reality of these objects or actions 'bursts’ or ‘explodes' under
the irruptive force of a more profound reality ... because of the symbol, the
individual experience is '‘awakened' and transmuted in a spiritual act. To 'live'
a symbol and to decipher its message correctly implies an opening towards
the Spirit and ... access to the Universal." (11)
In order to mirror the highest possibility of religious experience, the scholar must
penetrate to the transcendent meanings of religious phenomena, even if this
means going beyond that which may be understood by those believers
immediately bound up with the phenomena in question. In other words, the
standard of meaning must derive from the highest possible understanding, rather
than being delimited by the particular level of understanding expressed in any

specific time and place.
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This is held to be the most acceptable way of doing justice to intentionality.
Furthermore, the inner structure of symbolism is deemed to have its own
Inherent logic, it being the task of the phenomenologist to reveal and reflect the
objective coherence of that structure. Eliade writes:
"[Slymbolic thought is an autonomous mode of cognition which has its own
structure; symbols have their own 'logic' and *fit together' to make up coherent
structural systems; every coherent symbolism is universal; the symbolic
system will preserve its structure regardless of whether it is understood by the
person who uses it." (12)
Unless one is able to discern the universal essence of the symbolic phenomenon
In question, it remains but partially understood; it is only when it is reintegrated
into its inner system of associations that full understanding can take place. The
highest, most universal or transcendent meaning of a symbolic system is seen
as articulating the significance of other lower-level expressions of the same
symbolism: the 'centre of the symbolic web' of associations must be grasped if
the full, intended meanings of those associations are to be coherently
understood (13).
The important point is now made in regard to the connection between
transcendent meaning and transcendent spiritual experience, for it is this latter
which constitutes the very foundation of Eliade's hermeneutical system. After
making this point most emphatically, basing himself on extracts from several

books of Elade, Allen writes:

"[W]e may propose that homo religiosus reaches a ‘higher' spiritual realization
to the extent that his or her religious experience is less limited by the

- particular, finite, historical and cultural conditionings relevant to the existential
situation within which the sacred is manifested; to the extent that the religious
experience is 'closer to', or more fully reveals, the essential religious structure
and thus enables the person to 'live the universal'." (14)

The relationship between transcendental spiritual experience and symbolic
understanding - in this case the symbolism of "ascension" or “flight" - is rendered

explicit by Eliade in the following terms:
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“[Tlhe symbolism of ascension reveals its deepest meanings when it Is
examined in relation to the most 'pure' activity of the spirit. It may be said to
deliver its 'true message' upon the plane of metaphysics and mysticism."

The notions of 'flight' and 'ascension’, then
"become perfectly intellible only at the level of mysticism and metaphysics,
where they clearly express the ideas of freedom and transcendence. But at
all other 'lower' levels of the psychic life, these images still stand for

procedures that are homologous, in their tendency, to acts of 'freedom' and
'transcendence'.” (15)

Thus we see that, for Eliade, the purest, most transcendent experience of the
Spirit is the 'essence' which is '‘intended' by all lower level experiences,
cognitions or expressions of ‘flight' or 'ascension', and which renders them
intelligible as such; and this is seen as the objective foundation for his
hermeneutical system, built upon the same principle of the universal essence
explicating the phenomenal forms.

Allen informs us that the 'raptus mysticus' was affirmed by Eliade as the 'highest
attainment’, opening out to the Universal (in private conversations between
them) (16); this justifies Allen's proposed definition of the "highest" type of
religious experience, on the basis of Eliade's methodological approach, as being
" ... the liberating experience of the 'pure', unifying consciousness, the mystical
intuition of undifferentiated unity, of mystical union with the Ultimate, in which all
finite, historical, 'limiting' conditions of human existence are transcended” (1/).
One is given in this description of the 'highest attainment’ a useful initial guideline
for this study, against which background the basic question may be asked of the
mystics: what constitutes transcendent realization in terms of your perspective?

It is important to note that the answer to this question is of critical importance to
Eliade's analytical edifice, and the absence of any rigorous, sustained and
illuminative research on this level cannot but constitute a shortcoming in respect
of the highest metaphysical dimensions of his approach, however impressive
and valuable may be his contribution to the elucidation o;‘ meaning in the general
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fleld of religion. If Eliade's system of interpretation is defended against the
charge of individualistic reductionism by an appeal to the intentionality
constituted by his attempt to mirror, epistemologically, the transcendent spiritual

experience of homo religiosus, then an intentional, rigorous and sustained

analysis of this experience, one that is rooted in detailed reports by subjects of
the experience, ought to be forthcoming; but one searches in vain for such an
analysis in the writings of Eliade. The closest one comes to it is in his work on
Yoga (18), but even here the space accorded to the properly transcendent

aspects of realization is too limited, and the analysis lacks metaphysical rigour.

This shortcoming in Eliade's system highlights the relevance of this thesis, which
shares with his approach the central assumption of the significance of both the
conceptual and experiental or realizational dimensions of transcendence.

It will be clear that such an assumption is radically opposed to the central
element in the approach propounded by Steven Katz, labelled ‘constructivism' by

his critics, and ‘contextualism' by himself. This element essentially consists in a
denial of the possibility of transcendence, that is, of any mystical experience or
consciousness which transcends the context - cultural, doctrinal, linguistic - in
which the mystic perforce operates. The crux of his argument is that, a priori,
there can be no 'pure (i.e. unmediated) experiences':
"All experience s processed through, organized by, and makes itself available
to us in extremely complex epistemological ways ... This epistemological fact
seems to me to be true because of the sorts of being that we are, even with

regard to the experiences of those ultimate objects of concern with which
mystics have intercourse, e.g. God, Being, nirvana, etc.”" (19)

All possible 'intercourse' with the 'ultimate objects of concern' is therefore
constructed out of elements proper to the context in which the complex
epistemological processes make experience available to the individual: the

transcendence of this context is ruled out a priori by Katz.
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While the emphasis on contextual factors will be respected in this thesis - each
mystic will be treated in depth in accordance with the concepts and categories
essential to his particular perspective - there seems {0 be no reason to accept
the axiom that the context will necessarily determine the content of all possible
mystical experience and consciousness. Nor is there any reason for accepting
the inductive reasoning, based on conventional experience or the 'sorts of
beings that we are', which generalizes in such wise as to subsume within its own
non-transcendent and even non-mystical nature, all possible mystical
experience. This is precisely what Katz does, in asserting that the 'synthetic
operations of the mind' which process all epistemological activity are the
'fundamental conditions under which, and under which alone, mystical
experience, as all experience, takes place' (20).

The simple reason for refusing to adopt this starting point is that mystics
themselves do claim to have attained a spiritual degree which transcends all
context. It is this which Katz cannot take seriously because of the limitations

iInherent in his own epistemological context:

"The metaphysical naiveté that seeks for or worse, asserts, the truth of some
meta-ontological schema in which either the mystic or the student of mysticism
is said to have reached some phenomenological ‘pure land' in which he grasps
transcendent reality in its pristine pre-predicative state is to be avoided.” (21)

This categorical exclusion of transcendent realization is made despite his own
insistence that due weight be accorded to the actual reports of their experiences
offered by the mystics themselves; indeed he claims that his sole concern is 'to
try and see, recognizing the contextuality of our own understanaing, what the
mystical evidence will allow in the way of legitimate philosophical reflection’ (22).

The simple retort to the first assertion is that, were one to take seriously the
second, and search the mystical evidence, the analyst may - and indeed does -

find that mystics claim to have attained to just such a 'transcendent reality':
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philosophical retlection will then either entail a Katzian reduction at the expense
of mystical or metaphysical intentionality, or else fidelity to this intentionality to
the necessary detriment of the Katzian notion of constructivism.

This thesis takes the latter path. It is not being argued, however, that the
constructivist argument is wrong on all levels of mystical experience, only that it
Is definitely wrong to take it as an a priori assumption, and that it may be
disproved in respect of the highest mode of mystical experience; the question of
whether it is in fact wrong, and if so, in what ways, along with the converse
question of the ways in which the context actually is determinative of experience
and post-experiential interpretation, can only be properly tackled in reference to
the evidence that is forthcoming from the three mystics themselves, who have
been selected for study precisely because transcendence figures so prominently
In their perspectives.

Hand in hand with constructivism goes thﬁe notion of pluralism: if all mystical
experience Is necessarily constructed, there can be no question of claiming that
mystical experience is everywhere the same. As far as this study is concerned,
rather than take as one's starting point either this notion of pluralism or its
opposite, the position of Robert Forman will be adopted.

His critique of Katz is firmly grounded in the principle of mystical intentionality; he
reveals the reductionism of Katz's approach and goes on to propose an
alternative paradigm, that of 'forgetting', asserting that the mystical evidence on

the contrary supports the notion of 'pure consciousness events', which, being

contentless, are therefore unconstructed. He also proposes that the same
objective referent may be designated by different terms: the 'Pole Star is also the

'North Star'. In connection with the question of whether the different names

given to spiritual experiences may in fact refer to the self-same experience, he
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claims that 'this is not a matter for a philosopher to decide in advance, strictly on
the basis of an assumed theory. It is an empirical matter' (23).

In this thesis, philosophical reflection on the question of whether transcendence
In one religious perspective is homologous with transcendence in another will be
conducted on the basis proposed by Forman, that is, one will elaborate on what
is forthcoming from the mystical reports themselves. Moreover, on this same
basis there will be an analysis of the 'Pure Consciousness Event' described by
Forman, not just theoretically but also in relation to his own experience (24).
This mode of consciousness will be evaluated according to criteria derived from

the evidence studied in this thesis.

Part Il - Intentionality and the Phenomenological Method

There are two main reasons for discussing at some length certain important
philosophical features of the phenomenological method. The first pertains to the
necessary explication of the concept of intentionality in the methodological
context within which it is situated; and the second is to demonstrate the
underlying commonality of interest between the key aims of Husserl's method
and those of this research, aims centred on the nature of transcendent
consciousness. It can be clearly seen that it is as a result of taking too narrow a
conception of the phenomenological method, ignoring thereby its deeper
Intentions,. and applying it in uncritical fashion to empirically observable
phenomena, that this underlying link has gone largely unnoticed in the field of
comparative religion. This, it will be argued, is caused by an implicit preference
for the outward aspect of religion, those tangible dimensions that more readily
present themselves as concrete phenomena for empirical analysis; the inward

aspect of religious consciousness is thus either reduced de facto to its external
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ramifications, ignored altogether, or supplied from the imaginative resources of
the analyst, with varying degrees of success.

In the consideration of the phenomenological method in the study of religion, one
IS faced with an immediate problem: there seems to be little agreement as to
what constitutes an authentic phenomenological approach to religion, even
amongst those known as "phenomenologists of religion”. One main reason for
this lies in the fact that phenomenology, as a philosophical discipline inauguratea
by Edmund Husserl, needs to be adapted to meet the requirements of the field of
religion; and it is in this process of adaptation that major differences emerge.

Phenomenoloqy: applications and criticisms

For some scholars of religion, phenomenology is taken to mean a descriptive,
comparative approach to the phenomena of the religions, eschewing any search
for ‘essences’, while for others, locating the essence of phenomena in universal
structures of a supra-phenomenal order is of the utmost importance. What unites
these two divergent approaches is a common acceptance of the anti-reductionist
aspect of phenomenology, the treatment of religion in terms of its irreducibly
'sacred’ content, as something sui_generis, thereby restoring to religion its full
intentionality and establishing the study of religion as an autonomous discipline
In its own right; emphasis is thus placed on the investigation of the phenomena
of religion as they are “intended", that is, as they are objectively presented to the
researcher, and as they are subjectively assimilated by the believers themselves.
The central elements of the phenomenological method, finding greater or lesser
degrees of acceptance by those in the field, have been summarized in the
Encyclopedia of Religion as follows:

1) Descriptive nature: the slogan 'Zu den Sachen' - 'back to the things

themselves' - expresses the primary orientation towards the phenomenon to be

Investigated, as opposed to perceiving it through prior conceptual categories.
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2) Opposition to reductionism: following on from this, emphasis is placed entirely
on what the phenomenon itself contains or reveals, rather than reducing it to one
or more of its aspects and seen exclusively in that light.

3) Intentionality: all acts of consciousness aiming at understanding a
phenomenon must be directed to the experience of the intentional object, and
must be proportioned to its nature if it is to reveal its meaning.

4) Bracketing: this is what Husserl called the 'phenomenological epoché’
(derived from the Greek, meaning 'abstention' or suspension of judgement); one
must 'bracket out' or suspend all pre-conceptions and value judgements
stemming from one's initial standpoint, as the necessary condition for arriving at
an intuitive awareness of phenomena such as they are in their objective reality.

5) Eidetic Vision: the grasp of the 'eidos' (from the Greek, meaning "universal

essence") is the ultimate aim of the method; the intuition of that which renders it
recognizable as a phenomenon of a certain kind, is the fruit of reflection on the
phenomenon, subjecting it to 'free variation', in order to distinguish those
essential elememts which constitute its invariable core, from those aspects which

are contingent (25).

From the above points one can see why the phenomenological method was so
well received in the field of History of Religions: the on-going endeavour,
pioneered by Muller to establish the autonomous discipline of
"Religionnswissenshcaft" (26), is given strong support; the unsatisfactory
evolutionary assumptions, normative-theological prejudices and other

reductionisms are to be eliminated or at least bracketed in the epoché (27); and

the move towards comparative analyses across the religions, of a morphological

and systematic nature, was greatly encouraged by the phenomenological

attitude and method.
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Even Pettazzoni, often identified as a ‘'historian’ as opposed to a

'phenomenologist’ of religion, recognized the positive contribution of the

phenomenological approach:

"Phenomenology and history complement each other. Phenomenology cannot
do without ethnology, philology and other historical disciplines.
Phenomenology, on the other hand, gives the historical disciplines that sense
of the religious which they are not able to capture.” (28)

However, severe criticisms have in turn been levelled at those using the
phenomenological method as well as at the key features of the
phenomenological philosophy seen as responsible for the errors made by certain
phenomenologists of religion. A brief survey of the major criticisms will be given,
and then responded to in terms of the Husserlian method, before proceeding 1o

highlight those features of the method which will be applied in the present thesis.

Criticisms of the Phenomenological Method
(a) First, we may note the danger of subjectivism. This has been expressed by

one critic in the following terms:

"The phenomenologist is obliged to set forth his understanding as a whole,
trusting that his reader will enter into it. But there is no procedure stated by
which he can compel a second phenomenologist to agree with the adequacy
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