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ABSTRACT

Ecstacy, itself,, is difficult to define. Attaching it to Islamic mysticism as a class 

of institutionalized religious experiences does little to clarify its meaning. Poorly 

understood, many have scorned the goal of ecstatic union with God as a nonrational 

perversion of Islam. Proponents, however, have made ecstatic expression the essence 

of their faith. In a divinely inspired moment of communion with their Creator, ecstacy 

gained access to Ultimate Truth. Unitive experience uncovered meaning veiled to the 

senses and ordinarily impenetrable to human reason. Highly prized states, Sufis sought 

to achieve ecstacies by prolonged fasting, nightly vigils, controlled breathing, repeating 

words, whirling around and dancing. These methods for inducing ecstacy were 

assimilated into Sufi spiritual life because they provided answers to eternal questions and 

gave solutions to problems troubling human existence. Its relevance, continues today as 

Eastern and Western societies seek spiritual awareness. This study is directed towards 

delineating this topic.
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PART ONE

INTRODUCTION

The Definition of Ecstacy

The Islamic Mystical tradition is a history of people who are considered saints, 

spirit mediums and liberated souls. Their words have changed the course of Muslim 

tradition, for their inspirations and revelations are believed to have come directly from 

God or His messengers. And their ecstacy is the sign of the truth of their words, for the 

divine presence has driven the person "mad" with love and passion. Their ecstatic 

utterances called shathiyat, derived from the Arabic word shath meaning "movement" 

and in this case referring to the agitation felt within the self during ecstacy, were 

considered the pinnacle of mystical experiences, spoken out of having become united to 

the Divine word. Endowed with the authentic language of experience, the enraptured 

speaker would become free to renounce deceptive language and to speak as his will 

dictated. Even though this spiritual freedom often existed in tension with the letter of the 

law as well as with the literal sense of scripture according to strict interpretations of
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Islam, enraptured speakers among the mystically inclined insisted on speaking openly. 

For them, words and "sayings" derived from the state of essential Union with God were 

the highest form of expression, and that it was really the freedom of an intimate 

relationship with God that conferred on the lover the liberty to speak as he wished 

(Ernst, 1985: 3-4,12,36-40; Massignon 1968:15; Massignon 1938:335-336).

In response to their ecstatic experiences, a whole body of literature describing 

their enraptured trances, the intense emotions they felt during them and their opinions 

as to the relevance direct contact with the world of God and sacred beings would have 

for the Muslim community as a whole, not to mention the soul of the individual believer, 

has appeared throughout the existence of Islamic mysticism. In Arabic and the other 

literary languages of Islam, devotional ecstacy is described in theological texts, in hand

books of spiritual practice, in poetry and hagiography. From these sources a definition 

of Islamic mystical ecstacy can be derived.

In the classical sense, ecstacy was understood as a separation of the self from the 

body where the soul would go on a mystical journey through invisible regions to meet 

God (Eliade, 1957:96). This idea of Greek derivation was antecedent to what Islamic 

mystics later concluded. They believed that the body and soul of the ecstatic would pass 

through a stage of disintegration, but ultimately experience an integration that would 

bring the parts of the Self and the Divine in a closer relationship or union. Accordingly, 

worshippers could have ecstatic visions while they are within the body or they could 

participate in the identity and emotions of the Deity through a spiritual body, or their
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physical body itself could become a dwelling place of the Deity. In sum, a sort of 

"permeability" spiritually speaking, was felt to exist, uniting the person and the divinity 

through bodily transformations involved in devotional ecstacy. Having undergone radical 

alterations of perception, emotion and personality, the ecstatic either consciously creates 

or suddenly discovers what could be described as his spiritual body. This body is an 

intermediate self, participating in the experiences of both the deity and the earthly 

person. With the aid of this intermediary, the worshipper could become a part of the 

deity’s world of love and knowledge, while the deity would become established within 

the heart of the worshipper. In this sacred moment of exchange, the spiritual identity 

becomes the dominant one which in turn affects the physical body (this accounts for the 

bizarre symptoms exhibited during the trance episode which the ecstatic person is 

unaware of displaying). Ecstacy was therefore thought to be capable of manifesting itself 

through word and bodily state, voluntarily or involuntarily. It could appear predictably 

or riot, in groups or alone, with noise or in silence, while dancing wildly or sitting in 

quiet meditation, deep in prayer or at the mere mention of God’s name. Whatever the 

circumstances, the Lovers of God, the mystical poets, and the Saints of Mystical Islam 

seemed to be consumed with an intense passion and desire for ecstatic religious 

experiences. Not surprisingly, people who read their heart-felt recreations became 

irresistibly drawn by the mysteries that lay behind it all. Ecstacy in the context of 

Islamic Mysticism has therefore been the object of much inquiry through the years.
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Previous Inquiries

Ecstatic phenomena have been studied from a variety of perspectives. There have 

been cultural and sociological studies conducted in the field by prominent 

anthropologists. The literature produced from these kinds of investigations into the 

nature of ecstacy tend to emphasize trance and possession states and often include in- 

depth analysis of individual case studies. Two examples are Erika Bourguignon’s 

Religion, Altered States o f Consciousness and Social Change and Ecstatic Religion: An 

Anthropological Study o f Spirit Possession and Shamanism by I. M. Lewis (Bourguignon, 

1973; Lewis, 1971). There have also been both classical and transpersonal 

psychoanalytic studies done to test out theories pertaining to the psychological component 

of ecstatic states. Classical psychology focuses on the pathological aspect of ecstacy 

which is traditionally believed by Western researchers to be associated with stressed 

emotional states like denial, depression, anxiety, dementia, regression and deprivation. 

The most famous proponent of mystical experience as a reflection of one of these mental 

conditions was of course Sigmund Freud, but his work along with that of other classical 

psychologists such as Frederic Myers is done almost exclusively from a Western 

conception of trance phenomena. Transpersonal psychology, on the other hand, views 

ecstatic states as a special type of "altered state of consciousness" and seeks to find 

ranges of possible states that religious practitioners may enter with the aide of some sort
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of visual, olfactory, tactile, auditory or ingested stimulant. Charles Tart’s States o f  

Consciousness and Gerald Heard’s Mystical and Ethical Experience are two works that 

explore the dimension of ecstatics from the perspective of induced altered states (Tart, 

1975a; Heard, 1985). A particularly productive exploration into the religious tradition 

regarding ecstacy has been done in the area of ethnopsychology which incorporates 

indigenous understandings of the ecstacy phenomena into the study. Actual experiences 

of ecstatics are consulted via theological texts which give historical instances of ecstacy 

in ascetics, mystics, saints and disciples in mythical/historical situations and describe how 

these were understood in relation to holy texts and religious tradition. Jalal ad-DIn’s 

Mathnawi , one of the greatest literary monuments to Islamic mysticism and work 

entitled Mirsdd al-lbad min al-mabda ’ ild ’ l-ma ‘Gd (The Path o f God’s Servants from 

the Beginning until the Return to Him) done by Ruml’s renowned contemporary Najm 

al-Dm Dayah Razl are both excellent examples of this type of literature (RumI, 1925- 

1940, Razl 1983). Biographies and autobiographies of noted individuals can also be a 

good source of personal ecstatic experiences. Band al-DIn’s Memorial o f the Saints 

along with Duncan Black MacDonald’s work on the life of al-Ghazzall, Louis 

Massignon’s legendary work on the martyrdom of Mansur al-Hallaj and All Hassan °Abd 

al-Qadir’s book entitled The Life, Personality and Writings ofAl-Junayd can be cited as 

having given good accounts of some of the important figures who contributed towards 

the recognition and legitimization of mystical experiences including that of ecstacy 

("Attar, 1966; MacDonald, 1899; Massignon, 1922; Abd al-Qadir, 1962). Lastly,



interviews with religious practitioners, asking them about their theories about what 

constitutes genuine spiritual ecstacy within themselves as they as they have experienced 

it, is perhaps the best ethnopsychological approach. Nicolaas Biegan’s recent study of 

Egypt’s Sufis endeavors to give an insider’s view of the world of Islamic mysticism 

especially with regards to religious practices that lead to emotional expressions of ecstacy 

among the orders he visited (Biegman, 1990).

All the above methods of pursuing this topic are relevant to my study and 

evidence of each of them will readily be seen throughout this investigation. Taken 

together, the various perspectives help to create a well rounded picture of a particularly 

engaging mystical phenomena.

A Context From Which to Proceed

13

Although a full scale analyses of just what is the nature and place of sacred 

altered states of consciousness particularly in their ecstatic forms of worship in Islam can 

not be undertaken here, the information presented in this short study may help the 

interested reader to interpret this phenomena in a more informed manner. I have 

considered the examination of contemporary aspects of this subject to be significant to 

my research even through my primary goal has been the comprehension of its historical 

occurrences.

It shall be taken as a given that Sufism, which is the name given to the mysticism
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of Islam, has never existed as an isolated manifestation but came into being and 

developed in contact with other established faiths or denominations which have left their 

impression upon the creation of Sufi belief and practice. The Sufis seem to have been 

influenced to one degree or another by mystical elements coming from Christian, Jewish, 

Gnostic Neo-platonic, Hermetic, Zoroastrian and Buddhist sources. History shows that 

in areas in which Islam and Sufism originated and flourished, several creeds, each with 

its own particular form of mysticism, experienced either a rise and eventual triumph over 

their competitor or were routed from the field altogether. Though Sufism, as an aspect 

of Islam, is often pictured by historians as a unity in itself with its mysticism developing 

out of a single creed and ritual, this image would be inaccurate since clearly Sufism is 

filled with much variation on the universal theme of yearning for personal communion 

with God, that finds its basis in several religious systems before and after Islam. 

Nevertheless, the purpose here is not to compare Islamic mysticism with that of other 

faiths but to see Sufism as a movement in and of itself. To do so requires situating it 

within the context of the evolution of Islam with respect to its own internal diversity, 

separate from outside influences. From this perspective it will be easier to understand 

why Sufism elected to embrace a myriad of mystical practices including those leading to 

ecstatic religious experiences in its uncompromising commitment to its beliefs about the 

nature of God and man’s relationship to Him and his fellow men.
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PART TWO 

Historical Perspective

Among those who embraced Islam in its early years, serious disharmony came 

about as a result of their opposing opinions as to who should be the legitimate head of 

the Muslim community after the death of the Prophet Muhammad. Consequently, a great 

many sects and sub-sects of Islam made their appearance. There emerged two dominant 

groups which are commonly spoken of as Sunni and ShTi. Originally anyone who 

followed the recorded practices (sunnah) of Muhammad could be considered a Sunni. 

Later on, this designation became more political than theological in that 

acknowledgement of the Caliphs as the legitimate leaders of the Islamic community 

(wnmah) became the decisive criterion (Goldschmidt, 1991:79). By virtue of their 

investment in upholding tribal customs and traditional kinship ties, the Sunm were 

committed to maintaining Arab society as the organizational nucleus of Islam 

(Nurbakhsh, 1983:13-16). However, turning the caliphate into an essentially political 

office, in other words a position into which one is elected like a tribal chief and 

thereafter assumes the function of military guardian of the state but with no divinely 

given spiritual jurisdiction over the religious community he administers, incensed a large 

body of Muslims. For them it was unthinkable for anyone not of divine decent to 

assume the ruling authority, especially on a religious capacity. Succession should be
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divinely ordained, for as the medieval North African intellectual ibn Khaldun (d. 1409) 

concluded from his attempts to understand the nature of dynastic political authority 

throughout the Muslim world, concerning rulership qualifications," succession to rule is 

something that comes from God who distinguishes by it whomsoever He wishes." (ibn 

Khaldun, 1981:169) Ibn Khaldun also saw that caliphal authority over the institution of 

the imamate inevitably would lead to disunity if royal prerogatives could not be censured 

by religious law. He saw the need to preserve unity in the community of believers by 

keeping the position of religious leader (imQri) within the domain of public duty (ibn 

' Khaldun, 1981:157). That way the caliph could rightfully keep his temporal sovereignty 

but the prerogative of interpreting the law would safely rest with the imam. It was the 

consensus of a large body of Muslims, now referred to as ShTites, that ‘AH, the first 

cousin of Muhammad, the husband of his favorite daughter, Fatimah, and the father of 

his only surviving male descendants, al-Hasan and al-Husayn, was the only legitimate 

successor, at least as imam of the ummah. ‘AH was considered to be the sole spiritual 

offspring of the Prophet and to have inherited from him perfect knowledge of what 

Muslims should think and do. ‘AH and those who follow him in the "correct" 

genealogical line of succession were thought to have been preordained by Allah to take 

over this religious position as imam. Naturally, followers of ShTism could not agree as 

to who among the several lines of ‘AH’s descendants should be included in the chain of 

infallible imams extending from ‘AH. ShTism soon split into many sects, three of which 

are most written about in Islamic history. The first sect is that of "the Twelver (or
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Ja‘fari), Stii‘i who see the rightful line of imams leading from ‘AG to the twelfth imam, 

Muhammad al-Mahdl, who is thought to have vanished in 878 but will someday return 

from his temporary state of occultation to restore true Islam. The Isma‘HIs or "Sevener" 

ShT‘i broke with the Twelvers over the designation of the seventh imam, claiming I$ma‘B 

instead of his brother Musa should have been chosen as successor. After IsmaTl’s death, 

he too is considered to have become the hidden imam (mahdl), with intermediaries filling 

in for him in his temporary absence. The Zaydls or "the Fivers", whose line of imams 

extended from the grandson of al-Husayn remained the ruling system in Yemen until as 

recently as 1962 when civil war ended this hereditary chain of religious authority 

(Goldschmidt, 1991:80).

This brief sketch of Sunm and Shl‘ite sects and their off-shots is of necessity an 

oversimplification considering the purpose at hand. According to a tradition, Muhammad 

once said, "The Israelites have been divided into seventy-one and two sects, and so have 

the Christians, but my community shall be divided into seventy three." (Hitti, 1970:441) 

One can only guess as to whether the Prophet himself could foresee the labytinthal 

pathways into which Islam’s third major religious sect would divide? Remarkably, 

though it has assumed so many forms in response to changing times and in accordance 

with the personalities of its various leaders throughout its history, Sufism’s basic tenet 

remains the same: true salvation for the individual can only be reached by recognizing 

that "there is no god but Allah,” and that He alone should be the object of worship. 

Seeking to devote themselves utterly to God, Sufis looked for guidance and inspiration
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by following the way of the Prophet Muhammad and by internalizing God’s words as 

they appear in the Qur’an, taking care to heed to all of its injunctions lest they yield to 

the temptation of forgetting God’s omnipotence. The eschatological threats contained 

within the Qur’anic revelations caused many pious believers to question the religious 

priorities of a society more interested in expanding the realms of Muslim rule by 

conquest than in the day of atonement when each person will be judged by God 

(Schimmel, 1975:30). Early Sufis felt that those who led the conquests, members of the 

Umayyad dynasty that came into power after the assassination of the fourth caliph, ‘AIT 

in 661, exhibited nothing but a desire to collect wealth and power over others. It seemed 

completely wrong that those who demonstrated such utter worldliness and impious 

behavior should control the reins of government. While others debated about the right 

ruler of the faithful and the conditions for the leadership of the community, many 

Muslim mystics adopted an ascetic, antigovemmental attitude, preferring to preserve the 

Islam of the Prophet’s time. For them, Muhammad was considered to be the first link 

of a spiritual chain. Perceived to be the possessor of great mystical wisdom given to him 

by God, this esoteric knowledge was transmitted from Muhammad to other members of 

his family and to his friends. Out of this nucleus of pious people who venerated 

Muhammad and who tried to pattern their spiritual lives after his, certain "companions" 

have taken symbolical significance to Sufis as models of spiritual adoption and mystical 

initiation. One such man was Salman al-FarisI, a Persian-born barber who was taken 

into Muhammad’s household. His spirituality was later considered to be the decisive line



between Persian and Arabian Sufism (Schimmel 1975:28). He, like several cherished 

companions to the Prophet as well as later acquaintances of these companions have been 

nominated to saintly status by virtue of having some spiritually enhancing quality 

attributed to them by their followers. Tales of exceptional piety, whether true or simply 

projections of ideals of mystical devotion placed there later by Sufis, these spiritual 

chains (silsilah) going back to the Prophet and his companions have helped to shape and 

legitimize the sects of religious beliefs that Muslim mystics formulated for pursuing their 

path to God,

Marginality

It would seem that succession is a very important factor to consider from the 

viewpoint of understanding that which is permissible within Islam. In theory, the line 

of succession determining the rightful leader, along with the Book (Qur’an) and the 

consensus of the community (ijnuf) constitute the three major types of legitimation of 

which the ‘ulama’ , as the watch dogs over the faithful, are the principle repositories and 

arbiters. In reality, the ‘ulama’ had a somewhat limited influence regarding the choice 

of religious leaders. In the case of Islamic mysticism, this kind of limitation is well 

attested by the fact that large segments of Muslim populations look not as much towards 

the ulama for spiritual guidance, as they do towards other types of religiously significant 

groups who represented values other than those of the ‘ulama’, and yet at the same time

19
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indirectly endorsed the values of the ‘ulama’. As a group, Sufis avoided being 

exclusively Sunni or Shiite in their religious beliefs and practices. Instead they provided 

an "alternative" to the legalistic, constrictive Islam of the ‘ulama’ to urban dwellers, and 

a "substitute" for it to those who lived in rural or tribal settings (Gellner 1972:309). In 

both environments Sufis focused less on external concerns and more on fostering the 

inner spiritual dimension of Islam. Adherence to the line of succession was still honored 

but the emphasis shifted more towards spiritual links in the genealogy rather than 

physical relatedness.

As Ernest Gellner puts it, "the spiritual links are made possible by mystical 

doctrine: mystical illumination can be passed on from teacher to disciple in a legitimacy - 

preserving way, analogous to the manner in which paternity maintains legitimacy of 

authority from father to son." (Gellner 1972:309-310) Of course, this interpretation of 

one of the principles of legitimation within Islam was not always thought to be in 

harmony with what was authorized by the ‘ulama’. It was this distinctively Sufi point 

of view on this matter and other subjects which should not be tampered with to avoid 

breaking the law, that caused both Sunm doctors of Islamic law and Shiite mullahs to 

accuse both distinguished scholarly mystics of saintly status and less literate but no less 

revered tribal holy men of deviating in their religious beliefs and practices beyond 

orthodox perimeters. History is full of instances of intolerance and persecution of Sufi 

religious leaders and their followers who were considered marginal to mainstream Islam.

Although somehow always precariously managing to stay inside the fold of Islam,
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Sufism has received much criticism for the many different attitudes held by its followers 

concerning their proper place in the world. Among the Sufis there are those who gave 

up their professions and departed from their homes, in favor of pursuing an ascetic 

existence. Their anti-worldliness went against the grain of many Muslims who felt these 

poor wandering mystics were nothing but begging self-styled Sufi impostors pretending 

to know something about Islamic mysticism. Then there have been the active defenders 

of the faith whose right for the glory of Islam has placed these sorts of Sufis into the 

same class as over zealous missionaries. Calling for the purification of much of Islamic 

law they believed to have been distorted by ‘ulama’ interpretation, the Sufi reformers 

alienated themselves from many ‘ulama’ and Sufi leaders alike. Along with the revivalist 

Sufis there have been the austere evangelic Sufi preachers of repentance and doomsday 

who terrified their listeners presumably out of ignorance of in denial of God’s more 

loving aspects as they are revealed in the Qur an. On the other side of the coin we find 

Sufis who are avid composers of verse that is mainly meant to praise God’s eternal 

loving kindness. Of course these Sufi poets and hymnodists always ran the risk of 

appearing to be becoming too familiar with God, a level of experience that never failed 

to arouse the suspicion of orthodox circles within Islam. The case of one of Sufism’s 

greatest martyrs, al-Husayn ibn Mansur al-Hallaj (d. 922) always comes to mind as the 

man who became the model for all those who are punished by Islamic law for having 

spoken openly about the deepest mysteries of Sufism pertaining to unity with God 

(Schimmel 1975:62-77). As the object of both hatred and love, al-Hallaj is denounced
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as the arch-heretic in orthodox writings and is epitomized as the model of saintly 

suffering and the ideal of enraptured Sufis in the accounts of his supporters. Increasingly 

through time, Sufis became aware of the need to delineate their position with regards to 

theological issues. Those Sufis who have included themselves among the builders of 

highly sophisticated theological systems found themselves having to participate in 

hairsplitting discussions and ongoing debates between legalists and themselves in an 

attempt to correctly identify the topics central to Islam in such a way that the themes 

essential to Sufism would not be misunderstood. Stem law-bound mysticism may have 

enhanced the importance of this class of Sufi scholars in jurists and theologian’s eyes but 

all those skills of dialectical disputation and logic so carefully refined by mystic 

philosophers and theologians were seen by a large number of Sufis as nothing but 

stumbling blocks in the way of creating a personal spiritual life based on direct 

knowledge of God and not on legalistic scholarship.

I save those Sufis who classify themselves as Enraptured Lovers of God for last, 

as they have received more than their fair share of scrutiny from the Islamic world. 

Although tending to offend orthodox sentiments, enraptured Sufis (majdhiibs) never 

suffered from lack of admirers either. Although sometimes difficult to distinguish a true 

enraptured mystic or Sufi from a lunatic because of the outrageous lives they led, both 

Hindus and Muslims vied with one another to demonstrate who was more devoted to 

these holy figures (Rizvi 1991:252). While plumbing the depths of the uncharted waters 

of Divine love, enraptured Sufis lived in a state of ecstacy for varying lengths of time,
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some never regaining solid ground again. Unlike orthodox thinkers, "popular" minds 

were not as concerned with mental, stability as they were with the miraculous spiritual 

achievements these supernatural beings had exhibited during their colorful lifetimes. 

They were the stuff Sufi legends were made of and their incredible stories even appear 

in rather sober hagiOlogical literature. They went down in the history of Sufism because 

their assertion that there could be a mutual love between man and God was a scandalous 

notion to the orthodox who accepted love of God strictly in the sense of submission to 

Him. For those who worshipped God out of their fear of being cast into Hell or from 

a desire to reach the promised Paradise, love for love’s sake was a difficult concept to 

grasp. However, evidence of the essentiality for absolute love of God was found in 

passages from the Qur’an like "He loves them and they love Him" (Sura 5:59) which 

provided undisputable proof to Sufis that nothing should distract them from their Love 

of God. Rabi'ah aPAdawiyah (d. 801) who is credited with having introduced the 

element of selfless love into Sufism, went beyond the orthodox concept of God as One 

jealously preventing the worship of anything besides Himself by believing that God "will 

suffer none to share with Him that love which is due to Him alone." (Smith 1928:108) 

For Rabi'ah, the only thing that mattered was approaching God through unwavering love. 

So passionately intent was Rabi'ah in directing all her loving devotion to God, that she 

would become enraptured during the long hours of reciting her prayers. Like herself, 

the goal among these early mystics and many Sufis to follow them was the annihilation 

of the individual worshipper’s base qualities by constant acts of purification in exchange
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for the praiseworthy qualities by which God has described Himself in the Qur'anic 

revelation, in order to be ultimately immersed in the existence of God. The mystic 

cannot completely and substantially be annihilated in God during his lifetime, but he may 

be lost for a while in the presence of God, and absent from his own attributes and earth 

bound faculties. This experience of being taken out of himself and into the essence of 

God is generally described as ecstatic. In Sufism, the term translated as "ecstacy " is 

wajd, which means, literally, "finding" which is to say that one becomes overwhelmingly 

moved emotionally in having found God. Having actually achieved his goal, the seeker 

is enraptured in ecstatic bliss, unconscious of his own existence until he returns to his 

own attributes after the experience passes. Such a "passing away" was considered to be 

a special mark of God’s favor and not an acquired condition (Schimmel 1975:42-43).

As proof of this, mystics held up the occasion of the Prophet’s ascension through 

the heavens into the divine presence (mfrdj), to which the first lines of Sura 17 are said 

to allude. If so chosen others wished to follow the Prophet’s example and so also ascend 

into the intimate presence of God, and if the Prophet relied on constant prayer to 

repeatedly gain presence of Him who had sent him, then this must be the right way to 

appeal to God to grant them His presence as well (Schimmel 1975:27-28).

As more and more Sufis began experiencing mystical rapture in the course of 

performing their extensive recitations directed towards God, Orthodox Muslims began 

to wonder if such an overwhelming passion would not lead the mystic unknowingly into 

performing blameworthy acts. Abu’l-Husayn an-Nuri (d. 907) perhaps the greatest
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representative of divine love as it was perceived by Rabi‘ah, was considered a heretic by 

the orthodox not only because he had spoken of himself as being a lover of God, but 

because in his states of enthusiastic rapture as a result of reciting verses from the Qur'an 

he would apparently say or do things that would be considered out of bounds. In an 

enraptured state he was obviously a real danger to himself for he died from wounds he 

was unaware that he had received from razor-sharp reeds cutting into him after running 

into the reedbed in the throes of ecstacy over reciting verse (Schimmel 1975:60-61).

Even among loosely conservative Muslims who recognized that variation in 

particular interpretations in the meaning of the Qur’an concerning the proper way to seek 

God was to be expected and readily tolerated, the very idea of ecstatic religious practices 

was and is still today for them associated with a lack of respectability, falling 

considerably outside the norms of proper religious behavior. For these people such 

abandonment of self-control appears indecent at best and mad, at worst. How is a person 

to judge someone who while bereft of his senses, seemingly in shock or in some other 

psychologically altered state of mind from experiencing a mystical vision, considers such 

actions as taking his clothes off in public as excusable conduct? This would seem to be 

the behavior of an irrational, possibly mentally deranged person, and not that of a true 

representative of spirituality. In the past, this view point has led many people to believe 

"enraptured ones" (majdhub) drove themselves insane in their spiritual quest and as such 

could be forgiven for their unconventional social, sexual or religious behavior. Freed 

from normal verbal sanctions, enraptured Sufis became quite known in Islamic lore for
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their uncanny ability to reach right to the core of society’s weaknesses in a kind of frank 

criticism of contemporary life that would have been strictly censored if these utterances 

had not been taken as coming from the lips of men who in every other respect seemed 

to think and act like idiots. There are many stories in Sufi literature that refer to the 

"wise idiot" or "God’s fool" whose love of God flies in the face of all convention. In 

Fand ad-DIn ‘Attar’s fable, The Conference of the Birds, (Mantiq at-tayr) praises the 

daring of the fools of God, who don’t know the proper thing to say in situations but only 

speak from the space of detachment from earthly matters, with no other motivation than 

to lose themselves into the eternal existence of God (‘Attar 1954:17,81-82,115). Other 

people must constantly watch what they say and do, but according to ‘Attar God has 

freed those who have gone mad with their Love of God from their normal state as 

"slaves" to human interaction and permitted them to exist either momentarily or for the 

rest of their lives in perfect loving union with Him (‘Attar 1962:245).

It is significant to take note of the strong implication made here that the 

enraptured mystic has been liberated by his ecstatic experiences from false views which 

he may have previously held. This more or less corresponds with the early Islamic 

mystic’s refusal to assent to the kind of intellectualism that was taking place within 

Islam, a practice they felt to be responsible for the proliferation of wrong interpretations 

of the Qur'an that had consequently contaminated society in a practical as well as a 

spiritual level. Much of the asceticism which is characteristic of early Sufism, is typified 

by this feature of self-imposed extraction from this quagmire of erroneous belief, into a
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realm of personal experience with God and direct knowledge of religious truths via His 

revelations revealed in mystical moments of rapture.

The Milieux

Nevertheless, it has always been the rare individual whose transcendent 

experiences towards oneness have allowed him to rise above dogma and community, 

leaving the sober majority below to tend to its conditioned religious beliefs and 

mechanical religious practices. Most Sufis must descend from the heights of spiritual 

rapture to once again be a part of their particular faith community and it is within the 

context of this socio-religious environment that their future intentions towards obtaining 

mystical experiences will be furthered. For, as Michael Gilsenan has observed in his 

study of Egyptian Sufism, "though Sufism places strong emphasis on the link of the 

individual with God (as-sila bain al-muhibb wa 7 mahbub- the link between the lover and 

the Loved), in the Orders (Sufi religious institutions) by definition, the individual is part 

of a commonality that remains such by that maintenance of a structure that must in part 

control and limit." (Gilsenen 1973:174) In other words, there is a link between the 

individual to a group as well as to God.

Among Sufi groups that make use of institutionalized altered states of 

consciousness within a ritual framework, there are many distinctions made as to the 

degree of control that should be properly administered over the religious and ecstatic
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experiences of their respective members. Studies show that in most of these groups the 

degree to which ecstatic expression is allowed to be expressed rests to large extent upon 

their respective expectations associated with this type of behavior and how that relates 

to the goals that each institution supports (Bourguignon 1973:14). Robert Gimello in his 

studies of mysticism proposed that evidence to support his claim that mystical 

experiences come in a wide variety because they are directly related to beliefs and values 

of different cultures, traditions and historical milieux which harbor them and as such 

must vary right along with them, can be found "amidst the multiplicity of specific means 

which traditional sponsors of mysticism have provided for the achievement of mystical 

experiences, and among the various Strategies they have developed for harnessing the 

power of those experiences so that it may be directed towards ends which they have 

deemed proper." (Gimello 1983:63-64) So it is reasonable to expect that all types of 

ecstatic experiences are highly prized by some groups and considered in some of their 

more exaggerated or aggressive forms to be outside the range of acceptability to others.

The Proper Intensity

What level of altered consciousness should be striven for by an individual or a 

group as well as the extent to which it should be allowed to express itself in rituals are 

questions that have occupied Sufis for sometime. The founding shaykhs of recognized
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Sufi Orders each had their own specifically religious intentions for defining the limits of 

participation in their rituals. It was the responsibility of the Shaykh or one of his 

predecessors to see that no one broke the rules laid down for the proper performance of 

the ritual, for there was always the possibility of using the occasion as a vehicle for 

personal catharsis or emotional indulgence. Without a measure of self-constraint 

exercised by everyone present, their abandonment would surely be attacked by the ever 

present ‘ulama’ "who saw license taking the place of orthodoxy and enthusiasm breaking 

the limits of obedience." (Gilsenan 1973:159)

Some Orders have a modest interest in regulating the range of behavior while 

others are distinguished by the high degree of control they exercise over collective 

ecstatic expression. As observed among the Hamidlya Shadhillya Sufis, the function and 

importance of Egyptian psycho-physiological stimulation and emotional effervescence in 

staging a successful ritual are fully realized by the Order but it is felt that prolonged 

excitement without any monitoring factor only results in useless hysterical behavior and 

not simply an elevated spirit. Since emotion is considered to be a vital adjunct of the 

ritual, it should be cultivated but not to the level where it spills over into totally 

unregulated ecstatic abandon. There is every possibility of this happening during the 

heightened tension of the different sections of the ceremony where a torrent of rhythmical 

voices and musical sounds coupled with increasingly violent movements of people’s 

bodies is taking place. Great care is taken by the Shaykh and his assistants to quell any 

outbursts of group or individual frenzy that flair up during ecstatic filled moments of the



ritual. In an atmosphere so charged with expectation that ecstatic experiences will occur, 

every precaution must be taken. There are those who have been appointed to watch over 

the proceedings, whose main function is to restrain any worshipper who appears to be 

totally losing self-control. All that is usually required to temporarily quiet the person, 

is to gently signal him by a slight pressure placed on the arm, that he must cease his 

participation until given the sign to continue. Although an inhibiting influence, these 

"regulators" are only meant to ensure that a permissible level of ecstatic emotional 

expression is maintained for the benefit of all who are endeavoring to engage themselves 

soulfully but genuinely in their religious experience. To avoid pandemonium the shaykhs 

of the Hamidiya Shadhillya Order have also chosen to divide the whole ritual into a 

series of climactic moments, rather than a gradual building up to one big one. Although 

still very intense, these ecstatic moments are considered safer from the standpoint of 

excessive stimulation because within these short periods the Shaykh can more easily 

supervise their precise duration, thereby permitting ecstatic emotional expression to 

elevate only so long as it doesn’t become unqualified indulgence, and then curtail it back 

into a range of predictability and respectability (Gilsenan 1983:170).

By contrast there are the RifaTya Sufis who unlike the Shadhillyas have not 

debated too heavily amongst themselves over the proprieties of the ritual experience. In 

the course of their expansion from Iraq in the 1100’s into Egypt and into many other 

countries including Yugoslavia, the RifaTya Order has remained intact due in large 

measure to the autonomy which this Order affords to its numerous local branches (bayt
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or qadam) (Biegman 1990:115).

What constitutes approved patterns of behavior during the performance of rituals 

has been allowed to vary somewhat from branch to branch, especially with respect to the 

communal dhikr. The most Conspicuous activity among all Sufi groups, the dhikr may 

take many forms and can be performed either individually or collectively, with or 

without vocalizations or movement, and on practically any religious occasion day or 

night. In many instances, the dhikr done by a group becomes a dance ritual performed 

to music and singing, which is aimed at emptying the mind of anything else but God. 

The RifaTya include such dance sessions in their collective activities, but unlike the 

Hamidlya Shadhiliya have no interest in making a well-organized , regimented 

impression. At the other end of the spectrum, RifaTya aim to dance themselves into an 

absolute frenzy.

Generally speaking, the dhikr is structured similarly and proceeds in much the 

same manner as in most Sufi rituals of this category. Typically, members place 

themselves in rows facing each other with either the Shaykh of the local Order or one 

of his representatives leading the ceremonies from the center between their lines. At 

some point in the dhikr, after chanting is underway and all the participants are standing, 

everyone’s body begins to move to the rhythm of the drums being played and to the 

clapping of the leader in the center of them. In unison, everyone bends forwards and 

back or sways from side to side while, all the while observing an exact rhythm in both 

their movements and their breath control as they incessantly continue to chant the



appropriate spoken formulae of the litany. The pace gradually picks up. Sentences are 

exchanged for single syllables when the cadence reaches an even higher velocity. So to, 

these individual sounds may be further altered, as in the case of the RifaTya, where the 

final product of the increasingly rapid chanting becomes utterly strange. In this case, 

what is heard sounds like a weird menacing bark, which was the reason why these 

particular Sufis came to be known as the "Howling Dervishes" among earlier researchers 

(Garnett 1912:130).

When the dhikr has finally built up to this feverish pitch, movements have become 

violent. Bodies are thrusting back and forth in pistonlike bows while some individuals 

drift out of line turning in lazy circles with arms dangling limp and dazed expressions 

on their faces. Others catapult themselves across the room, knocking into others who 

seem to be totally oblivious to the impact and even fling themselves outstretched, face 

first into the wall. As pandemonium reigns, the effect is intoxicating. The expenditure 

of energy is enormous, yet all the participants keep going, sweat streaming down their 

exhilarated faces, expressing something akin to ecstatic exhaustion. This portion of the 

dhikr is sustained at this ecstatic level for some time, perhaps hours and as Lucy Garnett 

describes in her account of the RifaTya dhikr "if at any moment they appear about to stop 

from sheer exhaustion, the Shaykh exhorts them to fresh exertions by placing himself in 

their midst. The elders follow suit and out do the rest in physical agitation, exciting their 

emulation by every means in their power." (Garnett 1912:130)

Some but not all RifaTya groups involve themselves one step further in their

32



33

ritualized delirium. Excited by their participation in the dhikr, these extremists fall into 

a state of religious trance called ML Apparently impervious to pain, they indulge in 

rituals as for example (dosas) where the Shaykh walks on the swords held on the necks, 

in the mouths Or on the bellies of his disciples {murids) or for example, where a devotee 

pierces his cheeks or other parts of the body {darb silah) with hot irons, long pins 

(dababis) or other sharp objects. Today these practices of self-mutilation are rare and 

generally frowned upon by the supreme Sufi Shaykhs including the RifaTya, but whether 

or not they are included in the dhikr, the end result of all the emotional changes and 

physical agitation taking place during the ritual is to have many of the ecstatic 

participants enter into a state of exhilarated trance and finally sink in this unconscious 

condition to the floor. The Shaykh proceeds to walk among them, whispering into their 

ears, breathing upon them, and anointing any self-inflicted wounds with his supposedly 

healing saliva. These attentions recall them to consciousness and at a given cue the 

whole congregation’s activities is brought to a close. Amazingly, not one of the 

participants (dMkir) usually evince any sign of tiredness whatsoever, and injuries bleed 

very little if at all and heal extraordinarily quickly.

The question arises as to how such a variety of methods developed among Sufi 

Orders for attaining such levels of religious ecstacy out of love of God?

The Path



From the beginning of Islamic mysticism , the guiding principle has been that there 

is a relationship between man and God in which man obeys God’s Will out of love for 

Him and from a desire to draw near to Him, a closeness which can open an awareness 

of God’s love extended towards man as well. It is this idea that lays at the heart of 

every mystical experience, shaping the very content and structure of that experience by 

its confirmed presence already existing in the mystic’s mind (Gimello 1983:62). In turn, 

these experiences, themselves, can further the knowledge and intuition gained thereby 

and contribute to the enhancement of the original concept. Out of such an exchange 

there can emerge an intellectual understanding as to what is essential to pursuing this 

kind of mysticism. Among Muslim ascetics, those who held fast to their conviction that 

they could actually achieve this intimacy with God through faithful adherence to certain 

spiritual practices such as prayer and fasting, appear to have been rewarded for all their 

efforts with mystical experiences in which they felt themselves to be in the presence of 

God, mirroring His love in a moment of divine union. Naturally such an experience left 

its mark and however difficult it might be to describe the shape and meaning of it 

afterwards, mystics began to formulate in their minds their own systems of consecutive 

steps that could be taken along a path leading to the ultimate unitive experience they 

sought. Through the centuries, those who developed their methodologies and tried to put 

them into practice, came to be known as Sufis. Gradually there emerged a consensus, 

albeit a loose one, among different "Path" adherents about the main "states" (ahwdl) and 

"stages" (maqOm&t) one encounters on the way.
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Following the Path predisposed the individual to having ecstatic religious 

experiences, for in this movement towards union with God there were seen to exist 

characteristic emotional states, vivid mystical visions, and moments of divine grace QuU, 

pi, ahw&t) which correspond to each of the various stages. For some travellers, an 

expansion into a more advanced stage could come unexpectedly. Suddenly rapt into 

ecstacy, the mind could easily become confused by the revelation God had graced upon 

His seeker and there was the danger at this crucial moment of this person falling into 

error in his perception of the situation. The graces had beguiled him, so to speak, and 

even though the door for the traveller was opened into expansion, he may suffer a lapse 

and become "veiled" from his new stage or "station" as it is also referred to by Sufis 

(Nurbakhsh 1982:37).

The danger of losing one’s way led most travellers into believing it necessary to 

accept the teaching and guidance of someone who had obviously succeeded in advancing 

far along the path, a proven master of the spiritual live (shaykh, pTr or murshid). In the 

first four of five centuries of Islam, instruction in the methods of reaching the Divine 

Unity was transmitted by an individual master around whom a group of disciples would 

gather. During the late tenth and eleventh centuries, a further development began to take 

place. Those who followed the same master began to identify themselves as a single 

spiritual family, progressing along the same Path (tatfqa). They claimed to possess a 

lineage which traced itself back to a particular great master of the spiritual life, after 

which the tan'qa would take its name. Whoever this founder was, his lineage went back
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to the Prophet, by way of ‘AH or else of Abu Bakr, thus insuring the taifqa's legitimacy 

in the eyes of the authorities.

For many members, affiliation to an Order was only nominal, but for some it 

meant a life-long commitment to the path. Living in convents (zQwiya, khdnqdh), often 

located near to the tomb of the Order’s founding master, these devoted disciples became 

fully initiated into the doctrines and practices which would help them to move on their 

way towards the ecstacy of Union. Accomplished disciples could go on to found their 

own Orders but in general they acknowledged the master from whom they had learned 

their path by remaining partial to his Order. Some of these were sent by their Order to 

distant places to establish branches and spread the master’s teachings.

Based on their master’s teachings, each Order organized itself among other things, 

along a particular set of rules of etiquette and behavior, a certain assemblage of litanies 

to be performed either individually or collectively , and a group of activities of a ritual 

nature, including meditation and devotional recitations which were also coordinated 

according to the number of participants present. Basically, these elements were 

incorporated similarly into every Order, with emphasis placed on one or another of them 

depending upon how each Order had to adapt itself to the various ethnic and 

psychological climates it encountered. In the numerous places that the Orders appeared 

throughput the Islamic world, they had to contend with such different human types as 

Arabs and Berbers, Nigerians and Persians, Turks and Malays (Nasr 1991:4). As a 

result, an incredibly rich diversity of possibilities for elements of the path emerged,
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which enabled men and women o f very differing ethnic, mental, and psychological 

propensities to participate in the mystical teachings and the ecstatic rituals.

Different Orders of varying numerical strength and duration of existence have and 

continue to abound on the Islamic scene in a bewildering variety of forms. According 

to Albert Hourani’s calculations, among the most widespread and lasting of the Orders 

were some which began in Iraq, examples of which were the RifsHya which goes back 

to the twelfth century, the Suhrawardlya, originating from the thirteenth century and the 

furthest extended of all, the Qadiriya, which did not clearly get under way until the 

fourteenth century. Of the Orders which grew up in Egypt, the Shadhillya was to 

become the most widespread especially in the Maghrib. So to in other parts of the 

Muslim world the Orders became important as for example, the Maulawlya (MevlevI) 

in Anatolia and the NaqshbandTya in Central Asia (Hourani 1991:154).

Differing Points of View

Differences in the organization of each Order were more often than not, a 

reflection of differing beliefs which stemmed from opposing interpretation of the ecstatic 

experience. The debate is centered around the mystical conceptions of "intoxication" 

(siikr) and "sobriety" (sahw) as these two states are related to union with God. They 

were considered to be two corresponding states in juxtaposition to each other along the 

path, existing far along into the unitive experience, just before "annihilation" (fan& ) and
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"duration" (bags or remaining in God are reached. The difference between 

"intoxication" and "sobriety" lies in the intensity and duration of the experience of being 

lost in God. Both intoxication and sobriety advocates agreed that the experience of union 

with God left them intoxicated with a sense of the divine presence, but whether or not 

this was followed by a state of sobriety was divisive factor.

"Sober" Orders who leaned more towards obedience to the law derived from 

God’s commands in the Qur’an (Shart‘ah) followed the line of reasoning of the great 

Sufi Master, Abu ’1-Qasim al-Junayd (d. 910), leader of the Baghdad school of Sufi 

thought. Junayd’s teachings emphasized what he termed the "second sobriety" preceded 

by intoxication whereby the ecstatic man returns from having his human attributes 

obliterated by mystical intoxication and from being annihilated completely in the object 

of his adoration, to become once again aware of himself, with all his attributes 

transformed and spiritualized by having been in the proximity of God. For Junayd, then, 

the ultimate goal was not "annihilation" but "remaining," in the new life in God 

(Schimmel 1975:58-59). In other words, after the self-annihilation and intoxication of 

the ecstatic vision, the believer should return to the world of everyday activities and live 

within the bounds of the Shartah, making a concentrated effort to fulfill his duties to 

God and his fellow men, but giving them a new meaning. Following the example of the 

Prophet Muhammad, man should not be forever lost in the vision of God, but should turn 

back to his people to teach them the Will of God, yet remaining united with the divine 

(Schimmel 1975:204,369).
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On the other side of the argument stood the followers of Abu Yazld (Bayezyld) 

BistamI (d. 874), another master who loomed large in Persian Sufism, who preferred 

only mystical "intoxication." Bayezyld yearned desperately, incessantly, to remove 

himself from this world and to be "annihilated:" in God’s attributes. The ultimate unitive 

experience for him entailed a complete extinction of any traces of the self and did not 

include "an extension of anything created." (Mold 1965:56) The experience of union 

with God for the intoxicated Sufi could leave him henceforth completely neglectful of his 

responsibilities to others and often lax in the performance of his duties laid down in the 

SharT‘ah. Any blame he might incur was a welcome sign that he was succeeding in 

turning away from the world.

Naturally this clinging to the "intoxicated" way of life left such believers open to 

much criticism by orthodox "sober" Sufis. Those who consider the Prophet to excel by 

virtue of his "sobriety" could not believe that mystics of the"intoxicated" type declared 

the ’intoxication" of the Sufi saint to be superior to Muhammad’s state (Schimmel 

1975:204,369).

In Henri Corbin’s study of the Sufi tradition of ecstatic verbal or written 

expressions, he mentions many stories he found in the works of Ruzbihan BaqlT ShirazI 

(d. 1209) (ShlrazT 1966). One such story found in biography of Ruzbihan relates the 

debate two men were having on the subject of the relative merits of the sober "wayfarer" 

and the enraptured saint as models for imitation. Apparently one of the men was the 

moderate Sufi author, ‘ Abd al-Qahir Abu Najlb as-Suhrawardi (d. 1168) who had written



a widely red handbook of mystical education entitled Ad&b al-mutfdTn (The Manners of 

the Adepts’). The other man is supposedly Ruzhihan, himself. As the argument grew 

more heated, SuhrawardT apparently questioned his opponent’s sanity, at which time 

Ruzbihan became overwhelmed by an "intoxicated" spiritual state. Ecstatically moved 

he said, "May God hide my state from you! l am standing on the mountain-top and you 

are sitting on the flat ground." After delivering this statement which was evidently an 

instance where divine inspiration revealed itself by boasting, Ruzbihan stomped off alone 

into the desert. Three nights later, SuhrawardT was visited in his dreams by the angel 

Gabriel who made it clear to him that Ruzbihan’s status was far beyond that of all the 

saints of the time. Later SuhrawardT went to talk to Ruzbihan but before he could say 

anything, Ruzbihan said, "Unless they show you Ruzbihan’s state from heaven, they will 

not make you acknowledge us a second time." After that, otherwise "sober" SuhrawardT 

was presumably moved, himself, to join in an ecstatic dance to music along with 

Ruzbihan in order that this state could be directly revealed to him instead of through a 

dream (ShTrazT 1969:195-198) While this story is partly a hagiographic glorification of 

Ruzbihan by his descendants, it gives an authentic picture of the attitudes of the two 

major camps of ecstatic seekers.

Love and Gnosis

40

In our discussion of states and stages as they pertain to the goal of ecstatic union 

with God, it is important to include those of love {mahabba) and gnosis (ma'rifa). There
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seems to be some question among Sufis as to whether these two mystical experiences 

were to be considered complementary to each other or that one station would be regarded 

as superior to the other. In the eleventh century, when the world of Islam seemed to be 

at odds when it came to reaching an agreement on many intellectual matters especially 

with regards to the limits of human reason in apprehending Divine Truth, a great Sunni 

scholar named Abu Hamid al-Ghazzall (d. 1111) carefully considered the mutual roles 

of love and gnosis as they were conceived of and emphasized in the spirituality of 

Sufism. Al-Ghazzall concluded: "Love without gnosis is impossible- one can only love 

what one knows." (Schimmel 1975:130) The way to knowing did not come from 

discursive reasoning but from divine inspiration (ilham), in effect direct revelations 

received in moments of enraptured contemplation when the mind and heart were emptied 

of everything except the presence of God (Danna 1987:260-262). God’s grace enters the 

heart of the believer giving him a higher understanding of the divine mystery, an exalted 

experience that marks the entry into the more advanced stages on the path. It is believed 

that the man who has been blessed by this innermost illumination is no longer in 

possession of himself, but voluntarily places himself at the disposal of God.

This leads us further into this controversy within Sufism which seems to be based 

on a differentiation between those who approach their mystical experience from a gnostic 

perspective and those who approach it voluntaristically (Schimmel 1975 :6). Voluntaristic 

Sufis strive through possessing a degree of piety beyond that which is expected of them 

to rid themselves of base qualities and instead be distinguished by the qualities of God,



42

until they can be said to voluntarily living through Him. They seek simply to voluntarily 

join their will to that of God’s and unlike those approaching their religious experience 

from an informed point of view, do not ordinarily question the nature of their intimate 

relationship with God. Awakening the inner powers and hidden resources in a seeker in 

order to make him able to witness the higher truths in ecstatic filled moments of 

recognition, are God’s doing. No further knowledge is required to receive such a 

blessing.

Yet when questions arise as to the infallibility of God to guide those who are 

destined to receive knowledge of Him as a consequence of His foreknowledge and 

control of all events versus the actual relevance of the efforts on the part of the mystic 

in preparing himself by purification and concentration, while maintaining a sincere will 

and an all-absorbing desire, to have God reveal the mysteries of the one true reality to 

him, we are entering into the realm of philosophical debating over predestination and free 

will.

How was the Sufi gnostic ( ‘tirif) to answer such a complex question? Was it 

enough to unquestioningly have faith that he would experience intuitively his knowledge 

of God (ma‘rifa) or should he quest after deeper knowledge of God on his own 

philosophical journey? Dhu ’n-Nun (d. 859), an Egyptian mystic from Sufism’s early 

history, who has been credited with having been one of the original speculators into 

ma'rifa, warned against man’s attempts to know everything about God, His universe and 

His revelations. "To ponder about the Essence of God is ignorance, and to point to Him
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is associationism (shirk), and real gnosis is bewilderment." (JamI 1957:34) Dhu ’n-Nun 

believed that true knowledge of God is attained by one means only and that is through 

ecstacy (wajd) (Hitti 1970:435). But the bridge from mere speculation over this matter 

had been crossed. As could be expected, most Sufi gnostics could never settle for simply 

describing their mystic experience as one of bewilderment, inspite of the difficulties 

encountered when trying to think analytically about that which can not be put into words. 

Ignoring those who fought against such a pursuit, they launched themselves into a 

preoccupation with theosophical mysticism, often succumbing to the tendency they had 

been forewarned about, to construct elaborate theosophical systems within which every 

particle of their mystical experience could be interpreted theoretically. They judged that 

as they gained more knowledge of God (or thought they did) through their acceptance of 

theoretical reflection, others would see that the ways to God were many and drop their 

religious prejudices.

One such philosopher-mystic whose mystical insights influenced the entire Muslim 

world, was Muhy Id-Din Muhammad ibn ‘ArabI (d. 1240). Sufis after the thirteenth 

century held his writings to be the apex of mystical theorization while the Orthodox 

never ceased to attack him for the damage they thought his ideas had done to Islam. 

Actually, his contribution to the development of Sufism can not be overrated. He was 

very instrumental in systemizing the various theories formulated by Sufis who preceded 

him. Perhaps their inclination towards organizing religious belief into a comprehensive 

philosophical system is related to his having been raised in the Western portion of the
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Muslim world. Sufis in this area were generally more philosophical in their 

interpretation of religion in contrast to the enthusiastic, enraptured attitude of many of 

the mystics in the eastern countries. Evidence of these two different trends of thought 

could be found among the differing approaches the Sufi Orders in both regions took 

towards their spiritual goals. The Eastern Orders were characterized by displays of 

active piety along with conformity of the will, while Western Orders concerned 

themselves with contemplation and gnosis. However, this situation was to change over 

time. The pull of love as the central reality beyond any possible conceptualization was 

a concept that was to permeate even ibn ‘Arabl’s theoretical descriptions of modes of 

realizing theophanies of the Divine Essence. Ironically, the extent to which he 

acknowledged Love’s connection with God’s Truth and Reality may be the result, as was 

sometimes the case with Sufis who were resisting the dangers of a religion based on 

Love, that he met a human being in which the fullness of divine beauty and radiant glory 

seemed to be reflected. Inspired by just such a person, a Persian lady that he became 

acquainted with while on his pilgrimage to Mecca, ibn ‘ArabI composed the beautiful 

verses of classic Arabic poetry contained within the Tariuman al-ashwaq (The Interpreter 

of Longing') (ibn ‘ArabI 1911). In this work there seems to be a considerable amount 

of ambiguity concerning the experience of love. Interpreting the transformation from 

human love to divine love from a mystical-philosophical frame of reference, seemed to 

have prompted ibn ‘ArabI to try and explain his descriptions of earthly love as being 

symbolic, completely allegorical in intent (Schimmel 1975:300). When he alludes to the
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heart of the Perfect Man experiencing love, he is therefore not referring to worldly love 

but of manifestations of the deity. Neither are his references to the "religion of Love" 

in this poem being made from the stand point of viewing love as the heart and soul of 

achieving ecstatic union with God but rather as one means of achieving theophanies. To 

know the reality of Love and to know it to be identified with God’s Essence should be 

enough. There was no need to add to this simple truth the relationship of a lover (man) 

to his Beloved (God) (Abu T ‘Ala’affifi 1936:171-172). Gnostics had no particular need 

for a particular object of love. Many firmly believed from all their unitive experiences 

that when the seeker entered into the awareness of God, he was no longer capable of 

discerning either himself, any abstract quality added to God’s essence (like mortal love), 

or for that matter arty differences in religious beliefs. Such was ibn ‘Arabl’s conception 

of man’s unity with God which so differed from the flaming ocean of Love that the 

enraptured mystics plunged into in their theophanies of the Divine essence (Schimmel 

1975:286).

The State of Love

We return now to the mystical current which praises love as the highest possible 

state. It is one of the most important motivations behind seeking spiritual confirmation 

of God’s special relationship to mankind. For enraptured Sufis who had been confronted 

with an ecstatic experience of mystical love, its power transformed their conception of
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God into a transcendent and absolute object to which all of their thoughts and feelings 

should be directed. Love for the Beloved gained absolute primacy in the soul and the 

mind of the lover for it was love which would ultimately guide man towards unification 

with God, magnetically drawing him to it.

If ever there was a perfect representative of the enraptured lover of God, it is 

Maulana Jalal ad-DIn RumI (d.1273). His expressions of the subtle and rather ineffable 

feelings of enraptured love form the content of some of the finest literature ever written 

in the Persian language. In a thousand images and anecdotes, RumI describes the 

qualities and attributes of love. William Chittick admirably summarized Rurm’s words 

when he says "Love is a divine power that brings the universe into existence, motivates 

the activity of every creature, and wells up in the human heart to establish unity in the 

midst of multiplicity. Ultimately, Love is God as Creator, Sustainer, and Goal of the 

Universe; it is the One Reality that reveals itself in infinite forms. " (Chittick 1991:120) 

If the spiritual seeker is to ever reestablish his connection with the loving God who 

brought man into existence, then he must put his perception of himself and the rest of 

material world into the correct perspective.

In Rumi’s view, man is supposed to use his material being as a vehicle by which 

he can travel to the frontiers of God. The internal or intuitive senses should be employed 

to detect "the invisible manifestations of the Divine Essence. Such a feat can only be 

accomplished if man diligently seeks to eliminate his dependency on his external 

perceptions along with his selfish desires (Este-lami 1992:9-10). Divine Love will
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accommodate the transition from self-indulgence of the senses (in order to satisfy the 

mind and body) to an elevated spiritual awareness where existence in God allows for no 

separation in consciousness. If the seeker is deserving of God’s favor, he can learn to 

stay out of his own way, mentally speaking, as he progresses through the steps of the 

Path to return.

The Flames of Love

One of the lasting cornerstones of all mystical teaching in Sufism is that one can 

not be aware of both himself and God if he is to ever attain true divine unity. Without 

self-interest it is believed that the seeker can become more able to be focused in one 

direction, guided by divine love towards oneness. Rather than attempting the journey 

equipped with a mind principally occupied with endeavors that lead back to egocentric 

thinking, it would be best to concentrate not on that which is constructed by the intellect, 

but on that which is characterized by revelations and visions coming from the heart. No 

doubt the philosophical doctrine stemming from theories about the Unity of Being 

constitutes a valuable perspective within mystical Islam. Unfortunately too much reliance 

on this approach ends up only increasing one’s intellectual knowledge which in turn often 

burdens the seeker, making it difficult for him to involve himself in trying to forget 

everything but God (Nurbakhsh 1992:5-7).

This is not to say that intoxicated lovers of God did not see a legitimate place in
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Sufism for the rational approach to mystical experience which would help them to relate 

their ecstatic experiences to others. In reading the ecstatic poetry of many Sufis, one is 

left with the impression that a coherent philosophy of man’s existence in relation to God 

underlies their work. It is from their clear perception of man’s place in the cosmos that 

they are able to so persuasively deliver their message of the necessity and urgency of 

following the ecstatic spiritual life and abandoning oneself to the one Beloved.

However clearly the world view of the ecstatic are revealed in his poetry, singing, 

or other words of ecstacy (shathiyat), he still holds theology categorically separate from 

that sense of intimacy with God and love of Him which is kindled during his actual 

ecstatic states. It is an intuitive visionary moment, and any attempt to clarify it from a 

rational perspective would be like throwing water on a burning fire.

Hujwlri (d. circa 1071), a Sufi whose writing in Persian mystical literature have 

earned him much acclaim, was aware of this distinction when he wrote, "There is a 

difference between one who meditates upon the Divine acts and one who is amazed at 

the Divine Majesty; the one is a follower of friendship, the other is a companion of 

Love." (al-Hujwln 1959:373) Carried out of himself in this experience of God’s 

presence, there seemed to be no room for any reaction but awe, and a feeling of being 

consumed in the burning passion of Love. Of this experience, as opposed to a feeling 

of happiness one attains in comprehending the Ultimate Reality through meditation on 

the Divine Essence without love’s guidance, Hujwlri had this to say: "There is a 

difference between one who is burned by His Majesty in the fire of love and one who
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is illuminated by His Beauty in the light of contemplation." (al-HujwIri 1959:367) 

Metaphorically speaking, one kind of Sufi is on fire with Love in God and the other is 

basking in the warmth of the flames of God’s loving attraction.

This image of likening spiritual growth to an awakening of an intense fire within 

oneself is commonly seen in descriptions of ecstatic experience. The very definition of 

divine love as given by Ja‘far al-Sadiq, the sixth imam of the ShIT (d.765) and surely one 

of the greatest explorers of early Sufism is "a divine fire that devours man completely." 

(Schimmel 1975:41) Others also following the Path of Love agreed that the self stood 

in the way of experiencing the all-pervading unity they sought, and that only by the fire 

of divine love could this egocentricity be burned away. Within the throes of ecstacy , 

Sufis underwent what they later described as a feeling of barely surviving in a "house" 

on fire. They believed this "house" to be their own psyche in profound transmutation 

in the process of being incinerated (Leviton 1992:118). During this process a person 

may feel to be nearly overwhelmed with energies, emotions, and inner experiences, but 

rather than to try and quell them, the fiery disturbances were felt to be something to be 

worked through in order to insure the dissolution of all emotional and perceptual states 

which inhibit God consciousness and the chances of being granted the grace of His 

proximity.

Egocentricity

Struggling in the attainment to God, Sufis continually grapple with what William
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Chittick terms "the naughting of the self." (Chittick 1983:73) More specifically, he is 

referring to that part of the human spirit which is attached to the human body and except 

for possessing the attribute of discernment (ie. intellect) is identical with the spirit of all 

animals. The animal spirit was considered untamable and prone to disunity and as such 

was thought to be a part of man’s lower nature. The negative aspect of the soul was 

called nafs al-ammUrah (the soul which incites) after the Qur anic verse "Yet I claim not 

that my soul (nafs) was innocent: Verily the soul of man incites to evil" (XII 53).

Without traversing the spiritual path the human spirit might never be able to bring 

his higher powers of discernment into play, so that he could distinguish between good 

and evil, truth from error, the absolute from the relative, etc. To make these distinctions 

is essential if the lower self which for lack of a better term can be called "ego" is to be 

transcended. The ego was likened to a veil that did not allow the light of pure 

consciousness of the higher spirit to penetrate. The primary goal of the Sufi was 

therefore to remove this obstacle, much the same way as an opponent in battle would be 

eliminated. It became all out spiritual warfare using the intellect to vanquish the ego. 

For the majority, ego keeps winning. For only a chosen few, including the prophets and 

the saints will the ego be truly downed, never to rise again.

Still the common seeker should strive to raise the condition of his spirit, in hopes 

of attaining a degree commensurate with his fullest intellectual capacity to dominate his 

ego. By recognizing and fully comprehending the various dichotomies placed in his path, 

such as those of selfhood and selflessness, existence and nonexistence, annihilation and
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subsistence, affirmation and negation, and death and rebirth, and others pertaining to an 

experience of spiritual union with God, the seeker can make the right choices. Having 

done so, the true Self, that highest level of spirit remaining in harmony with God’s 

transcendent spirit, can finally override the illusionary self (ego) tied to a lowly spiritual 

existence on earth.

Self-naughting permeates much of RumT’s poetry and prose. I give two of his 

quotes, the first from the Dlwan-i Shams-i Tabriz! and the second from the MathnawT. 

to illustrate the importance of actualizing a higher Self when seeking the ecstacy of 

Divine Union.

"I have become senseless, I have fallen into selflessness- in absolute selflessness 

how joyful I am with Self!" (Furuzanfar 1957:17689; Nicholson 1898)

"They flee from selfhood into selflessness, intoxication and busy-ness, oh well- 

guided man!" (Nicholson 1925:6:227)
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. PART THREE

INTERNAL DIMENSIONS OF ECSTACY 

Phenomena Within the Ecstacy Category of Experience

For sometime, the field of research that endeavors to explain the phenomena of 

ecstacy in culture and religion directed most of its attention in one direction, that of 

trying to compile historical descriptions of the content of this subject from which to 

analyze its meaning as it relates to specific groups during certain periods of time. The 

spiritual climate of early Islamic mysticism, especially during the classical period of 

Sufism from about 850 until around 1100, seems to have created some hesitation among 

mystics to write down detailed descriptions of their enraptured moments. However, what 

material that has come to light has become the object of intense study, particularly from 

the standpoint of the influence these early perceptions of ecstacy had on subsequent 

mystics during the incipient upsurge of the Sufi Orders. These later mystics do not show 

the same redcency in writing about their ecstatic experiences, so they have provided 

investigators with ample material from which to make an in depth study of religious 

ecstacy as it was perceived after sometime had passed in Sufism’s history. Much of the 

material amassed along these lines of research has provided the body of information
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presented in the first part of this, my own study of Sufi ecstacy. Although translations 

and secondary sources, they have helped me to understand the general consensus that has 

evolved concerning what is characteristic of the Sufi theological conception of religious 

ecstacy in its historic formulation and establishment.

One area that remains unclear from this type of inquiry is just exactly what is 

being experienced during ecstacy and what is the criteria for knowing that the experience 

is manifesting itself. This is not easily detected from either the writings of early mystics 

or from the manuals produced by later Sufi masters. Goran Og6n in his study of Sufi 

texts has come across reports of a host of phenomena which indicate the presence of 

religious ecstacy (Ogen 1982:226-240). A rather extensive technical vocabulary sprang 

into common usage from what appears to have been similar personal ecstatic experiences 

among many different Islamic mystics. Even some of the earliest descriptions of 

encounters with God are defined in terminology that would be adopted by followers and 

eventually standardized into those complicated antithetical pairs like "closeness" (qurb) 

and "distance" (bu‘d), "presence" (hudur) and "absence" (ghyba), "attacking" (hujum) 

and "vanishing" (dahab), "ecstacy" (wajd) and "loss of ecstacy" (faqd) , "perplexity" 

(dahsha) and "joyous rapture" (tarab), "drunkenness" (sukr) and "sobriety" (sahw) and 

"disappearance" (fandr) and "staying" (baq&T) which so frequently reoccur in Sufi 

handbooks. Sufis apparently developed a delicate sense of all the phenomena related to 

ecstatic experiences or it would not have been possible for them to categorize the 

spiritual stations of intimacy with God so minutely. It is obvious for example, that two
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early Sufis, Abu Nasr at-TusI as-Sarraj (d. 988), the author of the oldest known Sufi 

handbook and Abu Sa‘Id Ahmad al-Kharraz (d. 898) author of several manuscripts 

demonstrating the presence of religious ecstacy in the world of Islamic spirituality a 

hundred years earlier, were both wrestling with the difficulties of expressing through a 

literary medium, the experiences and states of mind that their ecstatic encounter with God 

had provided. Ogen describes in his translation of al-Kharraz’s treatise Kitdb as-safa' 

the dialogue that proceeds between al-Kharraz and an anonymous seeker who questions 

him about the spiritual stations (Ogen 1982:231-235). Surprisingly, he describes the first 

station of those possessing the state of nearness to God to be ecstacy (wajd). Among the 

experiences which come about in this spiritual station as the result of intense 

concentration on the purpose at hand, is what is referred to as "the first flashings of the 

ascending light." (al-Kharraz 1967:23; Nwyia 1970:259) It is expressions like "first 

flashings" (at-tawdlic) which make the reader wonder what is occurring from a 

neurophysiological and psychological point of view. The only explanation that as-Sarraj 

can give us, is by way of an analogous definition, for this phrase is considered to be a 

part of that technical "insiders" vocabulary of the Sufis. "First flashings" is described 

by as-Sarraj as "the lights of the realization of God’s unconditional unity..." (as-Sarraj 

1963:345). To paraphrase the rest, these lights are as bright as the sun and are reflecting 

off the light which is already radiating from the hearts of the seekers. Like the sun, 

these "flashings" have the power to shine more brilliantly than the lights of the believer’s 

hearts which like stars in the sky are masked by the effects of the sun.
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Al-Kharraz’s description of the experiences undergone in the next spiritual stage 

are somewhat less abstract in the psychological sense. They include stupefaction as a 

result of being awestruck, bewilderment from continuous exaltation, contentment due to 

being in union with God, satisfaction from being filled with love, and a sense of 

possessing overwhelming wisdom. Physically speaking, the aspirants when experiencing 

the realities of nearness to God are described by al-Kharraz to be engaged in weeping, 

screaming, and wildly moving about in their ecstatic state. When they awaken from this 

experience they remain perplexed but have no qualms about repeating the experience in 

the future.

There is no further station to seek than this, according to al-Kharraz, so the 

aspirant should only seek to intensify the experience of ecstacy in future encounters with 

God, and to partake of the joyous rapture (tarab) bestowed upon him as a result of the 

continuous beholding of the divine.

This description of ecstacy contains enough information about the phenomena 

taking place within the mind and the body for us to compare it with instances of Sufis 

in religious ecstacy that have been observed by researchers in modem times. Although 

it is impossible to tell whether descriptions such as al-Kharraz’s and that of other 

prominent ecstatics are talking about the same kind of experience witnessed today, many 

Sufis have expressed the opinion over time that the ecstacy of the Sufis is one genre 

inspite of the differences in terminology used by everybody to describe it and regardless 

of the way it is engendered in ritual or manifests itself visibly while it is happening.
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With that, we shall now turn our investigations in the direction of the 

psychological and physiological aspects of the ecstatic experience, starting with a 

condensed summary of the characteristics of this mystical state, to be followed by a 

rather detailed examination of trance as it relates to religious ecstacy and spirit 

possession.

The Experience of Ecstacy

Researchers unanimously seem to agree that ecstacy as an experience associated 

closely with religion contains certain elements. Goran Qg6n lists four characteristics: 

(Ogen 1982:227-8) Firstly, that ecstacy denotes a state of altered consciousness in which 

the ecstatic person is aware of being outside of himself. Secondly, ecstacy produces 

changes in a person’s reactions to external stimuli including the inability to experience 

pain, a drop in circulation or respiration to the point of resembling sleep or coma, and 

hysterical and/or convulsive body language. Thirdly, there is a cessation of the normally 

experienced flow of time as being linear during ecstacy. Lastly, ecstatic states raise the 

person’s perceptiveness to a higher noetic sphere of consciousness allowing for insights 

into divine and religious truths otherwise unavailable to his mind under ordinary 

circumstances.

Another researcher, F.C. Happold, has composed a similar list which, when 

added to Ogen’s, gives a picture of religious ecstacy consistent with Sufism (Happold
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1970:45-50). Like Og6n, he mentions that one of the characteristics of ecstatic states is 

that they result in a degree of insight which escapes the powers of the discursive intellect. 

Ecstacy has the quality of ineffability for it defies any expression into words which might 

be fully comprehended by anyone who has not already known some analogous 

experience. He also adds that ecstacy rarely lasts for more than a few minutes although 

the duration may vary considerably. Besides being transient in nature, ecstacy has the 

quality of being "passive", in that the ecstatic person feels as if he has been grasped and 

held by a power not his own. Added to this is that classic Sufi, if not universal sensation 

of the oneness of everything.

Sufi accounts throughout history consistently support these criteria. The number 

and the order of the steps in the Path may vary, the terminology for describing the states 

and stations might differ somewhat, and the rituals practiced could be very different 

between Sufi Orders, but the advice given by all the masters to their aspiring disciples 

and the descriptions of what they could expect to experience were by and large 

interchangeable concerning the attainment of ecstacy.

Trance

The cultivation of trance with a view to attaining ecstacy in the religious context 

can also be said to have been a feature common to Sufis which, though differing in 

intensity and intent was still in psychological essence, the same.

Western science and religion has had great difficulty in categorizing "trance" in
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any worthwhile or definitive manner. This is due in large part because trance as a 

phenomenon has a bewildering variety of manifestations. Brian Inglis in his assessment 

of the role of trance as it has evolved in the eyes of psychologists and psychiatrists, gives 

us a good sense of this range of diversity which stymies the Western preoccupation of 

pigeon holing. At one extreme, Inglis finds trance used to apply to what can loosely be 

described as possession. In this case, the individual’s normal self seems to be displaced, 

leaving him rapt, or paralyzed, or hysterical, or psychotic, or taken over by another 

personality. Inglis places sleep at the other extreme and in between possession and sleep 

he says there are conditions in which consciousness is maintained but the subliminal mind 

makes itself felt, as in light hypnosis or the kind of reverie in which fantasy breaks loose 

(Inglis 1989:267). Somewhere in this broad spectrum lies the experience of religious 

ecstacy.

Scientific Inquiry Into Trance

Perhaps, if the investigation of trance had not been such a rocky road historically, 

in the world of western science, religious ecstacy would be better understood. As the 

records of international conferences reveal, trance was psychology’s most debated issue 

in the last quarter of the nineteenth century. Trance conditions received so much 

attention then because they provided clues as to the workings of the subliminal mind. 

The study of what lies just below consciousness’s threshold had just come into vogue.



At this time, Frederic Myers was one of many leading psychologists and 

neurologists in Europe and the United States who were fascinated by the discoveries 

which were being made in connection with hysteria and hypnosis (Inglis 1989:118-125). 

Myers worked on a theory of the subliminal self in order to explain all the strange and 

seemingly unrelated behavior psychologists witnessed in people under hypnosis or in 

those diagnosed with some sort of hysteria. From analyzing this chaotic collection of 

observations, Myers formulated his hypothesis that the subliminal self is endlessly 

seeking to put across information to us, but keeps finding itself blocked by 

consciousness. Furthermore, Myers believed that trance is one of the devices by which 

the working of the subliminal mind forces its way through, in dreams and daydreams, 

under hypnosis, and in hallucinatory or hysterical states such as possession or the 

experience of ecstacy.

Unlike his contemporary Sigmund Freud, Myers did not think of the process of 

the subliminal mind (subconscious for Freud) as "a chaos, a cauldron of seething 

excitement" with abundant energy but "no organization and no unified will, only an 

impulsion to obtain satisfaction of the instinctual needs." (Freud 1933:98) Far removed 

from Freud’s assumptions, Myers’s theory proposed that the material which reaches our 

stream of consciousness may be confused, but it is always meaningful, if it could only 

be interpreted. The message that comes through may be a warning, in the same sense 

Freud was to use it, of disturbances in the subliminal mind, but is could also be a flash 

of inspiration far surpassing the products of consciousness both in intensity and co

59
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ordination or could trigger a sense of exultation, of immense joyousness accompanied or 

followed by an intellectual illumination impossible to describe.

Trance not only facilitates the transmission of messages from the subliminal self 

to consciousness, it also serves as a medium for collaboration between the two. The 

content of the messages coming through to the conscious reveal the degree of integration. 

If the condition of the subliminal mind is in disarray then its efforts to coordinate with 

the conscious mind during trance will result in confusing, incoherent communications 

indicative of severe mental disorder. Where the subliminal self works in harmony with 

consciousness, as Myers puts it, the "most admired forms of achievement" were likely 

to be found (Myers 1907:56-65). In these cases, "subliminal uprushes" as Myers put it, 

had arrived in the form of inspiration, be it trivial or profound. They could have come 

in a reverie, or in a dream, or in the condition described as ecstacy. This would account 

for the ways in which inspiration reached so many writers, artists, and composers. The 

genius of Jalal ad-DIn Ruml’s poetry may be attributable to his ability to voluntarily elicit 

subliminal uprushes in order to enrich his conscious seifs output. He was known to 

remain for days in a constant state of ecstacy, immersed in poetic creativity.

The question remained, what was the source of these hidden treasures which 

genius’s like Rum! could so freely access in trance states? Myers suggested there were 

four possibilities. Brian Inglis sums them up as follows: "They could come from the 

percipient’s own mind, from the resources of his ordinary memory-occasionally 

dramatized, as they were in dreams. They might be picked up telepathically from the
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mind of somebody else. They could come from some unembodied intelligence of 

unknown type - not all spiritualist guides or angels had necessarily lived on earth. Or 

they could actually come, as they sometimes seemed to come, from the deceased." (Inglis 

1989:125)

Meyers readily accepted that the extraordinary intuitions of the great prophets, 

saints and philosophers attained in ecstacy seemed to be divinely motivated. 

Unfortunately, his inclusion of psychic phenomena among the possible sources for the 

information which appears in subliminal uprushes, set him apart from those who did not 

want to jeopardize psychology’s chances of being established as an academic discipline. 

By the time of Myer’s death in 1901, the emphasis on concentrating on scientific 

laboratory experiments to explain the behavior of animals including man had shifted 

psychological research completely in another direction. Inevitably, trance ceased to be 

of any attraction to academic researchers. Investigation of hypnosis and hysteria 

continued but expressly with the intent of removing it from the category of trance and 

thereby making it more amenable to the behavior!st conception and the tenets of 

conventional psychology. It would be some time before psychologists would wake up 

to the absurdities of behaviorism models and admit to the existence of a mysterious 

hidden variable, the perceptions of the subliminal mind, which kept cropping up in 

experiments that they were trying to do "scientifically." Unfortunately their resistance 

to reincorporating Meyers’s theories into psychology effectively set research into trance, 

especially where it pertained to ecstatic experiences, back several decades.
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According to Nora Ahlberg, the recently renewed interest in consciousness within 

general psychology, together with what may be called marginal psychology (which 

includes the study of psychic and paranormal phenomena) and also the appearance of the 

drug culture have all prompted new speculation into the nature of ecstacy (Ahlberg 

1982:64). This is particularly true with regard to research into what is called altered 

states of consciousness in the field of transpersonal psychology.

A Description of the Ecstatic State

In order to more easily understand some to psycho-physiolOgical aspects of 

ecstacy as they are perceived by many of today’s psychologists we must begin with a 

very general description of the ecstatic state. Observers of people experiencing religious 

trances linked with ecstacy as well as other emotional states, can easily recognize that 

each occurrence of trance has a clearly discernible start, a certain duration, and an end 

or dissolution. At the onset of such an occurrence, certain physical changes in the 

participant’s body are readily observable. The individual involved may start to breath 

irregularly, usually in deeper fashion. This may be accompanied by a tendency to 

perspire profusely. Muscles contract, which may cause trembling or twitching in bodily 

parts. The area of the neck often appears to be especially tensed.

Once the person has overcome any barriers, he perceives in his mind that would 

keep him from changing his state of consciousness, he is free to let himself be overtaken
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completely by the trance experience. In the midst of it the body is undergoing a 

tremendous amount of exertion, evidenced by a marked acceleration in breathing and 

physical movement. Under such stress the body can begin to convulse or even assume 

a catatonia-like rigidity. The latter is a sign of such tremendous excitation that 

movement is no longer possible.

Usually the trance runs its course and the biological processes slowly return to 

normal. The trancer returns to ordinary consciousness, sometimes having difficulty 

awakening on cue in which case a designated fellow participant will assist him in a more 

rapid recovery. At the conclusion of the trance, although somewhat spent physically, the 

participants tend to be left with traces of an intense euphoria generated during the 

experience. Unless the person has undergone a peak experience of mystical union or 

enlightenment, the lingering feelings of ecstacy will become less pronounced as time goes 

by after the trance is over until the mental and emotional states of that person once again 

seem to be pretty much what they were before the trance was initiated. However 

concerning the after affects, for those rare individuals who have undergone a full blown 

ecstatic ritual trance of the richest kind, nothing may ever be the same thereafter. Their 

sense of reality is usually permanently altered. The content of their ecstatic experience 

has left an indelible mark on their perception of the world in which they ordinarily 

reside. The vision obtained during their trance remains so vivid afterwards that its 

lasting impression is never diminished over time. In fact with repeated ecstatic 

experiences it is only accentuated each time the participant returns from the mystical
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landscape of his spiritual journey or from having "the veils" of everyday reality lifted so 

that the one true reality (of God) has been revealed to him beneath the layers. For them, 

there is absolutely no doubt in their minds that what they see and experience in trance 

is not illusion but is simply another dimension concealed from them. They take the 

existence of an alternate reality and the dual nature of reality for granted. For the 

enraptured Sufi, two realities exist simultaneously but the reality of God is the one in 

which they would prefer to remain, i.e. the continuous emphasis on striving to reach the 

other reality through means of ecstatic producing behavior.

Shaykh Ahmad of Sirhindl (1564-1624) is credited for having given new direction 

to mystical thought in India and elsewhere for investing the world of spiritual experience 

with a touch of realism which was unique, especially among the Nagshbandl, the Order 

to which he belonged. He described his personal spiritual experiences in such a way to 

his fellow followers on the mystic path that he made the realm of his spiritual encounters 

seem like a world of tangible reality. Other Sufis receiving his letters couldn’t help 

noticing how he created an entire universe of inner experience built from the 

"illuminations" he received during acts of devotion to God (Nizami 1991:179-180).

Altered States of Consciousness (ASCI

An ecstatic experience of the kind just described can only take place if there are 

radical changes in the way the body functions, initiating a drastic shift in perception.
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From an evolutionary standpoint it is hard to see at first glance what survival advantages 

would come from altering consciousness away from its ordinary pattern of functioning 

during the waking state. In transpersonal psychology, this state is referred to as discrete 

state o f consciousness (d-SoC). It is considered the "active" way of coping with the 

realities of existence, by selecting incoming information both about the external world 

and about an individual’s own body and personal experiences. However it would be 

inaccurate to assume that d-SoC is the best way to insure external stimuli are correctly 

dealt with in our everyday activities. From past and present research into consciousness, 

it is more likely that the deeper levels of consciousness are even more instrumental in 

protecting us from information, what ever its source in the universe, that would be in our 

unpreparedness, otherwise overwhelming. It is also completely false to believe that the 

d-SoC perceives things as they really are and that the perceptions obtained from this state 

will always lead to doing the obviously sensible thing in terms of reasoning, feeling, 

evaluating or acting. Psychological research has conclusively shown that d-SoG 

arbitrarily works with information, selecting certain kinds of information and rejecting 

other kinds in terms of various kinds of value systems, some of which are inherent to the 

species and other which are learned.. In this respect, it is no more infallible than any 

other state of consciousness. It is just the construction we have built up in ourselves in 

accordance with our biological and cultural needs that we normally use for the purpose 

of dealing with our physical, intrapersonal and interpersonal environments. For most, 

discrete altered state o f consciousness (d-ASC) as it is known in transpersonal
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psychology, is a radically different way of handling all the information life sends in their 

direction. However, in some groups as we have seen among the Sufi Orders, d-ASC 

becomes the natural way of looking at things. They have realized that these altered states 

are particularly useful for dealing with certain kinds of situations, spirit possession for 

example and are very useful in obtaining a truer understanding of certain kinds of 

problems, such as a man’s relationship to the rest of his life and creation as a whole. 

A properly guided experience of d-ASC’s could help a person to create a satisfying 

personal philosophy and a nurturing style of life (Tart 1975:11-16).

Sufi history is filled with examples of great mystics and saints who asserted that 

our usual state of consciousness is vastly inferior to the state of unitive consciousness. 

Without mental training we are prisoners of our own minds, unwittingly trapped by a 

continuous inner dialogue that creates an all-consuming distortion of perception. 

Conversely, the unitive state of consciousness, being a superior way of dispelling 

illusion, was considered the highest achievement of human existence. In this state, the 

mystic transcends the boundaries of ego mediated consciousness and feels at one with 

God and the universe.

It is probable that all Sufi mystics were in agreement that their ecstatic 

experiences of union made Valuable contributions to their lives but spiritual 

transformation often had diverse side-effects, all of which can be traced to problems in 

conceptualizing the ego.
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The Problem With Ego

Western psychology has traditionally accepted the theory that reality is not 

directly available to our perception and powers of intelligence, without having to be 

interpreted through our personality or filtered through our self-centered concerns. On 

the basis of a mass of transient and semipermanent identifications with the physical body 

and its centrality in consciousness and with well-defined experiential and behavioral 

repertoires which comprise each of the various roles society dictates to the individual, 

every person constructs within himself, the sense of self called the ego.

As a person goes through life’s experiences, he seeks to relate them to himself. 

He tends to attach what Charles Tart calls a "This is me" quality to certain aspects of 

each experience, or more precisely to the information coming into the consciousness 

(Tart 1975a: 130). Any item of information to which the "This is me" quality is attached, 

radically alters the content of experience so as to strengthen the individual’s self-identity. 

If the contents of awareness become overly modulated by the ego quality then we are 

entering the realm of what Michael Washburn and Michael Stark recognize as the 

Eastern, or for our purposes, the Sufi view of egocentricity (Stark and Washburn 

1979:74). Here, egocentricity is characterized by the consciousness responding by and 

large to a system of beliefs, feelings, perceptions and behaviors which have arisen from 

interpreting experiences as being centered in the self, that is to say in such a way that 

the world is viewed and assessed as it bears upon the self’s identity and its worth as a
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unique entity.

Martin Lings perfectly expresses the Sufis’ concern for the dangers of 

egocentricity on the spiritual path when he says that for the arrogant soul, contact with 

Sufism’s teachings and what they aim to achieve can sometimes "bring about the worst 

and most incurable form of hardness of heart." (Lings 1981:96) Instead of opening the 

heart to the persuasion of divine love, ecstatic experiences "lay bare a hitherto unknown 

egoic nucleus which lack of intellectual discrimination might deem transcendent." (Lings 

1981:97) In other words, the egotist mistakes his psychic experience for a spiritual one 

and in so doing falls prey to the ever present threat of identifying his consciousness with 

that of the Supreme Self. Thereafter, the greatest danger for this type of person is to 

erroneously interpret, from an egocentric point of view, the Sufi doctrine, together with 

the traditionally recorded experiences of the saints as a confirmation and as a source for 

furthering his self-deception.

For there to be an ecstatic experience the individual must be willing to relinquish 

at least temporarily his egocentricity in order to allow himself to be receptive to Divine 

Love in such a way that permits God to have an effect upon his being. Subduing the ego 

lets the individual respond positively to the Divine empathy directed towards him, 

allowing it to permeate his being and transform his outlook into something more giving 

and less self-centered. As the Divine nature gains primacy over the ego with each 

ecstatic encounter, the individual’s selfish side continues to significantly decline, replaced 

by a willingness to share the love he has experienced, either by extending it back to God
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in devotion or by outwardly expressing it in his relationships with other living beings.

However, as Gerry Heard points out in his discussion of the ethical dimensions 

of ecstatic religious experiences, conflicting attitudes with the Divine nature may develop 

after a loving encounter has taken place (Heard 1985:40). Tenaciously clinging to the 

enraptured experience of feeling as though his being is completely absorbed into the 

Divine in loving union, the individual begins to also feel an aversion towards his present 

existence. As Heard puts it: "the temporal is viewed as being merely a probation period 

in which, for the most part, the infinite and finite spirits are separated and in which the 

individual is being tested and tried by the Divine." (Heard 1985:40-41) Soren 

Kierkegaard claims that this attitude in an individual indicates a disdain for God’s love 

because this person can not accept the reality of existence to which God has assigned 

him, even though it was God’s love that created it. Deep down he wants a different 

expression of God’s love than that which God is willing to give, (Kiekegaard 1959:248- 

249) even though he may rationalize that God afflicts most those whom He loves most. 

His feelings of inadequacy and alienation eventually spread from his relationship with 

God to every other part of his experience. This leads the mystic to isolate himself from 

others and this very isolation can become a sickness. For Heard, as for many western 

psychologists, a life of asceticism such as many early Sufis led, was an example of one 

of the unhealthy states that wrongly guided self-transcendence or loss of ego stability 

could result in. Heard considers asceticism to be neither wholesome mentally or morally 

because he believes it to be wrong to possess an attitude that causes a person to totally



70

abandon the demands of ordinary life, including appropriate emotional responses to 

others and responsible participation in social and economic realities (Heard 1985:42).

Rather than blaming the actions of Sufi ecstatics on loss of self-identity, there is 

another way that psychologists view detachment from memories, possessions, and 

responsibilities which is based on the ego’s connection with altered states on 

consciousness. This association puts a more innocuous connotation on ecstatic experience 

and may account in some measure for the close bond that develops between a Sufi 

disciple and his Master and for the enormous appeal Sufi Saints have for their followers.

Instead of assuming that one must actively strive to overcome one’s egocentric 

character in order to have an ecstatic experience, there is evidence from studying states 

of consciousness that a change in the pattern of functioning of consciousness can radically 

change the way the ego participates. As a kind of subsidiary information modulator, the 

ego can be disengaged from a wide variety of kinds of information and situations to 

which it is normally attached, if an altered state of consciousness is induced.

In the normal state of wakeful consciousness (d-SoC) there is an active, stable, 

overall patterning of psychological functions which, via multiple stabilization 

relationships among its constituent parts including the ego operation, maintains its 

identity in spite of environmental change. "Baseline" or ordinary d-SoC is a well- 

engineered complex system, designed to handle most disruptions that would be 

unadaptive to the human organism. In order for an altered state of consciousness (d- 

ASC) to be induced, enough stabilization processes must be disrupted to a great enough
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extent that the baseline pattern of consciousness cannot maintain its integrity. 

Stabilization processes of d-SoC can be disrupted, indirectly by pushing some 

psychological functions to and beyond their limits of functioning. This can be done by 

overloading them with stimuli, depriving them of stimuli, or giving them anomalous 

stimuli that can not be processed in habitual ways. The same stimuli may also serve to 

push disrupted psychological functioning towards a new pattern within the altered state 

of consciousness, which will aid the mind in accepting and possibly making sense of 

incongruous input (Tart, 1975a: 70-72). The religious ecstatic trance is one of a large 

number of changed perceptual states such as deydreaming, flashes of insight, sleep, 

meditation and hypnosis which deviate enough from the norm for the stabilization 

processes of d-SoC to be disrupted. This would include the enormous changes that can 

be seen to occur in the sense of ego in these various d-ASCs.

As a subsystem, the ego in an altered state of consciousness is no longer 

functioning to mediate the experience. Charles Tart explains some of the ways this 

situation would be recognizable (Tart 1975a: 133). A good example are memories which 

during d-ASCs seem to come into the individual’s consciousness but with no feeling that 

these are this person’s own memories. This is to say that there is no emotional reaction 

which usually accompanies a person’s identification with the information conveyed in the 

memories that have been pulled up from memory. Sirdar Iqbal °A1I Shah reports that 

when the Prophet Muhammad was in a state of ecstacy he carried on a curious 

conversation with his wife ‘A’isha (d. 678) which starts out by Muhammad asking who
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she was. She replies that she is ‘A’isha, whereupon he asks who is ‘A’isha. She 

answers that ‘A’isha is the daughter of Abu Bakr, the first caliph (d. 634), and of course 

he asks who is Abu Bakr. After she tells him that Abu Bakr is the father-in-law of 

Muhammad, he asks who is Muhammad. At this point ‘A’isha has figured out that he 

is in another state of consciousness where the self is no longer interacting (Shah 

1979:15).

The sense of ego can also be detached from the person’s body. Here, the person 

in an altered state associates himself with a body, but not his own body. An outside 

stimulus is registered but in a way that is not directly associated with the self as the 

receiver. For instance, pain may be felt but there is no reaction to it, because it is not 

necessary to get upset for something that is not injuring the person’s own body as it 

would be identified as through ego. This would explain for example why ecstatic Sufis’ 

need to have someone watch over them, lest they end up seriously hurting themselves or 

accidently killing themselves like AbuT-Husayn an-Nuri in the reed beds (Schimmel 

1975:61).

Tart also mentions that situations that evoke certain roles that people assume in 

society may have no effect on someone in d-ASCs. For example, all the necessary 

stimulus elements might be present for automatically invoking the role of head of the 

household but in the altered-state, the role does not appear. Similarly, there can be a 

detachment from actions, and responsibilities, because without the sense of ego, things 

that a person does, do not seem to be his actions for which he is responsible, but actions
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simply happening. The same may be said of one’s possessions, which in d-ASCs do not 

seem to be possessed by the person himself in any special ego sense, and are therefore 

easily given up.

From this, it is not hard to believe that Sufis from their ecstatic states may have 

realized the illusion of the sense of security the ego gives them, and decided instead to 

place all their trust in God. By having perfect faith that God will provide for all their 

needs, it seemed hypocritical to get involved too deeply, if at all, in a profession to gain 

a livelihood or in family matters which could potentially pollute religious sincerity. 

Likewise, if everything is created by and belongs to God, man should not and need not 

possess anything of his own. God, alone will decide if the individual will be given 

sustenance, clothing, or shelter and he must rely on His wisdom to know how and when 

(Schimmel 1975:118-119). Charles Tart would agree that when things people firmly 

identify with in the ordinary state of consciousness (d-SoC) are experienced in d-ASC as 

detached from them, their conviction of their permanence is undermined and remains so 

when they resume their ordinary d-SoC (Tart 1975a: 134).

Generally speaking, during an altered state of consciousness like religious ecstacy, 

the usual ego-object dichotomy is broken. If, for example, a person’s sense of being 

separate from other beings is reduced or temporarily abolished in a d-ASC as a result of 

losing the power to differentiate when the ego is not functioning, this person may feel 

much closer to another. Because there is nothing to mediate the experience of another, 

the importance of the perceived bond may cause the individual in the d-ASC to feel
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deeply united. It doesn’t seem to matter if the union has taken place between a 

religiously respected person, a saint or God. The result of the altered state is a feeling 

of being identified with something greater than oneself.

Tart reminds us that in this respect, altered states of consciousness have a dark 

side. He notes that "the expansive or contractive change in the Sense of Identity 

subsystem that allows identification with something greater than/or outside oneself can 

have negative consequences and can be used to manipulate others." (Tart 1975a: 134) It 

is well known that among the Sufis, the influence of saintly personages reached 

incredible proportions. Politically, these figures represented a real threat to Islamic 

leaders because of their mystical powers to persuade their followers to identify with any 

cause they choose to promote. For many, the institution of plrism which gave masters 

total control of the members of their Orders counted for nothing short of evil (Birge 

1965:202). Intentional manipulation by playing on a subject’s ignorance to disrupt his 

consciousness and then reprogram it, is what is commonly known to us as 

"brainwashing." Whatever the case may be, it illustrates Tart’s point that group 

procedures as in religious meetings or political rallies can be occasions to generate 

intense emotional states which disrupt the stabilization of the ordinary d-SoC and leave 

it vulnerable to psychological pressure to realign the ego so that it identifies with a 

person or a concept being promoted (Tart 1975a: 134-135).

Such conscious control over aspects of the mind’s functioning, long considered 

by Western science to be automatic and not susceptible to voluntary manipulation, is now
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a major research area under the rubric of biofeedback, our next avenue of exploration. 

Psycho-physiological Aspects of Ecstacy

Among the newer methods for potentially gaining a better understanding of 

ecstatic phenomena by means of experimental methods, biofeedback has become more 

and more useful to scientists. The basic idea behind biofeedback is to let a measuring 

apparatus register internal physiological changes. For example, using a trance-induction 

technique to test volunteers during a study conducted at the Neurophysiological Clinic 

Of the University of Munich in 1983, Felicitas Goodman made the following observations 

concerning the complex physiological processes that take place during an ecstatic trance. 

She found that there was a considerable increase in the heart rate accompanied by a drop 

in blood pressure, a situation which in any other instance would be associated with a life- 

threatening condition. Along with this reaction there is a drop in to so-called "stressors" 

(adrenaline, noradrenaline, and cortisol) within the blood serum, while the body’s own 

pain killers (beta endorphines) begin to appear and stay in high levels even after the 

trance ends.

In so far as neurological processes going on during trance behavior, the EEG 

(electroencephalogram) tracings showed the brain’s electrical activity to be happening in 

the theta range (6-7 cps). Since trance falls phenomenologically speaking, into the 

category of awake states, electrical activity in this particular frequency band is not
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the nature of trance that took place in 1987 at the Institute of Psychology at the 

University of Vienna not only confirmed the presence of the slow theta waves during the 

trance but shows an astoundingly high negative charge produced within the brain of a 

trancer. Compared with the normal measurement of 250 microvolts present for example 

during the learning process, negative charges measured during trance reached anywhere 

from 1,000 to 2,000 microvolts (Goodman 1988:39). Such biofeedback characterizing 

the activities of the body during the ecstatic religious trance are puzzlingly paradoxical.
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Natural Opiates

Recent research findings are beginning to shed some light on this matter. In 1973 

at the John Hopkins School of Medicine in Baltimore, a team of researchers led by Dr. 

S. H. Snyder made a significant discovery. They found that the human brain contains 

natural opiates (Pert and Snyder 1973:1011-1014). Soon afterwards, further 

investigations led to the successful isolation of a system of endorphines and a system of 

encephalines which are located in parts of the brain thought to be connected with the 

emotions. With this new evidence, researchers could begin to look into the question of 

whether these substances might be the key to understanding the typical euphoric and 

analgetic effects of spontaneous or induced altered states of consciousness.
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Nora Ahlberg’s research has led her to ask why the human brain would contain 

opiate receptors which, when triggered, are involved in the production of endogenous 

opiates? This is a pertinent question in view of findings which show that opiates 

produced by the brain unfortunately have the same side effects and are just as addictive 

as the ordinary opiate-derivative, analgetic morphine (Ahlberg 1982:65-66). Obviously, 

like morphines, endogenic opiates in the human brain serve to regulate the experience 

of pain. This indicates the presence of a separate internal autonomic control system for 

pain which is activated in circumstances of extreme stress. As we have seen the ecstatic 

experience is with few exceptions accompanied, among other things, with the ability to 

withstand extreme heat, cold or bodily torture. Sufis may be able to access control over 

the brain’s production of natural opiates in order to alleviate pain which might 

accidentally happen to someone oblivious to his surroundings and what he is doing during 

ecstatic states or to eliminate pain altogether in those special cases were Sufis deliberately 

inflict injury on their bodies while in trance.

Research has also revealed that endogenous opiates are related to other aspects 

of ecstatic experience. Many groups of Muslims practice ecstatic producing rituals in 

connection with placating spirits. Possession trances exhibit all the criteria commonly 

associated with religious ecstacy but the motivation behind it is not union with God but 

to deal with an affliction. In one sense, then, possession trance is a society’s way of 

dealing with spiritual illness, but in another sense it is an individual’s way of coping with 

social pressures which disturb his psychological well-being causing him to seek out an
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acceptable escape and the support and comfort of others who can identify with his 

problems. Many members of trance-possession "cults" are deeply disturbed individuals 

who exhibit psychosomatic illness. Researchers now believe that the endogenous opiates 

produced in the brain may be active in direct connection with the so-called placebo effect 

which has previously been entirely attributed to psychic mechanisms (Snyder 1977:44- 

56;Marsden 1979:304-314). Ecstatic trance may therefore be actually therapeutic in its 

benefits in the physiological sense as well as the psychological.

There is one more area in which natural opiates are intimately related to the 

ecstatic experience. This is in connection with the experience of ego-loss in conjunction 

with a feeling of oneness. Due to the marked interest in hallucinogenic drugs, LSD in 

particular, in this culture, considerable research has been directed towards its psycho- 

physiological effects. It has been discovered that the brain’s natural opiates cooperate 

with a transmitter substance in the nervous system of the brain called serotonin which in 

its chemical structure resembles LSD. For some time, LSD has been known to be 

instrumental in bringing about the experience of the loss of ego-identity during 

chemically altered states of consciousness (Axelrod 1974:58-71; Harkness 1973:161-164). 

Its reasonable to believe that endogenous opiates are involved in the same process.

The theoretical implications of these discoveries have caused a reawakened 

interest in the subject of levels of consciousness. To be able to deliberately alter one’s 

state could have great therapeutic value. In fact, the fitness awareness of the 1990’s has 

stepped up research in this matter to the point where science technology is actually
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putting the self-teaching capabilities of the brain to produce altered states at everyone’s 

fingertips via legal, machine-facilitated means. Western technology is becoming married 

to Eastern methodology, and the results may revolutionize our understanding into the 

phenomena of religious ecstacy and trance. It has certainly sparked the interest of many 

individuals in the West to experiment on their own and to seek out more control in areas 

of learning, memory, creativity, pleasure and relaxation by altering their states of 

consciousness.

Neurotechnology

Using biofeedback techniques, much research has been directed towards enhancing 

the subject’s own ability to alter his levels of consciousness. The monitoring devices 

used by earlier researchers to measure physiological processes have in the last fifteen 

years been adapted into state of the art devices which can influence brain activity. 

Neurotechnologists have invented a host of high-tech meditation and brain-state altering 

devices which are designed to channel precise frequencies of light and sound, electrical 

impulses, or pulsed magnetic fields through a sensory apparatus into the brain. The 

intention is to present the brain with concentrated bursts of stimulations of the type that 

will cause the brain to release or step up production of certain chemicals associated with 

what current neurotechnologists are calling the "ancient technology of ecstacy. " That is 

to say, the new "mind machines" promise peak experiences, Eureka events, aha!



80

moments, illumination, flow, the awakened mind, satori, bliss, brilliance, mastery, and 

synesthesia (Hutchinson 1987).

In order to understand how these machines might exert these ecstatic effects on 

someone, certain key aspects of brain function must be briefly considered. In our study 

of trance, we have already seen that the brain generates a great deal of electrical energy 

which can be registered by instrumentation as a pattern of electrical waves. These brain 

waves are the fluctuations of electrical energy sweeping across the networks of millions 

of neurons which reflect cooperatively, a given electrical pattern. The 

electroencephalogram, EEG, registers these waves on a graph as a saw tooth pattern of 

spikes and troughs, which describe in electrical terms, their frequency (the number of 

complete cycles of current per second expressed in units called hertz) and their amplitude 

(the height of the waves in microvolts).

There has been increased speculation that EEG patterns reflect something more 

than just a range of frequencies generated by the human brain. Neuroscientists contend 

that specific brain wave frequencies correlate directly with psycho-emotional states of 

mind (Blanchard and Epstein 1978:128-129). As it stands, researchers Can recognize 

four different EEG patterns of predictable magnitudes of frequency that fall within the 

normal range of 0 to 32 Hz (Hertz). Different states of consciousness take place in these 

four levels of brain wave activity which have been tagged: beta, alpha, theta, and delta. 

The beta level is complete waking consciousness with brain waves ranging from 13 to 

32 cycles per second. Not surprisingly, at this level of alertness to the external world,
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approximately 75 percent of consciousness is consumed with monitoring physical 

functions. Yet even though the beta frequency is dominant in the waking state, other 

frequencies can occasionally burst or intrude on the scene, which will stimulate and alter 

the brain into another state of consciousness that appears to override but not eliminate 

staying awake. The alpha level is characterized by brain waves of 8 t 13 Hz. In this 

state, inward awareness comes into play and material from the subconscious becomes 

accessible. The brain is in alpha during hypnosis, meditation, biofeedback, day 

dreaming, and the hypnagogic and hypnopompic states just prior to and after sleep. In 

the theta level, brain waves range from 4 to 8 cycles per second. Theta is equivalent to 

borderline or light sleep, a twilight zone in which there is an unawareness of what is 

occurring outside the self. This state is not only conducive to meditative consciousness, 

it is considered an optimal learning state, as well as the frequency range in which the 

greatest amount of internal imagery is generated. Fantasy, recall, and inspiration are 

some of the forms of experience associated with theta. The delta level is typically the 

trance state or deep dreamless sleep, with brain waves ranging from 0 to 4 Hz. A skilled 

trancer, for example, can so to speak, keep track of things in this state of consciousness 

but normally a person falls asleep at this brain frequency level. Before moving onto 

another aspect of brain function, it is worth noting in regards to this study of ecstacy that 

researchers document the occurrence of ecstatic experience in alpha, theta and delta states 

of consciousness. It should also be remembered that the measuring of electrical brain 

waves is probably the most complex form of biofeedback utilization concerning which
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there is considerable debate among researchers (Guiley 1991:57-60).

The second key to understanding ecstatic phenomena from a neurophysiological 

perspective is the study of the cerebral hemispheres. It has become well known that the 

human brain consists of two bilaterally symmetrical brains connected by a bridge called 

the corpus callosum (Sperry 1964:142-152). Experiments have shown that the 

consciousness of the left hemisphere is not identical with that of the right. They exhibit 

different capacities. The left hemisphere is the center for speech, writing, calculation, 

and language acquisition while the right hemisphere excels in spatial perception, word 

comprehension, and non-verbal concept formation. Most importantly, the hemispheres 

control the opposite side of the body. The right hand and the right visual field projection 

are controlled by the left hemisphere and vice versa (Bogen 1964:73-105; Deglin 1976:4- 

16,31-32).

The discovery of hemispheric specialization has also stimulated speculation into 

the possibility of each of the brain’s two hemispheres having its, own characteristic brain 

wave patterns. Neuroscientists believe that there is convincing evidence to this effect. 

Furthermore, it seems that the EEG frequency of the left hemisphere is not often in phase 

with the frequency of the right hemisphere. When the brain waves of both hemispheres 

do lock into a synchronized pattern beating together, specific brain chemicals called 

neurotransmitters are released. These are the messengers, including the mind’s natural 

opiates mentioned earlier, that communicate between each neural synapse, the point at 

which a nervous impulse passes from one neuron to another. In the case of the brain’s
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mental, emotional and physiological functions as well as produce euphoria or a sense of 

ecstacy, but now it can be demonstrated there is a biochemical basis for "higher" mental 

functions occurring in circumstances where the brain shows a high degree of hemispheric 

coherence. When the brain waves in both hemispheres are in "entrainment" as 

neuroscientists call it, not only is there an enhanced sense of well-being and inner peace 

produced, but also the appearance of heightened creativity, rapid learning, and flashes 

of insight may come. It is precisely in this area of brain waves, brain chemicals and 

entrainment between brain hemispheres that today’s mind machines are supposed to be 

capable of influencing.

The whole concept as Robert Omstein has studied it, (Omstein 1972, 1973) of 

there being a connection between the specialization of the brain’s hemispheres and the 

fundamental dualisms between reason and emotion or consciousness and unconsciousness, 

has caused a tendency among scientists and aficionados alike, to idealize the right 

hemisphere and attribute to it introvertive capacities and experiences connected with so 

called human peak experiences such as, for instance, creativity. "Unconsciousness" in 

this sense would thus be a question of the degree of communication between the 

hemispheres through the brain bridge. Ideally this would mean that creativity would be 

the ability of the brain to translate unconscious experiences in the right hemisphere to left 

hemispheric verbal categories where it can be expressed consciously. It should be 

remembered that neuroscientist put religious ecstacy directly into the category of
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creativity. Among those who favor experiences of this genre, generally associated with 

Eastern religions, including Sufism, there has been a growing movement of protest 

aiming at liberation of the right hemisphere in what is felt to be a verbal logical and 

scientific technological dominated Western society. The enthusiasts rave about the 

exciting new developments in neurotechnology that offer instant ecstacy and 

enlightenment by the use of mind machines (Leviton 1992:53-59,114,116-123).

Science’s Future With Religion

Nevertheless, a consideration of these and related studies inevitably suggests the 

possibility that science someday will indeed discover a psycho-physiological explanation 

for ecstatic religious experience. There has been some debate as to whether this 

discovery will tend to indicate that mystical consciousness has no cognitive value 

(Wainwright 1981:66-77). William Wainwright argues that without a disproof of the 

existence of God and other "supra-empirical" causes, it is totally unclear how we could 

ever know that this was the case. Opponents may counter this argument by saying that 

God’s activity or the activity of some other transcendent being or principle may be a 

causal condition of the mystical experience but only in the remote sense, in which case 

ecstacy would only be illusory because it is based on chemical reactions initiated in the 

brain by natural causes. In defense, Wainwright explains that theists generally support 

the theory of two levels of causality. For them, God’s activity is an immediate cause of
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all events, even though these same events are linked to a chain of natural causes which 

do not appear to include God. In that case, a scientific explanation to account for 

ecstatic experience could be comparable with religious belief. Wainwright sees no reason 

why scientific inquiry could not just as well proceed from the premise that "it is entirely 

possible for there to be an adequate scientific account of religious experience (an account 

which links the occurrence of religious experience to other events on the phenomenal 

level and which does not, of course, mention God) even though God is an immediate 

cause of the experience and of each member of the chain of natural causes which leads 

up to it.” (Wainwright 1981:72-73) If his arguments hold up in the scientific world of 

thinking, then the discovery of natural explanations for the ecstatic experience along with 

every other type of religious experience will remain acceptable as valuable veridical 

theistic phenomena.

In other words, scientists will quit trying to intentionally undermine the status of 

religious ecstacy and begin to operate as if it were a natural condition, deserving proper 

recognition. Previous experimental results have only served to shake our conviction that 

the inner processes of the brain somehow remain autonomous. As more is learned about 

their influence on the chemical inducement of feelings of ecstacy , the whole phenomena 

as it is reported by Islamic mystics seems to be demystified. Even though knowledge 

of the central nervous system is continually increasing, it is hoped that future speculations 

will be based on grounds which reflect the psychology of religion. Findings in psycho

physiology can complement the "data" collected by religion and in this way contribute
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to a growing understanding of the internal processes of some of the traditionally more 

inaccessible phenomena of the psychology of religion such as religious ecstacy. Without 

the aid of a scientific background, Sufis have displayed a deep and long standing interest 

in investigating into the way man’s mind and body interact with God’s grace in the 

experience of ecstacy. Sufis have been endeavoring throughout their history to learn how 

to deliberately alter their consciousness so as to be in the place mentally and physically, 

where ecstatic union with God will occur. They have become experts in inducing this 

phenomena.

Sensory Stimulation

In religious contexts there are in the main two altered states of consciousness that 

are institutionalized: lucid dreams occurring in the sleep and the religious altered state 

of consciousness and the religious trance leading to the experience of ecstacy. Here 

"institutionalized" means that category of controlled behavior considered to be ritualized 

action which is capable of being called forth and terminated on a given cue or signal 

(Goodman 1988:36). There are many examples of Sufi communities where the religious 

trance is ritually induced at some point in the ceremonies, is allowed to continue for a 

period of time and then is some how brought to a conclusion after the appropriate signal 

is given. Those participating in the activity have learned to react appropriately to each 

instruction, calling forth at will and terminating their trance experience at the ritually
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proper point during the religious observances. Prior instruction and a good deal of 

practiced self-discipline have resulted in this capacity to switch into and out of the trance 

state on command.

The most important requirement for developing this skill seems to be 

concentration. The atmosphere of the ritual situation within which institutionalized 

religious trance occurs is always very conducive to the intense concentration necessary 

for obtaining an altered state of consciousness. The occasion is full of inducements for 

a person to fall into a trance state. The singing of a certain hymn or chant may help 

stimulate it, as so may clapping, dancing, drumming, hearing the strains of a violin or 

a flute, turning around one’s own axis, reciting repeatedly a certain formula or prayer, 

watching a flickering candle or moving water, and even smelling a certain fragrance. 

Each Sufi sect has its own set of stimuli that its members believe are collectively suitable 

for induction. A very strong association grows between the presence of these 

inducements and the expectation of a state of religious trance happening.

Ritual Praver

Recitation of prayers seems to be a widely accepted method of inducing an altered 

state of consciousness, considered the moment of departure from the immediate world 

into the proximity of God. The ritual of prayer (salfit) was performed by Sufi seekers 

as exactly as possible according to the prescription detailed in traditions of the Prophet
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Muhammad. The formula adhered to, required a specific set of movements to 

accompany the prayers, each set constituting a unit called rdkfa. By doing ralfas 

repeatedly, a state of ecstatic enthrallment could be reached where a communion with 

God was said to be taking place. Some Sufis would pray hundreds of ralfas a day in 

order to preserve the connection with God as long as possible. It was not unusual for 

those who experienced mystical union through prayer to prolong their prayer sessions by 

adding long litanies of superogative rabfas to the prescribed form (Schimmel 1975:152). 

According to the accounts of many Sufi masters of Central Asia, and Persia as they have 

been preserved by one of the renowned figures of the Naqshbandi Order, eAbd al- 

Rahman Jam! (1414-1402), some worshippers reached such an enraptured state that they 

were no longer capable of keeping the correct timing or keeping track of the numbers of 

ml?as they were doing. Another person had to be designated to do this for them if they 

were going to try and stick to the letter of this ritual. Other Sufis could simply not see 

performing more than the minimally required number of rat?as because it interrupted 

their mystical state of rapture. They wanted to loose themselves into the experience as 

quickly as possible and not be bothered by excessive physical and mental inducements. 

As Shaykh Zahir, the local leader of a branch of the Rifafiya Order in Cairo, Egypt 

explains the use of recited formulae during his group’s prayer sessions, "with the Sufis, 

the full name (of God) is a deficiency" (Biegman 1990:118) because whoever is speaking 

from the heart no longer needs more than a symbolic indication. All that is needed is 

an unarticulated utterance out loud such as the ‘h’ sound, which according to this Shaykh



does not necessarily come from the shortening of one of the already short names given 

for God, such as "hayy" (the Living One) or "hu" (He) as many investigators have 

previously assumed (Biegman 1990:118). For him then the definite pronouncement of 

the name of God only distracts "the heart" from its objective, God himself. Many highly 

conditioned Sufi’s, were transported into an ecstatic state as soon as they pronounced the 

word "Allah" in the beginning of the call to prayer (adMri) without ever even beginning 

their own recitation (Jami 1957:281,455). For those completely lost in ecstacy for 

perhaps a period of days or even weeks, prayer was no longer an obligatory act. In their 

enraptured condition they were no longer able to tell if it was day or night, let alone if 

it was one of the times regularly given to prayer my Muslims.

Dhikr

Another aspect of ritual prayer in a group context which can lead to ecstatic states 

of trance among the participants, involved making a concentrated effort to remember God 

by repeating His divine names and other significant religious phrases or passages such 

as the profession of the faith (talqfn). Such concentrated recollection of God {dhikr) is 

believed to release those spiritual energies that are vital for progressing along the Sufi 

path, until a subject can reach a stage in which he is lost in the object of his devotion 

(God) in a state of permanent recollection. Once again, when this level is achieved, even 

the words used in this form of contemplation are no longer needed, for such sincere
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recollection is considered to be beyond letter and thought. In the course of meditation, 

usually in conjunction with some sort of breath control, the practitioner goes through 

stages of recollection, uttering the words of his dhikr, either to himself or out loud, until 

every part of the body is permeated by the concentrated effort of remembrance of God. 

When his heart and soul have finally been transformed by the dhikr, the man will have 

attained perfect recollectedness and thus enter into communion with God.

Among the Naqshbandl Sufi Order, a question as to whether the dhikr should be 

spoken out loud or done silently caused the order to experience a split during the 

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. As the Indian scholar, Khaliq Ahmad Nizami points 

out, one of the distinctive features of the Naqshbandls was their independence of thought 

which could lead to giving up any idea or practice of their spiritual mentors if they found 

it at variance with their own understanding of Islamic law (sharf'ah) or the traditions of 

the Prophet (Sunnah) (Nizami 1991:163-164). Weighing the corporeal and spiritual pros 

and cons, it was decided by many Naqshbandl that the "loud" version of the dhikr {dhikr 

al-jalt) as opposed to the "silent" or "hidden" (meaning uttering softly) dhikr {dhikr al- 

khafl), had an important place in awakening the sleeper, which is to say calling attention 

to those who may be ignorant of the Sufi path and inviting them to join (Schimmel 

1975:175). In spite of the opposition that this activity disturbed other worshippers in the 

vicinity who were absorbed in silent meditation and may even offend the "ears" of God 

who is perfectly capable of hearing a person’s internalized thoughts and prayers, the loud 

dhikr gained in popularity. It seemed to be a superior way to evoke the sensation of
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leaving this world of attachment and corruption, to be delivered into the delights of the 

universe of God. Even a non-committed listener could become easily carried away by 

hearing sacred words and phrases rhythmically pronounced in a group recitation. The 

loud dhikr became well known among many Sufi Orders as one of the best means of 

focusing the attention of everyone in a group, even large ones, on the purpose at hand 

and guiding them all individually into at least a quasi-ecstatic state, if not a complete 

ecstatic experience. The repetition by everyone of the word Attdh or of the formula Id 

ildh Hid Allah (the shahdda) accompanied by certain movements created a very strong 

stimulus for the inducement of trance. The word Allah and the shahdda would gradually 

become reduced in length until they consisted of merely h sounds, repeated in rhythm 

with inhaling and exhaling. The tempo slowly increased until the sound of a kind of 

permanent "sighing" was attained. The strength of the experience, inevitably led many 

of reciters into their desired state of ecstacy (Dermenghem 1954:321).

Samdc

Another method much favored by Sufis, intended to encourage and reinforce 

ecstacy and trance is known as sanuT, literally ‘listening’ or audition. More specifically 

samdc is an attempt to reach an ecstatic state by outward means (tawdjud) by listening 

to music, singing, chanting and measured recitation (MacDonald 198?: 120-121), From 

pre-Islamic times, Arabs have appreciated the power of beautifully spoken words
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arranged rhythmically in sentences to stir the listener’s emotions. The same enthralling 

quality as it was known from ancient Arabian poetry, attracted Muslim listeners when 

they heard recitations of the Qur’an. Islamic hagiography is full of examples where a 

moving recitation of a line from scripture could cause people to become enraptured. 

Many saw an outlet for the religious feelings of the pious in listening to divinely inspired 

poetry rendered musically and enhanced by a powerful rhythm (Asani 1983:42-43). The
v

combination could have spiritually edifying benefits, raising the level of consciousness 

to such a degree that one is released from the world of the senses and if the necessary 

precautions are met, escape from the temptations of the lower self (nafs) as well, so that 

ecstatic union with God might become possible.

The approach of the soul towards God via the use of samjf demanded strict 

guidance if the strayings and the misguidings of the nafs were to be avoided. The 

orthodox Muslims as well as the classical Sufi theologians were only too well aware of 

the sensual pleasures derived from listening to music and poetry, that led the heedless 

far astray. Successfully utilizing samac only as a tool for self-control and interior 

progress along the Path depended a great deal on the nature of the individual. Taking 

this into consideration, the Ikhwan al-Safa’ (The Brethren of Purity) whose encyclopedia 

of Islamic philosophy, science and art was compiled in the tenth century, caution their 

brethren to recognize "that the effects imprinted by the rhythms and melodies (naghamdt) 

of the musician in the souls of listeners are of different types. In the same way, the 

pleasure which souls draw from these rhythms and melodies and the manner in which
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they enjoy them are variable and diverse (Shiloah 1966:192-193). Such a distinction 

seemed to rest in good measure on the degree to which a soul had experienced love and 

gnosis. Abu Hafs ‘Umar as SuhrawardI (d.1234), a brilliant philosopher-mystic whose 

political career did much to revive spiritual life throughout Islamic lands as a Sufi 

ambassador for the caliph an-Nasir, distinguished between several different levels of 

appreciation of samQc. He notes:

The common folk listen to music according to nature, and the novices 
listen with desire and awe, while the listening of the saints brings them a 
vision of the divine gifts and graces, and these are the gnostics to whom 
listening means contemplation. But, finally, there is the listening of the 
spiritually perfect to whom, through music, God reveals Himself unveiled.
(Smith 1950:100)

In other words, those capable of engendering the greatest and purest love of God would 

be the most spiritually advanced by listening to sacred music and chanting. Thus Sufi 

theologians believed that musical tones brought forth what possibilities lay latent within 

an individual. For, as Jean-Louis Michon puts it, "a discrimination operates in him, 

which makes him perceive in his inmost heart, with an acuity in proportion to the quality 

of the music and to his own receptive capacity..." (Michon 1991a:475). The soul of the 

music and singing may be received by an open heart, but only that inclination which 

exceeds in it will be stirred. That which is brought forth in response could be a beautiful 

hidden treasure as Abu Hamid al-GhazzalT tells us or a mine full of precious but flawed 

jewels, (al-Ghazzali 1901:199) presumably capable of being cut to perfection with rightly 

guided devotion. For though samcf could not lift the veils of the self, or of the heart,



94

for that matter, what was false and what was true were revealed quite clearly to the 

listener who took care to observe where he really stood in the matter. For though music 

did not have the power to give rise in the heart to anything that was not there, it did 

allow for the person to discover whether he fell among the category of those whose inner 

self was attached to something else besides God as evidenced by the sensual pleasure he 

derived from listening to the spiritual "concert" or if he ranked among those select few 

who are inwardly attached to the love of God and are moved to do His will by hearing 

the heavenly music and chanting of samff. Samac could therefore provide an individual 

with the necessary feedback for improvement.

Dance

Not only does music and singing stir the soul and the emotions, it reaches into 

the body with the power to move it physically, to make it dance. The use of liturgical 

and devotional ritual music manifested itself in many forms of spiritual concert {samff) 

some with dance participation and some without it. Sufi circles justified dance only if 

it showed itself capable of being done with the desired intention and in the proper 

context, of opening the way of ecstatic experience to the listeners. Each of the elements 

of the concert should invest the dancer’s entire beings with a "vibration" of 

transcendental quality in order to awaken in each of them the echoes like eternal sound 

waves of a primordial state when they were united with the Universal Soul (Mole
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1982:34). Moved by the nostalgia created from the haunting melodies and provocative 

rhythms of the instruments being played, along with the listening to the beautiful voices 

reciting the Divine Word, the dancers should feel in their hearts the longing for union 

with their original Essence.

The Arab, Turkish and Persian music, whether vocal or instrumental is, 

technically speaking, especially suited to opening the heart to this experience. The 

animating power of Islamic music is directly connected with its modal and rhythmic 

structure. Unlike Western music which only has the major and minor melodic modes, 

Oriental modes (Arabic singular maqdm, Turkish makdm, Persian dastqdh or dwdz) are 

numerous, each corresponding roughly to a Western scale but not having to use the same 

notes for ascending and descending to the octave (Erlanger 1949). Of the ones 

commonly used in samdc, there is a correspondence between each one and an individual 

state of the soul on the Sufi path or between symbolic signs referring to man’s struggle 

to emancipate himself from earthbound consciousness which that particular mode is 

supposed to be translating into music. In other words, by progressing from mode to 

mode both the musicians and the dancers may progress from a basic condition of 

detachment (faqr) or interior emptiness, through a contemplative, meditative station (hdl) 

to the extreme limits of joy and ecstacy (wajd).

In so far as rhythm is concerned in 5omac. concerts, it serves the function of 

sustaining the melody while also providing it with a set of temporal patterns which 

further serve to divide up the composition and give it a sense of variation. The infinitely
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varied combinations of rhythm, much like the meters of prosody are composed of 

different beats that produce various effects on the listener. It is believed that a shift in 

consciousness is due in part to the meter of the music changing the relation of a person 

with ordinary time. The rhythm induces an awareness of one’s heart beat among other 

sensations, which tends to bring with it an identification with a sort of universal pulse 

beating in the cosmos, until the person feels unified with everything (Nasr 1987:163- 

174). From a corporeal awareness comes a spiritual one where the outward forms of 

rhythm and melody fade as consciousness becomes absorbed in the inner meaning and 

reality of that which is suggested by musical means. As Cyprian Rice puts it, "The true 

mystic passes rapidly through the ‘heard melodies’ to ‘those unheard’ (Rice 1969:98). 

Cut off from the world of time, his soul transcends the self until it is situated in 

proximity to God’s (or another eternal entity) and can for a moment benefit from the 

ecstatic joy of extinction (fam  )  and permanence (baqd )  (Chittick 1983:179). But even 

in moments of ecstatic subsistence in God as Rice explains, "the unity of the human 

system is such that every spiritual state, however profoundly seated, tends to translate 

itself in bodily forms of expression, in song or dance." (Rice 1969:99). While the 

person is in a completely altered state of consciousness, he may very well keep on 

dancing, hearing and seeing God wherever he moves.

Jalal ad-DTn Riimi
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Many Persian literature scholars believe that it is in the poetry of Jalal ad-DIn 

RumI that samac has found its most eloquent expression. His verses seem to imitate the 

strong rhythms of sacred music, of the kind that would be incorporated into the dance 

rituals performed by the MaulawTya (MevlevI) Order, founded approximately eleven 

years after his death by his son Sultan Walad (d.1312) (Schimmel 1975:315). RumI was 

known to expound exquisitely composed lines of poetry presumably from divine 

inspiration that he received while in a state of religious ecstacy brought on when he set 

himself to revolving for hours at a time around a pillar that he held on to located 

somewhere within his house (Halman 1988:194). This experience showed him mystical 

revelations of a celestial nature. Engaging himself in a spinning motion led RumI to the 

conviction that everything created is circling around God, held in its orbit by Love’s 

attraction (Schimmel 1988:79). Fashioning the elements of samdc after his example, the 

disciples of RumI achieved their own inner experiences of perfect love of God by 

whirling rhythmically on the dance floor to the accompaniment of the sounds of music, 

until an ecstatic meeting (wijddn) with God befalls their hearts. The music itself is 

understood by the Maulawl to be the earthly echo of celestial music. The harmonious 

vibration of the stringed instruments, the repeated striking of the drums, and the voice 

of the flute are all supposed to be reminders of mankind’s divine origin. Their sounds 

should awaken in the dancers their desire to find once again their distant source. Perhaps 

Jean-Louis Michon best describes the celestial symbolism appearing throughout the samdc 

of the Maulawl Order, when he says that
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...the dervish is conscious of participating in the universal harmony and 
of contributing to making the order that is in the skies reign here below. 
Giving himself up to the rhythm of celestial harmonies, he becomes an 
instrument through which Divine Love communicates with creatures 
suffering from separation and from the cosmic illusion. Through his 
rotation, he affirms the unique presence of God in all directions in space, 
"Wherever you turn, there is the Face of God" as the Qur'an states (II: 
115) and he identifies himself with this Center and omnipresent Principle. 
(Michon 1991:284)

Theory

We need a theory that can account for the induction of the same state of altered 

consciousness by such different means. Transpersonal psychologist Charles Tart 

developed a model to explain consciousness that will be of help in this (Tart 1975a). 

Tart suggests that any state of consciousness is the result of the interaction of multiple 

psychological and neural processes such as perception, attention, emotion, and identity. 

If the functioning of any one process is changed enough, the entire state of consciousness 

may shift. Thus different techniques might affect different brain-mind processes, yet still 

produce the same ecstatic state of consciousness. One can only imagine the result of 

coordinating all of the inducements so as to be affecting each of the various psychological 

and neural processes simultaneously. The Suit rituals which incorporated endless 

recitation of the dhikr, in concert with chanting, singing and swaying, dancing, clapping, 

rhythmic drum-beating and soulful instrumentals seems guaranteed to radically alter the 

participant’s state of consciousness.
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Although ecstacy was generated by. and large as an organized group activity or 

in the case of the individual, often as a specifically tailored regime prescribed by a Sufi 

Master, there are reported instances of particularly ecstacy-prone Sufis who were thrown 

into an intoxicated states of Union by practically any stimulus nature had to offer.

Nature

A large variety of situations exist in which an ecstatic experience may take place. 

We usually associate such an occurrence with prayer, an act of self-reflection or some 

other people-related practice. There is, however, another class of ecstacy that is inspired 

by an overwhelming sense of the divine presence in nature.

Walter Stace in his study of mystical experience, distinguished between two 

principal types of mystical encounters with the Divine. He referred to them as 

"introvertive" and "extrovertive" (Stace 1960:15-23). According to Stace, a distinction 

should be made between concentrating on the Divine by directing one’s concentration 

towards the inward self and directing one’s attention towards the external world.

Stace described the introvertive or inward type of experience as being grounded 

in introspection. Looking into the self provides the basis of attaining intuitive knowledge 

of God. Anything outside the self is for the most part excluded from consciousness. 

Material objects for example, are either not noticed or are involved in a highly secondary

manner.
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The other principle kind of mystical experience, the extrovertive one, is focused 

outward into the external world. In this case, Stace says that the sense of perception is 

utilized as a means toward having a mystical intuition. The seeker looks outward and 

recognizes the presence of the Divine throughout nature. The vision obtained in this kind 

of ecstatic experience is one of a sense of affirmation of God’s existence through or with 

each object and event.

In Sufi poetry, references to a sense of all-pervading unity usually appear in 

statements such as "Everything is He" (hawa ust) as in ‘Attar’s verses (‘Attar 1959:223).

This faith in God’s manifestation in every shape was at the opposite end of the spectrum

from the beliefs held by early ascetics who found the world around them to be a

detestable veil distracting them from God. Annemarie Schimmel believes that with the

appearance of the sayings and writings of mystics like Dhu’n-Nun, the Egyptian (d. 859),

the shift towards thinking of the world as God’s Creation, "dependent upon Him and

belonging to Him" began to take place (Schimmel 1975:45-46).

The feeling that God is everywhere., inherent in everything, is beautifully

expressed in one of Dhu’n-Nun’s prayers:

O God, I never hearken to the voices of the beasts or the rustle of the 
trees, the splashing of the waters or the song of the birds, the whistling 
of the wind or the rumble of the thunder, but I sense in them a testimony 
to Thy Unity, and a proof of Thy incomparability, that Thou art the All- 
Prevailing, the All-Knowing, the All-True. (Isfahan! 1932:342)

Although the theoretical implication of thinking the whole world to be filled with

god did not necessarily concern Turkish and Persian mystical poets who wrote about
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evidence of belief in the incarnation of God in aspects of nature or in mortal bodies but

in terms of a balance that must be maintained between the outward and the inward signs

of God’s presence if harmony was to exist between the two means of gaining ecstatic

union. In his attempts to clarify this issue of balance, Martin Lings warns us that the

outer world’s attraction, God induced or not, can always mislead the seeker. Even as

the divine manifestation, it needed to be put into proper perspective by the aid of a Sufi

Master’s guidance (Lings 1981:81-82).

Lings puts forth the dynamics of a correctly perceived balance as follows:

...the Heart sends out through the soul a ray of recognition of the outer 
signs, the great phenomena of nature; and these by the impact they make 
on the senses, gives rise to a vibration which traverses the soul in an 
inward direction, so that with man, the last created being, the outward 
movement of creation is reversed and everything flows back as it were 
through his Heart to its Eternal and Infinite Source. (Lings 1981:82)

From this, we may assume that the introvertive mysticism, where the individual

focuses upon the inward self and the extrovertive mysticism, where the individual looks

out into the world do not need to be kept completely separate from each other. G.C.

Heard believes the two experiences may be joined together in some fashion (Heard

1985:34). A person, for instance, may be in contact with the outside world in some

manner while simultaneously involving himself in the act of introspection. The

interaction may lead to a mystical experience that occurs in both the introvertive and

extrovertive forms which in turn, may result in divinely inspired introvertive and

101
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extrovertive intuitions that adjoin or overlap. Heard sees no reason why it is not possible 

for the presence of one of these two types of mystical experience to lead into the 

occurrence of the other. For example, an outward recognition of the presence of the 

Divine throughout nature, may stimulate an individual toward having an inward 

revelation. If this is the case, then in my opinion, most of the activities within Sufi 

rituals that combine external stimulation of the senses with deep inner concentration 

produce just such a transition. The participant begins by outwardly giving recognition 

of his Love of God. In pronouncing the sacred words of the dhikr out loud and in 

hearing the emotionally rendered singing and music, everything seems divinely inspired. 

As God’s presence is made known, many of the participants lose consciousness of their 

surroundings and follow instead the inner path to experiencing Divine Love.

Some Sufi mystics took their belief in God’s ability to manifest Himself in every 

shape on earth very seriously. While engaged in ecstatically experiencing His presence 

in nature, they were seen to be addressing God in whatever form they saw or heard Him. 

There are accounts of Sufis going into ecstacy upon hearing the sounds that animals 

make. Ruzbihan BaqlT Shiraz! (d. 1209) gives two instances, for example, of mystics 

responding to what they believed was the voice of God in an animal. He mentions ‘Abu 

Hamza as-Sufi (d. 883 or 902), who responded with "Here, at Thy service!" to the 

bleating of Al-Muhasibl’s (d. 857) sacrificial goat and ‘Abu Husayn an-Nun (d. 907) 

who made the same reply to the barking of a dog (Shiraz! 1966:Ch. 117 p. 6; Ch. 96, 

p. 5).
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PART FOUR

CULTURAL DIMENSIONS OF ECSTACY

Symbolism

We have learned thus far in our inquiry into ecstacy that it is associated with a 

significant shift in consciousness and like all states of consciousness, it is conditioned by 

factors outside the self. These external factors can even be considered the cause of these 

states if they are employed in such a way as to deliberately shift the elements of 

awareness by achieving a conditioned response in the brain (Krippner 1972:1-5). What 

is needed is a "trigger" to which a person is particularly susceptible to so that he can 

intentionally shift levels of consciousness. In the religious context, besides the internal 

triggers caused by a need for alleviating extremes of feelings like intense emotion and 

exhaustion generated by intense religious experience, there are learned ones that can 

trigger ecstatic or mystical experience. (Ellwood 1980:34). The Sufis utilize numerous 

external triggers that powerfully evoke ideas and feelings of transcendence and oneness. 

They serve as symbolic aids which help to initiate and sustain mystical states of 

consciousness including ecstacy. For people attuned to this particular spiritual tradition, 

everything included in their sacred rituals can be interpreted as symbolic of mystical
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encounters with the Divine. The whole panoply of religious architecture, sacred 

calligraphy, decorated shrines, ceremonial attire, and the presence of saintly figures, 

offer reinforcement in the direction of ecstacy. We have already seen how forcefully 

ecstacy is induced by oral recitation of memorized religious prayers and other sacred 

utterances and by the presence of music and singing. It would seem that the majority of 

religious symbols in Sufis are meant to encourage mystical consciousness often leading 

to ecstacy.

All these symbols remind us that we are primarily social beings and that the 

symbolic religious interpretation that we place on higher states of consciousness comes 

ultimately from society. Like any experience, ecstacy is grounded in and must relate to 

the social environment in which it is achieved. After all, the very way we cognize our 

mystical experiences in order to categorize and communicate them to others stems from 

having been taught to perceive selectively, through language, childhood interaction and 

various forms of instruction (Slobin 1971:120-133). It is inevitable then, that ecstatic 

experiences, secular or religious, bear the stamp of the culture or society, in which they 

have arisen.

Social anthropologists attempt to explore how the use made of ecstatic experiences 

varies with the various social conditions in which they occur. Field research has 

revealed that Western society strongly influences secular and biological ecstacy, whereas 

Eastern societies focus on religious ecstacy. What is more, though the external acts of 

religion in Islam for example, have more purposes than inducing mystical and ecstatic
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consciousness, among the foundations of Sufism which include Islamic belief, ritual and 

spiritual experiences, ecstacy rates very highly indeed. The attitude of the immediate 

surrounding society, involved to one degree or another with Sufi religious Orders is one 

of encouragement and expectation of some kind of mystical or ecstatic experience. 

However the effect of all the symbolism in Sufi poetry, prayer, chanting sacred formulae 

and dance rituals which is attempting to give the ecstatic experience the most 

transcendent interpretation available has quite a different affect on Muslims who have no 

relationship with the cultural setting of these religious symbols. The ‘ulama’ have sought 

to discern dissent and deviation from dominant Islamic theory, opinion and practice 

concerning the nature of mystical ecstatic experiences, which would invalidate it as a 

means of religious expression. In defense, Robert Ell wood has said that mystics have 

devised an explicit religious language referring to ecstacy in a way that deliberately 

separates it from any other non-religious experience of ecstacy in order to place it within 

a tradition which has legitimate meaning within the acceptable borders of the society it 

exists in (Ellwood 1980:41). It would be an understatement to say that mystical poetry 

and literature as it appeared throughout Islam’s history contains some of the most 

complex and artfully concealed systems of symbolic references to ecstacy ever created. 

Among those who were seeking spiritual inspiration there was a deep appreciation of the 

myriad of divine allegories that presented themselves in these works, but as a protective 

measure against those who would attack the Sufi concept of the God-human relationship, 

the multiple meanings carried by the mystical vocabulary could just as easily be said to



be alluding to earthly matters and mortal passions of love and longing leading to the 

ecstatic joy of union and fulfillment (Moayyad 1988:132-133). Whether or not Sufi 

terminology succeeded in deceiving or convincing religious authorities is not as important 

here as simply gaining the insight that a given society may contain competing religious 

ideologies within itself, rather than a single dominant ideology in which all values are 

subsumed. This viewpoint is especially useful if researchers are to make sense of the 

mystical religious traditions as they are elaborated and experienced in the many 

communities that embrace Islam.

Saint Worship

Perhaps one of the strongest symbols encountered in ecstatic religions in general 

is the much revered saint. Sufi sects have ranged widely in their beliefs and practices, 

but broadly speaking, all of them can be said to possess some kind of saint worship. 

During many Sufi ecstatic producing rituals, at some designated point in the ceremonies, 

a plea is called forth by the prayer leader for succor and assistance from different well- 

known or much-loved saints. Their names are invoked with intense emotion while the 

major portion of members present usually continue chanting to Allah. Although 

subordinate to the over-all purpose of the ritual, it is important to understand why 

supplication to saints is acknowledged as a powerful feature in an activity otherwise 

predominantly concerned with approaching the Absolute and Supreme Being. As
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Michael Gilsenan points out in his study of the Hamidlya Shadhillya Order in Egypt, the 

primary direction of their ritual is seen by them to be entirely other-worldly and is not 

supposed to have any reference to earthly concerns which would pertain to a 

worshipper’s personal status or condition. However, Gilsenan recognizes that there is a 

secondary direction of purpose in dhikr involving a somewhat generalized and unspecified 

referral to this world and the mediating powers of the saints operating it (Gilsenan 

1973:168-169). Although initially perceived by an outsider to be existing at odds with 

each other, these two elements are successfully brought into balance because symbolically 

speaking, saints represent what every ecstatic worshipper hopes to achieve, final 

annihilation (fond, into God’s attributes, to return to that primordial state of eternal 

existence in God.

Much like the Prophet Muhammad, advanced mystics who have become united 

in life and after death with God were role models to be imitated by their followers. The 

importance of saints in discovering direct knowledge of God has been an element of 

Islamic mysticism since the early centuries of Islam. Particularly since the late ninth 

century, essays on this subject by such mystical philosophers as al-Hakim at-Tirmidhl (d. 

ca.932) have expounded on the classification of great spiritual masters into various levels 

of sainthood which is closely connected with the measure of progress achieved on the 

Sufi Path and leads through a well-established hierarchy, the members of which surpass 

each other according to the degree of their love and gnosis (Schimmel 1975:57,199). In 

most instances the founder of an Order was perceived by his disciples to rank among



those on the top of this hierarchy of saints. Considered to be the ultimate spiritual leader 

(shaykh) within the Orders, the living saint’s powers of influence extended over all 

matters pertaining to the Path. The precise manner in which religious rituals should be 

performed in order, to attempt ecstatic union with God, was developed from the saint’s 

personal beliefs and conceptions concerning his own experiences in this matter. Many 

masters chose rigorous methods of devotion, involving great mental, physical and 

emotional commitment from the devotee, because it had seemed to the Shaykh that it was 

in the throes of extreme religious fervor that his own devotion had most often been 

rewarded by God’s presence. Witnesses of their leader’s ecstatic abandonment or trance

like behavior were ready to vouch for his success and testify to his spiritual mastery, for 

it seemed to them that God had truly acknowledged the saint’s strenuous efforts to reach 

Him by causing the person to lose himself in the experience.

Having become acquainted with God, it was believed by many that he possessed 

mystical powers in the area of divine intervention and could act on the behalf of others 

to receive and bestow on them God-given grace. His assistance was much sought after 

while the saint lived and continued to be of value after his death. It was not uncommon 

for living religious leaders of Sufi Orders to visit tombs of deceased saints in order to 

attempt to augment their own spiritual strength. By concentrating their attention 

exclusively on to the spirit of this or that departed mystic, visiting masters believed that 

they would have the spiritual powers of each of the deceased passed directly to them. 

In this way they could continually refine their mystic qualities and thereby proceed even
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more effectively along their path than if they were exclusively directing their thoughts 

towards one of their Order’s own Shaykhs.

A good example of this can be found in the Khalwafiya Order of Sufis. 

According to B.G. Martin, the Egyptian Khalwaffs, much like the Anatolian branch from 

which they originated, had their share of charismatic directors whose attraction 

contributed to the Order’s popularity and large membership (Martin 1972:276). From 

the late fifteenth century to the mid-nineteenth century in Egypt and Muslim Africa, local 

shaykhs of Khalwaff branches situated in large urban communities, attended to the 

spiritual needs of their public. During gatherings for the purpose of worship, these 

shaykhs won over many followers by promising to guide them to an ecstatic union with 

God. One of the founding figures of the Khalwafiya in Egypt, Damirdash al- 

Muhammadl, gained his following by being well known for his generosity, as well as for 

his piety, and mystical achievement. In all of these respects, even after his death, he still 

remained a tremendous asset to his Order. In the minds of believers, spiritual powers 

still radiated from him. Martin reports that "the person who touched the tomb or its 

cloth covering, himself obtained some of the unlimited magical virtue of the Shaykh and 

took it away with him." (Martin 1972:292) At present, the Khalwafiya has virtually died 

out in Egypt. According to Nicolaas H. Biegman, the few existing shaykhs of the 

Egyptian Khalwafis have received educations from Al-Azhar and administer to the 

spiritual needs of a conservative, upper class, wealthy flock who consider their collective 

ritual activities to be more respectable than middle-class dhikrs, and therefore shun



110

undignified ecstatic displays (Biegman 1990:117-118). Like the Maulawl (Mevlevi), the 

outward serenity of the participants of the KhalwatT as they sit and recite their prayers 

and litanies in unison, belies the ecstacy they experience within as they summon God.

Moulids

As part of their reverence for saints, religious rites were and still are performed 

in honor of a deceased saint on the occasion of his birthday (moulid) or the anniversary 

of his death (curs). Celebrations marking the death of a saint, shaykh or holy man are 

widely celebrated throughout the Muslim world. Considered outstanding religious 

occasions, affording exceptional opportunities for ecstatic experiences, people would 

travel on long pilgrimages to be able to be present where these moulids took place. In 

this respect, moulids have a symbolic significance to those attending them, in that they 

associate the event with feelings of ecstacy, both secular and spiritual, that are expected 

to be brought on by the excitement of it all.

Attending a moulid in contemporary Egypt for example, is an event according to 

Earle Waugh, somewhat akin to having taken part in "Woodstock" in America, with 

many "unofficial" dhikrs with singing and dancing {sarrUf) happening throughout the 

vicinity of the mosque-shrine which contains the tomb or cenotaph of holy persons for 

whom the moulid is being held, while the regular dhikr and sanUf are taking place within



I l l

the precincts of the mosque (Waugh 1989:57). Of course, the rituals held at any 

particular mosque-shrine will for the most part conform to the customs and rules of those 

locally responsible for the place, but still it is amazing to see how well the guests from 

other suborders from different parts of the country and other visitors with disparate 

religious backgrounds concerning the correct enactment of Suit dhikr and sanUf are able 

to be incorporated into the ceremonies without loosing any of the intended impact 

(Waugh 1989:37).

In this festive atmosphere people are removed from this normal state of affairs 

and open themselves up to a sensual experience complete with good food to taste, stirring 

poetic recitations to listen to and exhilarating liturgical music to move one’s body to. 

The mood is infectious. Everything that takes place at the moulid reaffirms the 

participant’s passionate intention to seek spiritual inspiration and to proceed whole- 

heartily in their requests for miracles and blessings from the saint that they have come 

to praise. The moulid introduces its participants to spiritual forces that seem to radiate 

from the saint’s tomb and from distinguished members of the saint’s Order. The shaykh 

presiding over the dhikr ceremonies is especially felt to possess the power of blessing 

(paraka) of the honored saint during the moulid. Being in the living shaykh’s proximity 

is then considered the same as being in "nearness" to the saint himself. For those 

actively engaged in the samcf portion of the ritual, the mere presence of the shaykh 

nearby, will therefore encourage the devotee to experience and maintain the state of 

ecstacy (wajd). The shaykh, on this occasion is responsible for controlling the proper
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sequence and timing of the singing, chanting, breathing, and physical movement of 

everyone participating (Gilsenan 1973:173-4). With his help the devotees in their 

continuous expression of praise for the saint, are moved through several spatial 

dimensions of the mind while their bodies are following the physical urge to continue on 

in the effort. As the tempo of the dhikr and sarrtff accelerates, the participants are 

propelled further into altered states of consciousness until trance is achieved by many 

(Waugh 1989:125). Often union with God and the presence of the saint are felt to have 

been experienced in this ecstatic state. Everyone present, even if they did not reach this 

mystical level of consciousness, to one degree or another, were united in the endeavor 

and leave the moulid believing that they have received something precious for having 

communicated with the saint. After returning home, the moulid-goer will exude an aura 

of spiritual beneficence and their own local Shaykh, who also attended the moulid, will 

attend to those who could not go by dispensing the saint’s baraka he obtained while in 

the holy person’s proximity.

Syncretic Religious Practice

The combination of different forms of religious belief and practice has proven to 

be an imaginative and useful means of mystical expression, especially as this synthesis 

pertains to ecstatic religious expression within the context of Islam. A symbiosis has 

taken place over time between various religious ideologies predating Islam’s adoption and
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the theoretical constructs of the ‘ulama’ which serve to guide Muslim society in general. 

The interaction of official and "popular" Islam is better adapted to the practical needs of 

the community (Waardenburg 1978:315-341). The veneration of saints is just one 

example of this fusion of interests. It provides an acceptable means by which people can 

convert that which pertains to earthly existence into something which resides within the 

boundaries of the sacred and supernatural. To have access to spiritual Operation is to 

gain some sense of security and self-direction in a world that is for the most part 

unpredictable and uncontrollable.

To illustrate this idea, I first refer to the not uncommon practice of visitors to 

shrines making promises of the performance of future religious ceremonies and 

celebrations in honor of the deceased saint in return for favors granted by him usually 

pertaining to problems over which they feel they have little or no control.

Vincent Crapanzano has done a detailed investigation of the Moroccan 

brotherhood, the Hamadsha, whose adepts (fuqara’) though indirectly dedicated to God 

are more devoted to saints and the evil spirits (jinn) whom they must placate (Crapanzano 

1972:328). A large number of lay members (muhibbin) are attracted to the public 

ceremonies held by the Order. The group consists of men, women and children who 

trace their interest in the Hamadsha by having been cured of an illness contracted by 

being possessed by jinn, either by the assistance of the adepts in performance of their 

ecstatic dance ritual or by a pilgrimage to the tombs of the two founding saints, Sidi ‘All 

ben Hamdush or Sidi Ahmad Dghughi.
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Both the fuqard. ’ and the muhibbin may hold religious meetings called sadaqa at 

their homes which consist of a seance in which litanies are recited and the performance 

of what is known as the hadra (Crapanzano 1972:336-7). The Hamadsha speak of hadra 

or "presence" to designate ecstatic dance, suggesting by this, on the one hand that the 

saint himself together with the jinn, attends the assembly and, on the other hand, that the 

rhythmic movement that animates the participants is made by a suprahuman power lent 

to mankind, so that it is not the person who dances but the saint or God or one of the 

jinn who makes he or she dance. During a hadra performance, the adepts will of course 

be participating. The lay members may simply remain spectators, listening to the music 

and watching the dancing or they may feel compelled to join in the hadra, perhaps 

drifting dreamily into a semi-hypnotic trance-like state called hdl, or even falling from 

hdl into a very violent trance, termed jidba, where the person first drops to the floor in 

a cataleptic state followed by epileptoid gestures and quivering movements of the limbs, 

which in turn is followed by a moment of relaxation before rising and charging 

hysterically about the dance floor, showing signs of hallucinating and of physically self

destructive behavior like slashing one’s head with a knife. Their nearness to the spirits 

of their saints, or their attraction to God is believed by them to have caused the frenzy. 

It is also believed that it is by the honest intention of emptying themselves of selfish 

thoughts and desires while ecstatically dancing in the hadra that they will be compensated 

by receiving an abundance of the saint’s blessing as an intermediary of God. In most 

cases, the specific blessing they are seeking is a cure from an illness coupled with the
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reestablishment and maintenance of a good relationship with the jinn who presumably 

caused the sickness.

Obviously ecstatic ritual among the Hamadsha, as with many other Suff groups 

is an aggregate of local custom and belief with little attempt to integrate them with the 

orthodox tenets of Islam. Sacred music and dance is a case where "the end justifies the 

means" which is to say that grafting ethnic elements onto the ancient Arabo-Semitic base 

and enriching the whole with Islamic influences is acceptable because it has produced a 

method for collectively seeking an agreed upon goal which may or may not, according 

to the predisposition of the individual participant, lead to a veritable ecstatic experience 

(Crapanzano 1972:344), but nevertheless, affords some sense of well-being, good 

fortune, or some other psychological benefit to all the aspirants.

Affliction

A small number of men’s religious Orders and a great many women involved in 

mystical religious movements within Islam, approach their spiritual needs from a desire 

to ecstatically purify themselves. For whatever reason, they believe they have committed 

a transgression in violation of the spiritual world’s intentions for them. Consequentially, 

the wrong doers feel they have been inflicted with mental and physical illnesses which 

will not go away until some sort of reconciliation is reached that satisfies "the Spirits". 

Although popular Islam allows for several spiritual beings besides God to rule over the
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affairs of men, the jinn with their supernatural powers to inflict suffering on people are 

usually feared the most and therefore must be pacified if they become angered. 

Conversely it is the saintly spirits who must be honored and praised for the protection 

they have both given in the past arid will grant in the future against the whims of 

capricious jinn or evil spirits that cast harmful spells.

Among those who have migrated from rural areas into the city of Cairo, who as 

native bom citizens of Egypt are popularly know as the Ms baladT (people of the 

country) an ecstatic dance of Abyssianian origin which has very little relation to formal 

Islamic practices has become the socially accepted means for revering saintly persons and 

pacifying supernatural beings (Cerulli 1927). These "beings", called zdr are assimilated 

into the category of jinn (Lewis 1971:76). Because the Qur’an provides scriptural 

warrant for them indirectly then, most people believe in their existence (Sura 72). 

However the zar spirits seem to show a special predilection for the weak and 

downtrodden, causing them more than their fair share of distress and disease. Selecting 

a victim in lowly circumstances, a zQr spirit will enter into that person’s body where it 

will permanently reside and cause he or she much discomfiture unless appeased. The 

stricken person has no other recourse but to seek out the assistance of someone in the 

community who knows how to handle these spirits. For a suitable fee, this Shaykh (or 

Shaykha if it is a woman) will advise and assist the afflicted person first in diagnosing 

which spirit is bothering he or she as well as ascertaining what its demands are in order 

to leave that person in peace and then in staging an ecstatic dance ceremony attended by
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others and directed by the Shaykh or Shaykha, in order that the patient will recover at 

least temporarily.

The leader of the dance ceremony is responsible for making sure that all the 

preparations are seen to and that the requirements specified by the zMr spirit are correctly 

adhered to. This Shaykh or Shaykha is the only one who can accomplish all this because 

of his or her mystical and spiritual mastery. He or she is supposedly not affected by 

jinn, claiming that because of obedience to God, renouncement of lusts, observance of 

rituals and last but not least, casting spells over evil spirits, no harm can come to him 

or her. Be it out of obedience to God or out of fear of Him or because of the 

incantations uttered in God’s name or that of one of His saints, the jinn become less 

disobedient (Biirgel 1988:31). It is also held by these particular Egyptians, as well as 

by other Sufi groups who believe in affliction caused by spirits, that within the Shaykh 

or Shaykha’s body there dwells the pure spirit of a saint (in this case Sayed Ahmad al 

BadawT (d. 1278)) through whom other spirits, even evil ones, make known their desires 

(Nelson 1971:194-209). Through communication with and through spirits then, the 

Shaykh or Shaykha comes to know the different names, nationalities, clothing, colors, 

music and songs that are attached to specific spirits. Knowledge of such information can 

be utilized during the dance ceremony to gain a response from a certain zdr spirit. If, 

for example, a victim feels drawn to a particular drum rhythm, the musicians are 

instructed to play that beat, since it will help the possessed person to contact the zdr 

spirit within, who is already interacting to its favorite rhythm.
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In identifying itself during the ritual, the victimized person appears to become less 

and less responsible for his or her actions as the spirit visibly takes over. As the music 

becomes faster, the drums louder and the flutes higher, the patient throws him or herself 

about with great abandon, ecstatically jumping around and even rolling on the ground. 

In a trance-like state, the person believes his or her body has been lent to the spirit who 

is now dictating all of that person’s actions, even speech, until satisfied that it has gained 

complete authority and is satisfied that all of its wishes have been met during the ritual 

(Nelson 1971:203). Temporarily pacified with the results, the spirit abstains from further 

harming the victim.

Possession

When a person who has been stricken by a jinn is undergoing the "cure" by 

participating in a zdr ceremony, he exhibits the classic symptoms of an ecstatic state, yet 

the question arises whether this is the same experience that other Sufis who have 

undergone "annihilation" of themselves into God have had. How could a state with such 

negative connotations attached to it as misfortune, sickness and disease-bearing demons 

be in any way like the state of consciousness manifested as that of divine ecstacy? 

Indeed, at first glance, the connection between suffering and ecstatic trance is not easily 

made. It seems implausible that what begins as an illness or otherwise deeply disturbing 

experience would end in ecstacy. Since the emphasis seems to be on alleviating distress
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rather than using affliction to achieve spiritual exaltation, there seems to be some doubt 

generated in the minds of researchers as to whether possession trances are the same 

phenomena as ecstatic possession experienced by those seeking God-given enlightenment. 

I.M. Lewis writes that some writers characterize such healing rituals as part of "cults" 

concerned mainly with ‘inauthentic’ or ‘negative’ possession, and contrast these with 

religions where ‘authentic’ possession is realized as a divine ecstacy (Lewis 1971:71).

This is a misleading way at looking at ecstacy. From a scientific point of view, 

as Fremont Besmer points out in his study of the Hausa cult of spirit-possession and 

possession-trance as practiced by Nigerian Muslims, the altered state of consciousness 

achieved during their dance rituals is no different from that brought about by ecstatic 

producing exercises practiced by Sufi brotherhoods not valuing spirit possession (Besmer 

1983:140-144). Besmer cites Vincent Crapanzano’s work concerning the Moroccan 

Hamadsha as evidence to support this claim, saying that the list of trance induction 

factors Crapanzano considers relevant to bringing about an altered state of consciousness 

leading to ecstacy among the Hamadsha is consistent with what is found in the case of 

the Hausa (Crapanzano 1973:231-235). Auditory and visual overloading, limiting and 

heightening motor activity to facilitate ASC, suggestion through melody, rhythm, 

recitation from sacred texts, vocalized supplication and praise directed to honored spirits, 

and specialized breathing techniques are employed by both groups of trancers as 

inducements to reach an altered state of consciousness. In this state, both exhibit typical 

physical and behavioral signs associated with ecstatic experiences as they are known
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among many religious groups including the Sufis.

If there is a difference between possession trance and religious trance as discussed 

earlier in connection with classical Sufism, it must lay in the realm of dissimilar social 

and cultural interpretations. In Muslim communities, where the cult of possession trance 

still finds considerable expression, it may be condemned by those viewing it from a 

superficial level as a whole lot of hocus-pocus practiced by a bunch of charlatans, but 

at a deeper level, it provides a social organization capable of assisting persons seeking 

self-help in socially stressful situations, which find themselves dutside the normal Islamic 

support systems for coping with life-crises,(Besmer 1983:146) and in that respect maybe 

not so very different from the haven offered by traditional Sufi fraternities.

Women’s Focus

In connection with this issue of the appropriate perspective from which to view 

possession trance within the context of Islamic mysticism, it should be noted that spirit 

possession makes up a substantial portion of the Muslim women’s interpretation of 

religion. Feeling encumbered by a rigid set of religious restrictions imposed by Islamic 

law that does not apply to men, women’s spiritual outlook tends to reflect, especially 

among the more underprivileged sector of Muslim society, an indifference towards 

mainstream Islam in its official capacity as well as towards Sufi Orders which emphasize 

male membership. Instead there is a preference among women for preserving pre-
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Islamic religious traditions which they have deemed more suitable for meeting the 

challenges of existence in a male dominated society (Femea and Femea 1972:385-401).

Men create frames of hierarchy and economic interdependence and exert 

domestic, legislative, and executive authority within which women must find some way 

to maneuver. Except where Islam has not proscribed activities such as in the case of 

religious vocation, Muslim women must continually sacrifice their personal aspirations 

in the interests of the male members of their families. Women have recognized that it 

works to their advantage to segregate their religious beliefs, ritual and spiritual 

experiences from the institutions of men, in order to accomplish their respective goals 

without interference (Abu-Lughod 1985:644).

In the woman-centered world of the possession cult it is the woman’s concerns 

that are being met, which in most instances, directly relates to her health and well-being. 

This is not to say that men are not interested in the therapeutic side of ritual participation 

but by virtue of their financial independence, men have many more options available to 

them, such as doctors and hospitals to assist in wellness. Faced with difficulties, women 

feel they must resort to folk medicine and mystical devices in order to preserve their 

psychological and physiological health. Saint worship and seeking the advice and 

assistance of local holy figures and religious cult leaders, carrying out rituals like trance 

dances to pacify jinn occupying their bodies, and performing other acts such as animal 

sacrifice and wearing amulets to keep "the evil eye" away, are all reactions of feeling 

vulnerable and wishing to protect themselves against the forces from which there is no
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escape, be they social or disease related.

According to Daisy Hilse Dwyer in her study of Moroccan Sufism, these are 

priorities which have little relevance to Muslim men’s approach to social interaction 

within the religious organization of their choice. Among men, religious activities 

designed to free the self may be of secondary importance compared to their personal 

desire to obtain the benefits accrued from the social, economic, and political ties 

established at the meetings (Dwyer 1978:595). Ironically, men ignore and scorn 

women’s religious affiliations because they doubt the women’s sincerity in purpose 

concerning religious matters. Especially where saint worship and ecstatic ritual are 

concerned, they don’t understand that the women’s motivations are no less spiritual, nor 

any less practical than their own. Women’s decisions simply reflect a different set of 

concerns based more on the here and now and not so much on the hereafter.

Generally, Muslim men are incapable of objectively comprehending the 

predicaments they have created for their women. Faced with a woman’s attempts to gain 

some footing in a world predominantly serving to protect and perpetuate male interests, 

most men chose to interpret her actions as a threat to their supremacy and dismiss her 

methods as yet another device in her repertoire of deceitful tricks that women regularly 

use to manipulate and disgrace men (Lewis 1971:76). Not surprisingly, men often 

interpret the desire of their women to hold a zar ceremony as a case of pretending 

incapacity due to spirit possession in order to avoid work, get attention and be spiteful 

by causing the men to have to spend money for both the performance of the ritual and
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whatever the zdr spirit has requested in the way of luxury items to pacify its anger.

. It is true that many researchers have found that the zdr institution to be a 

"compensatory outlet" for women (Nelson 1971:207). I.M. Lewis has stated that among 

the Somali, possession cults operate as a deterrent against the abuses of neglect and 

injury in relationships where women would otherwise be ill-protected from the pressures 

and exactions of their men (Lewis 1971:77). Soheir Morsey in her examination of spirit 

possession among rural Egyptians is convinced that spirit intrusion’s greatest value lay 

in its mediating function in asymmetrical social relations by forcing the offenders to 

evaluate their detrimental practices, and giving the victims a chance to rectify a bad home 

situation and to be excused for displaying behavior which under ordinary social 

conditions could have dire consequences, possibly resulting in divorce or being ostracized 

(Morsey 1978:602).

Although temporary dispensation from the exigencies of social canons overseen 

by men as well as a temporary modification of status are important features to realize in 

attempting to appraise the value of spirit possession to women in the mystical traditions 

which support its existence throughout such areas as Egypt, Sudan, parts of North 

Africa, Ethiopia, Somali and Arabia, for the purposes of this study, the symbolic 

importance of women submitting themselves to the experience of being possessed by 

spirits and also to the rigors of trance in order to achieve some satisfactory results in 

their lives, with the possible bonus of an ecstatic experience for all their trouble, is what 

needs to be ascertained. Cynthia Nelson has explained that in their wish to see spirit
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possession and all the cult activities based around it as something which functions as a 

therapeutic outlet for women who suffer from the social and psychological pressures of 

a submerged social status (Messing 1958:1120-7) researchers have overlooked the 

implications of what the zdr symbolizes. For Nelson, participation in the z&r ceremony 

is symbolic of the whole man-woman relationship that exists in Muslim society and 

includes the conception women have of themselves in association with this dominant 

feature in their culture (Nelson 1971:193-209). In a nutshell, the role that a woman must 

assume in relationship to the jinn who possesses her mind and body is the same one she 

must take with respect to men, and particularly towards her husband. In both cases it 

becomes her life-long duty to continually try to placate the anger of the spirit and her 

husband and to neutralize their authority. In spite of her feelings of powerlessness, she 

feels constrained to use whatever socially acceptable means are at her disposal in order 

to manipulate these two powerful "lords" who rule over her, into acquiescing to her 

requests. In this context, submission to the zdr spirit during trance-possession could very 

well result in an experience of ecstacy for having realized a state of reconciliation with 

omnipotent forces. This is not so very different from feeling ecstacy from having been 

allowed into God’s presence. Man’s humble and subordinate status with respect to the 

Supreme Being though voluntarily accepted seems very similar to the position women are 

forced into with respect to their relationship with men in Muslim society. A difficult 

parallel to prove, it still gives us another perspective from which to understand the 

differences between man’s and women’s conception of mystical experience as it involves



ecstatic expression.



126

PART FIVE 

CONCLUSIONS 

SELF REALIZATION

Religious ecstacy within Islamic mysticism is a difficult and refractory subject to 

study. As the eminent British anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski (1884-1942) once 

said, "It is not easy to dissect with the cold knife Of logic what can only be accepted with 

a complete surrender of heart. It seems impossible to comprehend with reason that 

which encompasses mankind with love and supreme wisdom." (Malinowski 1965:1091)

I hope I have at least succeeded in arousing the reader’s curiosity concerning the 

immense richness of the "ecstatic" heritage of Islam. The failure of this subject to make 

an impression upon people, particularly among the educated upper strata in both Eastern 

and Western societies, may be due to what Stewart Wavell calls "our practice of 

excessive insulation through skepticism." (Wavell, Butt, Epton 1966:17) Entertaining 

the possibility of ecstatic experience actually achieved through trance is an idea that 

receives only passing interest from most of us and is left to the investigations of 

scientists, whose training likewise discourages them from accepting any evidence but the 

material. The non-dimensional world of the subliminal and the invisible has not lent 

itself well to those who do not know how to break out of the boundaries of perception 

created by their conventional reliance on the senses.

So called "sophisticated" societies have imposed restrictions on the manner in
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which an individual may approach his inquiry into the mysteries of the self. Until very 

recently, those who sought a means of dealing with frustrations of being bound by earthly 

existence, that is to say feeling chained to various feelings, to a particular body, to a 

certain fate and to a set of surroundings were classified as "escapists" who simply can 

not cope with the pressures society puts on them. Limited in their alternatives, many 

have mistakenly turned to drugs and alcohol as a way to seek (or avoid) themselves with 

predictably disastrous results. Advised to seek professional help, their real needs are 

often overlooked in the rush to diagnose them with an illness which demands a cure 

through therapeutic means that are rapidly gaining a reputation as being psychologically 

inhumane or at the very least completely impersonal. Feeling victimized and betrayed 

by psychoanalysts and behaviorist psychologists, patients naturally respond negatively to 

such a pessimistic view of human nature that reduces them to a "bad pet" that must be 

tamed and properly socialized or else be punished by shock treatments, tranquilizers, self 

effacing confrontations or worse (Rowan 1988:11).

The need for a more positive approach for the individual to find a satisfying 

understanding of the self in relation to society as well as to "the bigger picture" has led 

many psychologists to seek other alternatives and to broaden their methods. In John 

Rowan’s work entitled Ordinary Ecstacy. he introduces the field of humanistic 

psychology as a way of studying people’s behavior by including love, involvement, and 

spontaneity into the process of learning skills to enhance a person’s experience of himself 

and his ability to contribute in the wider social context. For Rowan, too much attention
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has been paid by psychological science to predicting and controlling behavior and not 

enough to liberating people from "the bonds of neurotic control" whether it is coming 

from within the mind or from socially imposed structures (Rowan 1988:3). Western 

psychology has only recently realized the potential for growth that comes from deeply 

knowing the self, a realization that Eastern philosophers and theologians came to ages 

ago. Of course, Western tendencies to reduce complex issues into convenient models has 

led many researchers in this field of self realization to compartmentalize aspects of higher 

consciousness into a three part hypothetical structure consisting of body, emotions and 

intellect. Anything beyond this model falls into the nebulous classification of 

"spirituality" and lacks any further delineation.

In reality, spirituality is a world just as large and just as complex as the world of 

psychology and in many ways the two worlds overlap as scientists are discovering. 

Perhaps the way of personal transformation should no longer merely be an intellectual 

exercise. As the psychologist Abraham Maslow once commented, instead of grasping 

the world with our "intelligence prehensile", exactly like a monkey’s tail, we should let 

go of our usual methods of understanding and look for another way of "knowing". 

(Maslow 1970a) Maslow dedicated much of his research efforts towards elucidating a 

process by which "self-actualization" is reached through awakening an individual’s 

awareness to those levels of consciousness from which the true sense of self, including 

its spiritual nature becomes accessible (Maslow 1970). Conrad Satala, who teaches 

seminars on creative potential, explains that the old triad of holistic health sciences has
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changed to now include mind, body and soul, where the soul is defined by him to be 

"that part of us that moves out of spirit, that inner essence of Divine Essence, a higher 

intelligence of ourselves being brought forward into our physical form through an 

energetic vibration," which he equates with the self-actualizing pulse Maslow describes 

in his studies of experiences of elevated consciousness (Satala 1988:75). Maslow, like 

many of his followers was intensely interested in how the mind works in moments of 

altered states of perception. Shifts in consciousness which provided for exceptional 

moments of insight as well as spiritual revelation where the person experiences 

simultaneously, becoming one with the Absolute and being aware of his oneness, were 

what Maslow called "peak experiences." (Satala 1988:51)

It is obvious that Maslow and others involved both in humanistic and 

transpersonal psychologies, have in their studies of creativity, unitive consciousness and 

so on, entered into the realm of ecstatic experience as embraced by Eastern doctrines. 

Their descriptions of peak experiences, spiritual energy, the real self, the deeper self, 

being in touch with the Deity, losing a sense of subject and object in relation to that 

Deity and the ultimate sense of being everything and nothing at the same time are all 

referring to mystical experiences of ecstacy (Rowan 1988:31-32).

Rather than something vague and supernatural, researchers are discovering that 

ecstacy is both ordinary and extraordinary and may even be the "birthright" of every 

single person. Felicitas Goodman, from her research on nomadic Muslim pastoralists 

including the Tuareg in East Africa and the Basseri in Iran, has come to the conclusion
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that humans have a biological propensity for experiencing alternate states of 

consciousness and that trance ordinarily understood to us in the religious sense, may be 

an indestructible part of our genetic heritage hot matter how society suppresses it. As 

Goodman sees it, if humans were no longer taught any religions, they would 

spontaneously create new ones from the content of ecstatic experiences (Goodman 

1988:171). In her research she has seen instances among nomads relocated into villages 

and cities losing their experience of ecstacy where conventional Islamic religious 

observances have become a social routine. In the absence of mystical experiences, people 

feel deeply out of balance with respect to their mind, body, and soul and suffer from 

what Goodman calls "trance deprivation." (Goodman 1988:161-162) This would account 

in part for the appearance of many congregations, Sufi brotherhoods and sisterhoods 

alike, that make available trance-mediated religious experiences to their members. As 

Arthur Goldschmidt Jr. explains, with the current changing social conditions in the 

Middle East, migration, both within countries and across their borders is becoming more 

prevalent. In search of employment or as refugees, peasants from rural areas are joining 

the growing ranks of urbanites, in some instances forming new towns and contributing 

to a new labor force in some places (Goldschmidt 1991:364). Often living on the 

poverty-stricken fringe of a materially expanding (or contracting) urban environment, this 

group’s economic, political and cultural welfare is the most susceptible to being 

determined by the prevailing social system and under its domination these deprived 

peoples are therefore the best candidates for membership into religious groups that offer
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ritualized avenues for self determination along with a mystical path that allows their 

transition into city life to be buffered by its supportive spirituality (Gilsenan 1973:171),

Of course in terms of mystical Orders within Islam we are referring to 

participants in ecstatic experiences that have had in most cases, a life-long indoctrination 

into methods and principles behind achieving ecstatic consciousness. In her landmark 

study of spiritual consciousness, Evelyn Underhill explains that what Westerners see in 

ancient mystical Orders is a life process, in which a certain harmony between the created 

self and the Ultimate Reality is encouraged to naturally grow, with the human organism 

gradually adjusting to the transcendental universe as awareness deepens (Underhill 

1990:298-9). This new awareness of the essence of life, which penetrates the very fabric 

of the personality and focuses upon the True Reality which underlies the physical, 

emotional, and mental consciousness, can become a nurturing part of life if the "other 

world" experience is properly assimilated into everyday existence. Clarence R. Pedersen 

would like to see mystical experiences like ecstacy to become known by Westerners as 

"a simple sense transcending event" available to everyone as a legitimate part of the 

human nature. Pedersen’s new species of man, "Homo Mysticus" would have an inborn 

propensity towards psychospiritual development (Pedersen 1974:81).

Many have described thei r ecstatic experiences in terms of a transformation of the 

inner self. The great modern Catholic mystic, Thomas Merton has spoken of the 

Christian ecstacies as an experience where "you seem to be the same person and you are 

the same person that you have always been: in fact you are more yourself than you have
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ever been before. You have only just begun to exist." (Merton 1949:138-9)

Ecstatic experiences have the power to turn lives around and set them on a quest 

for personal growth through spiritual means. Evelyn Underhill has noted that an 

expanded consciousness, at once acquainted with the real self and the infinite, needs to 

be defined, stabilized and enriched by education through a set of activities (Underhill 

1990:299). Optimal results occur within sequences of activities that are goal-directed and 

bounded by rules. The central motif of rules of Islamic mystical Orders was generally 

to provide opportunities for aspirants to receive guidance from a spiritual master who 

governed it. As Robert Ell wood Jr. explains, a spiritual Order following the master’s 

rules, determined the pattern of thinking and emotional values of its members. It did so, 

intentionally, through the community and indirectly through its conditioning of life-style 

and environment (Ellwood 1980:102-3).

Within Sufi Orders people endeavored to put order in their lives, discipline their 

emotional feelings and to learn the intricacies of mystical experience. By going the way 

of counselling from their spiritual master and of group instruction which included 

enacting rituals, aspirants could work on their personal growth in such a way that it 

would aid their spiritual experiences. Knowing the self is an essential step on the 

spiritual path, Without this knowledge the seeker is likely to fall prey to the kind of 

confusions and misunderstandings which in the majority of cases leads the individual to 

project their own "shadows" (as John Rowan calls a person’s insecurities and mental 

problems) into their ecstatic experiences (Rowan 1988:149). Such could be the case of
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in possession cults where evil jinn represent the culprit and the ruling authority over 

people who have learned the skill of achieving ecstatic trance but lack the classic Sufi 

mystic’s intellectual structuring of emotion and experience into signs and stages which 

make them part of a psycho-spiritual reality.

With each ecstacy producing practice, the participant is building what acting coach 

Eric Morris calls a "bridge" from the conscious to the unconscious by deliberately 

working with stimuli that push unconscious buttons (Morris 1988:50-51), This is a tricky 

business which offers many challenges and requires the appropriate skills. To understand 

and correctly apply spiritual guidance from a spiritual teacher requires far more mental 

and physical input than listening to a cassette tape to balance the brain’s hemispheres or 

ingesting chemical substances such as the latest darling of spiritual seekers, called 

MDMA and nicknamed "ecstacy." (Eisner 1993:55-59) For those who don’t have the 

' right skills, the activity of attaining ecstacy is in many ways meaningless, at least in 

terms of constructive personal growth and the contribution this mystical experience can 

make to improve the quality of life in regards to its most mundane moments or its most 

spiritual ones.

Robert Gimello believes that the whole study of mysticism has tended to overlook 

the fact that there is more to a mystic’s whole pattern of life than just ecstatic 

experiences. The real value in the rare and wonderful "peaks" of experience that are 

encountered in moments of ecstacy lies only in their relationship to the other parts of the 

mystics consciousness or to put it more specifically, to his thoughts, his moral values,
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his character and personality and most importantly to his conduct towards others 

(Gimello 1983:85). A SufT was always directed to return from his ecstatic unitive 

experiences with the intention of sharing his Divine revelations so as to benefit others to 

the best of his abilities. This was seen to be one of the three absolute requirements that 

God asks from his creatures which must be fulfilled by an individual if ever he wishes 

to perfect his human condition. According to Charles Le Gai Eaton, the other two 

requirements made by God are first, that a man must know his role in the created 

universe and in the "theater" of his brief earthly existence and second, that he must have 

the desire and intention of fulfilling this role with God’s help (Eaton 1991:375).

This approach applied in a global context could prove to be fruitful in bringing 

about constructive social, political and economic change in an atmosphere of enlightened 

cooperation. "Actualized" persons have a far better chance of choosing successful 

directions for society for as John Rowan points out, people acting from a higher level of 

self actualization have a greater capacity to cooperate voluntarily and are not prone to 

demanding control. This would allow for the creation of a social structure based more 

on human development and less on obstructing it (Rowan 1988:220-1).

There have been those who have argued for dispensing with Sufism in Islamic 

society from the grounds that throughout its history mystical brotherhoods have acted as 

a politically and culturally reactionary force. This only proves that Sufi ideas could lead 

people into holding views which threatened the state. It does not mean that the different 

Sufi groups did not offer the Islamic community a better way of actualizing God’s
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intentions, through a manifestation of Himself by way of the self of man. It is difficult 

to blame Sufism’s attempts to intervene in Islamic society, given their contribution in 

helping people through mystical means to let their innermost Self reveal itself and shine 

forth like a mirror, reflecting the sun. Then to, critics of Sufi mystics often caught 

glimpses of their own "ugliness" in these mirrors, which were equally able to reflect a 

person’s faults or his good points (Baldick 1989:174-77). Islamic history is filled with 

powerful yet corrupt leaders who could not have stood to look at themselves through the 

eyes of others and yet they unflinchingly used Sufis themselves to gain influence by 

placing them in positions which served a political or religious advantage. Most notably, 

although unorthodox in the formal sense and distrusted by the religious establishment, 

Sufi Orders on the borderlands of Islam were among Islam’s most enthusiastic and virile 

agencies for proselytizing and defending the faith. Sufis seemed to possess an unusually 

pliant spirit in these matters apparently psychologically Well equipped to assimilate the 

strange conduct and alien traditions of their converts into Islam’s domain and at the same 

time advocate militancy among their flock as a most effective method for defending 

Islamic communities against the encroachment of European powers and Christianity 

(Berger 1970:65-66).

In my opinion these are the achievements of self-realized individuals and not just 

charismatic religious eccentrics. They provided their communities with a new dimension 

in thinking and an imaginative approach to life that could still benefit mankind if people 

would open themselves up to mystical doctrine and practices which can trigger ecstatic
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consciousness, the key to all inspired creativity. The practice of trance for this end could 

have widespread application as long as society remains as Malinowski says, vigilant to 

the danger of ecstatic experience "pandering" to the lowest instincts of the multitude. 

The possible misuse of this religious apparatus for partisan and doctrinaire purposes 

would be an unhealthy development, one of many phenomena in the pathology of culture 

which would seem to threaten the advancement of Western and Eastern societies 

(Malinowski 1965:1091).

Nevertheless, this seems to be a risk the world may have to be prepared to take 

if we are to reach that much needed level of global cooperation everyone discusses these 

days. Stewart Wavell says that we stand today towards mystical trance much as we stood 

in relation to electricity approximately one hundred and thirteen years ago when Thomas 

Edison invented the electric light bulb (~  1880). "Just as it might have been thought 

imaginative in those days to speculate on the possible uses to which electricity might be 

put in our lifetime, so it will be thought imaginative if we now speculate on the potential 

uses of trance to mankind over the next half century." (Wavell, Butt, Epton 1966:13-14) 

Socially sanctioned opportunities for ecstacy as well as similar forms of trance may 

become commonplace practice in schools as a way to remove violent tendencies which 

presently lead to crime, gang wars and suicide among our youth. The results of 

transcendent experiences in the properly guided context are just a apt to be linked to 

qualities of virtue and integrity as they are to feelings of happiness and enjoyment. In 

a society such as our own where mass-organized leisure and instant pleasure expends so
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much of our energies and resources, people are discovering how superficial and empty 

their so-called "happiness" has become. A typical response to the question "Are you 

really happy?" might be "I’m happy. Well... I’m not happy enough to be happy, but I ’m 

happy." That being the case, I suggest that what people could benefit the most from 

having ecstatic experiences would be to reach a genuinely enjoyable state of 

consciousness which can be channeled into the "flow" of our entire existence, creating 

an ongoing sense of optimal experience as we feel focused, alert, confident, in effortless 

control, deeply involved or in short, performing at the peak of our abilities. The 

intrinsic values of such experiences go well beyond any false sense of satisfaction 

attained through chasing after fame and fortune (Csikszentmihalyi 1990).

Islamic mysticism will probably never be restored to its former glory, but in 

terms of offering a system of beliefs that will marshal our psychic energy toward 

meaningful goals, it remains an excellent example. As the old mystical adage goes, "I 

can only remind you of that which you have always known and perhaps forgotten." 

Within us all exists the potential to manifest an enlightened awareness which when 

brought back to our consciousness has the power to transform our entire world 

(Smothermon 1980).
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