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Today is September 11, fast on its way to becoming an official day for 

declaring undeclared wars. But, despite the craziness of American politics, I 

am still an American citizen, born and raised in New York, so I’ll begin with 

something relevant to today’s date. 

Last fall, I was in New York taking a four-day Depth Psychology course 

on Cultural Complexes. The teacher took us on a field trip to the 9/11 

Memorial, where the World Trade Center’s twin towers once stood. The 

memorial is beautiful and moving; it’s New York City designed and 

administered, and it does not express any federal political agenda. Local 

volunteers lead the tours, and tell stories about their experience of September 

11, 2001. Our tour guide was George, whose brother John died in the attack. 

John was a New York City police sergeant, and a first responder to the crisis. 

Our tour guide George described his terrible day of not knowing his brother’s 

fate. At 11:00 pm, George’s anxiety ended and his grief began. He received a 

call confirming that his beloved brother had died.  

 



George invited us to ask him questions, but I didn’t ask any. I just stood 

there, kind of dazed. Because my story is exactly the same as George’s, except 

that at 5:00 pm I received a call confirming that my sergeant brother, my 

younger brother, was alive. My feelings from that day came back and 

overwhelmed me. I felt like I was hovering over an abyss again. 

 

After lunch, our class returned to our classroom for a poetry workshop. 

For two hours, we read heartbreaking poetry about disaster and grief, and 

responded to it in writing. I filled my notebook with heartbreaking words 

about my other brother, my older brother, who died when he was a child.  

 

In the evening, I returned to my living, younger brother’s home, because 

that’s where I stay when I’m in New York, and I told him about our class field 

trip. For the first time, he spoke openly to me about the chaos he saw, as a 

police officer at Ground Zero on 9/11. For the first time, I understood why he 

had been so quiet about it. It wasn’t just the horror of 3,000 disasters 

happening all at once.  Also, in dealing with the magnitude of the emergency, 

the first responders had to disregard a protocol and basic safety rules. 

Everything was insane. 

 

On the flight home to Vancouver, I had a mystical experience. 



 

As I took my seat on the airplane, the man next to me put on large 

headphones. He then actively avoided noticing me for four and a half hours. 

This bothered me. 

He had his reasons for wanting to be alone and they had nothing to do 

with me. Still, what he did sparked something for me. 

Despite the walls he put up, we were not actually separate. His actions, 

and the thoughts and feelings behind them, affected me. 

And I saw: 

His psyche is inside him, and also outside of him. 

Consciousness is both inside and outside each of us. 

To imagine my consciousness centred in my body, as I usually do, is an illusion. 

The source of experience lies beyond my body, brain, or mind. 

What I am, what we are, is not bounded by our bodies. 

Of course there is life after death, because the source of life does not die. 



My old view of an “I” centered within me and generated by my brain is a false 

product of unclear thinking. 

Just as gossip makes it hard to see people truly, so the conventions of language 

and dogmas of science make it hard to see myself truly.  

To see clearly, I have to lift veils of opinion over and over again. 

During this time, I was not at all “out of it.” I sat in my seat, typed a 

report on my laptop, entertained someone’s bored baby, walked through the 

airport, and endured the chaotic crush at baggage claim. I just did it all with a 

beatific smile on my face. Many people smiled back, delighted to be lifted for a 

moment out of their traveler’s stress. 

The words I use to describe this experience are not unique. I learned them 

from great teachers before me. 

In his book Republic (c. 380 BCE), Plato tells the allegory of the cave. We 

live as if we are prisoners in a darkened cave, seeing shadows cast on a wall, 

and imagining them to be real objects. If a person were to break free, exit the 

cave, behold the real world in sunlight, and return with a magnificent report, 

the prisoners would still prefer to live in their shadowy reality. The cave is 

everyday human thought; the prisoners are you and me. 



The Kabbalistic teacher Rabbi Schneur Zalman of Lyadi, in his 18th century 

book Tanya, describes God’s light emanating through successive screens. Some 

screens, such as the human experience of identification with a body, cannot be 

removed. But we can increase our awareness of the screens, and thus of the 

Divine light showing through them. 

Some religious traditions label mystical experience subversive. 

Reflecting on my experience, I understand why. In this type of experience, 

gossip appears as a veil or a screen. Models of the self appear as a veil. 

Religious theories about the nature of God and the soul appear as a veil, too. 

At best, they seem to be partial metaphors; at worst, they seem to be mistakes 

and lies. 

I’m not talking about everyone else’s religious theories here; I’m talking 

about the ones I was raised with, too. 

I won’t be abandoning Judaism. My parents raised me with religious and 

cultural Judaism as a natural habitat and I did the same with my children. For 

me, connection with ancestors and participating in a chain of tradition 3,000 

years old is another kind of mystical experience. From a concrete human 

perspective, 3,000 years feels about as close to eternity as I might get – even if 

it is only 30 Aunt Sylvia’s ago. Connecting with tradition is an experience 



rooted in body, culture, and personal identity — quite different from the 

transcendent experience and still quite powerful. And, of course, the 3,000 

years of communal practice includes many resources for mystical 

development. 

From a personal and cultural perspective, Judaism is “mine.” At the same 

time, from a spiritual perspective, I am part of something much larger than 

“me” or “mine.” 

Sometimes religious people say experiences like this one are pure 

experiences of grace. I agree. And I disagree. My airplane experience did not 

come at a random time, out of nowhere. It came to me when I was exhausted, 

emotionally overloaded, and in no position to hold my usual composure or 

persona. It came to me shaped by a weekend of studying depth psychology. 

Depth psychology’s basic teaching is obvious from the name: the psyche 

is deep. Psyche comes from the Greek word for “soul.” Depth psychologists 

don’t necessarily use “soul” in a religious sense, to refer to a divine spark in 

people. Instead, they think of “psyche” very broadly: the “psyche” is the 

totality of all possible psychological experiences and influences. 

 



Here is a helpful analogy. Think of an iceberg floating in the sea. Some of 

it is visible above the surface of the water. Much of it more of it lies below the 

surface. The visible part represents our conscious ego, and the invisible part 

represents our unconscious. If you know Freudian psychology, these ideas 

should be familiar.  

 

But, if you have been influenced, as I have, by Freud’s student and (later) 

rival Carl Jung, you’ll be thinking about one more component to the iceberg 

analogy. The iceberg is floating in water. The iceberg’s surroundings, its 

environment, its habitat are made of the same material as the iceberg: Water -- 

in a slightly different form, less solid, harder to grasp. That’s psyche, too. 

Psyche is not just within us, manifest in consciousness, latent in the 

unconscious – it is also outside of us, and all around us. Psyche is the medium 

in which we live. Psyche is the totality of all possible experiences and 

influences. Who we are, who we may become, does not end at some imagined 

boundary of the mind’s reach.  

 

This iceberg analogy is rather spatial, and depth psychologists, like 

Thomas Singer for example, do talk about levels or layers of the psyche. Below 

our conscious experience is a personal unconscious, filled with bundles of 

thoughts, feelings, and memories that we are not usually aware of. (These 



bundles are called “complexes,” by the way, that’s what the course in New 

York was about.) Sometimes these complexes surface to influence or direct our 

conscious experience; often they don’t. Below the personal unconscious lies a 

cultural unconscious, filled with assumptions and rituals that may influence 

the layers above it.  Below that lies the collective unconscious, home of species 

needs and tendencies that find expression through the filters of cultural and 

personal motifs. Some depth psychologists call these general human 

tendencies “archetypes.” 

 

If you are here tonight, you are probably a spiritually or theologically 

minded person, and are already translating the psychology into theology. 

Maybe you are thinking, “Yes! Each of us is like the iceberg, and God is like 

the water! We are all floating in a shared sea of divine energy!” [That’s what I 

like to think] Or maybe you’re thinking, “All religions are culturally-relative 

expressions of the true archetypal layer of consciousness!”  

 

If you are thinking either of these things, that’s terrific, but don’t linger 

there. Treat these thoughts as if you are doing a mindfulness meditation. 

Think them, acknowledge them, know that you can come back to them any 

time, and then let them go. 

 



Because, the picture is much more complicated than a simple spatial 

analogy suggests. For starters, if the archetypal layer is buried so deeply, how 

do we even know if we come into contact with it? We know, depth 

psychologists say, because experiences of it are charged with a certain energy. 

Borrowing from theologian Rudolph Otto, they call that energy “numinous.” 

Numinous experiences are “wholly other” – they surprise us and overwhelm 

us with an otherworldly quality. They can be uplifting and they can also be 

terrifying. They are unlike anything we could consciously arrange for 

ourselves. They seem to introduce genuinely new material and it is always a 

psychological challenge to integrate them into our thought and feeling. (In 

fact, if you read William James’ Varieties of Religious Experience, you may 

remember some people report that they were not able to integrate their 

otherworldly experiences.)  

 

Psychologically speaking, numinosity is not a quality of a thing, or a 

being; it does not necessarily signify that one has come into contact with God 

the Being. Numinosity is a quality of experience. It can be part of dreams, 

visions, or powerful waking experiences, like being near birth or death. The 

content of the experience may be theological, or it might just be personal, say, 

a powerful dream of a deceased loved one. Rarely does a person report 

entering a purely archetypal realm. Usually, their experiences are intermingled 



with personal and cultural material. (Certainly the experience I described was, 

and psychologist of religion Lionel Corbett says it’s typical.) Maybe this is why 

many numinous experiences take place in what depth psychologists call the 

“imaginal realm,” modes of experiencing through images, such as dreams or 

visions. Because an image is not a linear representation, it can hold many 

levels of psyche simultaneously, waiting to be mined through successive 

interpretations.  

 

This subjectivity makes mysticism very difficult to define. Joseph Dan, a 

scholar of Kabbalah, writes that “mystic” is originally a Christian term. Via 

mystica, the mystical way of life based in contemplative prayer and devotion, 

leads to unio mystica, mystical union with God. In the 19th century, the term 

“mysticism” was used as an analogy to describe trends in Islam and Judaism. 

At first, Sufiism and Kabbalah were “like” mysticism, but now mysticism 

refers to a variety of cross-cultural practices.  

It’s a Kabbalistic quest to experience God as simultaneously transcendent 

(beyond us) and immanent (within us).  

It’s a Sufi quest to return to a primordial state of directly intuiting God.  

It’s an ecumenical spiritual quest to realize the oneness of all life.  



It reaches beyond traditional words and concepts. But it’s expressed 

through metaphorical re-interpretations of those very same words.  

It’s practiced through text study, dance, chanting, ecstatic prayer, 

meditation, philosophical exploration, writing poetry, hiking and more.  

It has become a term that reaches across traditions. 

Depth psychology tries to work with the multicultural potential of 

mysticism. Yes, it says, we are culturally and personally diverse. But we share 

some species-patterns – not just physical patterns, but also psychological 

patterns. We all grow and develop through the life cycle. Psychological 

growth involves greater awareness of psyche on all its levels, in all its 

manifestations – including numinous experiences. Psychological growth 

includes being present to numinous experience, finding ways to interpret it, to 

bring its lessons gradually into daily consciousness. This human impulse 

towards psychological growth finds expression in religious teachings. Of 

course it is not the whole of religion. It’s not necessarily the essence of religion. 

It may or may not be the motivation of all great founding religious teachers. 

Can we use mysticism as a basis of interfaith understanding, especially 

given a broad depth psychological description of the mystical journey? 



Professional scholars have done it, describing the work of great mystics in 

various traditions through a depth psychological lens. In this vein, John Welch 

has written about the Christian mystic Teresa of Avila; Henri Corbin about 

Sufi mystics; Sanford Drob about Kabbalah. Some mystical teachers have 

actively reached out with an ecumenical and interfaith vision. You may 

personally know Father Matthew Fox; the late Rabbi Zalman Shachter-

Shalomi; or one of the three Interfaith Amigos, Imam Jamal Rahman. You 

yourself might have mystical understandings that you express in your 

teaching, leading, or action.  

Will we save the world as a whole?  I’m not sure about that. Mysticism 

has been around a very long time. Granted, sometimes it goes underground, 

suppressed as subversive or embarrassing, but it is ascending now. Mysticism 

has not saved the whole world yet. Still, I am not going to end in skepticism. 

The Biblical prophet Zechariah offers a beautiful teaching that actually 

closes every traditional Jewish prayer service. It’s chapter 14, verse 9. V’haya 

HaShem l’melech al kol Haaretz. Bayom hahu yihyeh HaShem echad u’shemo echad. 

God will be king over all the land; on that day, God will be One and God’s 

name will be One. So inspirational – but what does it mean? Zechariah is 

widely considered the most cryptic of all prophets, the most difficult to 

understand. He writes from a place of passionate exhaustion, tired of death, 



war and destruction. Most of his oracles come to him in dreams, and he 

describes the dream scenes. His dreams, like ours, often make no literal sense. 

The great traditional commentators from antiquity to medieval times struggle 

with Zechariah’s meaning.  

 

Here are some of their reflections on the verse, “on that day, God will be 

one and God’s name one.” 

 

Rashi [11th century France] says that on that day, people of all nations will 

adopt the same religion (which he thinks is Judaism).  

 

Ibn Ezra [11th century Spain] says that everyone will know God by the 

same name – whatever their religion, they will know it points at the same one 

true God.  

 

Yonatan ben Uzziel [3rd century Babylonia] says, everyone who lives on 

earth will have a shared mystical experience, standing shoulder to shoulder in 

the presence of God. All will recognize that there is nothing outside God. 

 

(I love this one.)  

 



Can this kind of collective mystical experience ever take place? If you’re 

picturing something like the movie Close Encounters of the Third Kind, where 

everyone suddenly looks heavenward, and is transformed realizing that 

reality is greater than they had imagined – probably no, that is not likely to 

happen. But in real life collective numinous experiences – both uplifting and 

terrible -- do happen. These experiences need to be interpreted. If there is any 

free will at all (and I think there is), we have some choice about our responses 

to collective numinous experience. As Yonatan ben Uzziel says that Zechariah 

says, step one is the mystical experience, and step two is recognizing the unity 

underlying all reality. 

 

For Americans, and for many others who felt shaken or attacked, 

September 11 2001 was a collective numinous experience, of the terrifying 

kind. Among ordinary people like you and me, one immediate response was 

to give blood. So many people rushed to give blood that the Red Cross had to 

turn them away. Where I lived, the police blocked the street so no one could 

even drive up to the Red Cross facility. People across the county felt deeply 

connected with one another. Because of this, many public intellectuals said, 

“Now is the time to form a national service corps, inviting people to do 

volunteer work in education and social services. Now is the time to emphasize 

that Americans are a unity; that our country, in all its cultural diversity, must 



come together to better itself.” Imagine if the country’s leadership had thought 

in depth psychological terms, and recognized the potential! 

 

Imagine if we all recognized the potential of Zechariah’s vision. Imagine if 

we incorporated it just a little bit in our own thought and action. Imagine. 

	  


