









The Seven Gateways of Spiritual Experience

“Jonathan Ellerby’s experience-rich new book is full of heart and a timely way to wake up to our full nature. The Seven Gateways of Spiritual Experience offers us a roadmap to ways we can dive into spiritual knowing as well as discover the inner resources we each have and integrate them into our thinking and choices. Enter into the world of possibilities Jonathan unfolds and explore your own abilities to connect with The Sacred. A wonderful guide to ancient and new ways of knowing.”

~ Ellen Meredith, D.A., EEMAP, energy medicine practitioner and author of Your Body Will Show You the Way

“In this book, the reader will feel an overflowing of hope, love, mysticism, and beauty. Jonathan fills the pages with his compelling storytelling gifts. Reading this book is like setting out on a real and ethereal excursion, and Jonathan invites all to travel with him. Not accepting the invitation into Jonathan’s journey is not an option because his writing is from deep within his heart and the desire to join him is palpable and unavoidable. All who read The Seven Gateways of Spiritual Experience will feel Jonathan’s profound vision on every page. It is likely you’ll find yourself mesmerized.”

~ Steve Farrell, cofounder and CEO of Humanity’s Team and author of A New Universal Dream

“Jonathan’s guide on experiences of The Sacred feels like an answer to what so many seekers and students of transformation and consciousness are looking for. Profound in its depth and range of perspectives on the spiritual life, this book is wonderfully written, heart- and mind-opening, and a true spiritual experience to read.”

~ Steven Washington, dancer, Qigong and Pilates instructor, and author of Recovering You: Soul Care and Mindful Movement for Overcoming Addiction

“I love this book! It opens the heart and mind and reminds us that we are all capable of profound love and wisdom—we are spiritual beings first. Jonathan Ellerby is the real deal! From direct experience to deep study, years of leadership, and the academic credentials to support this work, he is a visionary to follow and a wonderful guide for all seekers of transformation.”

~ Dr. Ken Harris, M.S., D.C., chiropractor, educator, and author of Synchronicity: The Magic. The Mystery. The Meaning.
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For all those who have guided me along the way,
family, friends, masters, and those who continue
by my side: Uxia, Narayan, Aluxa & Juno.


I will never forget

That moment

It came and went like a falling star

In the darkest night sky

The world stood still

Time vanished and eternity breathed into me

I was lost in that moment

And I was free

Dissolving into an expanse

Beyond time

Beyond the sorrow that clutched at my life

Beyond the tangled mind and fading forms I created

To protect and guide

Everything vanished

And Everything was revealed

In that moment

There was no room for doubt

No room for decision

There was only the simple truth

 Within me a depth beyond imagination

A strength that will carry me through

A light, a hope

And so much more.
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Foreword

Since the moment I first heard Jonathan speak, I was intent on remaining skeptical and guarded. In pursuit of healing my own wounds with several teachers and mentors over the years, I’d recognized my reliance and blind trust of those further along on their spiritual path. My willingness to listen to another man’s teachings about consciousness and personal growth surprised me. But when I heard his repeated affirmation to me that “everything I need can be found within,” and saw that he embodies this in each aspect of his life, I slowly allowed Jonathan to become my teacher, spiritual mentor and trusted friend. All has unfolded within the parameters of authenticity, mutual respect, and reliance on my own growing awareness and inner knowing.

For decades, my fear of being fully present in the natural world had been paralyzing. During a group nature excursion led by Jonathan and through his one-on-one guidance, with great compassion and experienced challenging, he helped me find my will to surrender, step off my personal edge and confront my most painful fears.

One year later as he dropped me off on an uncharted, unoccupied, heavily wooded wilderness island for the day, my first hours spent fearlessly curled up under a pine tree sleeping, I welcomed a constant parade of creatures from land, water, air and beyond and found my own way into spiritual dimensions that have had no name until now. My newly formed relationship with the natural world has given me a voice and the confidence to pursue public speaking, group facilitation, and leading my own nature retreats.

I’d been given the opportunity to read Jonathan’s most recent manuscript for Spiritual Experience and it was truly an honor. I’d borrowed his first book, Return to the Sacred from the library almost two years ago and months later had checked it out again, believing I hadn’t finished it. But I had. What I sensed was missing was this manuscript which you now hold–an explanation of what occurred when he experienced his transcendent experiences of The Sacred. Return to the Sacred is Jonathan’s narrative of his personal spiritual awakening; and how others can determine which of his twelve broadly defined spiritual paths that can be taken to begin one’s own steps toward awakening.

This latest book, however, comes much closer to one that’s been communicated from a collective knowing of which he is an active participant. There are many books, mostly “channeled,” that have relayed bits of the information detailed so beautifully here, but none have the authenticity and first-hand knowledge of their own interactions within these spiritual dimensions; nor have other books provided the context and a deep understanding of what has actually been experienced. What Jonathan describes on these pages wasn’t transcribed or told to him: he lived it! That’s what makes this new book so important and exciting. There is a delineation between teaching people what is required to have an awakening and teaching people to recognize the true gifts of their awakening.

Jonathan’s experiences of each dimension described in this book are unique to him. Something, nevertheless, occurs when one is confronted with a reflection of the truth of who we are without distortions or illusions. A deep recognition and remembrance reverberates throughout our entire being: one that becomes increasingly difficult to ignore. I have found myself revisiting my own spiritual experiences throughout the reading of this book with a new found appreciation for the journeys I’ve taken so far and the exploration of further insights that have been waiting for me.

Jonathan has gained his credibility through the traditional pursuits of advanced degrees and trainings, apprenticeships and jobs that are fully documented in his public biography and other books—and that matters greatly. But the ultimate proof for me comes down to the way his life experiences have shaped the man I know today; teacher, mentor, master facilitator, executive, nature guide, minister, healer, husband and father. In every case, he is consistent in his way of being. I personally know the hard work and discipline required to follow one’s spiritual path. I am also familiar with the ramifications of experiencing other spiritual dimensions and the challenges of integrating them within one’s daily life. I believe that without the accompanying inner and outer work prior to, and following, a life-expanding experience of the Divine, these pursuits are all for naught. Unlike other highly evolved beings, Jonathan’s capacity to process and integrate his spiritual experiences is impeccable.

This book is a guide to accompany those who have chosen to walk their own spiritual journey. Each chapter describes the other-worldly dimensions we may find ourselves in. It provides a way to understand what is experienced and how its gifts and lessons can be integrated within one’s self and world. No longer are we relegated to appreciate The Sacred second-hand through poets, musicians and artists. We are in receipt of guidance that doesn’t refrain from describing how esoteric knowledge can be reached and brought back into the ordinary realms of our everyday life. This book is truly a rare and precious gift.

~ Joni Klieger, Integrative Energy Practitioner,
Denver, Colorado
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 Introduction
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Anyone who has waded

Through Love’s turbulent waters,

Now feeling hunger and now satiety,

Is untouched by the season

Of withering or blooming,

For in the deepest

And most dangerous waters,

On the highest peaks,

Love is always the same.

~ Hadewijch of Antwerp



Where Does Anything Begin?

Hadewijch of Antwerp, the author of the above poem, is a name that few find familiar, unlike the male mystics Rumi, Hafiz or Kabir. This potent 13th century French Beguine mystic has left a legacy much like other women of the time: powerful, vital, valuable, and mostly forgotten. Her personal story has never been recorded and we know little of her except by the extraordinary prose and poetry she left for us, like an overgrown forest trail leading back to the most intimate experiences of the Sacred one might imagine. What we do know is that she was quite literally “run out of town” for teaching people to trust their own inner and direct experience of the Sacred. Hadewijch knew that the church and all its teachers and teachings were mere human trappings and that each and anyone could come to know God intimately and personally. More so, Hadewijch assured her students, as documented in letters we still have copies of, that such deep spiritual experience is not a luxury for the elite or the privileged, but a vital root for a life of resilience and peace in difficult times.

Like the great Buddhist masters she writes, “You have to consider how you endure what opposes you and how you are able to go without things that are dear to you. . . Try and remain inwardly detached in all that happens to you: when you are troubled or when you enjoy peace of mind. And always contemplate the expressions of God, for these can teach you perfection.” In this way, this master teacher understands that spiritual experience is anything but “woo-woo” idealism or a fantasy world believed only by some, but instead is an ultimately real endlessly solid foundation from which to build a life, face challenges, and bring peace to oneself and the world.

Much like Hadewijch and other women mystics and masters throughout time, the importance of direct personal spiritual experience has been overshadowed by the very masculine pursuits of correct belief, right understanding, competitive practice, and highly stratified and socialized belonging. While the world absolutely needs the gifts of men and the masculine mind, it has suffered the loss of the feminine force and in the world of wellness and spiritual growth experience and embodied knowing, which I see as feminine paths, have been pushed back into the shadow of the idealized experiences of experts and authors.

Privilege and Power on the Spiritual Path

In light of this, I acknowledge that this book is overflowing with my own stories and personal lived experiences of the Sacred. They must not be idealized or envied. I share personal accounts to provide an inside feeling for what each type of experience discussed might be like for you and how you may recognize such things. These accounts are samples of my own experiences and you must take the journey to find, make, and receive your own.

The great tragedy of religious and spiritual tradition lies in the way those who intend to serve or are in positions of leadership and service have diminished the importance of each and every human experience of the Spiritual World. Texts and practices are vehicles for spiritual experience, not end points or goals. A perfect pigeon pose in yoga, an extreme endurance of sweat lodge heat, memorization of bible verses, or faithful supplication five times a day at the mosque are all mere cultural or ego activities if the heart and mind are not open to the possibility of direct connection and the full embrace of the Love and Wisdom at hand. We study and practice to open to something more and beyond what we study or practice. The tools are there to open us to that which we cannot go directly towards.

To embrace our tools and traditions with a heart for awakening is itself a type of privilege and one you must claim. Most people in the world have been conditioned to believe that one type of practice or another are for some and not others. The influence of social ideas shapes our spiritual world: we see few images of People of Color doing yoga unless they are idealized Indian gurus; we see few images of military meditators; women attend workshops while men work; Popes are white; radicals are Muslim; New Agers are foolish and fair-weather. All of these are false and harmful ideas and stereotypes. I can only ask that as you read this book you keep your mind open to every possibility for yourself. Let nothing you have been told or known before this moment limit what you might be tomorrow–or tonight!

I can look back now and see that my privilege as a white male was to consider that the world of spiritual experience and the practices of the world were all at my disposal. I traveled the world with unintentional impunity and without fear that I might be stopped or denied entrance to whatever I might want. That is a privilege hard to impart. Yet, what I learned along the way, however, is that there are barriers and limits, racism and exclusivity everywhere and yes, against me too. This book contains many stories set in African and Indigenous communities, places where I might have been seen as the “enemy” at first glance. In the end, the only thing that opened the many doors you will discover within was the power of the heart and the willingness to be a vulnerable, dedicated student­—sincerely open to listen and not know.

In this way, I share my experiences so that you might discover that there is an infinite world of love and wisdom present and waiting for you in this very moment. Right now. Should you close your eyes, seek a deeper stillness and ask without attachment, this very moment could open a door to another way of knowing you haven’t yet considered.

Know Yourself, Know the World

Part of the great power and importance of experiencing the spiritual world is to not only connect you with answers to questions and healing for life’s wounds, but it is a means to correct your vision. As we enter the world of spiritual experience, again and again, we begin to realize that our world, our experience of the world and our story about it is profoundly limited. As such, all the pain of life becomes small in the vastness of the universe and the universe beyond. Pain becomes a gateway to connect with the human condition and the remembering that we are never alone, and always connected. Our joys become richer in the light of spiritual experience as we start to see them as portals to life’s true nature.

Self-concern, social approval, and the conditioning of culture are rarely to our benefit, especially when unconscious. To embrace and explore spiritual experience is to pull back the veils of life and see that we are much more than we have been told and that all our fears and enemies are mere illusions that keep us from the lived experience of knowing that we are loved, that there is enough and that we belong: all of us, to each other, and always.

By releasing our fixation on the material world and diving into the domain of the spiritual, we naturally gain a view of life that allows for more wholeness, forgiveness, endurance, and the beautiful discovery of interconnection. Deep spiritual experience not only heals the one having the experience, but it empowers us to become helpers and healers for the world around us. Ironically, the more I have come to feel and understand just how not-human I am, just how spirit-full and spiritual this world is, the more I feel safe and willing to love and embrace life as it is. To be fully human is an amazing and wonderful adventure.

In my 35 years of researching integrative health, healing spiritual wellness and spiritual growth, each and every day has only affirmed that a life grounded in and fed by spiritual experience is a life of beauty and resilience. My life has been far from perfect. I have experienced betrayal in relationships, setbacks and failures in business, divorce, financial highs and devastating lows. I have faced people’s false adoration and overwhelming expectation of me as a teacher and blind, jealous hatred of me as a teacher. I have had businesses stolen from me and debts owed to me and never paid. I have lost my father at a young age and tasted so many shades of life’s bitterness and blessings. What has kept my spirit bright and my heart open through it all has been my direct experiences of Spirit and the Spiritual World.

No matter what life on earth delivers, I know I am a visitor and my stay may be ended any day. I am uplifted and steadied by my connection to a dimension of our existence that is not limited by my bank account or my health. I know this is a journey of discovery, a life of learning. Whatever arises, if I face it with the help and context of spiritual experience then I know that every day will lead me deeper into a profound knowing of love and wisdom that nothing can shake or take.

If you open your heart and mind to the stories and experiences in this book, try your hand at it, take some risks, explore and listen and explore some more, you will uncover your own relationship to dimensions of life and self that will astonish and inspire you. In discovering the magic of the spiritual world, you will discover the magic in yourself. In exploring the infinite qualities of this thing we call “God” or “Spirit” you will know yourself anew, and find all of life and love living within you—right here, right now. This interrelationship between the eternal and the particular, the small and the all, the self and the Spirit is beautifully described in a letter by Hadewijch of Antwerp:

“[Through spiritual experience, God] shall teach you

what God is and with what wonderful sweetness
the one lover lives in the other

and so permeates the other

that they do not know themselves from each other.

But they possess each other in mutual delight,

mouth in mouth, heart in heart, body in body, soul in soul,

while a single divine nature flows through them both

and they both become one through each other,

yet remaining always themselves.”

~ Hadewijch of Antwerp, translated by Oliver Davies
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Chapter One

The Geography of Spiritual Experience

Seven Super-States of Consciousness
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There are more things in heaven and earth,

Horatio, than are dreamt of in your

philosophy.

~ Shakespeare, Hamlet, Act I, Scene 5
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It is important to expect nothing,

to take every experience, including the negative ones,

as merely steps on the path, and to proceed.

~ Ram Dass



What Is a Spiritual Experience?

I knew Pam before she lost her eyesight due to diabetes. Pam is an Elder and a wisdom keeper in an Indigenous American community I became a part of many, many years ago. Now aging and debilitated by her advancing illness, Pam experiences the world in a way she never did before. Though she moves slowly, and requires a great deal of help, she remains alert. We have all been amazed at the way her ability to read the “energy” of a person and “sense” the mood of a room has become so astute.

I recall sitting down beside her at a community event one day. We were listening to a speaker at a gathering.

When I sat down, I said nothing. I was simply listening to a man talking before the crowd. After about fifteen minutes Pam turned in my direction, her dark glasses focused off into the distance. “Jonathan,” she clearly said, “could you go get me some water, please.” I got up right away and headed to the water fountain. As I filled a cup for her, it struck me, “How did she know it was me beside her?” Later on, I asked her.

“Since I lost my eyesight almost two years ago, I find that I can see in a different way now. I can feel people’s energy. I experience the way sound moves in a space, and sometimes I can even feel if someone is sick or in need of healing.” She laughed, “My grandsons like to tease and test me. Someone will stand in front of me and they’ll call out, ‘Who’s that grandma? Who’s that?’ They try to trick me, but in some ways I think I see more clearly now than I ever did.”

I often think of that experience with Pam when people ask about spiritual experience. I wonder how would I describe a sunset to a person who was born blind? How would I explain the sounds of a symphony to a person born deaf? How would they describe to me the experiences they have of the subtle energies of vibration, touch, and energy—aspects of life we overlook because of the dominance of our senses? Describing a spiritual experience is by its very nature a challenging task.

Spiritual experiences involve senses and qualities distinct from all others. When there is no common experience, metaphor, inference, and symbol are the best we can do. In the face of this the rational mind raises doubt and suspicion. If we cannot measure it, how can it be? Pam’s experiences in her blindness are as real as her experiences with sight. Her ability to know things through the felt-sense of energy and spirit are accurate and meaningful, but there is no way to prove what senses she is using or how. Pam’s way of relating to the world is a spiritual experience. Every day she relates to the invisible presence within and between all things. This is truly seeing in a sacred way.

Spiritual experience involves the opening of the eyes of the soul. We learn to hear with the ears of the heart. We touch with our spirit. Spiritual experience is better taught by poets and musicians than scholars and scientists, but we have lost our will to listen and learn from the magical. We have forgotten how to be playful and vulnerable, we have lost the ability to be surprised and sensitive. Spiritual experience is about the awakening to the soul of the self and the soul of the world. During spiritual experience we encounter a non-ordinary way of seeing, feeling, and knowing. Many theories and frameworks have been created over the years to explain this. Many are based in psychology, theology, or neurology, but none have the complete answer. Experience is the best way to know your own spiritual personality and the unique ways you are able to connect with The Sacred.

The Extraordinary Ordinary

Years ago, I was traveling home from university during a winter break and found myself stuck at an airport somewhere in the middle of the United States. I recall the extreme frustration being trapped in limbo; my plane canceled and an alternative flight yet to be determined. I had no money for a hotel and dreaded being trapped in the airport for days. I made phone calls, I stood in lines, I begged, I demanded.

I missed my family and I didn’t want to waste my precious winter holiday time sleeping in an airport when I could be at home visiting friends and family. I pushed the situation from every angle and finally recognized that the only thing I could do was wait, until new arrangements could be made. It would be hours before any option might come to pass.

I had placed so much expectation on that trip that when it did not go as planned I felt deeply disappointed and frustrated. My frantic state finally gave way to absolute exasperation. I simply resigned myself and gave in to my sense of hopelessness. Thinking and worrying did not bring me closer to a solution. Anger and sadness didn’t do much good either. Totally aware of how powerless I was to effect any change, I felt like all I could do was give up.

Listlessly I dug into my hand bag for my Walkman—the predecessor to the iPod and MP3 players—and put on a recording of La Bohème, one of Puccini’s most famous operas. La Bohème was one of those rare finds in life for me; just when I thought I’d never like opera, La Bohème caught my attention. It always opened my heart and lifted me to feelings of inspiration and rapture. Maybe you have an album that reliably moves you to a similar place? For me, it was a choice to listen to something that would connect me to the moment, and not distract me from my experience of it. The first song began slowly, as if holding a moment of suspense, as if something magical was about to take place. And it did.

The symphony surged and the perfect voices of the man and woman singing danced across a subtle but growing rhythm. I felt my own emotion melt into the melancholy of the sweet serenades. It was hard to tell where my drama ended and theirs began. Soon, I too was sailing over the surging sounds, their world, my world, as one world. Still walking through the airport, I was in the music and the music poured out into the world around me.

Everywhere I looked, every person, every facial expression, every step and gesture was in tune, in time with the music. I stopped dead in my tracks. I watched in amazement as the world flowed around me. Each unfolding story was perfect: the sad girl on the pay phone, the pompous business man selling his story to a young protégé; the family laughing, the couple sleeping.

Everything that felt like chaos a moment ago was in perfect harmony, perfect order. A rhythm, a pattern, like a slow motion ballet; everyone was perfect in their own roles, unique and alive in the act of living the script they had been handed. Each playing their part as only they could; each playing the part they were born to play.

In that moment there was nothing but the extraordinary sense that everything was exactly as it should be; the awareness that the highs and lows are not the obstacles of life, but the very stuff that life is made of. In that moment there was no perfect plan, there was no judgment of self or others, there was nowhere to be, except in that moment. I realized that nothing had to be fixed, no one had to be wrong and no one had to be right. It was simple and glorious. Totally unexpected, unplanned, and glorious.

There, in the most unlikely of moments, far from anything religious, the naked Spirit of Life revealed itself. In a moment of letting go, a moment of surrender, life reveals its inner beauty and it is clear how The Sacred permeates all things. It was such a powerful reminder that there is always beauty, wisdom, and design in the world, if only we have eyes to see it. Often, spiritual experience is no more complex than letting go of all we want to simply appreciate what is.

How Natural Is Spiritual Experience?

Spiritual experience is one of those terms that has become stereotyped and misconceived. Many religious communities have come to fear direct spiritual experience, and modern secular communities have come to ridicule them. Associated with psychedelics, paranormal phenomena, and altered states of consciousness, many people have become unsure of the safety and validity of such experiences. Yet, those who have become familiar with them, know them, to be among the most important and defining experiences of their lives.

When we do not have a spiritual context or explanation, we often call such experiences “peak experiences” or “highs.” An incredible moment at an airport, like the one just described, could be dismissed by many as only a momentary pleasure, and not an indicator of a deeper world or a deeper way of being. Just as we can be convinced that spirituality lives in a building or under the authority of a few people, we can also be convinced that the extraordinary moments of our lives are indications of nothing more than passing emotions. These moments should not be overlooked. They can be savored, contemplated, and explored for growth and learning. The spiritual path calls us to re-examine the nature of perception and our reality.

In the Western world there is great diversity of opinion about the nature and cause of spiritual experience. In Eastern cultures the nature of spiritual experience is something that has long been described and documented in detail. Buddhist and Hindu traditions, for example, have elaborate inventories, frameworks and schools of thought devoted to the study and understanding of spiritual experience. Most date back thousands of years and show great complexity and detail. Sacred practices are designed to evoke these experience so that we may have direct awareness and knowledge of The Sacred.

When referring to “The Sacred,” most people intuitively understand that we are referring to something of ultimate importance and influence on life. As we discuss spiritual experience, the term “Sacred” certainly carries that same meaning, but with specific reference to those forces, feelings and aspects of our universe that are understood to be from or relating to a reality that transcends our ordinary physical and psychological world. Many traditions use the term, “The Sacred” to refer to the wide and likely unlimited world of Spirit, consciousness, and subtle energy that exist in a hidden yet accessible dimension of Life. Each tradition has their own understanding of what is included within “The Sacred,” such as God, angels, spirits, Ascended Masters and more. For our purposes, we include any and all “things” that can be discovered or indicated through spiritual experience: all expressions of this Living Energy Universe.
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