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    “Sophia Rose Arjana’s Buying Buddha, Selling Rumi is a fascinating and wholly engrossing exploration of how ‘mysticism,’ as we know it in the West, circulates as a modern-day product of colonial structures of power. With deft prose, Arjana skillfully illuminates the historical invention of what she calls ‘modern mystic-spirituality,’ which is sourced from the Orient/East, and specifically from the teachings and traditions of Hinduism, Buddhism, and Islam. From the Dalai Lama to Eat, Pray, Love, tantric sex to Burning Man, and yoga to spiritual tourism, Arjana expertly exposes how Orientalist logics shape the ways Westerners have manipulated, watered down, and come to consume ‘Eastern’ religions to bolster their own individual physical, emotional, and/or psychological health. While every chapter is illuminating, especially cogent is Arjana’s analysis in the chapter ‘Rumimaniacs,’ which grounds ‘Sufism’ in Islam and examines Rumi’s (who was, undeniably, Muslim) popularity as the best-selling poet in the U.S. Buying Buddha, Selling Rumi is a much-needed interrogation of our notions of the ‘mystical,’ and an important read for anyone interested in the intersections of religion, culture, colonialism, and capitalism in the twenty-first century.”




    Sylvia Chan-Malik, Associate Professor, Departments of American Studies and Women’s and Gender Studies, Rutgers, The State University of New Jersey




     




    “In Buying Buddha, Selling Rumi, Sophia Rose Arjana provides a wide-ranging overview of the ongoing power and cultural significance of long-standing Western Orientalist tropes about ‘the Mystic East.’ This is an important work for anyone working on Asian traditions and their contemporary appropriation, transformation and commodification.”




    Richard King, Professor of Buddhist and




    Asian Studies, University of Kent




     




    “Both scholarly and readable, Buying Buddha, Selling Rumi deepens our understanding of the way the West appropriates Eastern religion, excising elements that offend, and using an idealized picture of non-modern and non-rational religion to tell a story about Western desires. Using multiple examples, Sophia Rose Arjana describes the ‘muddled Orientalism’ that romanticizes and conflates Eastern religions, turning them into a source of spiritual products and disconnected experiences to be marketed to hip Westerners.”




    Jeffrey H. Mahan, Ralph E. and Norma E. Peck Professor of Religion & Public Communication, Iliff School of Theology
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    Introduction




    In the centre of a Catholic village of around 800 households in northern Germany is a small roadside shrine of the Virgin with the infant. Behind it stands a building with a bright red roof, through the centre of which rises a “Hindu temple tower”. It houses a German Heilpraktiker (healing practitioner) and his spa. One enters an enclosed courtyard through a curtain of multicoloured glass beads to be greeted by soft music, with Ayurvedic treatment wings for men and women on either side.




    Harish Narindas1




    The search for enchantment in the modern world rarely entails the decades-long religious labor of the early Christian desert fathers or the Buddha’s lifetime struggle to achieve enlightenment. More commonly, modern mysticism is characterized by a kind of dilettantism, a lifestyle that consists of a CD of Deepak Chopra meditations on Rumi, a subscription to Oprah’s magazine, and a yoga retreat in Bali. As we shall learn, Orientalism often plays a powerful role in these products and practices, seen in everything from Buddhist sex toys to the mystical tourism found in Thailand, Indonesia, and Morocco.




    This book examines mysticism from several vantage points: historically, as a concept invented in Western academia; theoretically, in its function as an arm of capitalism; critically, through its identification with Orientalism and other colonial projects; and materially, through many of its products and practices. The first three chapters deal with these historical, theoretical, and critical issues. The last three chapters focus on the material culture of popular mysticism, its ties to Orientalism, and the ways it is expressed in popular television and film. Later, in this introduction, I will outline these chapters, but first I want to foreground my work by touching upon some of the forces that shape modern mysticism—capitalism, colonialism, and Orientalism.




    

      	Colonization, Capitalism, and Modernity


    




    Mysticism and its entanglement with the Orient is seen broadly in the consumer culture of North America and Europe. Popular code words like mysticism and spirituality are used to sell products and experiences to the bliss chique, casual Sufi, imitation Hindu, and hipster Buddhist.2 Individuals can combine these traditions with others—like Kabbalah, African spirituality, and Native American mysticism—without ever being identified as part of a religious community. One of the appeals of Orientalized mysticism to spiritual seekers, which may include ex-Christians, self-declared secularists, and the Nones, the group who claim to be “spiritual, but not religious” (also called “metaphysicals”), is that it rejects religious hierarchies and the institutions that support them.3 This is modern mysticism.




    The search for religious meaning in modernity often involves the colonization of other cultures. This is often unintentional and unconscious, where consumers browse a kind of mystical flea market in which the bright, shiny, and colorful objects stand out. The Orient is, for historical and aesthetic reasons we shall explore in the following chapters, a confused hodgepodge of images and cultures, symbols, and traditions. The phenomenon I call muddled Orientalism sustains a marketplace populated with mystical and spiritual products and experiences. Modern mysticism exists in a system of cultural exchange born of colonial encounters and transformed into entrepreneurism, dilettantism, and spiritual voyeurism through the creative force of Orientalism.




    The twenty-first century is characterized by capitalism, globalism, and consumption, all affecting the ways in which individuals explore and experience religion. Scholarship on religion and consumption has often focused on individuals consuming products that are identified with a specific tradition. For instance, American Hindus produce a large number of religious goods and also are active consumers of religious items. As one scholar notes:




    A vast array of objects and items carrying religious symbolism is associated with the everyday religious practices and rituals of Indian American Hindus, including sculpted and painted images of Hindu gods and goddesses, framed pictures, bells, incense sticks, deity-specific items, prayer altars, and more transient items like fresh fruits, flowers and leaves for making garlands and decorations.4




    Hindus, Christians, Muslims, and Buddhists have rich histories of material culture, but as we shall learn, modernity has expanded the market for these products beyond the individuals located in distinct religious communities. Scholars describe this expansive space the religious marketplace.




    Some religious practitioners are successful in the religious marketplace through their attentiveness to the economic and social trends of the time. Joel Osteen is one of several televangelists known for the prosperity gospel, which is “a powerful example of the economic system the aesthetic image prefers.”5 As Luke Winslow writes, the prosperity gospel is popular in part because it “resonates with the secular, economic, and aesthetic rationales already in place.”6 As one of North America’s most successful pastorpreneurs, Osteen is both preacher and savvy businessman.7 not simply a Christian preacher, he is also a New Age spiritualist guru. Even though he identifies as a pastor and many of his customers are Christian, he combines “self-help, positive thinking, and the pursuit of happiness and prosperity with spirituality.”8 Osteen is a neoliberal capitalist who knows his market well, and he is not alone.




    The religious marketplace is not limited to North America. Indonesia has several successful pastorpreneurs—who I call imampreneurs—including Aa Gym (Abdullah Gymnastiar), a popular Islamic preacher whose teachings include tolerance, cleanliness (kebersihan ialah sebagian dari iman, “cleanliness is next to godliness”), and prosperity (making money and having a good business sense).9 Buddhism participates in this game as well. His holiness the Dalai Lama “has appeared in advertisements for Mercedes Benz and Microsoft.”10 Osteen and Aa Gym sell their products to fellow Christians and Muslims, while the mystical entrepreneurs discussed in this book colonize imagery, practices, and symbols from other religions and sell them as something non-religious—as mystical and spiritual.




    Osteen, Aa Gym, and the Dalai Llama all represent the ways in which religion functions in the marketplace as a commodity. Religions associated with the East—Hinduism, Buddhism, Islam—are also commodified. Their symbols are marketed by entrepreneurs and corporations and then consumed by everyone from non-religious spiritualists to ambivalent mystical seekers. These consumptive patterns often reflect the aversion felt by some individuals around organized, institutionalized religion. This rejection of religious identity often includes a distrust of authority. Mysticism and spirituality are innocuous terms that appeal to those seeking understanding, health, or personal growth, but who reject an overt religious identity. As we shall learn, the appeal of mysticism is situated in part in a kind of apathy with modernity—a search for magic in a disenchanted world.




    The vague quality of mysticism often results in behaviors, or even a lifestyle, characterized by cultural colonialism. In the United States, African American culture is the most popular target of these practices. In rap and hip-hop music, white singers often use AAE (African American English) as part of their performative identity. Eminem is an example of “a non-native user performing the language in a native-like manner, commodifying blackness for increased profitability in the marketplace.”11 These kinds of practices are so widespread that they often go unnoticed. In the 2018 film Crazy Rich Asians, the character played by the comedian Awkwafina used African American speech as a comic ploy. Black culture is often so commodified and globalized that it is difficult to notice all the places it is found in music, film, and fashion. In this case, the appeal of Awkwafina’s speech was due, at least in part, to the popularity of African American cultural forms in North American society.




    

      	Muddled Orientalism


    




    The religions of the Orient are colonized in different ways. The colonization is often sloppy—such as the Buddha quotes mistaken for Rumi verses of poetry. I call this careless mixing of images, terms, and tropes from the imagined Orient muddled Orientalism. At times one part of the Orient is transposed to another, representing the fictive nature of Orientalism. One literary example of this transposition is the metaphor of unveiling, identified with the colonization of places like Egypt, Algeria, and Morocco, but also used to describe the British invasion of Tibet. Edmund Candler’s account of Tibet is even titled the “unveiling of Lhasa, suggesting how unveiling was used to signify conquest in numerous Oriental landscapes.”12 Commonly, the Orient exists as a tableau of exoticism, visualized in stories and films that display a hodgepodge of imagery that communicates an aesthetic of difference that is nowhere but everywhere. This muddled Orientalism characterizes much of modern mysticism. As one example, a “Sufi” practice listed in a meditation app is titled “Kundalini Gong Breath Meditation.”13 It is not Islamic, but in reality, a Hindu/ Sikh/Kundalini meditation—a perfect example of muddled Orientalism.14




    As suggested above, even distinct religious figures like the Buddha and Rumi are often confused. The New Age goddess is another contemporary mystical character that reflects muddled Orientalism. According to her followers, she is the once-powerful universal female, whose importance is negated by thousands of years of patriarchy. She is not culturally specific, but rather, she is a combination of “Celtic, Near Eastern, Greek, Roman, Indian, African, and other indigenous goddesses.”15 The goddess movement, like many modern mystical trends, looks to others for its inspiration—to the Orient, the continent of Africa, and Native American traditions.




    The goddess appears at tribe events (discussed at length in later chapters) and mystical gatherings, but she is also popular in spiritually centered fitness programs inspired by the East such as belly dancing. This “ethnic dance” borrows from Arab and other dance forms. As it turns out, even the phrase “belly dancing” is an appropriated term, inspired by an Orientalist painting by Jean Léon-Gérôme. Belly dancing also features music that combines elements from around the world and markets it as “global,” using hybridized styles of costuming, and adopting names like Gypsy Caravan.16 As Barbara Sellers-Young notes, “Regardless of the quality of the evidence of a historical link between the goddess and the dance, an entire belief system and related iconography has been constructed within the belly-dance community. It includes images of goddesses from ancient Greece, Egypt and Mesopotamia including Aphrodite, Athena and Isis.”17 This imagery exists within a larger Orientalist–Islamic iconographic milieu that includes costuming that is reminiscent of the harems of Hollywood films.




    Muddled Orientalism is also found at locations rumored to be mystically powerful, which are sometimes referred to as spiritual centers. For example, one modern mystic claims that a “karmic cluster” related to King Arthur is located at Glastonbury, in southwest England.18 This example of the overlaying of Hinduism on British geography only scratches the surface, for the town of Glastonbury features a bazaar of religions from Buddhism to Sufism. Consumers can pick and choose the form of religion or mysticism they want to experience, or they can experience many traditions simultaneously. The marketing behind Glastonbury’s many festivals illustrate some of the ways in which modern mysticism sustains numerous businesses.




    The creation of products tied to things like karmic clusters (centers of karmic power) has not missed the attention of scholars. Faegheh Shirazi introduces the idea of the “clever tool” to describe religious ideas and symbols that may exist as ploys designed to sell products.19 Although Shirazi’s work is focused on the branding of Islam through halal products, what she calls “Brand Islam,” clever tools can be seen in other markets that use religious symbols as a way to sell products. Other products exploit the appeal of religions like Buddhism, seen, in particular, in the business of mindfulness. As Jon Kabat-Zinn has warned, McMindfulness carries with it the danger of ignoring the foundational teachings of Buddhism.20 Ironically, some of Kabat-Zinn’s critics see his meditation programs as colonizing Asian religion, the very thing he warns against.




    In many ways, mysticism is the ideal clever tool for the commodification of religion. It promises answers to loneliness, bodily ailments, and life’s suffering through a yoga class, Ayurvedic elixir, or a holiday in Bali. This book explores modern mysticism through portable objects—yoga mats, Rumi books, Buddha bumper stickers—and experiential products like fitness programs (goat yoga!) and mystical tourism (also called spiritual tourism).




    These products promise the consumer something different, which will alleviate the stresses of modern life. The “spiritual” person often engages in “mystical” practices, from mindfulness exercises to the Dances of Universal Peace, as an escape. There are also courses, vacations, and retreats where individuals can immerse themselves in mystical practices away from home. These holidays offer a more sustained experience through an “inversion of the everyday.”21 As we will learn, mystical tourism offers a respite from the modern world by traveling to the mythical East.




    

      	Theoretical Voices


    




    This book relies upon, and expands beyond, the textual and theoretical work I have engaged with in my past three monographs. I have spent many years studying Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, Orientalism, mysticism, colonialism, and other topics in my field, and pondering the questions, theories, and debates that are discussed in the first three chapters of this book. In some cases, I have seen the business of mysticism in person—in North America, Morocco, Egypt, Syria, Turkey, Iran, Japan, and Indonesia. I am a religious scholar who is intimately familiar with the religions of Hinduism, Buddhism, and Islam, as well as with the field of religious studies more broadly. However, in addition to my own training and expertise, I looked to novel approaches and emerging methodologies that would enrich my study of modern mysticism.




    Virtual ethnography is a key part of this project, which I utilized in my study of web-based sources on mysticism, spirituality, and in particular, mystical tourism. For guidance in this area, I turned to Kayla Wheeler, who proposes guidelines for conducting this type of ethnography and treating these communities as “cultural artefacts and sites of culture.”22 I visited the websites of mystical tourism resorts and retreats, studied the public Facebook posts of businesses geared toward mystical seekers, and surveyed products directed at the consumer that featured the Buddha, Rumi, and other so-called “Eastern” mystics. Following Wheeler’s ethical parameters, I was conscious of the pitfalls of social media such as the lack of privacy. Mindful of these concerns, I only utilized public posts and content in this book. As Wheeler states, public posts on Facebook and other social media posts of public figures, “constitute a public text.”23 The promotion of businesses on social media through websites and on visual platforms like YouTube is public and thus free of the ethical concerns that private social media posts would bring to my scholarship.




    This book is inspired by many important voices from the fields of religious studies, philosophy, critical theory, and anthropology, which I want to acknowledge here. Due to the interdisciplinary nature of this book and of my field, religious studies, I utilize scholars from numerous other fields as well. I would like to begin with Virtual Orientalism, the idea proposed by Jane Naomi Iwamura in her 2011 book of the same title. As Iwamura explains, images are powerful influences on the consumer, impacting purchasing trends as well as helping to define religious and pseudo-religious (i.e. spiritual) experiences. This book examines iconic figures from Hinduism, Buddhism, and Islam, including the Mahesh (Maharishi), the Dalai Lama, the Buddha, and Rumi, whose visual representations in contemporary media reinforce “Orientalism’s hold on Western imagination.”24




    The power of the social imagination, which Iwamura is so attentive to, was a topic examined in my book Muslims in the Western Imagination (Oxford, 2011), but here I am interested not so much in how negative portrayals of the Other are formulated, but rather how positive and romanticized portrayals function in the commodification of religion. The characters that inspire the products of Eastern mysticism—the gentle Buddhist monk, the enlightened Hindu guru, and the wise Sufi master—are male icons fixed in the power of the West’s mystical imagination. They are, as Baudrillard would posit, simulacra—reproduced images that refer to the original stereotype.25 These are believed to be more real than reality itself, in part because “the difference between original and copy falls away.”26 This was Said’s point as well: that the fictive Orient becomes the real Orient in the minds of the colonizer. The concept of simulacra helps us understand the business of mystical tourism, for what is presented is often a copy of what people desire: an experience that cannot be quantified. For example, there is literally a “staging” of authenticity that takes place in mystical tourism, where the performance of spirituality is part of the commercial exchange at the basis of tourism.27




    As I note above, religious studies is an interdisciplinary field that is heavily influenced by the discipline of philosophy. Zygmunt Bauman has written extensively on modernity and “liquid modernity.” In liquid modernity, individual validation is no longer a matter of “imagined totality,” but rather of “life politics” that are focused on meaning-making.28 The mystical marketplace is focused on creating products and experiences that create meaning. As Bauman puts it:




    This does not mean, of course, that the truths for individual validation and the raw stuff of which individuals would mould their meanings have stopped being socially supplied; but it does mean that they tend to be now media-and-shops supplied, rather than being imposed through communal command; and that they are calculated for seducing clients rather than compelling the subordinates.29




    The seductive power of the Orient is seen in the products outlined in this book, which rely on a kind of exotic allure. To be sure, modern mysticism features the seductive qualities through forms of Hinduism, Buddhism, or Islam that are removed, rearticulated, and sold in the religio-spiritual marketplace. It is, using Bauman’s words, part of liquid modernity.




    Many images and ideas associated with the East, such as yoga, function as powerful symbols in public. Yoga, like many of the religious traditions from the East examined in this book, has become capital—sold and bought like any other product. The late anthropologist Lévi-Strauss called these floating signifiers. James Faubion describes a floating signifier as “a meaning-bearing unit that nevertheless has no distinct meaning, and so is capable of bearing any meaning, operating within any given linguistic system as the very possibility of signification.”30 Images of the Buddha, the lotus flower, Rumi, and Shiva function in this way—attached to products as fluid symbols of the exotic and the promise of the East. Floating signifiers sustain certain ideas about the Orient and its religious cultures. Circling back to Iwamura, she argues something along these lines when she writes about the visual forms of Orientalism:




    These forms train the consumer to prefer visual representations and the visual nature of the image lends the representation an immediacy and ontological gravity that words cannot. Thus, the Asian sage is not simply someone we imagine, but his presence materializes in the photograph or moving picture before us. Buttressed by newsprint or a film’s story line, the visual representation adds gravitas to the narrative and creates its own scene of virtual encounter.31




    As Iwamura points out, a large part of the business of mysticism involves the idealization of the Orient, its peoples, and traditions. This involves casting the Hindu, the Buddhist, or the Muslim as a type of pre-modern noble savage who imparts knowledge to the North American or European spiritual seeker.




    A critical piece of this process of idealization is the denial of coeval time. The anthropologist Johannes Fabian has written extensively about this problem and more specifically, how the scholar often places the Other in a different time, denying him or her the same space we occupy. “The history of our discipline reveals that such use of Time almost invariably is made for the purpose of distancing those who are observed from the Time of the observer.”32 The denial of coeval time places the mystic Oriental in the past, affecting the way that people and places are conceptualized. This denial is a powerful force in the modern mystical marketplace, casting the traditions of Hinduism, Buddhism, and Islam as ancient pathways for solving modernity’s problems. In modern mysticism, the East becomes fetishized, offering a space through gratification—through practices, products, and experiences—that is missing in one’s normative existence. The Orient’s magic and spirituality is presented as the antithesis to the modern West and its post-Enlightenment commitment to rationality and logic.




    While the focus of this book is on three major religious traditions associated with the East, other religions and communities come into the conversation, including Native American, African, African American, and Jewish—most notably, Kabbalah. Christian theology is also an important part of modern mysticism that informs the way some consumers negotiate the marketplace. The identification of mysticism with health and wellness is a key theme in this book. In Western culture, the idea of the favored is situated in the theology of the human body as an expression of divine sacredness. As Luke Winslow explains, being overweight is “symbolic of a moral and divine offense.”33 The idea of the unfavored is key in Joel Osteen’s prosperity gospel, but it is also linked to New Age ideas of self-help and spirituality, which play a critical role in the cohabitation of mysticism and wellness, including the many products, therapies, and practices discussed in the following chapters. The image of the favored also plays a role in mystical tourism, where being healthy, thin, and happy are of utmost importance.




    Michel Foucault, who has influenced much of my past work, has a strong voice in this book as well—first, through his notion of the “technologies of the self,” the practices “which permit individuals to affect their own means or with the help of others a certain number of operations on their own bodies and souls, thoughts, conduct, and way of being, so as to transform themselves in order to attain a certain state of happiness, purity, wisdom, perfection or immortality.”34 These technologies are central to the business of mysticism, what Wade Clark Roof called the “commodification of the self in modern society.”35




    Foucault’s heterotopias are also an important part of this study. Heterotopias, or counter-sites, attempt to represent a utopia but are, in fact, marked by their difference. As he explains, in addition to utopias:




    There are also, probably in every culture, in every civilization, real places—places that do exist and that are formed in the very founding of the society—which are something like counter-sites, a kind of effectively enacted utopia in which the real sites, all the other real sites that can be found within the culture, are simultaneously represented, contested, and invented.36




    The business of mysticism, with its spas, health retreats, and mystical destinations, offers numerous heterotopic spaces. Foucault distinguishes between two types of heterotopias—those of crisis (troubled adolescents, the elderly) and those of deviation (countercultural types, hippies)—and modern mysticism contains both of these, for people in existential crisis formulate alternative identities that point to the crisis of modernity.




    Chapter One focuses on some of the challenging definitional issues at play in the study of mysticism and spirituality. As we will learn, these challenges are often due to the cohabitation of colonialism, race, and religion in formulations of modern concepts like mysticism. In order to define our subject, I propose we describe this as modern mystic-spirituality. This is a way to acknowledge the relationship between these concepts and their entwined histories in the study of religion and production of knowledge. Modern mystic-spirituality is defined as the search for meaning outside institutionalized religion in modernity that often involves contemplation, the search for meaning, and an end goal that is beneficial to the physical, emotional, or/and psychological health of the individual through the use of religious practices and traditions sourced from numerous places, especially the Orient/East.




    This book covers a lot of ground. The study of mysticism in Western academia, the mystical marketplace, Orientalism, cultural colonialism, Hinduism, Buddhism, Islam, and mystical television and film are the main areas explored. The challenges in organizing this material weighed heavily on me and, in the end, I settled on three chapters focused on the unpacking of historical and definitional questions involving commodification, modernity, religion, mysticism, Orientalism, and colonialism. This foregrounding is necessary to understand the force of mysticism today, how it moves in the world, and what work it does in people’s lives. Three chapters then follow that center upon the expression of Orientalism in the marketplace, with a particular focus on Hinduism, Buddhism, and Islam and their expression in products, health regimens, vacations, and entertainment.




    

      	Summary of Chapters


    




    The first chapter takes us on a journey through the history of mysticism. This serves as the foundation for the remainder of the book. As a concept in academia that emerged in an Orientalist milieu, the idea of mysticism was, in many ways, a project about defining the true religion of Protestant Christianity and fitting everything else into that vision of the world. In Western academe, the religions of the East were a product of invention (Hinduism), polemics (Islam), or romanticism (Buddhism) incongruent with the ways in which people lived out their religious lives. These newly defined topics of study were also identified with mysticism, located in the exotic Orient. The exotic still holds a special place in modern mysticism, and it is often connected to the East and its religious traditions. This chapter concludes with a meditation on the ways in which the mystical expresses itself in tribe events like Burning Man and the Hanuman Festival, which offer Orientalist adventures for the artist, yoga student, and spiritual seeker.




    Chapter Two looks at the ways in which the Orient is assumed by products, practices, and lifestyles by consumers of mysticism. The religious cultures of Hinduism, Buddhism, and Islam are subject to colonization through numerous mechanisms, but this chapter primarily focuses upon three topics: the practice of cultural colonization, whitewashing of mysticism, and the branding of Oriental mysticism in products from priv-lit (like Eat, Pray, Love) to the “kid-calming mist” sold on goop, Gwyneth Paltrow’s hugely successful company.




    Chapter Three discusses the business of mysticism. This chapter introduces the idea of mystical capitalism (similar to Kathryn Lofton’s “spiritual capitalism”) and its role in what I call the mystical marketplace, by placing it within a larger discussion about consumers, including the Nones, individuals who claim to be spiritual-but-not-religious. I propose that these spiritual quests, which range from yoga to mystical tourism, are symptoms of the frustration and apathy experienced by people living in modernity. The appeal of mysticism is in part an escape, but it is situated in capitalist practices, and thus involves commodification and cultural colonization, topics taken up in greater detail in the following chapters on Hinduism, Buddhism, Islam, and television and film.




    Chapters Four, Five, and Six explore the material expressions of Orientalism and mysticism in specific ways through four specific topics—the mystification of Hinduism, Buddhism, and Islam, and mystical television and cinema. Chapter Four focuses on Hinduism and Buddhism. In many ways, these are intertwined traditions, but in the minds of many modern mystical seekers they become translated into a generalized Eastern spirituality. This chapter looks at the history of Buddhism and Hinduism in North American mystical movements. Considerable attention is also given to the mystical tourism attached to these traditions, especially in places such as Bali.




    Chapter Five examines Sufism, presented in the mystical marketplace as a multi-religious form of mysticism (a claim I strongly contest). Sufism’s appeal is seen in the popularity of its most famous poets Rumi and Hafiz, and in its identification with Orientalist styles, seen in Rumi-themed restaurants. Mystical tourism also focuses on Sufi spirituality, especially in locations such as Tukey and Morocco. Much like Hinduism and Buddhism, modern mysticism whitewashes Sufism. This is a problem of particular concern in North America, where Black Muslim culture—Malcolm X, Muhammad Ali, and hip-hop—is erased from the popular narrative espoused by self-declared Sufis.




    In the final chapter, I look at the broad appeal of the mystical Orient in the general public. In particular, I am interested in its expression in television and film. Granted, the presence of Orientalist themes, symbols, and images in entertainment, and the role of mysticism in these cultural expressions, is a topic worthy of a book-length study. Indeed, this is a topic I plan to publish an entire monograph on. For the purposes of this book, however, I focus on one example each of mystic television and mystic cinema—Lost and Star Wars. While not unique in their adaption of Orientalism and use of mystical narratives, they include particularly strong elements of Hinduism, Buddhism, and Islam.




    Lost and Star Wars, much like mindfulness retreats and Sufi-themed holidays, promise people an escape from their mundane lives. I am deeply sympathetic to the search for enchantment that is in the minds and hearts of many consumers. I am critical of the colonizing of religious traditions that are part of mystical consumerism, but the problem lies in capitalism’s corruption of the foundational teachings and practices of these traditions, not in the search for transcendence. As one teacher confessed about the devaluation of mysticism through profit: “Ultimately, whatever enlightenment points to never increases or decreases in value, but what is lost is an appreciation for the preciousness and precariousness of those possibilities within human consciousness that remain the most sacred.”37
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    Histories of Religion and Mysticism




    The essence of Krishna consciousness, after all, is easy, “Simply chant Hare Krishna … If somebody does not want our rituals, that is not an important thing. We simply recommend that you chant, that’s all.”




    Steven J. Gelberg1




    Krishna Consciousness, like many other forms of modern mysticism, proposes that the Orient offers an answer to modernity’s problems. This chapter looks at the history of mysticism as an idea. How did we arrive at this place, where mysticism is viewed as an easy path and the antithesis to the post-Enlightenment’s disenchantment with religion? The bifurcation of the world into West and East, modern and ancient, orthodox and mystical, is strongly Orientalist. Said described this perspective as “a set of structures inherited from the past, secularized, redisposed, and re-formed” situated in a system of classification.2 These are the structures that help to sustain the mystical marketplace.




    This chapter tells the story of how the idea of mysticism evolved as a part of colonial history, explores its relationship to the study of Hinduism, Buddhism, and Islam, and explains how these ideas about religion shape the products and lifestyles discussed in this book. Scholars created ideas like Hinduism (a word coined by the British in India) and formulated visions of other religions of the Orient in a colonial milieu. Modern beliefs about mysticism are products of “a discursive history that is bound up with the power struggles and theological issues of Western Christianity.”3




    These ideas survive today as powerful forces in academia, the wellness industry, entertainment, and social life. The last chapter of this book focuses on mysticism’s popularity in television and film, illustrating how other religious traditions are consumed through Hollywood entertainment. Countercultural festivals, also known as tribe events like Burning Man and Hanuman Festival, offer some of the newest spaces for the consumption of Eastern brands of mysticism through the performance of Buddhist rituals and the construction of Orientalist temples, Buddha robots, and Rumi slides. As we will learn, Burning Man shows how Orientalism is often expressed as a gendered, consumable landscape that offers enlightenment, healing, and spiritual renewal. Tribe events are a type of domesticated mystical tourism, offering spaces for spiritual renewal and mystical transformation in places such as Colorado, Nevada, or California.




    Mystical tourism, which has a large share in the mystical marketplace, is popular in places identified with Hinduism, Buddhism, and Islam, such as Thailand, Bali, and Turkey. In a 2001 tourist commercial for Thailand, a robot is pictured in a tropical forest, at a nightclub, in a local Buddhist temple, and at the back of a traditional Thai fishing boat that travels “down a misty serene river with the sounds of nature of the dense forest on both sides.”4 At the end of the ad the robot transforms into a young Caucasian man, his body healed and restored by his discovery of a “humanity that makes him more human himself.”5 The Orient, and perhaps an Oriental person, heals his body and soul.




    This commercial is an important reminder of the role gender plays in the history of Western ideas about mysticism. Centered around a male spiritual guide such as a Sufi shaykh, Buddhist monk, or Hindu guru, these characters identify religious authority with masculinity. Diverging from the gendered Orientalism of a sensualized East and the display of Muslim female bodies that promises the gratification of the colonizer or tourist, the mysticism of the East offers something else. As I have written elsewhere, this gendered Orientalism remains a powerful force in the world, “The seductive eyes behind the veil and the delights of the harem are but two of many representations of Muslim girls and women found in everything from advertising campaigns to Hollywood film.”6 Modern mysticism features a different kind of gendered Orientalism. Asian sages—the sadhu (holy man), the monk, the Sufi—are men who represent a different kind of gratification, one that is connected to religious experience, rather than sexual conquest.




    The Oriental sage makes many appearances in this book. He is often feminized, moving quietly and speaking softly. Unlike other men from the East, such as the aggressive and sexualized Arab, he rarely poses a serious threat to Western power. Only in the cases of the libidinous guru and the threat of miscegenation is he of concern. A departure from such figures as the Japanese samurai and the Muslim despot, the sage is a queered figure—he is different. As Iwamura argues:




    Although the Oriental monk has appeared to us through the various media vehicles of American pop culture, we recognize him as the representative of an otherworldly (though perhaps not entirely alien) spirituality that draws from the ancient wellspring of “Eastern” civilization and culture. And as Americans’ current love affair with such figures as the Dalai Lama attests, the representation of this icon has only gained in popularity and impact.7




    The guru is important because he represents Orientalist discourse and the East’s powerful and mysterious religious power. Gurus are located in the past—exemplifying Fabian’s denial of coeval time. The mystics that popularized meditation, yoga, and Sufism were often viewed as existing in another time. As Iwamura points out, Suzuki, who helped to popularize Buddhism in North America, usually donned an American sports jacket and a pair of slacks, but newspapers chose portraits of him in the most “traditional attire.”8 These presentations illustrate one of the ways that mysticism and Orientalism are entangled in powerful ways.




    As we embark on this journey through the history of mysticism, it is important to understand how powerful the identification of the Orient and mysticism remain. Consider Eat, Pray, Love (2006), Elizabeth Gilbert’s popular self-help book. Gilbert tries to find meaning in yoga and meditation instruction in New York City, but it is not enough. So she goes to India to “experience ‘the real thing,’” which is where the “source” of prayer and meditation is located.9 Her language is almost identical to that of early Orientalists like Edward Lane who referred to Egypt as the “source” of all life. As is often the case in mystical tourism, Gilbert is healed through a native; in this case, a Balinese man. She even professes, “You healed me.”10




    What this brief introduction to mysticism shows us is that the East, whether identified in a spiritualist movement like Krishna Consciousness or at a location such as Thailand, India, or Bali, is often presented as the answer to modernity’s problems. The Orient plays a critical role in modern mysticism. It is an exotic space one can travel to and from with great frequency, allowing the mystical seeker comfort when they need it. For Gilbert, the romance of poverty also brings with it the promise of mysticism. She literally seeks transformation from a “mystical” girl who “performs menial tasks as a way to achieve a constant meditative state.”11 In the search for transcendence, poverty is romanticized and identified as mystical, but always held at a safe distance.




    

      	Definitional Traps


    




    This chapter argues that mysticism is a category of knowledge that was created and is sustained by the creative force of Orientalism, both in the ivory tower of academia and in the mystical marketplace. As I pointed out in my Introduction, it is critical to understand how the idea of the mystical was constructed before looking at the ways in which it exerts power in the marketplace. Like other modern concepts in the academic study of religion, mysticism has been subject to the influences of history, political power, race, and colonialism. According to François Gauthier:




    The nation was the backdrop and background for the Westphalian and post-Reformation type of congregational Christianity in the West. This model was then disseminated worldwide through European imperialism and colonization. It became the template for the “invention” of religion in non-North Atlantic countries, as it was enforced and/or interiorized with variegated effects in the various cultural, societal, and historical contexts.12




    As we shall learn, mysticism, like religion, is an invention of the Western academic that has been applied to other religious traditions, including Hinduism, Buddhism, and Islam, often in very problematic ways.




    In recent years, several scholars have shown how our understanding of other people’s religions is shaped by the colonial histories of politics and race. David Chidester’s book on the influence of studies on Southern Africa on the comparative study of religion reminds us of this history and its relevance today. “As we have seen, the frontier has been an arena in which definitions of religion have been produced and deployed, tested and contested, in local struggles over power and position in the world. In such power struggles, the term religion has been defined and redefined as a strategic instrument.”13




    Mystical, spiritual, and New Age therapeutic models often utilize, or are inspired by, the East. At times, these models show how mysticism functions as a racial system. In Sandra Segal’s Human Dynamics programs, which are very popular in Sweden, participants learn about prefabricated behaviors that are aligned with cultures. In this system, Europeans are “emotional” and Asians “practical.”14 This classification of human behavior relies on Darwinian ideas about race and behavior, illustrating just how powerful Western ideas about religion and mysticism are. The systems of power reflected in these ideas rely on a racialized view of the world. As Neda Maghbouleh reminds us, “race is a master status tied to group oppression and domination.”15




    Our understanding of religion and its related concepts—including mysticism—is shaped by post-Enlightenment ideas about truth, reality, and rationalism, as well as colonial interactions of Europe with the rest of the world. Jonathan Z. Smith famously wrote that religion is “the creation of the scholar’s study … with no independent existence apart from the academy.”16 The idea of religion is embedded in a history that compares “Christianity with itself” and in so doing, defines “corruption” in the practices of the Catholic, who is seen as prone to “superstition” and guilty of “Pagano-papism.”17 Catholicism was deemed suspicious by the scholar because of its mysticism. These are the critiques of religious tradition that worked themselves into Western scholarship. As we will learn, the mystical marketplace is built upon the idea that the Orient offers difference, a difference that sets it apart from the rationalism in Christianity and the modern West.




    Religion is not a universal category of knowledge. Talal Asad has written that: “There cannot be a universal definition of religion, not only because its constituent elements and relationships are historically specific, but because that definition is itself the historical product of a discursive product of discursive processes.”18 Asad suggests that religion’s “constituent elements,” like mysticism, are also ideas created by scholars for other scholars. Mysticism is a product of this intellectual project and like religion, it is a category of human experience that is not easily worked out.




    As the Buddhist scholar Richard Payne explains, ideas embedded in the Protestant Reformation, like mysticism, have real power: “Many of the Protestant reformers argued for a reduction in the number of sacraments—Christian rituals—or even more radically, the complete elimination of ritual from the church. Sacraments were felt to interfere with the individual’s relationship to God.”19 How Hinduism, Buddhism, and Islam fit into this narrative of the world’s religions was shaped by the interwoven history of colonialism and racism. One consequence of this process is that Christianity’s own internal traditions, like Catholicism and Gnosticism, were placed in problematic categories. As April DeConick explains: “‘Gnosticism’ and ‘Gnostic’ are no exception to this deconstructive trend. They have been reduced to ‘Christian.’ This, of course, doesn’t solve the problem but instead imposes another grand narrative on the early Christians, which domesticates Gnostic movements and presents them as no-nonsense alternative forms of Christianity.”20 If these are the ways Christianity is evaluated, one can quickly see how the study of other people’s religions is on shaky ground. Orientalism is intimately involved in these evaluations of religion, which also involve a racially ordered vision of the world’s religious traditions. According to George Lipton, “secular Sufism” is “built upon a revival of nineteenth-century Orientalist bifurcation between a Semitic Islam and a supposed Aryan mysticism.”21




    The idea of a rational–mystical dichotomy is very European, based in Kantian philosophy and used to cast the entire Orient as a mystical space.22 As Lipton puts it, “the anti-Semitic, Protestant scholarship of nineteenth-century Europe mirrored Kant’s racial historicism by portraying the divine commandments of Judaism and Islam as a coercive theocratic veneer covering a universal, autonomous spiritual core.”23 Obviously, this reflects racial anxieties when it defines white people as rational and other folks as mystical. This is important and as scholars have shown, both religion and mysticism are racialized categories of knowledge. Kant’s evaluation of Judaism as a theocratic and slavish religion was compared to the pure and true religion of Christianity, a superior religion that was viewed as the foundation of a universal faith.24 This idea of universalism is often at the core of modern mysticism, which often recasts Hindu, Buddhist, and Islamic traditions as forms of a universalized Christianity.




    Ted Vial’s 2016 book on religion and race opens with the following words: “Race and religion are conjoined twins. They are offspring of the modern world. Because they share a mutual genealogy, the category of religion is always already in a racialized category, even when race is not explicitly under discussion.”25 Race and religion reveal themselves in numerous spaces, including in the study of mysticism, which is often cast as a form of secret, eternal Christianity. “In this essentialized and anti-Semitic conceit, Islam is understood as inherently intolerant and incompatible with Western secularism, while Sufism (commonly referred to as Islamic mysticism) is claimed to be profoundly tolerant and secular because similar to Christianity.”26 There are elements of dressing up, costuming, adopting, and performing other cultures that constitute a big part of the mystical marketplace. The mystical marketplace often whitewashes traditions, keeping racial differences at a safe distance.




    Mysticism is often identified with the East and its traditions, which had great appeal for early scholars and travelers, much like their attraction for consumers today. These more precise histories, focused on the rebranding of Hinduism, Buddhism, and Islam, are taken up in Chapters Four and Five. However, it is important to know that the East had been a tableau for Western fantasies long before the emergence of the mystical marketplace, Oprah’s Favorite Things, and Gwyneth Paltrow’s company goop.




    As we will learn in Chapter Four, Tibet is a place on which numerous wishes and desires were imposed, a process which continues to this day. As Dibyesh Anand notes:




    While early Christians sought traces of a forgotten community of Christians here, theosophists looked for the lost brotherhood of wise hermits. In the mid-19th century, Joseph Wolff popularized the idea of a long-lost population of Jews in the Himalayas. On the other hand, the Nazi SS sent an expedition in 1938–39 to ascertain whether Tibet was an abode of true Aryans or not.27




    Fantasies were imposed on Tibet far earlier than this, in fact. Herodotus (d. 425 B.C.E.) wrote of the “most extreme lands of the earth” where giant ants dug up gold, and thieves had to work fast to escape the monsters before they smelled them.28 In the 1800s, Tibet was imagined as a lost biblical land, the site of “a remote, but powerful, people on Mount Zion at the end of time” as prophesied by Isaiah.29 Tibet continues to have a powerful place in Western ideas about mysticism, but it has company in the larger Orient—Morocco, Bali, Egypt, Turkey, and elsewhere. The colonial encounters in these lands, and in particular in India, were where British colonial agents, scholars, and artists invented what we now know as modern mysticism.




    

      	Inventing Mysticism


    




    The problems with the definitions of religion outlined above extended their reach into the study of mysticism. Early scholars of religion often described mysticism as the antithesis to a modern, rational, textually based religious life, as if religious mystics had no access to texts. As scholars of religion are well aware, the concepts of mysticism, Hinduism, Buddhism, and Islam are part of a larger system of power. The construction of religion is part of the colonial apparatus of knowledge. Western perceptions of Hinduism, Buddhism, and Islam are inventions—constructions of meaning embedded in the power structures of European empire. As Richard King has shown in his work, the traditions of the Orient have been presented in a profoundly Christian language, suggesting that the universalism we see in mysticism has an important genealogy that reveals much about the way world religions were constructed. In one eighteenth-century study of religion, the author claims that the Buddha was a “heavenly spirit” who left “Paradise,” and describes the ultimate goal of Buddhism to be “union with God.”30




    Mysticism is closely connected to the idea of a mystic India that inspired the countercultural Eastern spirituality associated with the Beatles and other celebrities. In the 1960s and 1970s, India became popular as part of the hippie trail, featuring middle- and upper-class Americans (and Europeans) drawn to Hinduism and Buddhism. This “spiritual turn to the East” is part of a larger process that sees a rejection of “the cold consumer society of the West” in favor of the “inherent spirituality” located in the East.31




    Spirituality is a commodified and contemporary form of mysticism that universalizes religious traditions and markets them—often in the service of the wellness industry. Jeremy Carrette and Richard King explain spirituality as a kind of disguise, a clever play on the idea of mysticism that “is a means of colonizing and commodifying Asian wisdom traditions.”32 The East, much like in the age of classical Orientalism, became associated with the promise of “instant enlightenment,” which as scholars have pointed out, included the idea of “pleasure.”33 The idea of instant gratification as part of a mystical practice is known as immediatism and is seen in the Krishna Consciousness example that opens this chapter. In the words of Arthur Versluis, immediatism is “a perspective emphasizing direct and immediate access to spiritual insight, and does not carry along with it ancillary doctrines that valorize ancient religions and cultures or for that matter, contemporary world religious traditions.”34 Immediatism is at the center of much of modern mysticism, from online mindfulness programs to Sufi retreats promising a profound change in one’s life.




    During the colonial period, Indian culture was described vis-à-vis European religious sensibilities, casting Asian religions in terms of exoticism, ritual, and emotions, in contrast to the restrained Protestant Christianity of the British. As Iwamura notes: “All around him, the British colonialist found examples of social confusion and spiritual excess that it was his responsibility to contain—if only by literary means.”35 Mysticism was framed as a symptom of this spiritual excess. It also became embedded in both the comparative study of religion and the evolutionary theory of religion. In Ted Vial’s study of religion and race, he reminds us that concepts used in religious studies are part of an anthropology, a culture, and an identity that is Christian and white. The ways in which mysticism is deployed—against Catholics as well as Hindus, Buddhists, and Muslims—is part of a larger strategy of self-identification formulated by racial concerns. As Vial puts it:




    Modern religion and race are the offspring of a new theological anthropology. This anthropology recreates race and religion because it reformulates the relationship between the individual and the group. It makes group membership an organic part of personal existence and identity; it shows how an individual is shaped by the group to which the individual belongs. It leads moderns to infer certain expectations about behavior, about moral dispositions, and about intellectual abilities based on group membership.36




    Hinduism is perhaps the most dramatic case of academic invention in the story of mysticism, and as one would guess, it became a useful academic and colonial tool of the British. In fact, Hinduism did not exist as part of the vernacular before British Orientalists codified it into law, ultimately constituting a mark of identity in modern India. As King writes: “The term ‘Hinduism,’ which of course derives from the frequency with which ‘Hindu’ came to be used, is a Western explanatory construct. As such, it reflects the colonial and Judaeo-Christian presuppositions of the Western Orientalists who first coined the term.”37




    The early study of Buddhism involved more creative interpretation than outright invention. Scholars initially identified Buddhism as an African religion, then a cult of Shiva, before it was ultimately cast as an Eastern form of “correct religion” that, like Christianity, “resides in scriptural texts, in formal doctrine.”38 Initially, Buddhism was identified solely with texts—an effort to make it into “an agnostic, rationalist, ethical individualism grounded in philosophical reflection.”39 Later, it went through other transformations, affected by Romantic ideas of the East, the mysticism identified with other traditions, and a particularly Christian understanding of the world. All of this resulted in the idea of Buddhism we see now, “With its reduction to classic texts and avoidance of both practicing monks and a rich ritual life, the western construction of Buddhism seems particularly affected by a Protestant understanding of religion.”40 As Richard Horsley explains, Buddhism is one of several traditions that offer a path back to religious experience:




    Given the reduction of religion to individual faith or spirituality, then, is it any wonder that many Westerners felt that something was seriously lacking in their lives and in their society? The Buddhism constructed and consumed by Westerners is deeply implicated in the imperial relations in which western elites, longing to be more complete and whole again, looked to subjected peoples for the sources of their own salvation and healing—to Buddhist wisdom and meditation, to Native American closeness to the earth and sweat lodges, to African American spirit and vitality.41




    In the United States, the first public efforts aimed at educating the public about Buddhism were seen in the late nineteenth century. The World’s Parliament of Religions meeting in 1893 was held as part of the 400th anniversary of Europe’s “discovery” of the Americas, an event called the “Columbian Exposition.”42 The fact that this foray into religious studies took place at an event commemorating the colonization of the Americas is a point not lost upon scholars. The exposition took place at a time when affluent Americans were fascinated with the Orient. American Orientalism (discussed at length in the following chapter) influenced architecture, painting, clothing, and décor. It is no surprise that the interest in Buddhism at the exposition was largely focused on the clothing of Buddhists, including a “fascination with their silk robes.”43 In some ways, this fascination remains in force today through the visual culture of Buddhism, which is seen in the visage of the Buddha in popular culture on everything from yoga mats to T-shirts and bumper stickers.




    The study of Islam was shaped by a profound Christian anxiety surrounding religion, race, and bodies, which at times involved strong polemical tirades against Islam and the vilification of Muslim men. As I have argued in earlier work, “When we consider Muslim monsters as a corpus—a genealogy of images that are related, at times closely, and at times through several degrees of separation—it is evident that they contribute to the ways in which Muslims are conceptualized today—as interruptions that disturb normative humanity, civilization, and modernity.”44 Sufism was separated from Islam through a process of whitewashing that described the tradition as Christian or universalistic. Today, Sufism is presented in the mystical marketplace as a form of universalistic spirituality. Rumi, a devout Muslim, is often portrayed as a dashing poet, a handsome vision in his robes and mustache.




    India helped to define Sufism as an Oriental tradition located firmly outside Islamic circles. In this respect, Islam shares a similar history with Hinduism and Buddhism through the ways that scholars, and later, spiritual seekers and consumers, have rebranded its religious traditions. Beginning in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, scholars began to sever Sufism from Islam. “Sufism was presented as a different and esoteric practice mostly based on Neo-Platonic and Neo-Zoroastrian beliefs, rather than Islam.”45 Much like Aryan theories connected to the Hindus and Buddhists, scholars presented numerous theories about Sufism’s origins. Among these was the racist proposition that Sufism was a miraculous reaction to Semitism by the Aryan mind.46




    The erasure of Islam from Sufism is situated in larger Orientalist notions of religion that were discussed earlier in this chapter; in particular, the idea of a true religion versus all other religions. Today, modern “non-Muslim” Sufis reject a Muslim identity with great ease, carrying on the tradition established by scholars nearly two hundred years ago. In the nineteenth century, scholars insisted Sufism was a “mystical sect,” which they often described in rather fantastic language. As William Rounseville Alger wrote in 1856:




    The Sufis are a sect of meditative devotees, whose absorption in spiritual contemplations and hallowed raptures is unparalleled, whose piety penetrates a depth where the mind gropingly staggers among the bottomless roots of being, in mazes of wonder and delight, and reaches to a height where the soul loses itself among the roofless immensities of glory in a bedazzled and boundless ecstasy.47




    To some degree, the study of Islam has forged ahead, rejecting parts of Orientalism with great vigor. In other ways, the field remains entrenched in ideas that rely on this old system. Linguistic studies of Islam still reflect Orientalist notions of the golden age of Islam, located in the distant past, which is why Arabic, Persian, and Turkish continue to be the dominant languages of academic study. The field often ignores the largest populations of Muslims living in Southeast Asia. The denial of coeval time cited by Fabian, noted in my Introduction, is often present in these attitudes: “Once other cultures are fenced off as culture gardens or, in the terminology of sociological jargon, as boundary-maintaining systems based on shared values; once each culture is perceived as living in its Time, it becomes possible and indeed necessary to elevate the interstices between cultures to a methodological status.”48




    The universalizing of Sufism is taken up in greater detail in Chapter Five, but it is addressed here because of the part it plays in rebranding Islamic religious traditions as mysticism. Musical expressions of Sufism in North America and Europe often use words such as love, passion, questing, journeying, heart, and soul—keywords of New Age thought.49 As Amira El-Zein argues, Rumi products are often marketed with the language of spirituality to appeal to an audience of mystical seekers: “It may be argued that Rumi’s enormous success in America is due to the fact that Americans find in his work a whole program of spirituality that may be summarized in four points: love; the Sufi universe; illusion versus reality; silence and emptying the self.”50 By subscribing to this vision of Rumi, one can completely erase his Muslim identity. The promotion of sacred music in Morocco is an example of universalizing in the public sphere, where “the phenomenon of the sacred music festival draws on the religious sentiment evoked by sacred music to create a transnational (thus mobile) notion of the ‘sacred’ that is in many ways a counterpoint to the specificity and ideology of more orthodox forms of religious practice.”51




    In American Sufi movements, we see some of the ways in which Sufism exists—as a contemplative practice identified with Islam, a practice aligned with specific genealogical lineages, and the “essential stuff” of Islam. This last category is where we find the blurring of Sufism and New Age religion, the commodification of Sufi figures like Rumi, and the adoption of his poetry as spiritual teachings. Carl Ernst describes the existence of fake Sufism thus:




    The multiple “translations” of poets like Rumi and Hafiz illustrate a very postmodern concept of the poetic text. Almost none of these are by authors conversant with the original language, and while some like Coleman Barks are professional poets who work closely with translators and standard editions, there are “versions” of the Sufi poets that have no discernible relationship with any original text.52




    Similar types of translation projects are seen with Hinduism and Buddhism, which become sold as yoga and meditation, Zen style, and mindfulness under the panopticon of modern capitalism.




    Closely related to mysticism is the idea of perennialism. This once popular approach, identified with scholars like Mircea Eliade, whose writings included ideas such as a “transhuman Reality” and a vision of Sacred Time that offered Transcendence, is now out of fashion in much of academia.53 Perennialism is the “many paths to one mountain” view of religion, which all have the same essence or in Eliade’s phrasing, Center.54 Today, it is viewed as a strongly problematic view that obfuscates the distinctions between different religious traditions while privileging Christian understandings of God, religion, and mystical experience. Aldous Huxley (1894–1963) founded the perennialism movement with his book The Perennial Philosophy (1945), an anthology of world mysticism that combines numerous concepts from Hinduism and Buddhism to create a mystical vision of the world.55 As Douglas Osto points out: “In addition to using the terms ‘Dharma-Body’ (Sanskrit dharmakāya), ‘Suchness’ (tathātā), and ‘Void’ (sūnyatā), Huxley often uses ‘Not-self’ (for Pāli anattā; or Sanskrit anātman), and ‘Mind at Large.’”56 He saw psychedelics as a doorway to mystical experience, offering a fast track to what would normally take an individual decades to achieve.




    Modern mysticism relies on a similar understanding of transcendence—one that is easy and quick, but also available for the right price. The idealization of mystical experiences—at times, through the use of mescaline or LSD—is problematic for many reasons, including the fact that experiences cannot be qualified. As Zaehner points out (Mysticism, Sacred and Profane, 1961), mystics do not experience the same things—mystical experience is not the same from person to person.57 Religions are different, people are different, and mysticism—like religion—is not a native category. The idea that mystical experience is consistent is powerful, despite evidence to the contrary: “For instance, in Rinzai Zen particular importance is placed on the ‘kensho experience,’ a sudden flash of awakening; whereas in the modern practice of vipassanā as taught by S. N. Goenka, an experience of bhanga, or ‘dissolution,’ is valorized.”58




    Early scholars were challenged by the sophisticated religions of supposed “primitives” whose traditions impacted the idea of mysticism.59 Mysticism is one of many categories used to describe other people’s religious lives. In many cases, mysticism provided a safe category for complex traditions that could not be assigned into categories like “primitive,” “animist,” or “nature.” Hinduism is perhaps the best example of this. It is an idea constructed out of the many religious communities in India by academics. Alternatively described as a way of life, a religion, and a cultural system, Hinduism’s complexity defies categorization with its mystical practices through the sadhu (holy man), rituals like seeing God (darśan), and tradition of speculative philosophy.




    Mysticism, much like other concepts in the academic study of religion, is an idea formulated with one specific religious tradition in mind—Christianity. The imposition of Western mysticism on other people’s religions is so strong that Western thinkers have insisted on it, even in cases where it clearly makes no sense. As Richard King points out: “This is an astonishing statement to make—that the notions of God, communion, the soul and themes of a loving relationship between the two can be found in (actually imposed upon) all non-Christian religious experience.”60 While it is astonishing, these assumptions run through much of modern mysticism in ideas like the spiritual self (personal theology) and union with the Divine (the Logos).




    Claims about mysticism are not just historically located in past European thought; they are also situated in a profoundly modern way of understanding the contemplative, spiritual, mystical life. These ways of understanding organize the world into “the rational knowledge of scientific empiricism and the inner knowledge of spiritual experience.”61 These ways of understanding are very vague, making it possible to fit all sorts of things under the umbrella of mysticism. Academia doesn’t do much better. In one case, a scholar suggested a definition of mysticism as “spiritual practice and its experiential data.”62




    Universalism is one way to explain other people’s traditions so that they fit into particular Christian ideas of God, theology, and religion. Statements like “God has many names” and phrases like “the Eternal One” and “integral spirituality” populate contemporary mystical writing.63 Traditions that are spiritualized often have their own code language. In the case of Sufism, appeals to a “universal Islam” are found in the writings of James Frager and other universalistic Sufis.64 Buddhism is often talked about in terms of karma, mindfulness, and enlightenment. In one study of Buddhism in Denmark, karma and tantra were used with far less frequency (151 and 32 times) than mindfulness (310 items), and of these 310 only 19 also mentioned Buddhism.65 This example shows how a religious tradition can be translated into mysticism or spirituality. As we learn in Chapter Three, the erasure of religious traditions, including their sources, texts, and rituals, is part of the cultural colonization that benefits the mystical marketplace. The erasure of religion is one place this is seen, resulting in a silencing of religious communities and their traditions. Megan Sijapati describes the meditation corner of the mystical marketplace in this way: “Meditation and mindfulness practices now proffered in mainstream American culture as secular modalities of the wellness industry have demonstrable historical roots in dharmic religious traditions, particularly Buddhism and Yogic Hindu traditions, but in some cases Islam as well. The task then, for scholars of religion, is to trace the ways this elision of religion takes place and to interrogate what it means for religious institutions and religious communities.”66




    

      	Spirit, Spiritualism, Spirituality


    




    As we have seen, Hinduism, Buddhism, and Islam are often mistranslated in the mystical marketplace. The theology of Rumi becomes a bumper sticker. Zen philosophical teachings become a decorative style. Yoga changes from something “to be achieved only by virtue (punya) gathered over many past lives” to an exercise program.67 Modern yoga functions as a veritable expression of modernity, based on scientific claims and “as such highly rational and instrumental in its approach to explanatory frameworks for ‘how it works.’”68 To yogaphobics, it is posited as a modern threat to Christianity, failing to “search for an authentic form of yoga.”69 In the corporate world, Buddhism has been redefined to fit the capitalist model. As this study notes, Zen is seen as a way to create change in that world:




    Gabi believes that Zen Buddhism is the best source to employ for adapting a new strategy towards “change.” According to him, Buddhism “relates to the world as something that changes all the time internally and externally. Once you accept it, your reaction to change is much better.” In order to develop awareness of the “here and now,” Gabi appropriates the Buddhist principle of impermanent reality and the concept of compassion. In his work with teams, he uses Buddhist meditative tools and focuses on topics such as burnout and change.70




    Mysticism is certainly not limited to North America. In other contexts, syncretism and hybridization are processes that may lead to a turn away from traditional, organized religion. In Thailand, spirit traditions, astrology, and the Hindu flavor of many Buddhist practices reflect the hybrid practice of religion. The urbanization and mobility of Thailand’s growing population includes a displacement of people’s beliefs: “The sense of displacement, frustration and helplessness among the urban population often leads them to seek spiritual sanctuary through the worship of hybrid deities and their mediums.”71 Popular culture also encourages spiritualism in news stories and television shows that include “commercial biographies of popular magic monks, astrologers or spirit mediums; famous amulets; or tips for winning lottery numbers.”72




    Spirituality is really a codeword for mysticism. It is described as “a broad and holistic construct that crosses disciplines and approaches.”73 In one study, spirituality is attached to the following qualities: an urge for personal experience, a desire to see the big picture, letting go of the ego or self, resisting or moving beyond instant gratification, examining the meaning of life, believing in the unity of humans and creation, becoming integrated with others, being on a journey, using ritual, experiencing self-actualization, understanding that anything is possible, living in the present, accepting responsibility for one’s own problems, being grateful, undergoing transformation, and understanding suffering as part of life’s journey.74 This list sounds a lot like modern mysticism. Mysticism and spirituality even share the same parasitical nature that feeds off other religions and cultures to sustain itself.




    Mysticism has generated its own ancillary systems of meanings including its own set of code words such as spirituality. Spiritual seekers often identify as “seekers” of self-transformation:




    In all such instances, the quest culture finds its strongest version in explicit appeals to “seekers” using highly rationalized procedures and techniques at self-transformation. An omnipresent theme in such activities is the promise of greater discovery, experience and connection: participants are encouraged in their pursuits to discover the sacred, archetypal dimensions of life; to experience the divine energy that is within all of us; to discover the inner child; to be reunited with their inner guidance; to discover the joy of personal healing; to experience or at least get close to experiencing one’s own underlying perfection; to connect with universal life forces; to experience their own bodies and sensual selves; to discover the infinite love that is within; and to experience more fully the powers of beauty, creativity, life, and joy within each person.75




    One scholar describes spiritualism as the “old gnosis” that rejects the post-Reformation and post-Enlightenment view of the world and includes a long list of traditions, movements, and belief systems, “the hermetic, magical, alchemical, astrological, and occult traditions; Islamic and Hindu mysticism; Kabbalah; Zen; I Ching; Tarot; Taoism; chakra yoga; Buddhist tantra; and ancient Gnosticism.”76




    Spiritualism has a long history in the United States that has seen a resurgence in recent years in the popularity of mystical products and experiences. Early spiritualism was present in colonial New England among the Quakers, and in healing practices that included prescribing the pharmaceuticals of the day.77 Nineteenth-century spiritualist leaders such as Andrew Jackson Davis (1826–1926), while describing God as a “substance” and a kind of matter, did not always look to Eastern religions for their spiritual theologies.78 At times their ideas were very much situated in post-Reformation Christian thought. Other leaders, for example, Charles W. Leadbeater, were deeply influenced by Hinduism, illustrated in the title (and content) of his 1927 book, The Chakras.79 As is the case with the Nones and New Agers, Leadbeater viewed the chakras as an integral part of the mystical path that ultimately brought the individual into union with the Divine.




    As I noted earlier, modern spiritualism is popular with Nones, unchurched believers, and followers of New Age religion. Scholars have pointed out that New Agers and evangelicals also have similarities—in particular, in their search for meaning and an immediate and intense connection to the Divine.80 Immediatism is much like mysticism in that it does not promote specific practices.81 It has long been popular in the United States, including “Ralph Waldo Emerson in Transcendentalism, William S. Burroughs in the Beats, Robert Anton Wilson in Discordianism, and René Guénon in Traditionalism.”82 Today, figures like Eckhart Tolle and Oprah Winfrey, for example, might be considered popular spiritualists.




    The search for wellness is an important part of spiritualism and, as we shall learn, it is often focused on the individual. Networks often exist outside churches and other institutions and rely on mystically based practices and traditions from the East—practicing yoga as part of a spiritual quest, reading Rumi as a meditative strategy, and placing Tibetan Buddhist flags as protective devices are a few of these traditions. Traditions identified with Eastern wisdom—Hinduism, Buddhism, and Islam—are often placed alongside New Age practices that refer to spiritual vortexes, sacred pools and mountains, and energy fields.83 These New Age places and rituals often borrow from Native American, African, or other traditions, resulting in places like Sedona, Arizona, which is a spiritual marketplace for the upper middle class and celebrities like Oprah.
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      Buddha and Moai statues in a stonework shop, Batu Bulan, Bali (courtesy of the author).


    




     




    In modern mysticism, the concept of God is articulated in numerous ways that depend on one’s community. It should be noted that the traditional names for God or gods—Brahma, Allah—are rarely invoked in these cases. Instead, spiritualists use their own special language, which is intentionally non-specific. “Sometimes that which is found within the inner self is called God even though its meaning may be very different from the more orthodox usage of that term; at other times the term God is replaced by any number of possible substitutes, such as Goddess and Sophia in feminist circles, or simply Higher Power or Universal Force.”84 The proliferation of these terms is part of what is available for spiritual consumers in the divine supermarket.85 An entire aisle of this supermarket dedicated to the East, where consumers can buy products inspired by India, Egypt, Morocco, and elsewhere. Scholars have suggested that this hyper consumerism is part of modern life, marginalizing some forms of tradition while invading public and private life, including religious life.86 As Jacqueline Hodder puts it, these “postmodern expressions of religion can be found in New Age or evangelical forms.”87




    As discussed throughout this book, New Age religion has a smaller share in the religious market because mysticism has taken it over, replacing LSD and crystals with green-tea lattes and tree bathing. New Age practitioners are often called “teachers” or “healers” rather than “ministers,” making it clear that what they do is different from traditional religion. One such teacher, Barbara Ann Brennan, has claimed that a spirit anatomy of chakras can be “opened” through therapy and cure illnesses that are caused by “energy blocks.”88 In this system of belief, chakras become part of a new vision of the body, illness, and healing that does not involve or credit its Hindu (and Buddhist) origins. The healer, in this case Brennan, “reawakens” the “ancient memory” of the self and, by doing so, “S/he touches the spark of God in each cell of the body and gently reminds it that it is already God and, already being God, it inexorably flows with the Universal Will towards health and wellness.”89




    Another example of New Age religion borrowing from the East is the New Age Judaism found in contemporary Israeli spirituality. One teacher, Gavriel Meir, organizes workshops that tailor mystical practices for the coexistence industry, including Sufi teachings.90 As one study notes, Meir is typical of New Age spiritualists and mystics in his pan-religious philosophy. “Meir combines new-age spirituality with coexistence initiatives. Among his influential teachers, he mentions Native American Shamans, Buddhist teachers (Thich Nhat Hanh, Joanna Macy) and Sufi sheiks from Africa, Turkey, the Holy Land, and India.”91




    New Age, spiritual, and modern mystical teachers borrow from a seemingly endless number of traditions, but they are quite intentional about their courses, workshops, and retreats. As scholars have pointed out, the programmatic nature of modern mysticism makes it different from traditional modes of religion such as the Roman Catholic Mystical Body of Christ.92 The New Age groups are small communities that utilize a language of intentionality and healing, wellness and meditation. As one scholar notes: “New Age healers have a program.”93 The radical inclusiveness of New Age religion, spiritualism, and contemporary mysticism results in the muddled Orientalism we see today, discussed in detail in Chapter Two. This should not be confused with the cohabitation of religious traditions, which is a totally different subject. As many scholars have pointed out, Hinduism, Buddhism, and Islam have at times shared territory, rituals, and even entire traditions as they do today. In Kashmir, Rishi saints have incorporated yogic methods in their practices and Baba Rishi (Hazrat Payam-ud-Din) is an important figure for both Muslims and Hindus.94 Visiting the holy shrine of Baba Rishi is serious business. People visit it with young children for their first haircut and believe that if a fire is seen in its old fireplace (where the saint used to make his meals), it is a bad omen.95




    One final point needs to be made about religion and mysticism. The descriptive aspects of religion like liturgy, texts, and rituals, are observable and somewhat quantifiable. Mysticism and spirituality are not. This is why academic studies on texts are more respected than those on contemplative theology. It is extremely difficult to work out what mysticism is, which makes it a particularly good product to exploit for profit. As one study of mystical Muslim music puts it, spirituality is not a descriptive act but a language:




    Rather than conceiving of spirituality as located in particular and competing cantons of belief, it is possible to consider spirituality as a discourse of subjective belief that cuts across and is shared by a wide range of religious and spiritual traditions. It is this universalizing language of postmodern spirituality and the desire to universalize—or perhaps more accurately translate—subjective experience that emerges most starkly when discussing religious belief and musical practice with Muslim musicians.96
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