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  IN THE DEPTH OF YOUR HOPES AND DESIRES LIES YOUR SILENT KNOWLEDGE OF THE BEYOND; AND LIKE SEEDS DREAMING BENEATH THE SNOW YOUR HEART DREAMS OF SPRING.

  Trust the dreams, for in them is hidden the gate to eternity. Khalil Gibran, The Prophet

  For my Brighton Boys, Jay and Toby


  INTRODUCTION

  In her eyes a thought Grew sweeter and sweeter, a deepening like the dawn, a mystical forewarning.

  Thomas Bailey Aldrich, Pythagoras

  Throughout the evolution of human consciousness, mystical visions and divine apparitions reveal recurring and primordial affirmations of an alternate reality, providing a foundation for both the mythological beliefs of world religions and the spiritual development of humanity. The word mystic originates from the Greek mysticos, translated to mean “one who had been initiated into the secrets of the ancient Mystery Cults of Greece and Egypt.” While such transcendent visionary states are universal and share many similar characteristics, they are not subject to any particular religious tradition, but are described as having a spiritual component. These magical and enigmatic experiences occur beyond the realms of everyday consciousness, dissolving barriers of time, space, and logic to reconnect us with an expanded state of cosmic consciousness, which radically changes perception of the deeper meaning of reality.

  The deep insights generated through altered states also highlight parallels between ancient mystical religious beliefs and science. The physicist, Fritjof Capra, whose previous experience was limited to mathematical theories and diagrams, tells of his own awakening that took place one summer day at the ocean and led to a re-visioning of prior beliefs:

  I ‘saw’ cascades of energy coming down from outer space….I ‘saw’ the atoms of elements and those of my body participating in this cosmic dance of energy; I felt its rhythm and I ‘heard’ its sound, and at that moment I knew that this was the Dance of Shiva, the Lord of Dancers worshipped by the Hindus.[1]

  The core element of such a vision is liberation from an ego-based identification, resulting in a spiritual epiphany that has a trans-formative effect. Such an illuminating shift in perception contains the archetypal affirmation of death and spiritual rebirth, culminating in a heightened sense of a transcendent merging with ‘God’ or a higher power in many different guises in what C. G. Jung referred to, as a fleeting awareness of absolute knowledge.

  Mystical states are paradoxical in their nature, as they register in the psyche as sensations, feelings, and archetypal symbolic images, yet mystics, seers, and prophets from many different religious traditions struggle to find language that can adequately articulate the ineffable ecstatic essence of such inexplicable experiences.

  Many believe that mystical states of consciousness can only be accessed by a select few illumined beings, such as saints and sages, who through intense spiritual practice and ritual, access these realms. However, the reality is that supernatural states of enlightenment can occur spontaneously to anyone, at any time, and that they can be triggered by a variety of stimuli, including: music, poetry, art, nature, meditation, and sudden trauma to the body as in a near-death experience, to name but a few.

  Surveys carried out in the United States and the United Kingdom indicate that approximately one-third of the adult population in both these countries claim to have had some type of mystical encounter (Greeley 1975). A Gallup Poll conducted in 1976, also found a similar proportion of respondents reporting otherworldly sensations, often described as having religious or spiritual connotations. In 1994, The National Opinion Research Center of Chicago revealed that over two-thirds of Americans believed that they had undergone a mystical experience in which they felt connection to a higher spiritual presence.

  Equally important as the realization that numinous visions do spontaneously manifest, is understanding the prime importance of such sudden leaps in intuitive wisdom in a world where we yearn to experience the nature of the holy and the sacred in our lives. Joy Mills writes:

  The central characteristic of the mystical experience— ineffable, noetic, fleeting, timeless—is the enveloping sense of oneness with a universe suddenly known and felt as luminous from within.[2]

  One of the more widely known variations of a mystical vision is the near-death experience, which contains mythic motifs and archetypal dimensions and has a permanent transformative effect in the future life of a survivor of such a transcendent otherworldly encounter. Many return from euphoric near-death journeys with an unshakable belief in a continuum of consciousness following death and discover a new unique sense of purpose to our fleeting earthly existence. The power of these life-changing stories also brings hope and strength to the dying and the bereaved, in the calm assurance that death is merely a transition to be embraced and not feared.

  Through exploring, interpreting, and evaluating the archetypal and symbolic dimensions of contemporary near-death experiences and comparing them to those of similar transcendent states, we can glean invaluable knowledge to escape from the allegory of Plato’s darkened cave and emerge into the light of a divine legacy.

  Notes

  
    	Fritjof Capra, The Tao of Physics: An Exploration of the Parallels Between Modern Physics and Eastern Mysticism (Boston: Shambhala, 1991), 11.

    	Joy Mills, “Nature of Mystical Experience,” in The Silent Encounter: Reflections on Mysticism, ed. Virginia Hanson (Wheaton: Quest, 1974), 7.

  


  CHAPTER 1

  ARCHETYPES, SYMBOLS, AND ALCHEMY: THE ESSENCE OF MYSTICAL IMAGININGS

  For it is not that “God” is a myth, but that myth is the revelation of the divine life in man.

  C. G. Jung, Memories, Dreams, Reflections

  By their very nature, mystical visions are ineffable and beyond rational comprehension. Attempts to explore the transcendent value of such experiences, including the NDE, requires the ability to translate and interpret the primordial essence of archetypes and the mysterious quality of symbols that speak in the poetic timeless language of the soul.

  Clearly defining the term archetype is difficult, as archetypal content is expressed through metaphor and so always contains a hidden meaning that defies all rational explanation. Archetypes can only be identified through the effects they manifest, and their origins remain unclear. Jolande Jacobi writes:

  The origin of an archetype remains obscure, its nature unfathomable; for it dwells in that mysterious shadow realm, the collective unconscious, to which we shall never have direct access, and whose existence and operation we can have only indirect knowledge, precisely through our encounter with archetypes, i.e., their manifestations in the psyche.[1]

  Put simply, archetypes comprise of sets of images that have been indelibly stamped on the human psyche; an example would be the alternating darkness of night and the light of day. For ancient cultures, recurring images, such as the daily journey of the sun, were preserved in myths and provided spontaneous analogies for death and rebirth.

  The ancient Greeks sought to determine a priori causes to explain the world in which they lived. Heraclitus, the pre-Socratic philosopher, renounced his kingdom in order to seek knowledge. The great body of his work was lost. However, fragments survive that illustrate how his thinking was not only philosophical, but also poetic and prophetic. Heraclitus believed that the core essence of matter was energy and wisdom that governed and permeated all things and he likened the cosmos to a regenerative alchemical eternal fire:

  All things change to fire,

  and fire exhausted

  falls back into things.[2]

  Aristotle sought to determine philosophical answers from a more theoretical standpoint, concluding that philosophical insights could be gained through expanding the powers of perception. Pythagoras viewed mathematical reason and logic as providing a language that explained the prophetic cosmic principles of the universe, and he coined the word ‘philosopher’ to mean the lover of wisdom.

  The famous Platonic dialogues expanded the ideas of Socrates, who instilled Plato with a quest for enlightenment. Plato developed the concept of ‘forms’ in which qualities, such as beauty, have an eternal essence containing primordial forgotten knowledge and so represent an early understanding of unconscious contents. He writes:

  [W]hen we perceive something, either by the help of sight, or hearing, or some other sense, from that perception we are able to obtain a notion of some other things like or unlike which is associated with it but has been forgotten . . . and learning is simply recollection.[3]

  It is evident to see that there is a relationship between Plato’s concept of ‘forms’ and the archetypes, for both relate to the idea of an image that is formed, but exists outside of everyday consciousness. However, ‘forms’ were deemed absolute and eternal, existing before all experience. Archetypes differ, as they are not static inherited memories, but rather alive and fluid, with their dynamic force reflecting the changing images of life that can dissolve and then, out of the old, be created anew.

  The word archetype means ‘image’ or ‘copy’ and so archetypes can be viewed as imprints of primordial affirmations and patterns residing in the collective unconscious of humanity. Archetypal energies also possess paradoxical bipolar aspects, integrating all possibilities from the past and the future—like the mythical Janus head—archetypes look both forwards and backwards.

  The notion that the psyche contained material unavailable in conscious awareness was speculated upon for thousands of years by a great many early Greek philosophers, including Dionysius and Plotinus. The mystical traditions of India recorded in the Holy Scriptures of the Vedanta, also pursued such thought, as did mystics from the Middle Ages, including Meister Eckhart and Boehme. By the late nineteenth century, debates on the unconscious realms were of paramount speculation and interest.

  Sigmund Freud pursued his research into the concept and contents of the unconscious and he coined the word psychoanalysis. The expression is a combination of two Greek words that have very different connotations. Psyche denotes the rich emotional aspect of the soul that is totally human, and devoid of scientific attachment, while Analysis implies a form of sterile evaluation. In English terminology, a stronger emphasis is placed on analysis. However, in German, the language that Freud wrote in, importance was placed on the psyche or soul. Bruno

  Bettelheim writes:

  By coining the term “psychoanalysis” to describe his work, Freud wished to emphasize that by isolating and examining the neglected and hidden aspects of our souls we can acquaint ourselves with those aspects and understand the roles they play in our lives. It was Freud’s emphasis on the soul that made his analysis different from all others. What we think and feel about man’s soul— our own soul—is all important in Freud’s view.[4]

  Freud was greatly interested in mythology. As a child, he became enthralled by the family Bible, which also included images and illustrations of Egyptian gods from biblical times. His Vienna consulting rooms were full of ancient antiquities and he used these captivating images and the power they held as inspirational tools in his heroic quest to discover universal truths of human nature. He was particularly drawn to the symbolism of Oedipus, and from this myth, he formulated his famous Oedipus complex theory that centered on unconscious impulses and emotions stemming from the early relationships a child had with its parents.

  The myth of Amor and Psyche also greatly fascinated Freud. Perhaps this was because Psyche was described as having wings that resembled those of a butterfly or bird, which are both universal motifs of the soul and its transcendent quality. Psyche’s descent and return from the underworld symbolized crossing the barriers of consciousness, a journey Freud attempted psychologically, resulting in transformation. During the period of his descent into the unconscious, he isolated himself and underwent a serious course of self-analysis and meticulously recorded images from his dreams and their repressed memories, as he believed that unconscious content revealed itself in symbolic metaphors and analogies.

  Freud emerged from this ordeal transformed and he was inspired to publish The Interpretation of Dreams in 1899. In this seminal work, Freud illustrates how similar unconscious content and underlying themes also manifested in the dreams of his patients. He acknowledges that some of this material is not strictly personal, but appears to symbolize remnants from the history of humanity, accessed through “an unsuspected source of stimulation.”[5]

  Freud theorized the unconscious was a reservoir that stored repressed childhood memories and accompanying emotions, together with primordial drives and instincts. He also felt that one of the greatest challenges for the human being was to incorporate the death drive and the life force. Finding a balance between these two opposing energies could, according to Freud, result in an existence that enabled Eros, the life force, to keep our destructive forces in check. He also maintained that denial of death led to unconscious psychological consequences:

  In our civilized attitude towards death we are once more living psychologically beyond our means . . . .Would it not be better to give death that place in actuality and in our thoughts which properly belong to it, and to yield a little more prominence to that unconscious attitude toward death which we have hitherto so carefully suppressed?[6]

  Carl Gustav Jung started out working at the Burgholzil Hospital in Zurich, where many of his patients had been diagnosed with severe psychotic disorders, including schizophrenia. During this period, Jung noticed the frequency of universal associations and images. He was fascinated by the parallels found in the fantasies of his patients and how they related to mythic patterns. He writes that these images “live in a world quite different from the world outside . . . . No wonder their nature is strange, so strange that their irruption into consciousness often amounts to a psychosis.

  They undoubtedly belong to the material that comes to light in schizophrenia.”[7] This intriguing insight led Jung to concur that there was a further dimension to the unconscious, beyond that of personal repressed memories and representations that formed the basis of Freud’s theories, which he expanded upon.

  In his private practice, Jung began to analyze the dreams of his patients that also presented images associated with ancient rites and myths. As a result, he suggested the existence of a ‘collective’ unconscious that contained primordial patterns of human behavior and experience. To help his patients in moving beyond the ‘personal’ material of their dreams, Jung amplified the mythic dimensions of such contents. He described the tendencies to form images from these recurring motifs and patterns as being primordial images, but he later named them as archetypes. He also acknowledged that the Biblical philosopher, Philo had already proposed the concept of the Imago Dei, translated to mean the God-image found within all human beings. The term archetype was also used in the Corpus Hermeticum in which God is depicted as the “archetypal light.”[8]

  Such archetypal energies, according to Jung, reside deep within the unconscious aspects of the psyche, seeking to bring images from a distant past that contain the inherited experiences of humanity to light, as they become actualized and take form to be perceived as living realities in conscious awareness. The archetype can thus be regarded as having the potential to form a pattern that reveals itself in images. This vast storehouse of the psychic history of humanity is ‘neutral’ in that there is no differentiation between good and evil, or beauty and ugliness. However, these contents acquire their relative value as they emerge into consciousness.

  Rediscovering the concept of eternal and transpersonal dimensions can occur through reconnecting with the energy patterns depicted in ancient myths, as archetypal content has an invisible quality that still influences both the behavior and attitudes of the human being. William Doty writes, “There is a certain numinosity about archetypal images, recognized by the effect experienced when personal feelings are particularly engaged by a dream or mythic image.”[9] When archetypes appear, they often herald changes taking place within the individual, who is searching to discover a new and more meaningful personal myth.

  Today, we often find ancient symbolic forms that express archetypal energy unfamiliar and hard to translate, but they still profoundly affect psychic life, as not only do they provide an outer objective meaning, but they also awaken consciousness to a hidden profound interpretation.

  For the early Greeks, symbols represented the two halves of a coin or object that signified a pledge, and they were later used to prove the identity of the holder. The concept of something missing that is then restored can psychologically be interpreted to mean retrieving the missing or split-off part of the individual, in order to create a totality or sense of wholeness.

  A symbol appears to facilitate the transformation of psychic energy, suggesting the symbol is alive and can convey meaning to an unknown unconscious content that is not consciously apparent, or visible to the observer. In order for a symbol to have such an effect, it adopts a form and produces a pattern that creates an expanded state of awareness, but the individual must be able to recognize a prevailing pattern within the image. Energy and form are the central characteristics of a symbol, and what is separated by an objective state of consciousness is united through a profound symbolic consciousness, which is beyond the grasp of rationality. Understanding symbolic representation necessitates bypassing the intellect and opening to the mystery the symbol may reveal. To be considered a living symbol, an intense emotional response must be generated, as a symbol is constantly evolving, and energy is in perpetual motion. D. Stephenson Bond writes:

  The symbol of the cross. A chalice. An altar. A mosque. The Star of David. A prayer wheel. A Tibetan mandala. A totem pole. A crystal you want to buy in the New Age store. Does it have intensity? Does it stir the imagination from sleep? Does it grip your fascination? If so, then it is living. If not, then it has died. If so, then it has become symbolic. If not, then it has become simply historical. [10]

  Altered states of mystical consciousness are, by their very nature, symbolic. Evelyn Underhill describes symbolism as providing the key to the mystical experience. She writes:

  A good symbolism, therefore, will be more than a mere diagram or mere allegory; it will use to the utmost the resources of beauty and of passion, will bring with it hints of mystery and wonder . . . . Its appeal will not be to the clever mind, but to the desirous heart, the intuitive sense, of man.[11]

  Ancient civilizations were rich in symbolic motifs and metaphors and early Egyptian religious rites and rituals for both the living and dead were preserved in the hieroglyphics discovered in tombs and temple sites that revealed potent images of the posthumous journey of the soul.

  Through interpreting and comparing the parallels found in the analogies of ancient myths to the symbolic content of modern dreams, Jung theorizes that the capacity to form symbols, expressed by early people in rituals and beliefs, continues to reside within the collective unconscious. Symbols, therefore, are guardians of primordial knowledge and affirmations that remain constant throughout eternity and are unaffected by cultural and religious changes evolving throughout society. Most importantly, symbols are mnemonic—they prompt us to remember ancient sacred truths.

  Jung had many mystical epiphanies throughout his lifetime and he formulated his own method to delve deep into the unconscious. Every morning, he translated archetypal imagery from his dreams by writing and drawing everything that came into his conscious awareness. During this intense reflection, Jung encountered the archetypes that manifested more clearly, both in human and animal forms. Like Dante, who in The Divine Comedy,was guided through the realms of hell and greater part of purgatory by the poet, Virgil, Jung also had a guide in this great undertaking named Philemon, who led and instructed him in this journey of descent.

  Jung encountered biblical figures, including an old man with a long beard called Elijah, and a young blind woman, Salome. Elijah said the couple had been together throughout eternity. A black serpent accompanied them that showed a fondness for Jung, who described these meetings as events and experiences, rather than giving them an intellectual definition. However, he later recognized Elijah as symbolizing knowledge and wisdom and Salome as representing the anima, and viewed the figures to be embodiments of Eros and Logos. The black snake was of great interest to Jung, for it seemed to display parallels to the hero-myth and he pondered over the many similarities. “For example, the hero has eyes like a snake, or after his death he is changed into a snake and revered as such, or the snake is his mother, etc. In my fantasy, therefore, the presence of the snake was an indication of a hero-myth.”[12]

  Jung’s encounters with Salome and Elijah continued for a period of time and then the figures disappeared. He was astounded when they returned as though nothing had changed in his life. Jung believed the images had receded back into the unconscious and, therefore, into a timeless quality that was out of contact with changes taking place in the ego. Jung experienced feeling ‘separate’ when Salome and Elijah reemerged, signifying the primary discrimination made by an ego consciousness that creates a barrier and divides subjects and objects. The notion of space and a divide only came into being when the Egyptian god, Shu, separated the earth from the sky by standing between them. Erich Neumann writes, “Only then, as a result of his light-creating intervention, was there heaven above and earth below . . . only then was space recognized with reference to an ego.”[13]

  Jung realized that the underworld realms threatened to submerge him and were full of potential danger, even though this descent would ultimately prove to be an initiation into an alternate dimension of reality. He grounded himself with mundane aspects of daily life, such as chopping wood and spending time with his family. As a result, he was able to overcome the perils of his hazardous undertaking, and emerge from this odyssey having discovered a new image of ‘God’ in his psyche.

  During this voluntary period of surrender to the unconscious, Jung experienced a spectacular archetypal vision depicting the ancient solar myth of death and renewal, which was symbolized by the motif of the Egyptian scarab. The solar-hero myth represents the psyche’s natural translation of the sun’s journey and this archetypal content enables the ability to translate physical manifestations into psychic representations.

  In his latter years, Jung was to comment to a friend in a letter that his most important task was to awaken human beings into remembering that they had a soul.[14] He describes an instance when he felt his soul fly away from him to the “land of the dead,” which he deemed to be a paramount experience, because it signified the soul forming a relationship with the unconscious and the mythic realms of the ancestors:

  This was a significant event: the soul, the anima, establishes the relationship to the unconscious. In a certain sense this is also a relationship to the collectivity of the dead: for the unconscious corresponds to the mythic land of the dead, the land of the ancestors. If, therefore, one has a fantasy of the soul vanishing, this means that it has withdrawn into the unconscious or into the land of the dead. There it produces a mysterious animation and gives visible form to the ancestral traces, the collective contents.[15]

  Following his underworld descent, Jung believed that images of the dead voiced the mystery of life and death and explained the unanswerable. The conversations he had with entities, such as Philemon, who appeared to be real and acted as a guide or guru, instilled Jung with new knowledge; for Philemon symbolized a higher state of awareness and wisdom. These archetypal experiences led Jung to underscore the importance of the nature of images from the unconscious, as he realized they did not represent obsolete archaic forms, but rather continued to be of paramount importance in the world of the psyche.

  As Jung emerged from this period of intense inner reflection, he made another important discovery—his underworld descent had resulted in a symbolic death and rebirth, which led him to experience a sense of ‘wholeness’ and the discovery of the Self. He named the assimilation of the unconscious into conscious awareness as being that of “individuation,” which he believed, led to a harmonious relationship between the unconscious and the ego in a mystical marriage of the union of opposites, described as being the “transcendent function.”[16] Through this consummation, fresh conscious attitudes emerge from within the individual, and Jung recorded over 1000 hand-written pages with accompanying illustrations meticulously detailing his nekyia or descent, which are preserved in the Red Book, posthumously published in 2009.

  Jung encountered many archetypes and the ones he felt to be central and of universal value included: the persona, the shadow, the anima/animus, the Self, the wise old man, and the mother. The capacity to translate ancient symbols and archetypal images that manifest in dreams or states of psychic distress still resides in the unconscious to indicate possible, but previously unknown avenues of possibility. Unlike temporary human existence, archetypes are timeless and they can appear as spiritual guides. From the wealth of archetypes, this chapter focuses on the archetypal energies of the shadow and the Self that are most commonly said to manifest during the NDE and the numinous transpersonal quality of such encounters.

  During his confrontation with the unconscious, Jung had a dream in which he was with a small “unknown brown-skinned savage.”[17] Together, they shot and murdered the German hero, Siegfried. The small colored savage initiated the demise of Siegfried, and Jung believed he embodied the primitive shadow that personifies negative and split-off character traits. This dark shadow aspect can be transferred or projected onto another person; in some cases, the shadow can take over the complete personality of the individual, who is unaware of these negative patterns.

  One of the most popular stories regarding the shadow is to be found in Robert Louis Stevenson’s Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde. Stevenson was greatly interested in ‘sub-consciousness’ and placed great importance on archetypal dream imagery. During a bout of serious illness, he was to have a dream from which the story of a divided self that was based on his own experience originated. Having been brought up as a strict Calvinists, Stevenson and his friend, Charles Baxter, would assume the identities of Johnson and Thomson, who roamed the streets of Edinburgh at night and challenged the values of their upbringing through bouts of heavy drinking.

  In the tale, Hyde personifies the evil dark aspect of the benign and upstanding Jekyll, and Stevenson uses powerful symbolic images to conjure up the reality of Hyde’s shadow embodiment, described as a “creature that cannot be denied.”[18] The projection of the shadow was also depicted in the collective of mid to late eighteenth-century life in other literary works, including The Double, by Dostoevsky and Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray. These archetypal characterizations of a divided self provide examples of how the shadow can break away from the conscious personality to have a dark evil life of its own.

  In ancient Western traditions and throughout Eastern mythology, the opposites contained in the archetypes remained united and full of inconsistencies, but over time a division took place. This is particularly noted in the Jewish deity, Yahweh, who contained both light and dark aspects, but following Christian reformation, was to become an all encompassing ‘good’ God, as these negative attributes were transferred to the devil. However, Eastern traditions incorporate intellectual intuition and, therefore, the gods and goddesses remain ‘whole.’ Kali manifests both light and dark forces and retains her paradoxical nature. Known as the Madonna in Western cultures, the archetype no longer contains shadow aspects, but the darkness still exists and cannot be denied and so is projected on to the psyche of the human being.

  Aspects of the shadow can be encountered during ‘hellish’ NDEs. Rather than experiencing positive near-death journeys, some individuals describe disturbing visions that contain archetypal dark images, including the devil, hell, and suffering. Such negative experiences may reflect the shadow of the collective unconscious manifesting in destructive human behavior that Christopher M. Bache suggests “reaches into the very depths of our individual and collective existential confusion about what we are and our group failure to grasp the most fundamental spiritual truths about ourselves.”[19]

  Many near-death experiencers confront their personal shadow aspects during a life review. Judgment of the soul following death is commonly found in the mythologies of world religions, such as the deceased being ushered into the presence of the Egyptian god, Osiris, or the Day of Judgment associated with Christianity.

  According to Jung, the individual psyche contains the totality of both conscious and unconscious dimensions of experience and a unifying principle integrates all of this varying archetypal material. This principle is referred to as the archetype of wholeness that is referred to as the Self. The ego is the center of conscious experience, but is subordinate to the Self, which functions as an inner experiential sense of a higher power or deity. The Self contains symbolism representing unity, such as the world navel or the axis of the universe, and comprises of a union of opposites that makes order out of chaos. The Self encompasses both the personal and transpersonal and signifies a numinous encounter between the human being and ‘God.’

  The relationship between the ego and the Self is of paramount importance and reflects the individual’s concept of a Creator, often symbolized in religious myths. Throughout history, humans have possessed an intuitive awareness that an inner center exists, and the Greeks referred to it as being the internal daimon. The Egyptians thought it manifested as the Ba-soul, and the Romans paid homage to the genius found within each individual. The characteristics and totality of the Self are symbolized by a circle or mandala, a universal motif that represents wholeness and appears in many religious mythologies.

  Jung was reportedly told by a Tibetan monk that the most striking mandalas were created by the imagination during periods when psychological balance was disturbed, or when searching for an elusive truth. This striving, depicted in the mandala, represents the principle of restoring order through creating something new. Jung believes that he witnessed a living symbolic image of the mandala during his NDE, when he saw the outline of the entire global shape of the earth shining with a silvery gleam and bathed in blue light.[20]

  The motif of the mandala has remained central in both ancient and modern-day burial rituals and is characterized by an offering of flowers, which are often shaped in the form of mandalas and so present symbolic representations of the Self. In Hindu mythology, the lotus flower is revered and its many synonyms from the Sanskrit translation represent divine attributes. The divinity, Vishnu, is often depicted holding a lotus or wearing a wreath of lotus-buds. Other deities, including Lakshmi, Ganesha, and Ganga are portrayed sitting on lotus flowers to represent the flowering of ignorance into an awareness of one’s true nature. The placement of flowers on the graves of the deceased not only symbolizes feelings of empathy, but also an unconscious hope for resurrection into the realm of the gods.

  During the initial stages of life, preceding the birth of the ego, the Self forms the primordial totality of the psyche, symbolized by the circular image of the tail-eating serpent, known as the uroboros, which can be traced back to early Egyptian, African, Mexican, and Indian mythologies. The serpent provides an image of self-sufficiency; for through digesting its own tail, self-fertilization takes place.

  Undertaking the spiritual pilgrimage from the outer circle to the inner center is archetypally portrayed in the universal image of the labyrinth, often etched on ancient cavern walls or temples of worship, and associated with triumph over death. In the nineteenth century, remains of a huge ancient Egyptian labyrinth complex were discovered at Knossos. Tombs of Etruscan dignitaries also contained a labyrinth and the Romans portrayed this symbol in mosaic designs on temple floors. Labyrinths also emerged in India and throughout Native American cultures. Some of the most spectacular labyrinths are still to be found in the European gothic cathedrals of Chartres, Reims, and Amiens.

  Throughout early life, emphasis is placed on separating from the Self and forming the ego’s development. The latter part of life is when the ego and Self reunite to encompass the totality of the conscious and unconscious in a harmonious balance. The alternating cycles of union and separation between the ego and Self occur continually throughout the human life span and this individuation process is associated with immortality, as personified in the Egyptian myth of Osiris.

  The Sacred Scriptures of Hinduism contained in the early Sanskrit texts of The Upanishads, which date back to 4000 or 5000 BCE, reflect the transcendent pure nature of the immortal Self:

  He (the Self) is all-encircling, resplendent, bodiless, spotless, without sinews, pure untouched by sin, all seeing, all-knowing, transcendent, self existent: He has disposed all things duly for eternal years.[21]

  The task of self-realization varies among individuals, and is never totally complete. How much progress can be made is largely dependent on how willing the ego is to listen and take note of the messages from the Self, which emanate from unconscious images and symbolism. The belief in a higher power providing guidance in life is also contained in the archetype of the Self, which is structured around a priori knowledge of ‘God’ or deity that represents a primordial unconscious sense of perfection and unity. Human’s sense of nostalgia over personal and cultural origins is believed to stem from the stirrings within the psyche of connection to this original knowledge and affirmation.

  Near-death survivors often express realization of the Self archetype in feelings of profound bliss, peace, love, and cosmic unity. Symbolism and archetypal energies encountered during such mystical events appear to echo the contents of the mythological reservoir of the collective unconscious. Following such numinous experiences, the illuminating insights may imbue individuals with fresh perspectives on the nature of reality and foster the emergence of a new personal myth.

  Rudolf Otto coined the word numinous to expand and give special meaning to the word holy, encompassing an aspect of God that is part of the great mystery and so cannot be rationalized, but only experienced. Although it is impossible to determine how far back into the history of human consciousness the concept of the numinosum first emerged, C. S. Lewis writes:

  We do not know how far back in history this feeling goes. The earliest men certainly believed in things which would excite the feeling in us if we believed in them, and it seems therefore probable that numinous awe is as old as humanity itself. The important thing is that somehow or other it has come into existence, and is widespread, and does not disappear from the mind with the growth of knowledge and civilization.[22]

  The nature of the numinous stirs and grips the human being in intense feelings, which then generate an earth-shattering emotional response from the mind that is propelled into an altered state of awareness. The archetypal content of such an experience is sacred and transpersonal; it can exist outside of traditional religious examples, and is also independent of cultural heritage. A numinous quality manifests in various forms that can include: dreams, waking visions, bodily sensations, synchronistic events, the creative arts, and encounters in nature. Benedictine monk and mystic, Bede Griffiths, related a mystical vision that occurred in 1924, when he was a seventeen-year-old schoolboy walking alone near his school playing fields:

  One day during my last term at school. I walked out alone in the evening and heard the birds singing in that full chorus of song, which can only be heard at that time of the year at dawn or at sunset. I remember now the shock of surprise with which the sound broke on my ears. It seemed to me that I had never heard the birds singing before and I wondered whether they sang like this all the year round and I had never noticed it. As I walked on I came upon some hawthorn trees in full bloom and again I thought I had never seen such a sight or experienced such sweetness before. If I had been brought suddenly among the trees of the Garden of Paradise and heard a choir of angels singing I could not have been more surprised. I came then to where the sun was setting over the playing fields. A lark rose suddenly from the ground beside the tree, and then sank back still singing to rest. Everything then grew still as the sunset faded and the veil of dusk began to cover the earth. I remember now the feeling of awe that came over me. I felt inclined to kneel on the ground, as though I had been standing in the presence of an angel; and I hardly dared to look on the face of the sky, because it seemed as though it was but a veil before the face of God.[23]

  The Hindu mystic, Ramakrishna, writes of a vision in which “houses, doors, temples and everything else vanished altogether; as if there was nothing elsewhere! And what I saw was an intimate shoreless sea of light; a sea that was consciousness. However far and in whatever direction I looked, I saw shining waves, one after another, coming towards me.”[24]

  The numinosum is universally portrayed through the archetypal image of light. Icons of religious figures, such as Christ or the saints, are often adorned with a halo or circle of bright light to signify an outer symbolic manifestation of numinous wisdom. The Bible describes the reward for gaining wisdom, which is likened to shining like the stars for eternity. “Those who are wise shall shine like the brightness of the sky, and those who lead many to righteousness, like the stars for ever and ever” (Daniel 12: 3).

  Circle imagery, depicted in the mandala, represents a perfect form. Ancient art denoting the numinous quality of a deity is also preserved and illustrated in depictions of halos of light surrounding the Hindu god, Krishna; the Greek god, Apollo; and the Buddha. The climax of the Isis mystery rites celebrated in ancient Egypt culminated in deification, as an initiate became identified with the sun god, was anointed, and received the crown of life

  Cultural heritage from around the world contains myths that depict the emergence of light, symbolizing the dawning of the ego and the spark of consciousness emerging from the unconscious depths. In hero myths, the light is the core component of the reality of the hero, who triumphs to conquer darkness.

  Light depicting a numinous conversion experience is noted in the New Testament, as St. Paul is on the road to Damascus and “suddenly a light from heaven flashed around him” (Acts: 9: 3). The conversion of Paul, through such a mystical vision provides a sacred realization; for although Paul persecuted Jesus and his followers, his true identity to become a disciple of the Lord was revealed through his numinous experience. Such a confrontation that includes an incarnation of God can psychologically be translated as the human being’s encounter with diametric opposites, resulting in an awareness and emergence of the higher Self.

  Jung underwent a profound experience as he travelled through Africa. Watching the day break from his campsite, he noticed extreme variables between the light and the darkness. He writes, “At such moments I felt as if I were inside a temple. It was the most sacred hour of the day. I drank in this glory with insatiable delight, or rather, in a timeless ecstasy.”[25]

  Many world religions revere the ineffable quality of the light representing God or the Creator. An example is found in the Upanishads, the ancient Hindu scriptures that encompass the teachings of the Vedanta:

  The sun doesn’t shine there

  nor does the moon, nor the stars,

  nor the lightning,

  not to mention this earthly fire.

  Only because This shines,

  all else shines through its effulgence.[26]

  Homage to the transcendent power and realization of the eternal light, projected in the form of the gods, can also be found in the world’s greatest literature and poetry. D. H. Lawrence writes:

  O, if a flame is in you, be it so!

  When your flame flickers up, and you flicker through in

  sheer purity for a moment pure of all conceit of yourself, and

  all afterthought you are for that moment one of the gods,

  Jesus or Fafnir or Priapus or Siva.[27]

  In the contemporary world often blind to the numinous entering life, it is still possible to see an archetypal image of light known as a scintilla, derived from the Latin to mean a flash or spark of many lights, in the Christmas tree. Although the tree has little association with Christmas and can be better referenced as a midwinter tree, the image is one that personifies a mythological tree that is ablaze with light particles. The legend of such a tree was related to Martin Luther, the German reformist of the Protestant religious tradition. While walking through a forest one winter’s day, Luther saw an evergreen tree illuminated by the light of shining stars; he was overcome by this vision and was said to have taken the tree home and decorated it with candles. The continuing ritual of trimming the midwinter tree and emblazing it with light has become an act of devotion common to many people from varying religious cultures and keeps an archetypal pattern alive, through living symbolism.

  For many ancient civilizations, including that of the Egyptians and Romans, the midwinter solstice festivals and accompanying rites were a time of celebration that marked the rebirth of the sun, which symbolized the light and energy of the divine and the triumph of life over death. The modern-day celebration of Christmas and the image of the tree sparkling with light is also a mythological commemoration of the birth of Christ, whom Christians believe to be the shining savior and bearer of light. Such a reenactment creates psychic energy that manifests from the ancient archetypal symbolism of the light. On a psychological level, the motif of the tree reflects the mysterious relationship between life, death, and renewal.

  Experiencing the numinosum manifests in novel ways that may not be fully recognized in the Judaeo-Christian format that Western cultures have been conditioned by. The fourth core state of the contemporary near-death journey contains one single feature—the appearance of a bright light, often described as having a golden hue. Although of brilliant intensity, this light does not damage the eyesight of the experiencer and is described as being comforting, restful, and of great beauty. This light appears to signify emerging from darkness, and thus symbolizes a threshold to a new phase of experience. Many participants in Kenneth Ring’s research into the NDE spoke of being enveloped by the light and drawn to it. One lady says, “I just seemed to be surrounded by a velvet blackness . . . . And then, sort of at the periphery of the velvet blackness, there was a brilliant golden light. And I don’t remember feeling frightened at all, just perfectly at peace and perfectly comfortable, as if this is where I should be.”[28] The appearance of the light during the NDE thus bears much resemblance to that described in numinous religious experiences and visions.

  The roots of alchemical motifs are also associated with immortality and can be traced back to ancient Babylonia, Greece, Arabia, Egypt, China, and India. One of the earliest alchemical texts is accredited to Olympiodorus of Thebes, a historical writer from the fifth century. The Arabs translated many of the texts from the original Greek, and from 644 AD, Islamic communities cultivated alchemical traditions into a religious context, because they recognized the symbolism as being more spiritual than chemical.

  Ancient Egypt was imbued with alchemical practices and was referred to as “The Land of Khem,” translated as “black earth.” The word alchemy was thought to have derived from khem or chemia meaning ‘black’ and the origins of alchemy were bound to death and immortality. Early Egyptian texts describe transformation of dead matter (the body) into the rebirth of the soul and they were associated with the myth of Osiris and burial rites, as the practice of embalming the corpse of the dead pharaoh ensured an alchemical transformation and becoming one with the eternal Osiris.

  According to the myth, which will be expanded upon in a later chapter, the sealed chest that contained the bodily parts of Osiris was covered with black lead, before being thrown into the sea. He asphyxiated in a coffin sealed with lead and this represented the death of prima materia—or the physical body.

  The lead coffin represented the grave of Osiris in which not only does the god mysteriously prepare for rebirth, but this magical resurrection also symbolizes the renewal of the world. The apparent death-like state culminated in only a temporary disappearance of consciousness, for Osiris is immortal and within the divine god, the form of the divine spirit is assumed in death. What was of supreme importance to the alchemists was that bodily remains contained the possibility for new life.

  Early Egyptian alchemists viewed the body of the deceased as symbolizing buried treasure and believed the perfect human being was a corpse, because the infinite nature of the individual was buried within the body and resembled the mummy buried in the tomb. Ancient Egyptian art depicts the resurrected Osiris in the form of a ladder. This image symbolizes the pure spirit that when freed from the corrupted earthly body may climb the ladder to the celestial realms.

  Psychologically, alchemical funerary symbolism represents an experience of psychic reality; for the psyche cannot manifest as a detached entity until the demise of the physical body. The realms of the collective unconscious resemble the underworld and a descent into this terrain is often referred to as a nekyia. The term originated from the ancient Greek cult practice of summoning the souls of the dead for divination purposes, and likewise, a meeting with the autonomous psyche is often described as the death of a certain kind of reality. Symbolism representing eternity was also thought to originate from early Egypt, where the deceased were believed to be transformed into stars that surrounded and accompanied the sun.

  Resurrection following death and burial is imbued with alchemical beliefs in the regenerative cycles of the natural world, and with the germination and planting of seeds. Such symbolism represents a psychic reality that extends beyond life and death in a mysterious process that survives the temporary cycles of the flowering and decay of visible life. Ancient Egyptian artwork depicts sprouting stalks of grain emerging from the deceased body of Osiris, representing the emergence of an eternal Self that arises from decay. The symbolism of ancient Egyptian alchemical symbolism expressed a reconciliation of opposites, which became unified at the moment of death. Marie-Louise von Franz writes:

  This is the reason that, in the Egyptian Book of Gates, at the end of resurrection, the deceased appears as a god with two faces (the heads of Seth and Horus) and accompanies the sun god during his transformation in the underworld . . . .This figure is called “His Two Faces.” It embodies the nature of the opposites which have become one in the deified dead person.[29]

  During medieval times, many alchemists were also physicians engaged in preparing a cadaver for the afterlife. They not only preserved their work in ancient texts, but also illustrated the symbolic analogy in surreal art forms that were often imagined through representations of the darker aspects of Nature. An example is Holbein’s The Dance of Death painted in 1538, depicting a man contemplating a skull. The skull is evocative of human mortality and alchemical change. Edward Edinger writes, “To reflect on death can lead one to view life under the aspect of eternity, and thus the black head can turn to gold.”[30] In much of the art work, the forces of good and evil collided to generate archetypal images, such as the devil and angelic beings, dueling for the soul of the dying individual. This struggle of opposites proved to be an illusion, as beneath the conflict, was to be found the Self in the unification of opposites. The notion that the moment of death represents the resistance of conflicting forces appears to be archetypal. In ancient Rome, duels between gladiators were held in commemoration of the dead and may have represented the symbolic battle between good and evil.

  For the alchemists, discovering the secret matter was a search for God and was thought to be found in the philosopher’s stone. However, some alchemists from the Middle Ages realized the elusive stone symbolized something that could only be located within the human psyche and represented an eternal quality that could not be dissolved or misplaced, but was likened to experiencing an inner mystical vision of God.

  During the Renaissance, many alchemists translated the metaphor of the transformation of lead into gold, as symbolizing the emergence of divinity within the human being. The base matter in alchemy corresponded to the immaturity of the ego, which would be transformed into divine essence by the philosopher’s stone, resulting in the transmutation of the corruptible human corpse into an incorruptible light-filled body. Remembering that a divine essence existed within humans represented the underlying goal of the alchemists—a quest in which, through corruption and decay, the imagination would be stimulated to reconnecting with such divine origins and primordial affirmations.

  The invisible figure of Hermes was connected to alchemy and he embodied the spirit or archetype of the unconscious. He was associated with the metal mercury, because it retained the ability to remain fluid in temperatures that make other metals hard. Described as a psychopomp or leader of the soul, Hermes Mercurius crossed boundaries and was of great importance in medieval alchemy and the pursuit for personal transformation, because it was he who accompanied and directed the opus or central goal of the alchemists and guided initiates through the various stages of the process. Seeking a deeper meaning, portrayed through alchemical metaphors of transformation involved hearing both the voice of the philosopher, and the stone, embodied by Hermes.
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