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“Soul Making will leave you breathless. A winding, intense, and illuminating journey into the realms we can experience when we surrender to the infinite power within. This tantalizing, visceral, and strikingly personal book captures the profound experiences that await us as we delve deep into our being and open our minds to experiencing what we cannot yet imagine.”

ISABEL UNRAVELED, WRITER, COACH, AND
CREATOR OF MIND MINE

“I commend Doug for his bravery in writing this book. It’s unlike any other book I’ve read, covering his spiritual experiences from childhood to adulthood, from seeing spirits to exploring existential questions. These are conversations I often have with myself, and it’s comforting to know others share similar experiences and questions.”

DARRON BROWN, HOST OF A PODCAST FOR MEN

“Douglas M. Gillette offers a portrait of a universe that is loving, inclusive, broad, and deeply personal. He seamlessly weaves seemingly impossible theories together and gives the reader the encouragement to imagine what ‘This Life’ is all about. Soul Making is a tour of the Universe’s personhood-making activities inviting you to become all that you already are in the dance of life.”

DREW LITTLEJOHNS, PH.D. CANDIDATE, LECTURER FOR
ENTREPRENEURSHIP ACCELERATORS, AND OWNER OF VH NUTRITION

“The infinite and the finite, the ordinary and the divine are inexorably united within us. After a journey lasting a lifetime, the author reveals this final truth: there is an unending love at the core of our being.”

WILLIAM R. MISTELE, AUTHOR OF ENCOUNTERS WITH MERMAIDS

“Drawing us away from the limits of rationality, Douglas M. Gillette explores altered states of consciousness (and even memories and nostalgia) as an opening to a Divine reality. Deeply contemplative, Gillette speaks from experience as a lifelong mystic who understands the world’s metaphysical traditions. Soul Making is a timely reminder not only of our connection to the Divine but—at a time in which rationality might become the prerogative of Artificial Intelligence—that we possess both the power of vision and an integral connection to the sacred.”

ANGEL MILLAR, AUTHOR OF
THE THREE STAGES OF INITIATIC SPIRITUALITY

“I have been a student and friend of Doug Gillette’s for 35 years. He has a remarkable gift for communicating the experience of an encounter with the divine! Anyone on a path to experience the divine would benefit from a close reading of Soul Making.”

DAVID KAAR, PAST CHAIR OF
MANKIND PROJECT INTERNATIONAL AND LEADER EMERITUS
OF THE NEW WARRIOR TRAINING ADVENTURE

“Douglas Gillette’s account of his spiritual awakening is an intimate and affecting reminder of the prevailing mysticism that vibrates throughout our so-called everyday lives. He is at once a teacher and a student, wise and humble. A lovely book.”

DANIEL NOAH, COFOUNDER OF SPECTREVISION
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For Kennedy




Note on Capitalizations

In general, I’ve used capitalizations when I’m referring to God and God’s Aspects, Attributes, and (sometimes) Actions. I also capitalize Divine pronouns: He/His/Him, She/Her/Hers, It/Its. In places I refer to the Divine simply as He; this is out of convenience, and not meant to signal that God is only, or in any ultimate sense, masculine or even gendered. To provide a fuller picture of the Divine Reality I’m describing, I also capitalize adjectives and sometimes adverbs that belong to God. I also capitalize Angels and Demons but not their pronouns and so forth because I consider them to be lower forms of Divine Self-disclosure as beings and as actions. Because I view Nature, in some way, as an Aspect of God, I also capitalize It, as well as some of Its pronouns, processes, and so on. Depending on the context, I also capitalize Good and Evil (as Aspects of the Divine). The same goes for Psyche, except that I use lower case to talk about more finite expressions of It. Often, I mean two or more levels of some aspect of Reality (which I also capitalize . . . because It is What God is and/or is a Product of what God does), as, for example, in psyche/Psyche, or multiplicity/Multiplicity. Furthermore, I’ve capitalized what I believe are the highest states of consciousness and being that we have access to because, for me, they are merged with, or are entering into the Presence of the Divine, and are examples of Divine Effects and Actions. So, in many places in the text there is an uppercase and lowercase mixing. I’m trying to show graphically the meshing of the Divine and human at our experiential level, or levels. In my view that meshing is always taking place—so, it’s often difficult to unmesh these elements, although it is useful—even necessary—in conventional or daily-life contexts. In some places where I’m using terms from other authors that I would capitalize, but they don’t, I defer to their case usage.

I know this capitalization practice is unorthodox in modern secular writing. But I’m influenced by the Islamic tradition of honoring the Names of God. My intention has not been to write just another secular book about psychospiritual material but, rather, to convey something of the thrill of actually entering into the Sacred. An important way to do that, so far as I’m concerned, is to honor with capitalizations the Reality of the Divine and those ultimate and penultimate things that come near to or merge with or are expressed by It.
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Preface

This book is about our adventures of becoming within an Infinite Person. Those adventures, and in that Context, give us the gift of our identities as persons of Infinite, Eternal, and Absolute Worth. So, this book is about our experiences of the simultaneously Transcendent and Immanent Divine in and through the everyday ex-pressing (“pressing out from within”) of our lives in the mediums and environments of Nature and of one another. It’s about our becoming in the world(s) of matter, energy, space, and time what we always are in the Infinity and Eternity of the Divine Psyche. It’s also about reflecting on these experiences.

My purpose in writing this book is to share with you experiences of Wonder, Awe, Dread, and Mystery—experiences of the Divine that, hopefully for all of us, also include Peace, Gratitude, and Love—and with these, an empowering sense of your own well-being in the here-and-now as well as at your All-embracing and Eternally Transcendent Core.

A secondary purpose, and one of the vehicles for actualizing this core purpose, is to bring together in an organic and unifying way a wide range of contrasting worldviews and contentious issues—worldviews and issues that are usually interpreted as polar opposites. I’ll try to do this within an overall framework of merger between a theistic Neoplatonism and Panentheism. These worldviews are explained in rough form in the introduction and show up throughout the rest of the book. Within this framework, I try to integrate conflicting perspectives that come up in discussions about matter and mind (Mind), multiplicity and oneness (Multiplicity and Oneness), Nature and Supernature—and beyond That, Supranature, the finite and the Infinite, the mortal and Immortal, time and Eternity, the question of Evil, evolution and Purpose, and others.

I can’t guarantee that I’ll be able to work out to your, or my, satisfaction the full integration of all of these controversies and issues. But I’ll do my best. You’ll have to be the judge of how well I’ve succeeded . . . for you.

But far more important, I want to bring you into awareness of the Infinite Presence—inner and outer—in which we live every picosecond of our lives, here and Elsewhere and Elsewhen!
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Inklings of an Infinite and Intimate Presence


You say I’m talking as if there were a ghost

in the machine.

I say, there is a ghost in the machine.

I say, the ghost invented the machine, and

did so in order to inhabit it.

I say further that when the machine’s exhausted

its usefulness, the ghost exits this,

drops it as disarticulated wreckage, according

to the second law of thermodynamics,

and returns to wherever ghosts go to recover

from their dreams of inhabiting machines!

DOUGLAS M. GILLETTE,
AT THE THRESHOLDS OF ELYSIUM




I was eleven or twelve. It was a hot summer night. The air was humid and close. I’d stormed out of our house after another violent argument with my mother. I was filled with frustration, anger, bewilderment, and despair. I stood there in our backyard trying to get a grip. I looked up at the stars and the cold vacuum between them—vast, absolutely indifferent, and completely alien to the feverish upheavals of feeling that living things undergo—and, at that moment, me. I felt the literally unspeakable separation between my feelings and the schizoid feelinglessness of the universe above and around me. The disjunction between that vast lifelessness and my painful but intense aliveness conveyed a deep sense of dread to me, as if I could be swallowed up into that infinite deadness, leaving no trace of me, my joys and trials, my anger and my love, my identity, meaning of any kind and in any sense. I felt the excruciating contrast between that subhuman fathomlessness and personhood, persons, whether at peace within and among one another or in conflict.

Suddenly, from a point in the middle of my forehead, a little above my nose, I felt a pencil-thin ray of red light shoot out with enormous speed. Instantaneously, it pierced the farthest boundary of the universe and punched through and then merged with a far-flung Realm of complete Comfort, Peace, Kindness, and Light. My feelings turned on a dime, and I immediately felt awash in a Reality outside the cosmos in which I was loved unconditionally and in which my personhood with all its strengths and flaws, me specifically, was totally Validated and Affirmed. No matter what I was going through down here, I was at deep and unassailable Peace There. I was inside my Core, my earthly life transcended, yet somehow included.

I felt gratitude beyond words. I knew absolutely, not through reason or wishing, certainly not by willing, that I am Eternally Fulfilled—my life as the person I normally think of as me, the mess of my day-to-day existence, and the densely tangible and undeniable Tranquility of what I took to be my Eternal, or Immortal, Identity.

I knew I had to come down from that experience and re-engage in my daily life. But that experience changed my sense of who and what I am forever. Of course, I lose touch with it, sometimes for long stretches of time. But it’s always there, indelibly stamped into the substance of my awareness—everything I am and do—and re-enterable through the memory of it, which makes it immediately present . . . in all of my presents.

The Limitations of Knowing . . .
at Least Mine

I don’t know what Reality is. I don’t know anyone who does. I deeply suspect that no finite creature no matter how gifted—in the past, present, or future—can know. Certainly, when it comes to daily life and its extension into the sciences, we can (and must) know enough to get by. In terms of extraordinary states of mind in which everyday consciousness is exceeded, some of us, I believe, get clues, glimpses maybe—felt or even visual—but I am much more than suspicious of that multitude of mutually conflicting maps of Heaven, minutely detailed and passed off as literalistic accounts of what’s really There, above, below, or beyond our usual states of awareness. The same goes for pat explanations of what these usual states of awareness are.

But even if the experiences of alternative states of consciousness and their environments (or, for that matter, our spatial-temporal daily life consciousness and environments) are in some sense true (which I believe they are), they cannot be put adequately into words. Why not? Because 99.9999 percent of Reality (or something like that) is irremediably beyond our comprehension. And words and the neural architecture that makes them possible are, as the philosophers say, discursive—one after the other. Just as seriously, they are all shorthand, finite and consequently necessarily imprecise, not sufficiently layered or nuanced. They are temporal and more or less literalish, whereas What-This-Is-as-a-Whole, both usual and unusual, spatial-temporal and Infinite and Eternal, ultimately and immediately—“closer . . . than breathing, and nearer than hands and feet”1—is simultaneously one-after-another and All-at-Once, here and All-where/Nowhere, this and Everything. No matter how extraordinary, no state of consciousness is experienced as that simultaneity of specifics and Whole. Even if it could be, it could never be rendered fully in a mode of expression that is restricted to the finite. “The Tao that can be spoken is not the true Tao.”2

That doesn’t mean we’re not right now living It, in It, as It. It does mean It is experienced by creatures who evolved within and as the ferociousness of a little corner of It, to address It from the immediate perspective of trying to survive and, where possible, to flourish . . . in and as the specific materialized forms that we are—paramecium, fungus, bat, human, octopus, extraterrestrial. That goes for un-, dis-, non-, or not fully incarnate psyches as well—what we generally call spirits.

Put simply, just try to describe the taste, sight, smell, texture of a really luscious plum! Any plum, for that matter.

I’ve had a lifetime of the usual, as most of us have. I’ve also had a lifetime of experiences of what I, along with a lot of us, would call the unusual. It’s the unusual that leads me to experience that Whatever-This-Is goes from the Odd to the Weird to the Very Weird to the Awesome to the Terrifying (the Wonderful is in there too), then shoots clear off the charts into the Absolutely, Fantastically Unknowable! To experience that gradient and then its Climax is a thrill that dwarfs standing on the edge of the Grand Canyon or lying on your back in the Sinai Peninsula (as I have) at night and feeling like you’re going to fall up, or out, into that black sky that is, astonishingly, more light than darkness. Stars and galaxies.

That brings me back to the story of that painful and wonderful summer night in our backyard in Rock Island, Illinois. First, I should say that when I had that experience, I’d never heard anything about a third eye or lasers. I’m not sure lasers had even been invented then.

The Experiential Fact and a
Little Interpretation

No doubt endorphins saved me from the heat of my overwrought emotions and also from the terror of facing the subzero, totally unfeeling indifference of the vastness above me. Biochemistry to the rescue in the crazy making of both the emotional heat and the breath-stopping cold of an exceedingly more expansive environment . . . and their slamming-together juxtaposition!

And yet, I was not conscious of endorphins. I was conscious of the feelings they enabled and the vision they afforded. Endorphins—biochemistry—were the equipment, the agency that delivered me to Salvation. Not the cause. Well, the cause, yes, but themselves caused. By what? Ultimately, I believe, by the Lure on the far side of this localized expression of Reality we call the cosmos. That opened me and conveyed me to a Presence, a Loving and Validating and All-healing Presence—“a” Person of Unfathomable Magnitude Whom I perhaps somewhat colloquially call God.

So, there was me here in this beautiful and tortured world, and me There in a realm of utter Peace, Joy, Love.

The experience suggests at least three levels or aspects of that piece of Reality I underwent and, in effect, spanned in that jarring and soothing moment. (As you’ll discover, I’m convinced that all of Reality—every aspect of It—is layered.) The first is the level of the (relatively) conscious and emotional human—the suffering of life in general raised to a fever pitch in the human in need of succor, safety, and reassurance. The second level is what I would call out as the mostly schizoid emotional deadness of the Soul, Spirit, or Psyche of Nature as a nameable entity of some kind. The third level, as I experienced It, is outside Nature, while at the same time infusing It (although incompletely). Again, as I experienced It, It was the Place where all existential or core needs, yearnings, and deepest wishes are completely fulfilled, and all conflicts at the first level are resolved.
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That was the actual experience, the psychological fact, with a minimum of interpretation.

Two More Stories

Throughout my life, especially in moments of stress—but not always—I’ve had experiences like that. And with them has come the powerful sense that no matter what I undergo here, I am always also above my life in a Wondrous Peace in which God knows me, knows what we’re going through together, and makes it all right, not always here, perhaps, but forever There.

First story:

I spent an entire summer when I was seven or eight years old at a place called Camp Hauberg on the Mississippi River not too far from Rock Island. I remember archery lessons, botanical excursions, algae scum (accompanied by a sharp, acrid, green stench) on the surface of the water in a little screened-in pen (where I taught myself how to swim), separated from the main flow of the mile-wide river, leeches, cicadas, crickets, plopping fish, and pungent oil slicks from the barges that chugged up and down the channel. Of course, there were camp songs and plastic models to build on rainy days, and the sweetly stinging smell of model glue. There were canoeing classes and every Friday evening exciting “war canoe” races for the older boys, their cabin counselors in the sterns calling out the strokes.

And then there was the “Indian” ceremony on the last night in a clearing deep in the woods. Each cabin had to thread through the forest separately to the clearing. It was pitch-black except for the flaring torch held aloft by our cabin counselor at the head of the line, barely visible through the dense vegetation. I was near or at the rear, mostly in the dark, feeling both exhilarated by the night adventure and claustrophobic from the looming trees, which pressed closely on either side. It was hard to keep our footing and maintain an even pace, so we had to look down a lot, which didn’t do much good because we couldn’t see the ground. There was a certain amount of thrashing in the thick underbrush with leafy branches whipping across the sides of our heads.

In spite of this, I looked up from time to time, up, up toward the little bit of sky visible between the topmost branches of the trees. I suddenly felt like running, lifting, flying. It was a powerful, even overwhelming sensation—a soaring of spirit, almost as if I could levitate (which I couldn’t). Something, I imagine, like what people feel in out-of-body experiences (I’ve never had one of those so far as I know). I felt this incredible sense of Expansiveness, and I wanted to lift my arms and embrace the whole universe! Hold It all, and, at the same time, become It, or evaporate into It, become one with It.

Second story:

I remember at two or three years old, every night before I went to bed, going from window to window looking for the moon. And when I saw it, I would feel that lifting, tranquility, and wonder beyond the bounds of the world. And always a vast Presence.

Interpretation of these.

These states of Expansiveness, Ecstasy I think, were experiences of being drawn into and losing myself (almost) in the All of the Soul of Nature. But what makes Nature-as-a-Whole so powerfully lifting and compelling is the Divine Person Who paradoxically is both hidden and revealed by It, Who shines through It, illuminates, irradiates It, and, at the same time, projects It as a Veil or Mask, by which It protects us from direct encounter with Its Infinite Fullness, which would annihilate us.

I want to stress that there are a few core things I believe I know—for example, that there is God; that God is Unity, or Oneness, expressed in multiple ways and at multiple levels, layers, or dimensions; that whatever else God may be, God is “a” Person, although of Unfathomable, ultimately of Infinite, Extent; that God makes everything—time, Eternity, space, Infinity, and all the manifestations and inhabitants thereof—and in some sense is them; that, known to them or not, finite persons are the most intimate and precious Expressions of God, of Infinite Worth and Immortal (in some way) because they are most directly and immediately parts of God’s Substance, Essence, and Existence or Being, both in their individuality and in their identity with God; therefore, speaking temporally, personhood is the core and purpose of all that is, has been, or will be. I also want to be very clear that the rest of my interpretations are truly provisional, my evolving take on Reality, Its Structures and Dynamics. I am not trying to create a map of Reality (much less of Heaven) but, rather, to share my personal reflections on my own experience of living the usual and the unusual over the course of seventy-four years. With these things in mind, onward!

A Mythopoetic Prefiguration of the
Book and More Interpretation

Unseen, yet felt from within, Psyche (capital P) blooms upward like thunderheads on summer afternoons, Self-manifesting from some invisible behind-the-world Place. It does so through and as the mist of matter, and forms it as It rises into dynamics and structures It can use to make Itself increasingly manifest in space and time. It makes Itself Present, though It never directly displays, as specific finite matter-souls, psychophysical beings who can touch, taste, smell, hear, see, and interact with one another. At Its highest, most noble, and most deeply and wholly satisfying, It forms Itself into persons who can love and be loved, ultimately without limit.

Some Aspect of Psyche, Infinite and Immortal, fogs out and diffuses to unconsciousness as It becomes expressed by the confining medium of energy fields and matter and is initiated into a process of inevitable and unstoppable change—body and soul: Psyche, now psyche, expressing as material body; body expressed as immaterial psyche. Yet, in my belief and life experience, the Core of personhood, collective and individual, remains serene, unperturbed, and unconfined . . . ultimately, Infinite and Immortal. At the same time, and inexplicably, that Core Identity is impregnated and filled with the creative experiences It has had in the realms of Its life or lives in the soul-and-matter constructions It was engaged in building for Itself while living within them, is building now, and will build.

The initial shock of materializing renders Psyche unconscious as It shifts from Its Infinite and Immortal condition to the process of informing the apparently finite worlds of matter, space, and time. Its recovery and unfolding within those dimensions are gradual, a process of emergence, evolution, projection, and complexification—in short, remembering, waking up. A central aspect of this recovery (of Its Original State) involves incremental maturing both in terms of individuals and in the grand sweep of cosmic and biological evolution. For human beings, this maturing may continue and even accelerate even as the material expression of the biological construction begins to deconstruct through illness and aging toward death. In that sense, and under certain circumstances, further psychic growth may actually be enabled by the decay of the physical medium and its final disintegration. When that is complete, psyche/Psyche separates from the matter that had enabled it to become and, one way or another, eventually returns to what It always is.

As this happens, room is made for new creative constructions of Psyche as psyche. Again, this is true at the level of individuals and also for the species-wide (kingdom, phylum, class, order, family, genus) psychobiological constructions and perhaps for all manifestations of energy and matter in space and time—the vast apparently progressive panorama of the evolution-emergence of this universe (and any others) and of living beings on this planet (and any others). Psyche to psyche-as-soul-body to free psyche en route to psyche-as-Psyche—sequential, but also ultimately and immediately One . . . one Present, one Presence, while remaining individual.

This “making room” is not a painless or obviously benevolent process. In Its novelty-seeking creations, Nature seems completely indifferent to the suffering and death that are evidently inherent to It. These are on a massive scale as well as being crushingly personal for individuals. According to the degrees of their awareness, all biological entities (at least them) do what they can to protect themselves from those aspects of the rest of Nature that are painful or lethal to them. The more sophisticated the matter-soul, the more devastating the sense of Nature’s Alien-ness becomes.

For us, not only can Nature seem—and be—threatening, disorienting, even terrifying, Its Strangeness also becomes apparent, especially at the quantum, the cosmic, and the psychic levels. Add to this the subquantum glimpses we get of the underlying nonlocality of things, our investigations of time and the present (which turn out to be disturbingly Weird), and unsolvable questions about randomness, free will, and determinism. The overwhelming Strangeness of Nature can become more than we can sanely bear. On top of this, there is the issue of hallucination. How much of the Nature we experience is objectively out there and how much of It is in here, a projection of the perhaps inescapable subjectivity of our senses and the way our psyches are structured?

All of this Darkness and Mystery seem somewhat offset by the pleasures we experience in and as Nature—the healing and wholeness we can experience when we let ourselves be open to Nature’s undeniable Beauty. Then we may realize that we really do live in the Shadowlands and are ourselves, at least in our body-souls, exactly that—Shadow and Light.

When Personhood came into the cosmos by means of an expressed oneness between psyche/Psyche and matter (energy, space, time), Immortality became manifested (albeit partially) in a transient and continuously changing realm. It did so according to those oddly fine-tuned rules of physics that we recognize as expressions of mathematics and geometry, themselves invisible, which define the dynamic patterns and shapes that govern the existence and behavior of all finite things. Persons come into being as labyrinthine psychophysical expressions of oneness and multiplicity—ultimately, Divine Oneness and Multiplicity. However complex the aspects of these multiple dwellers in our psychological “houses” become, they are always finite in their viewpoints and capacities, at least as normally experienced.

But then, like the approach to a black hole, an event horizon may be crossed, and Infinity encountered at the Center. It is here, where the structures and dynamics of our finite body-souls find themselves in the presence of the Infinite Psyche, that our God-images arise to guide us in our space-time creations and the remembrance of our Immortality.

I think it likely that persons experience themselves as Immortal only in the Presence of the Immortal Person, whether they do so consciously, semiconsciously, or unconsciously. When we touch or are touched by the Immortal while remaining ourselves, we experience our own Immortality in a way that is absolutely convincing and feels as real as our day-to-day lives. In those moments, we remember ourselves as we forever are—before (in a certain way) our journeys of becoming in space and time and after (in a certain way) those have come to an end.

For me, our experiences of Immortality can lead to two basic ways of thinking about the when and where of It. In the first way of thinking, our Immortality becomes realized, at least by us, after our biological deaths; in the second, It is realized right now, at a higher level of consciousness and being and above our current space-time experiences. Psyche above psyche, Mind above mind, Heart above heart.

Psyches as matter-souls strive. All projects, constructions, journeys, creations strive. Wherever there is striving, it is aiming at fulfillment. There is no striving without the purpose of reaching a goal. Striving would not occur at all if its goal did not already exist. In the case of human beings, no matter what the specific goal, and whether we’re aware of it or not, we all strive ultimately for an Absolutely Fulfilled State of Consciousness and Being. We do so, I suspect, because we remember, however dimly, that we once enjoyed such a State (albeit perhaps in a different form from the one we are after in our earthly lives and beyond) and fell out of It. Our goal in striving is to regain It but in a more richly realized form, a form that makes our this-worldly journeys central. One way of stating this goal is sat, chit, ananda, as the Hindus refer to it, or Infinite Being, Knowledge, Bliss.3

If our and the rest of Nature’s strivings do not reach this Fulfillment some-where, some-when, then all of this—us and everything else—is thwarted and finally without meaning or purpose. That seems perverse to me, even demonic.

My way of stating the Ultimate Goal (which undoubtedly includes sat, chit, ananda) is Pure Love. Absolute Meaningfulness is the Pure Love of persons (inclusively defined) for each other, at all levels of complexity and sophistication up to their capacity for such Love. The finite stages of this striving for ultimately All-inclusive Love are both symptoms of the already existing Goal and prerequisites for Its attainment. This is the actual person that becomes in space and time, yet always is . . . but transfigured, intensified, and remembering, and thus living its simultaneous individuality and Oneness with all that is, has been, or will be . . . and God. I believe this is made possible by the ever-present, if not always immediately obvious, Benevolent Infinite Person within Whom we ever are and Who is within us.

Of course, several crucial questions arise right at this point of affirmation. If a State of Bliss, or All-inclusive Love, was once ours—or is ours already and Forever—why do we have to go through these person-creating journeys? Why are we finite and mortal at all? Why do we have to strive for Something that is already ours? Why are we here instead of There?

Human beings have proposed many possible answers to these questions. We’ve tried to figure it out, to reason our way to the meaning of our struggles to reach, or remember, our Larger Identities and our Immortality—like amnesiacs, or like when there’s a word or a thought on the tip of the tongue that just cannot be spoken. None of the proposed answers to these questions is completely satisfying to me.

This brings up another, and related, question. Why is there Evil? Why does Nature, including our own, seem to be an irresolvable combination of what we experience as Good and what we experience as Evil? Again, the attempts to answer these questions seem mostly unsatisfying to me, at the very least incomplete. I do feel that there is some truth in all of our explanations, but they only partially reveal the elusive answers, darting around from place to place in a hall of mirrors—something like the mathematical physicist Robert Laughlin’s “deceitful turkey effect.”4 And so, we are delivered unto Mystery and, with it, to the philosopher Rudolf Otto’s “the Holy” (1869–1937).5

I can’t promise that I’ll offer solutions to these and other apparently intractable problems in the pages that follow. But I will lay out the options. Then let’s see where we go from there.

I do think Something falls out of that Mystery and makes Itself known, however indirectly. My own visceral acquaintance with life leads me to the conclusion that, whatever else is going on that I can’t see or understand, I feel deeply, centrally that I at least am here to manifest personhood/Personhood and to experience Reality by means of it. What could be more valuable? What could be more validating? For me, nothing . . . and infinitely so.

A Sketch of the Framing of
My (Provisional) View of Reality

Here’s a telescoped view of my general framing of that part of Reality to which I believe I’ve had access, particularly through the unusual experiences I’ve lived. I think the usual also provides clues to a worldview that is something like this. Although I readily admit that my interpretations of what I’ve experienced are in fact provisional and, as I’ve mentioned above, I definitely think words do not and cannot provide anything like an adequate way to express the deep intuitions that have led me to this specific perspective, I do believe there’s something in my admittedly rather mythic, or mythopoetic, framing that is actually true on a level that is beyond my capacity to think it and certainly beyond my ability to express it. Feel free to reject my framing, of course. But it does represent a view—actually an amalgamated view—that I’d like you to at least consider. Anyway, I think it’s only fair to show you up front where I’d like to take you, before we get into the nitty-gritty.

As I’ve mentioned, I believe in God and do so in the multitude of ways in which human beings express that realization of Transcendent yet also Immediately Knowable Presence. I’m eclectic in this, but I do have an anchoring God-image or a short series of these. That makes me a theist. I am also a Platonist. I’m a Platonist because I very much believe I’ve had experiences of a world—actually worlds—behind this one. I’m a Neoplatonist on two main counts. First, because Plotinus (204–270 CE), the founder of Neoplatonism, understood Reality to be made up of the One and Its “radiated” or “projected” (but within God as Self-complexification) and then congealed and configured Hypostases (Aspects, Expressions, or Levels), which makes more sense to me than any other explanation I’ve encountered, given my experience of Reality. Plotinus describes these radiations or projections of the One as including: the Intelligible Realm, where everything is itself and everything else; the World Soul (or Psyche of Nature), in which the individual things have largely forgotten that they are themselves and the All of Nature—ultimately, the One (they’re somnambulant); and Matter, which permits individual things to become actualized physically by means of their uptake of form. I’m also including No-thingness, which is essential to the crafting of the boundaried thingness of things (see chapter 5). Under the aspect of Matter, we would talk today about energy and particle fields as well as space-time and gravity.

Second, I’m a Neoplatonist because, along with the later disciples of Plotinus, I believe there is some kind of correspondence among all of the aspects and expressions of the One at each higher Level and all of the individual things inhabiting and making up each lower Level. This is why all forms of psi (parapsychological and extrasensory phenomena), as well as how what we’ve envisioned becomes manifested in our lives with little or no overt effort on our parts, work. I should say that my inclusion of No-thingness, or the Void, in the manifestations of the One is not Plotinus’s idea. I’ve imported it from the philosophers J. G. Fichte (1762–1814) and Friedrich Hegel (1770–1831) and from the medieval Kabbalist Isaac of Luria (1534–1572), as well as from modern physics and cosmology (see chapter 5).

I am a theistic Neoplatonist because, unlike Plotinus and his followers, my experience is that the One is an Infinite and Eternal Person, or Divine Psyche, Who is intentional about the manifestations of Its Aspects and their inhabitants. In this I agree with the Jewish, Christian, and Muslim theistic Neoplatonists of the Middle Ages. From my perspective, the Personhood of Ultimate Reality also means that, as the most direct Expressions of the One, finite persons (with the One at their Cores) are at least as valuable to the Divine Psyche as any of Its more general expressions—for instance, the World Soul, the Intelligible Realm, and even Its own Self-proposed Oneness. (Note: As you’ll see, while I very much admire Plotinus for his understanding of the layered quality of All of Reality, I do find some aspects of his system inadequate.)

I agree with the ancient Egyptians that “He has made Himself into these millions” (a common theme in Ramesside era and later hymns).6 In modern terms this comes out as some kind of Panentheism. My kind of Panentheism sees the manifested worlds as partial Expressions of the One Who is present in them, as them, but Who is unimaginably More than they, and so, for immediate or practical purposes, is outside them. In the total scheme of things, however, nothing is or can be outside the Infinite and Eternal Person.

Put theistic Neoplatonism together with Panentheism and you get the notion, intuited by mystics in many different spiritual traditions, that human beings, and perhaps all things, are indeed becoming in space and time what they always are in Infinity and Eternity.

Wonder, Mystery, Awe, Dread, Peace, Joy, Gratitude, Humaneness, and Love—person to person/Person. These are my foundational experiences of this beautiful and terrifying Reality “in which we live and move and have our being.”7

Three Days and Nights of Ecstasy

I was working on my thesis for my master of divinity degree from Chicago Theological Seminary. At the time, I was living in a northwestern suburb of the city and commuting into the city several days a week. I’d recently been reading the sermons of Meister Eckhart (ca. 1260–1328), which convey the sense of the Immediate Presence of the Divine within us—living from within—and the conviction that Scripture is only meaningful in the context of the inner world of each individual; the mystical yet fully rational reflections of Giordano Bruno’s (1548–1600) astounding visions of the universe and beyond, long before the James Webb telescope and modern cosmology. With Nicholas of Cusa’s (1401–1464) idea of the insurmountable-by-finite-creatures Wall of Paradise, which encloses God’s Unknowable Essence, I felt an exhilaration of clarity about my inability to finally penetrate the Divine Mystery that is Reality. I put on the music of Mascagni’s Cavalleria Rusticana and Puccini’s Tosca and, notes to the side, started typing.

Within minutes, half an hour at the most, without meditation, effort, or intention, I felt everything solid melt around me and within me, and I was ushered into a fantastic Magical World, an Alternative Dimension, a breath-catching, exhilarating Re-manifestation of my consciousness and being—a New Me, fresh, alive, “resurrected,” light . . . and Light! I felt completely enveloped by what I can only describe as Exaltation, an Exalted and Exhilarating World that enfolded and enclosed me, or one I had simply inadvertently stepped into and immediately been engulfed by. I had the feeling that this Dimension of Consciousness and Being existed in the same space and time, the same location, as the one I usually inhabited, and that all that had had to happen was for a veil to be brushed aside, or perhaps a sideways glance on my part, peeking around a corner, or something like that.

In hindsight I can say that it seemed to me to have been a fuller, more unfolded rendition of that same Reality I had experienced that night in my backyard. While in that experience the Exalted Realm had appeared to be outside the universe, and I had been connected to It by a thin shaft of red light, and except for that, It had seemed very far away. This time, however, that Realm was right here. I was within It, and It had taken over my apartment.

This went on for three days and nights, as I wrote my thesis, the words of which just flowed, almost effortlessly, as if someone else was working with me to write them. I was so enraptured, I hardly paused to eat, and I didn’t sleep at all. After a day or two, no doubt food and sleep deprivation enhanced the state of my ongoing Ecstasy.

As I gradually came down from that “High Place,” and the magic bubble that had held me in that Paradisal World dissolved, there was one final surprise. I went out to the kitchen, which opened onto the living room, and there, in the middle of the living-room floor, stood a giant disk on edge, perhaps five or six feet in diameter! On its surface was some kind of extremely complex high-tech system—chips, diodes, connectors, channels, switches—everything flowing from the circumference to the center. I had the experience of knowing all things and the sense of the absolute harmony of all of Nature, Its underlying Oneness. The center itself seemed like what I’ve since called a “rabbit hole,” a pin-prick-sized window to Whatever may lie behind and beyond the disk and everything in the physical world. As I stood gaping, the disk gradually faded. That fading signaled the end of this particular extra-dimensional experience.

Many years later, after having become familiar with the mathematician Max Tegmark’s proposal that our universe and an inconceivable multiverse, of which ours is a miniscule part, are the products of what he thinks of as “a giant mathematical object”8 that exists beyond the finite realm(s) and is Eternal,9 I’ve wondered if the disk I glimpsed was Tegmark’s extracosmic (yet also panentheistic) object, which organizes, informs, and manifests the universe we live in and of which we are a part.

I would say that in all of my extraordinary experiences, I am lifted up as I am, as myself, my usual identity, but somehow augmented, aligned, attuned to a more expansive Me—still me but somehow “additioned.” Sometimes I’m conscious of alternative aspects of me that seem to stretch my identity in a direction where I can no longer quite feel me as myself. In any case, what does not change is my sense of personhood, however small or great, or my conviction that, beyond and above all the fireworks and displays of light and shadow, persons are of Infinite and Eternally Enduring Worth. And the meetings between them, especially when these are particularized as Love, are without equal in all of Reality. And I mean all of Reality!

[image: ]

Okay. My hope is that if you accompany me through these pages, the experiences I’ve had (and continue to have) may resonate with you, that we can share them, reflect upon them together, and companion each other through this Terrifying and Joyful Reality into which we’ve been thrown and become ourselves—persons/Persons of Infinite Worth and Immortal!
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Likely Stories


There are many ways of loving God, in aspects

actualized

and ethereal, finitized as incorporeal, within our

grasp

and also past the sum of our capacities for

abstraction.

I myself need double vision when it comes to Deity,

and, I think,

God is more than happy to supply my aptitude for

being—as well, my yearning for transcendence of

it.

DOUGLAS M. GILLETTE,
AT THE THRESHOLDS OF ELYSIUM




When in his dialogues Plato (ca. 428–347 BCE) reached the end of his trying to solve a cosmic or psychological-spiritual question and could no longer use logic or argument to make his point, he moved into myth making—not the myths that were part of his Greek culture but his own myths. Sometimes his dialogue partner would say something like, “Do you really believe that?” And Plato would answer in effect, “Well, it’s something like that.” That happens in a number of his dialogues. The most famous example is in the Timaeus, where he lays out a mythical version of the creation of the universe but one he says is a “likely story.”1 That’s the title of this chapter because while several stories I tell are personal, things that happened in my own history or life—and so are literal facts, as we would say—most of the stories are drawn from the myths of a number of different peoples and from majorly different eras.

Personal Stories

The following three stories are personal. They’re not likely in the way that most of the stories in the rest of this chapter are. As is true for all personal stories, they are made up of actual people and events, psychological facts (in this case, my subjective perceptions and feelings), and interpretations based on the sense of levels or layers of Reality intuited to lie behind them. So:

Early in my wife’s and my courtship, in social settings but especially when we were alone, I felt as if I’d entered a very small Region of Timelessness that enclosed only us, as if we’d stepped into the “holy of holies” of some ancient temple or church. In that close space I felt a transporting and inviolable quiet, a hushed atmosphere, perhaps laden with incense. As I approached her person—her body and her soul—I felt the presence of the Sacred, as if I were nearing the Divine in her, in her form, as her. I felt a worshipful tenderness and an almost paralyzing hesitancy to reach her, to touch her. And when our fingers met, at first only the tips, I felt an incomparably delicious whelming of Love for the whole of her, as if I had been given permission to enter a State of Intimacy with God.

In retrospect, I believe I was in communion with the fact of her Infinite Worth—of a person/Person whose Infinite Value in and of Itself was fully embodied in finite form right there, before me, and whose Core Identity, above, beyond, within that finite person as her, transcended her soul-full embodiment without leaving any of the wonder of her earthly identity behind. In fact, her finite person gave that Core its individual distinctness and Its very Divinity: the earthward person I was in love with and her paradisal Essence were simultaneously two different aspects of her one single person, both aspects mutually informing each other, each one impossible without the other.

After an extremely hard, even toxic pregnancy for our daughter and an equally difficult gestation for the little person growing within her, the birth itself was fraught. Our daughter had caught Covid a few days before the delivery and was in the throes of it when she gave birth. She and our granddaughter literally fought for their lives, individually and together.

After that harrowing experience, our granddaughter was immediately whisked away to the neonatal ICU, and our daughter spent three days in a Covid isolation room, crying. But when they were reunited, the bond of Love between them, almost certainly made stronger for what they’d been through together, was wonderful, so powerfully beautiful that it was startling, arresting, a joy I can’t adequately describe. As I told my wife, “They went through Hell together, and now they’re in Heaven with each other . . . and they know it.” When I saw our granddaughter on our daughter’s chest, smiling in her sleep, loving her mommy, her mommy loving her, I knew there is absolutely nothing in all of Reality as precious, as meaningful, as Supreme in Value as this one “infinitesimal” event in the midst of an Infinite Reality—two persons loving each other, knowing it, and filled with grace and gratitude to be with each other. What is greater than that? Not the whole of Reality itself.

At seventy-four, most of my life is memories—wonderful memories, blah memories, and terrible ones. But for all of them—especially the wonderful ones—I sometimes feel the most irresistible sensation of being drawn back into them, as if a tractor beam from Star Trek had hold of me. And I am overwhelmed by nostalgia.

What is that . . . nostalgia, which most of us feel pretty regularly as we get older? I think, at least for me, it’s the expression of what psychologists call “appreciative consciousness.” In my case at least, it’s very deeply appreciative consciousness. I’m aware that my moments—sometimes hours—of nostalgia carry the sense of the Infinite Worth of all those people, pets, homes, family cars, places we shared life together, events—often very small things we did together, even very brief moments, like snapshots of more inclusive and prolonged times than our memories are able to focus on. Sometimes these memories surface only many years later, but whenever they do, I’m struck to the heart and feel the tears welling in my eyes. I long to go back to each of those moments and stay in them, never moving out of them, for the duration-less span of Infinite Time. I feel those people, those events, “the way we were,” as of Unfathomable Worth—a Worth that has no horizon, no end, that goes on and on, and finally disappears into a Mystery I can’t even begin to imagine, cannot track, and, at least in my present state, cannot fully enter. For me, they disappear, not into some trumped-up No-thingness (or worse, just plain nothingness) but into some Infinite and Eternal Memory. Mine at a higher level of consciousness and being? God’s? I hope both.

Likely Stories

The stories that follow are likely to me because they affirm (albeit in a variety of ways) what I have experienced in my own life as the Infinite Worth and the Immortality of persons. These stories have different emphases when it comes to Worth and/or Immortality issues. But the two seem to me to go together. Things of Infinite Worth should be Immortal, at least in some way. And things that are Immortal would seem, by definition, to be of Infinite Worth. Otherwise, why save Them in Eternity—the timeless version of Infinity?

For me, these stories are not literally true in the sense of history—history-history or personal histories. They’re fiction, but fiction in the mythic sense as understood by depth psychologists and comparative religionists. The truths they communicate are in coded language because they are bigger and deeper than our daily lives, which, for the most part, are literalistic in their approach to Reality (paying almost exclusive attention, as they must, to what appear to be literal things) and therefore can only take in these supra-literalistic truths in a kind of disguised way. Nonetheless, daily life flows from them, draws its own significance from them, and points toward them. From one perspective, our day-to-day lives are rich and meaningful because they are those deep truths acted out and lived on the (mostly) literal (for us) level of Reality.

On the other hand, and paradoxically, the acting out of these truths is so rich and vivid, so felt, and with such fantastic detail and specificity that it equals and, I believe, surpasses the significance of the mythic, metaphorical, essential, or archetypal layers of Reality. I think that stories that are told from these deeper levels of Reality are likely in part because they reflect the patterns of daily life—certainly psychological life, the life of our psyches. At the same time, daily life is what it is because of the truths the stories tell us about the wider sweep, the mythic underpinnings, the Structures and Dynamics of the Reality in which, as which, we and all things become . . . and are. We can’t have one or the other—literal or mythic. We are living both. Both are as true as anything gets.

Again, from my perspective, these likely stories are only likely because, as I mentioned, the deep truths they tell cannot be told as they actually are in themselves, at deep levels of psyche and Psyche, where they may be literally true at those deep levels. As they pass through the filter of our finiteness, where they become refracted and reshaped by our finite life experiences and imaginations, they become for us only likely for us. They can only be told through an intermediate realm—a realm of “translation”—a less direct, muffled, or seemingly other-than-literal medium like dreams, visions, poetry, art, and music, in forms that we can grasp as true for us in the states of mind in which we usually operate, while recognizing that they go beyond those usual states into Registers of a Truthfulness we can’t fully or finally follow at all.

So, for me, the stories I’m about to tell you are both very likely . . . and only likely. See what you make of them.

Ancient Egyptian Accounts of the Infinite Worth and Immortality of Persons

There is such an incredible wealth of ancient Egyptian writings about the nature of the Divine, the manifestation or emergence of the world, the relationship of human beings to the Gods or God, and the Immortality of persons—much, but not all of it, in mythic language—that I’ve had to choose just a few texts to highlight the themes I want us to focus on. I’ve also had to minimize the mythology in order to make my major points. By way of introduction to this vast field, I think it’s fair to say that most prominent Egyptologists for the most part agree (with different emphases and some controversy) that the Gods of Egypt were all ultimately manifestations of a single God, that often They were experienced as interchangeable with one another and with that God,2 and that this Divine Being was usually addressed and thought of as a Person—Someone that humans could have personal relationships with. Also, the universe and, along with and beyond it, Reality have been manifested by that Ultimate Person in stages, stages that from a depth psychological point of view look very much like a gradual dawning of consciousness, like waking up or coming out of a coma.3

Most importantly for us right now are the beliefs that human beings are formed of the same Substance as God, that we are in effect His children and His special (but not exclusive) concern and that we become Immortal partly from living a kind, moral, ethical, and compassionate life and partly through what Christians would call Grace—in the case of the Egyptians, the Grace of magic, by which we can erase our faults during the Afterlife Judgment of Osiris, and the Grace of becoming, or coming to realize, that at the Core of each of us is God-as-us or us-as-God. On this last point, we become in time what we ever are in Eternity—in union or identity with the Divine while at the same time keeping our mortal identities. On top of this, that union allows us to enter the three kinds of Eternity—Kheper, Neheh, and Djet.4 We’ll look at these different versions of Eternity briefly below. They’ll also show up again in later chapters.

The idea that persons are of Infinite Worth is affirmed either directly or indirectly in many Egyptian texts. It is certainly implied in all the texts that assert the union with God, both in this life and in the Life after Death. One of the most direct (or minimally mythical) of these texts in terms of the theme of the Infinite Worth of persons in this life (as well as beyond it) comes from the so-called Middle Kingdom period (2040–1674 BCE). It’s called the Teaching for King Merikare. In the text, it is affirmed that human beings are the Images and Substance of God, Who cares for them intimately, feels their pain, and renders each one sacrosanct.5

Of the many mortuary texts in the Egyptian Book of the Dead, the Papyrus of Ani, by the Theban scribe Ani, dated to the New Kingdom period (ca. 1250 BCE for Ani; 1552–1069 BCE for the New Kingdom), is one that has been intensely analyzed. The whole papyrus addresses both the Infinite Worth of the person and, perhaps because of that Infinite Worth, his or her Immortality. In fact, the whole point of the text is to help Ani achieve his Eternal Life, again, partly by affirming his goodness in his earthly life, and where that failed him, by the magic of what are known as the “negative confessions”—a long litany of sins he erases by saying, with the help of magic, that he did not, for example, “cause anyone to weep” (a rather steep hill to climb!). The additional boost into a Blessed Immortality for him is his affirmed oneness or identification with Osiris, the Dead and Resurrected God, and ultimately with Re, in many respects, the God.6

Here, as elsewhere in the text, Ani is facing the rising sun, Re, the Creator, in His primary this-worldly guise. Ani is bathed in the miraculous light and Light of the Creator and prays that Re will see him as identical in Essence with the dying resurrecting Osiris so that Ani too—as himself-Osiris—may be resurrected like him. Ani’s concern throughout the papyrus is not just about gaining Eternal Life but rather a Blissful Version of That. The alternative is unthinkable. So, Ani, like every Egyptian, is faced shortly after biological death with a Judgment presided over by Osiris. Ani’s “heart” is weighed on a scale against the nearly weightless Feather of Truth. It is essential that the person (read “conscience”) not be heavier than the Truth about him or her and his or her earthly life.7

An interesting sidebar to this involves the Egyptian idea that each of us is made up of a number of soul fragments or elements, for example: what we would call the ego; the ba (the ego’s double, which continued after death to have the ability to move in and out of various dimensions or levels of Reality, including the earthly)8; the ka (which meant something like the life force, and the life-giving blessing)9; and the akh (the transfigured spirit, in effect, a part of the person that is granted a Blissful Immortality).10 There is some ambiguity about the akh in the Egyptological community. Some scholars favor the idea that the akh comes into being at the moment of a favorable judgment in the Afterlife Court. Others believe that the akh has never left Heaven, and so, has nothing to do really with the fate of the other aspects of the person. In other words, the akh is our Eternal Essence detached from our mortal existence. Maybe both sides in the debate about the akh are right.11
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