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WHAT IS ECSTASY? AN INVITATION

The Art of Every Day Ecstasy is about waking up and finding that you are in love with life. As we stand on the threshold of a new millennium, more and more of us now long for healing, for conscious lives infused with Spirit. We long for our vocations to fulfill us spiritually as well as materially, for our homes to be filled with the grace of the sacred, for our love to be unconditional. We seek a life that is authentic, expanded, and joyful.

Bringing healing, balance, and joy to our daily life in a world that is in the grip of what I term “the anti-ecstatic conspiracy” isn’t easy. This book is a calling to understand the nature of this conspiracy, its effect on our psyche and in our lives. It invites us to confront and transform the old anti-ecstatic model into a more wholesome and holistic partnership model. Above all, it offers a vision—magical, mystical, and practical—of what your life can be when you allow the spirit and sparkle of ecstasy to permeate your being.

SEVEN TANTRIC KEYS OF AWAKENING

The practices and rituals you will find here are doorways that reveal the inherent beauty and meaning of our ordinary moments.


[image: ] Say yes to life in all its erotic passion.

[image: ] Go with the flow of the life force within and all around you.

[image: ] Trust yourself, and allow your personal power to manifest in life.

[image: ] Open your heart in loving compassion to the self and others.

[image: ] Authentically express your creativity and your truth.

[image: ] Look within to achieve clarity and insight in your life.

[image: ] Surrender to your Source and know gratitude, spiritual peace, and a new capacity to live at your maximum potential in every moment.



These seven Tantric keys can open us up to our essential selves and unleash in us that abundant, joyous energy—EveryDay Ecstasy—that allows us to be all that we can be as human beings with our partners and our children and in our work, our community, and the world. In the process, we discover the meaning of elegance, the art of achieving maximum results with minimum effort. Elegant people are in love with life. And their love calls them to make contributions beyond the call of mere duty, to participate fully, to share their joys, pains, gifts, and truths with others. And, by their example, they remind us that beyond our apparent differences, we are connected in Spirit, We are One.

My own spiritual journey, which led me to the path of EveryDay Ecstasy, began in Paris, when I was eighteen years old. I was wildly in love with my boyfriend; and the first time we made love, at the peak of orgasm, my consciousness expanded until, suddenly, unexpectedly, nothing was left but the absolute certainty that I was utterly and totally free and that this absolute freedom was, for me, the secret of life. This realization set the course of my life.

This may seem like an unusual beginning to many people. Yet most of us have enjoyed one unforgettable peak moment that leaves us with a yearning for that sense of ecstasy, wholeness, or exquisite peace. Unfortunately, our culture does not teach us the value of such experiences or the skills to cultivate them. But after this first ecstatic moment, I knew I wanted to discover how to integrate spirituality with sexuality in my daily life.

My studies and degrees in psychology and philosophy at the Sorbonne in Paris did not bring any answers to my quest. Later, my practice as a therapist failed to satisfy my hunger for experiential wisdom. I turned to the study of bodywork therapies and self-development groups: bioenergetics, encounter groups, rolfing, Gestalt, Arica, integral yoga. And still I found no direct answers that explained the connection between sexuality and spirituality. I set out on a journey to explore the traditions of sacred sexuality around the world. I soon was introduced to the ancient Eastern science of Tantra; like yoga, Zen, and Sufism, Tantra is a spiritual path to enlightenment. But unlike most mystical paths, Tantra includes sexuality as a doorway to ecstasy and enlightenment. The essence of the Tantric teachings can be summarized as this: Choose with awareness what gives you joy, and it will lead you to Spirit. A particularly attractive approach, I thought, for us Westerners so deeply influenced by the puritanical Judeo-Christian tradition, which conceives of pleasure not as a door to heaven but rather as a shortcut to hell!

Although this book is not about sexuality, as my other books have been, the Tantric perspective has greatly influenced my work.

WHAT IS TANTRA?

Many people today mistakenly believe that Tantra is a spiritual bastardization of sexual therapy, an excuse to indulge in sensual games, an addiction to hours of sexual orgasms. Nothing could be farther from the truth. The Tantric path teaches us to embrace and unify the ordinary, the erotic, and the sacred dimensions of life, which all have their roots in Spirit.

The beauty and wisdom of Tantra is that it embraces sexuality as a doorway to the “ecstatic mind of great bliss.” Truly, at the peak of orgasm, we pierce through the illusion of fragmentation and separation, and glimpse the unity and interconnectedness of all beings. And through the other—our partner—we fall in love with life.

Because sex holds this great potential for opening our being to the experience of ecstasy, Tantra has for millennia taught the cultivation of sexual love as an art, as a skillful spiritual practice. Then, as now, Tantra challenges the belief promoted by most spiritual and religious paths that we must suppress or transcend our sexuality to practice meditation or awaken our Spirit. Tantra arose in rebellion against these ascetical and life-negating creeds. It acknowledges that sex is at the root of life and that to make human sexuality and erotic union a form of worship and meditation is to practice reverence for life, leading us directly through the pleasure of the senses to spiritual liberation.

Tantra teaches that we master desires not by avoiding them but by immersing ourself in them. Once known and experienced deeply, they can be transcended. In fact, Tantra teaches that nothing is to be excluded from our understanding of reality. We need not suffer by sacrificing pleasures. We can cultivate them as opportunities for awakening. Tantra teaches us to embrace every moment in our totality, to respond bodily, feel from the heart, perceive with clarity, and be fully present to others and to life. In this book, we will explore ways to bring such energy, passion, and awareness to all our seemingly ordinary, and extraordinary, moments and to make our everyday life a journey of awakening.

Tantra is a Sanskrit word derived from the root tan, “to expand.” In the process of my study and practice of the Tantric arts, I developed this definition: Tantra is the art of weaving the often contradictory aspects of our self or personality into a unified whole, for the purpose of expanding our consciousness. Scholar Ajit Mookerjee defines Tantra as “knowledge of a systematic, scientific, and experimental method which offers the possibility of expanding man’s consciousness and faculties, a process through which the individual’s inherent spiritual powers can be realized.”

Tantra originated more than three thousand years ago in India from several sources. One of the original sources of Tantra is the ancient Shivaite Hindu tradition of Shakta worship, the worship of the Great Mother. Tantra, still alive in India today, has preserved the wonderful myth of Shiva and Shakti, whose loving union created the universe.

THE STORY OF SHIVA AND SHAKTI

Thousands of years ago, there dwelled a great god in the jungles of India. An ascetic and a yogi, he lived in distant hermitages, reposing in yogic postures for hours on end. Immobile, his consciousness removed from the world, uninterested in human affairs, he had transcended all passions and worldliness and dwelled in unending meditation on the divine void, contemplating the reality of his true nature: That which is never born and never dies.

Like the wild ascetics of the remote Indian jungles, he cared not about his looks or about ordinary human conventions. His hair was uncombed and wild, his body was naked but for a scant animal skin wrapped around his loins. His skin was of a bluish gray hue, for it was covered with the sacrificial ashes he used during his sacred practices. Silent, eternal, he was the Lord who dwelled beyond time and beyond death, in the eternal now.

Sometimes as this renunciate sat in meditation under his favorite tree, he would get an erection and feel the throbbing power of his vajra; yet he was not concerned. As his consciousness expanded and traveled to merge with the vastness of the whole universe, he simply observed the workings of his human form; and his precious vajra arose to meditate with him as the ultimate manifestation of virility: a contained yet all-encompassing male power at rest in its potency.

Through his advanced yogic practices, he became the ruler of all the worlds, the strongest of all the gods. And his elusive presence was felt and honored by all as the symbol of transcendence and detachment. His very name was revered: Shiva, Lord of Transcendence.

Meanwhile, the great Goddess Devi, Mother of Creation, decided the time had come to bring the powers of this great god-man back from the vast expanses of the universe to the earth to test his strength and to reveal to him advanced teachings he had never even imagined. It was time for Shiva to transcend his own detachment and bring his Spirit back into his body, to be immersed in the world through his body and his senses, and to draw his Spirit more deeply into the here and now.

The Great Goddess manifested in the form of an exquisite beauty whose name was Sati. She was radiant and joyful, her body exquisitely shaped. Her dark hair was long and shiny, and her eyes large, like those of a deer.

One day, as he wandered through a village, Shiva saw Sati, and his heart was touched beyond control. All his yogic powers were of no avail. In one sweeping moment, his heart became the ruler of his soul … not to mention the ruler of his vajra! Shiva’s consciousness merged with his heart, and his body suddenly longed for human contact and presence. This was exactly what the great goddess Devi had intended.

Eventually, Sati and Shiva fell in love, and married. They lived in blissful union for many years in a hermitage on the sacred Mount Kailash. Countless adventures followed. And at last Sati died. Shiva was inconsolable. He wandered about the land, mad with sorrow, for he had loved Sati as he loved himself, as an inseparable aspect of his own divine nature. But he needed this very human sorrow, for through it he tasted the humble descent of the lover into the dark night of the soul. And he knew that love and union could no longer be separate from meditation and contemplation.

The other gods, seeing his misery, decided to help. Sati was reborn, reincarnated in the person of an even more exquisite young woman, Parvati, later known and honored throughout India as Shakti. As soon as they met, they were reunited as husband and wife.

Shakti was a great yogini, devoted to Shiva, yet matching his powers in her own feminine way. She was the embodiment of pure energy, the mother and matrix of all manifestation. The source of her great power resided in her yoni: her sacred garden, her sex, the matrix of creation. Shakti’s name comes from the Hindu root shak, meaning “ability” or “power.” Shakti represents the power that weaves the universe and manifests in all forms, the prima mater, the first mother. But until Shiva and Shakti met, their respective qualities had remained barren, devoid of dynamic creativity. Each was waiting for the missing energy that would awaken his or her enlightened completion and allow them both to realize their ultimate mission: to become the creators, the father and mother of the world.

As they perfected their yogic practices, Shakti accepted Shiva as her guru, her teacher; and he taught her the ways of transcendence to guide her to her ultimate liberation. And Shiva accepted Shakti as his guru; and she initiated him into his ultimate liberation through the fusion of the transcendental, or pure consciousness and Spirit, with the immanence of manifestation in and through the body and the senses. They became spiritual partners, co-creators of their ecstasy. And Shakti taught Shiva to temporarily relinquish asceticism to integrate the art of love and sexual union into his spiritual practice. Thus from the path of yoga was born the path of Tantra, the yoga of love.

Shiva and Shakti, in their blissful practices, discovered new ways to channel their orgasmic powers through spinning vortexes of their energy centers, or chakras, and developed the great path of Tantra. This science encompassed the knowledge and skills of music, astrology, massage, painting, dance, poetry, visualization, ecstatic ritual, meditation, and teachings for the “householders” (lay practitioners). These teachings were imparted through numerous scriptures called Tantras. They were presented, in their original form, as a dialogue and a teaching shared between Shiva and Shakti, and the Tantric scriptures note that each man and each woman carries within himself or herself the power of Shiva and Shakti. If we know how to honor and worship each other skillfully, we can re-enact, in the moment of our union, the primordial and blissful union of the God and Goddess; and through that union give birth to enlightened realization.

MY TRAVELS CONTINUE

I traveled throughout Asia, India, Europe, and America studying the traditions and teachings of sacred sexuality. On the way, I met extraordinary men and women, including a variety of Tantric adepts, spiritual masters and mistresses, from whom I received personal guidance. I also worked with cutting-edge researchers in transpersonal psychology, humanistic psychology, sexology, and other interrelated fields. These teachings removed veils from my psyche—veils made of fixed beliefs, fears, the longing for security, and the many attachments that prevent the seeker from being authentic and free.

Many of my spiritual guides—among them the great mystic Osho—belonged to the “crazy wisdom” tradition of shocking the disciple into awakening through wild and unpredictable actions. In their company, life too became wild and unpredictable, a passionate adventure full of surprises, revelations, mysteries, initiations, and ecstasy but also difficult confrontations, seemingly insurmountable challenges, risky journeys, difficult missions, and blind alleys. Yet the common thread was always this: Go back home to your daily life and find ways to integrate what you discovered.

HOW I DEVELOPED SKYDANCING TANTRA

Gradually, all that I had discovered coalesced within me into a new shape and meaning. I called the body of knowledge and the ritual practices I had developed over many years “SkyDancing Tantra: The Path to Bliss.” This path came to me as a revelation rather than as a tradition; yet, the path of the SkyDancer is indeed one that goes back to eighth-century Tibet, when Yeshe Sogyel, the consort of Buddha Padma Sambhava, was called the SkyDancer. Together they developed Tantric Buddhism.

Originally, the SkyDancers were wild, free ecstatic “dakinis,” also called feminine buddhas or female awakeners. The word dakini means “woman who dances in space” or “woman who revels in the freedom of emptiness.” SkyDancers were, and are, women of passion who were profoundly devoted to spiritual awakening. The path of the SkyDancer is a path of spiritual partnership that teaches the complete reciprocity of male and female practitioners as they learn the art of integrating ecstatic states and ecstatic practices in their daily life. It reintroduces in our world the understanding that to heal the world, we need to rediscover and respect the fact that women can be and are awakeners and initiators and enlightened teachers.

SkyDancing Tantra is a unique path that weaves together my studies in humanistic and transpersonal psychology, bodywork therapies, sexology, yoga, music, and metaphysics with my work with human energy systems through the use of light, music, movement, visualization, and particularly (and primarily) the energy map of the chakras. The Tantric chakra system offers a perfect map for the transformation of energy and consciousness from raw sexual lust to love, to visionary power, and to awakening.

SkyDancing Tantra: The Path to Bliss, teaches us that when we learn to approach life with a relaxed body, an open heart, a peaceful mind, we can access ecstatic states and learn to weave them into the daily fabric of our lives.

SEXUALITY AS A METAPHOR FOR LIFE

I have had the good fortune to work as a guide on the SkyDancing path with thousands of men and women around the world—the youngest was twelve and the oldest, seventy-four. Mostly, we worked together, building an ecstatic community in the context of the Love and Ecstasy Trainings taught worldwide through the agency of the SkyDancing Institutes. Over the years, we have discovered that all people—regardless of creed, sex, race, religion, and age—have an amazing propensity for ecstasy. We all receive great joy and healing in our lives when we access ecstatic states.

In this book you will have the opportunity to discover many methods, rituals, dances, and meditations that people of all ages—from teenagers to the elderly—have practiced successfully to move beyond pain and doubt to the expression of their highest potential. In my experience as a teacher, everyone who learns these rituals can feel the deeply healing nature of ecstasy. I have seen ecstatic experiences remedy acute cases of low self-esteem, anorexia, stress disorders, eating disorders, addictions, ailing marriages, timidity, drug dependency, and depression. I have witnessed countless relationships between estranged spouses blossom again into new love affairs with open, heart-to-heart communication; new joy and creativity in life; renewed sexual intimacy; and the discovery of an underlying spiritual connection that is joyful, creative, and profoundly fulfilling.

Through the practices presented in this book, I have seen many people experience reduced work stress; increased creativity, abundance, and success; greater inspiration, self-trust, and power; enhanced leadership abilities; and expanded commitment to the service of others and the world.

This book emerged from the realization that the way we live our sexuality is a metaphor for the way we live our life. Originally, the Love and Ecstasy Training focused on sexual ecstasy, on developing the skills to become a great lover and expanding orgasmic potency all the way to ecstasy. But I soon realized that it is possible to bring the skills of a lover into every area of life.

My long journey around the world, which began with my awakening to Spirit through sexuality, led me to understand that the skills cultivated through Tantric sex—intimacy, opening the heart, visualizing, focusing, letting go of the mind, being fully present, loving self and others, moving beyond fears—were in fact the essential skills of life. I realized that life was not about having more and better orgasms, but about being orgasmic in every moment.

The Love and Ecstasy Training that inspired this book has been studied at several universities in Europe, where formal psychiatric, psychological, and medical research examined its effects. A statistical analysis conducted at the University of Munich studied a sample group of fifty participants for a year and a half; the group experienced “greater powers of concentration, a more direct and honest communication, an expansion of creative abilities, and the capacity to take initiatives.” Since then, a special training for doctors and other helping professions has been designed and is now offered in Europe.

As a therapist, I knew that the process of healing emotional wounds by focusing on the past to find their source was limited. Although it can bring about healing, it all too often promotes a fascination with the problematic. Furthermore, when we focus obsessively on our problems and pains, the ecstatic potential in most of life’s moments goes unrecognized and unacknowledged, and our lives are emptied of a sacred and joyous dimension. Life appears problematic rather than ecstatic, more a puzzle to be solved than a pleasure to be cultivated. I realized that existential or psychological pain was actually the absence of ecstasy. It was the outcome of being cut off from the source of one’s being, the source of life. On the other hand, cultivating ecstatic states of consciousness and learning how to integrate them into our lives can have profoundly healing effects. I have come to believe that our sickness and suffering have their roots in the loss of ecstasy and that reclaiming our natural ecstasy holds the key to our healing and our liberation.

WE CAN BE ORGASMIC IN OUR DAILY LIFE

Being erotic means thoroughly enjoying our five senses. When our senses are awake, pleasure is available in everyday moments. The natural ecstasy of life’s simple moments comes pouring in. You can be orgasmic by choosing to surround yourself with what you value as beautiful and sacred; by wearing clothes (or not wearing clothes!) that add to your beauty; by cooking and eating with erotic awareness; by allowing music to flow through your ears and vibrate in your entire body; by speaking and reading and writing words that are poetic, powerful, and inspiring to your soul; by singing your joy.

In this book I make a distinction between what I call Ecstatic Awakenings and EveryDay Ecstasy, or the Ecstasy of Flow. Ecstatic Awakenings are transcendental occurrences that come now and then but are not meant to become permanent in this world. If they did, we would be unable to function. They are moments of opening, spiritual fireworks, like a cork pulled out of a champagne bottle. They are dramatic divine encounters meant to remind us, often in moments of hopelessness or despair, that ecstasy is the essence of our nature and of existence itself. EveryDay Ecstasy is that steady stream of joyful aliveness that connects us to our Source, that can become our true and permanent state when we have fallen in love with life, embracing it like the lover it is.

A BOOK OF MANY VOICES

To write this book I met and spoke with hundreds of people who have discovered ways of weaving together the various strands of their creative, family, business, spiritual, and above all, ordinary lives in a way that is joyful and ecstatic. Among these were my current students, graduates of my trainings, psychologists, doctors, people I met in the streets, artists, writers, musicians, philosophers, teachers, celebrities, spiritual leaders, therapists.

The participants in my trainings practiced many of the meditations and rituals included in this book, and I recorded their experiences and feedback.

While writing this book, I also had the good fortune to meet many eminent spiritual teachers, with whom I discussed essential questions about ecstatic states, spiritual practices, enlightenment, love, and the state of the world. These teachers belong to many different traditions: Sufism, Islam, Christianity, Tantra, Buddhism, Judaism. Others belong to none, believe in none, and declare that ecstasy and enlightenment exist beyond and apart from all paths and methods. Many of the pearls of wisdom I received have also found their way into this book.

USE THIS BOOK AS YOUR TREASURE CHEST

Here is a summary of what this book will offer to you. First, the exercises and information in this book can help you achieve your full potential as a human being. You will explore the skills of love and learn how to apply them beyond the bedroom. You will learn to cultivate balance by harmonizing your “inner man” (your active, assertive masculine qualities) with your “inner woman” (your receptive nurturing, feminine qualities). You will explore and learn to create sacred space in your home and life. You will learn the elements of ritual and how you can weave these elements into your own creative expression to make special moments sacred. You will explore the anatomy of ecstasy using the maps of the seven chakras and learn how to release blocks, allowing you to access more energy and to create a blueprint for an ecstatic lifestyle that nurtures creativity, accomplishment, insight, love, healing, and empowerment. You will explore a different vision of spirituality, one based on reverence for male-female partnerships and the embracing of your sexuality as a door to higher states of consciousness.

By following the path of EveryDay Ecstasy outlined here, you may experience greater success and health in life, deeper and more meaningful relationships, fuller connections to your community and planet, and a more profound realization of your essential nature as a human being. This book is a vehicle for the ecstatic expression of life in the world.

A NOTE: In this book I have chosen to use the terms yoni for the female genitals, and vajra for the male genitals. Yoni is a Sanskrit word that means “cosmic matrix, womb of creation.” In the Tibetan tradition, vajra means “thunderbolt, powerful scepter” and symbolizes pure energy and power that carries light. I use these reverent terms to avoid the typically uninspiring connotations that our common language attaches to these parts of our bodies. When partners honor each other in this way, joy and a sense of fun and pride emerge.



PART I
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WAKING UP TO ECSTASY:
BRINGING SPIRIT BACK
INTO YOUR LIFE




CHAPTER ONE
[image: ]

BRINGING ECSTASY TO LIFE:
A GREAT ADVENTURE


Friend, hope for the Guest while you are alive.

Jump into experience while you are alive!

[image: ] Rumi



Have you ever, in moments of deep silence, heard the song of your soul? Can you recall a time when the beauty, the sweetness of life, welled up in you by surprise? One day, perhaps, you fell in love. Or for one blinding instant, lovemaking called you back to an ecstatic relationship with life. Perhaps it happened for you with the birth of a child. Suddenly you were filled with an overwhelming, all-encompassing love such as you had never experienced. Perhaps you glimpsed ecstasy in the spaciousness of meditation; during a five-mile run; or while contemplating a clear mountain stream, listening to a symphony, walking in a thunderstorm, or dancing and singing through the night. Perhaps you were propelled beyond your mind and body into a transcendent moment when life, which had seemed ordinary, became suddenly mysterious, poignant, and filled with grace, and time seemed to stop as you stepped into eternity.

Such luminous moments offer glimpses into the dimension of the sacred. They remind us of our true nature. They are a promise of the joy that can fill our life. They are insights into ecstasy. In these moments, we know it is possible to live life fully, to be creative and free of confinement.

WHAT IS ECSTASY?

During the 1950s, psychologist Abraham Maslow did years of research on what I call “ecstatic states” and that he called “peak experiences.” His findings may surprise you: “Almost all people have or can have peak experiences.” And psychologist Stella Resnick, in her book The Pleasure Zone, comments: “Peak experiences are intensely pleasurable times that can last for just a minute or for several weeks or more. They are periods of complete happiness and fulfillment …” Maslow found that certain individuals—people he called “self-actualized”—enjoyed a much higher frequency of peak experiences than did individuals in the general population: “They felt fulfilled in their lives, motivated not by need, but by the desire to grow.”

We seek comfort, pleasure, and ecstasy from the moment we are born. Comfort is a natural state of well-being in the absence of pain. Pleasure comes from the gratification of our physical needs and emotional desires. Ecstasy is an experience of intense contentment, inner joy. It is, in most cases, a discontinuous state. It happens, it peaks, then it is gone. And we are left with the intuitive insight of an expanded potential for wholeness. At this juncture, we are drawn to the patient inner work that is needed to recognize and transform the behavior patterns that sabotage our ability to be joyful, contented, and self-actualized. As we become increasingly aware of this potential, we gradually discover ecstasy as an intense state of stabilized contentment that helps us choose what is pleasing to ourself and others. Such states are uniquely personal and hence difficult to define.

One dictionary defines ecstasy as “a state of exalted delight surpassing normal understanding” and “a state of emotion so intense that rational thought and self-control are obliterated.” The word ecstasy comes from the Greek ex stasis, to “move beyond stasis,” beyond the seemingly solid and fixed, into movement, or life. It is liberation from the known. Its Latin root ex stare means “to stand outside yourself,” as in transcendence (which means “to climb, to go beyond”). Fundamentally, ecstasy means to transcend yourself, to go outside and beyond what you think, know, and believe is possible. An ecstatic state is a glimpse into the infinite.

We experience such states through music, love, religion, sex. Still, our ecstatic potential goes mostly unfulfilled. Most people are not educated (or trained) to value and recognize life’s sacred dimension. And because they are often too busy to notice or value the simple joys of daily life, ecstasy eludes them. They do not recognize that every moment is pregnant with ecstasy. For ecstatic states are not separate or opposed to ordinary life. Ecstatic states happen spontaneously. They are as natural as sleeping and breathing. Ecstasy was programmed into us the moment the sperm met the egg in our mother’s womb. It exists inside us right now as a potentiality. And it is possible to create joy within, to live a life cut like a precious jewel that reflects who we truly are, that radiates an energy that is healing and enchanting. And every step we take carries the possibility of such an awakening.

OUR ECSTATIC ANATOMY

Perhaps the most common experience of ecstasy is the feeling of joy, relief, and exhilaration that comes with the sudden release from a difficult situation, when a crisis is successfully resolved or averted.

Another common experience of ecstasy comes during lovemaking. With its moment of intense pleasure and blessed release, orgasm may seem the most reliable form of ecstasy available to us in our busy lives. But it is just a taste of what is possible: Ecstasy transcends sex. We can learn to cultivate the quality of a great lover in the way we live our daily life. Ecstatic moments can be cultivated on a daily basis when we enter into a love affair with life.

The natural rhythm of life is ours: heartbeats, pulsing blood, firing brain synapses, inhalation-exhalation, expansion-contraction. The human body is a rhythm orchestra, a vibrant totality singing and dancing to the beat of life. In their essence, life and creation are ecstatic activities.

Human beings are born to enjoy, love, and create beauty. And Ecstasy is a skill that we can learn. As we achieve mastery in living, we are able more and more to integrate and experience ecstatic moments in our daily lives.

Ecstasy is both our true nature and a state to be realized through self-mastery. Christian mystics call it Christ consciousness. Buddhists call it our Buddha nature. It is our essence, our eternal nature, untouched by all that is impermanent, changing, appearing, and vanishing. And whether we or others notice it or not, it is always shining through.

It is what I call the “Sky Mind,” the awareness of our essential nature. It is not something we acquire or develop. It is that within us which was never born and will never die. And when the veils of our illusions, our beliefs, our confusion, and our wounds are lifted, our Sky Mind is revealed, like the blue sky itself when the clouds pass away.

THE BEST-KEPT SECRET OF OUR TIME

While researching this book, I realized—to my amazement—the best-kept secret of our time: Many of the most successful people today cultivate ecstatic states. They have learned how to make ecstasy a part of the fabric of their everyday lives. I believe that there is a direct link between their openness to exploring and incorporating unconventional insights and experiences in their lives and their original contributions to the world. And though they have their own ways of experiencing ecstasy, they must remain private, even undercover, to avoid the damaging label of oddball or mystic, which might diminish their credibility in the public eye.

Even spiritual leaders risk being discredited. Jean Houston, author and co-founder of the Foundation for Mind Research, and Marianne Williamson, popular author and spiritual teacher, were erroneously accused in the press of holding a seance in the White House. And this, simply for daring to consult with leaders and explore political issues from a more spiritual rather than conventional point of view.

Nonetheless, the quest for deeper meaning is growing and touching more people. As Houston says, “We’re not on the fringe; we’re on the frontier.” It’s not just famous, successful people who are exploring the timeless frontier of higher consciousness. Researcher Paul Ray has studied more than a hundred thousand Americans and has identified a distinct new subculture of about forty-four million people that he calls “cultural creatives” and that I call “ecstatics.” These people are looking for authentic experience and authentic relationships. Instead of being sidetracked by the anti-ecstatic mind-set of our culture, they are pioneering new frontiers, going on journeys of spiritual self-discovery, seeking public service in addition to or in place of their everyday jobs, practicing voluntary simplicity instead of spending mindlessly, working for ecological sustainability rather than consuming irreplaceable resources. According to Paul Ray in an article he wrote for Utne Reader:


Cultural creatives demand that all the pieces of their lives fit together to create an authentic whole. In his view, we are at “a tipping point in civilization, a great divide” in history. If the ranks of cultural creatives harness their collective energies and carry them into public arenas, we can forge a new kind of “integral” culture: one that merges the best of modernism and traditionalism, embraces both East and West, and ushers in a new form of Renaissance.



Although ecstatic practices have traditionally been accepted and cultivated in Eastern cultures, our society is extremely suspicious of ecstasy. And to admit one’s own experience of it is almost like coming out of the closet. Yet ecstasy can open a door to great healing and awakening.

ECSTASY CAN TRANSFORM YOUR LIFE


There’s a great momentum in spirituality as we come up to the millennium. The last time we had an industrial revolution. This time we’re having a consciousness revolution.

[image: ] Lynne Franks



I have spoken to men and women of all ages and from all walks of life: from business people, financial planners, and attorneys to artists, writers, and musicians to contractors, salespeople, and gardeners to full-time parents and teachers. As I explored the meaning of ecstasy in daily life, people I met shared their experiences with me—many opening up for the first time. Their stories were unique in details but similar in essence: each had had an experience of ecstasy that profoundly transformed his or her life.

I would like to share one powerful story of a peak experience that changed the life of my friend Tom, a successful businessman who manages his own multimillion-dollar software company.

“Sharon and I fell madly in love seven years ago,” Tom told me. “We had two children, a successful business, and a wonderful home. But somehow, within a few years, we fell out of love.” He explained:


We were often angry at each other and only communicated around the kids. When I discovered Sharon was having an affair, my whole world fell apart. I didn’t tell her I knew. I was so angry I couldn’t sleep. I’d lie awake at night staring at the ceiling, clenching my fists, trying to calm down. Finally, I’d go outside and run through the woods. Sometimes I’d scream or pick up big branches and hit them against trees until I started crying.

One morning I was walking in the woods and thinking “I’ve been coming here all these weeks and I never noticed how beautiful it is.” I sat down under a tree. A deep peace filled my heart. Then I saw this little fern growing out of the ground. The sun was shining on it. It was silvery around the edges, its tiny leaves were curled, ready to open. It was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen. Just a little fern, but it was so alive and vibrant.

I stared at it for a long time. And the peaceful feeling started increasing. I fell in love with this little fern. Then I looked up and saw the whole forest that way; the fingers of sunlight streaming through the leaves, creating a patchwork of light and shadow all around me. I felt overwhelming gratitude for the beauty of this place. I took a deep breath, and it felt as if my head opened at the top and somebody was pouring liquid love into me, until my whole body had filled up and I was overflowing. I felt total rapture, joy, and gratitude. And I started praying, “Thank you God.” I knew that I loved my wife, and she loved me, and the walls between us were made of fear, but they weren’t real.

I walked out of the woods and back to the house. I was radiating love. I went up to Sharon and embraced her. I felt myself flowing into her, and her flowing into me. I could feel us melting together into one being, one heart. And I thought, Now we are truly married. She didn’t know what had happened to me, but she felt my unconditional love. She started sobbing, and we embraced for a long time. We still had emotional work to do, but on a very, very deep level we had forgiven each other.



Ecstatic Awakening comes by surprise, often in moments of great stress and pain, opening us to a sacred dimension. And it is very much like the EveryDay Ecstasy we knew, and lost, as children, when life was touched with wonder and each moment was an adventure, a plunge into the unknown.

Remember the passion of shouting loud and jumping high and spinning until you drop, the unbearably sweet smell of newly mown grass, the thrill of colors in the crayon box, your joy at hearing a favorite bedtime story, the wonder of raindrops on a spiderweb, the mystery of a shadow on the wall?

To grow up, we build an ego that sets boundaries between the self inside and the world outside. And society initiates us into a world ruled by laws, structure, obedience, and duty, gradually replacing the ecstatic mind of childhood with the more rigid and conventional mind of adulthood. As this ego takes on a life and personality of its own, it controls and directs our attention, limiting our vision to matters of fear, hope, and survival, and cutting us off from the freedom and joy we knew as children. Its constant chatter, judgments, and interpretations filter out much that is essential to our wholeness, separating us from ourselves and the world of others in which we live.

After a while, every spontaneous impulse, every natural urge to express a feeling or an emotion, must struggle through a labyrinth of socially conditioned responses. We become “educated,” but in the process we lose our true self, our “original face.” We fix our awareness in the “everyday world” and lose touch with a deeper dimension of life.

The brilliant philosopher and author Aldous Huxley described this selective awareness as “eliminative”: it screens out vast quantities of information that bombard us moment to moment, retaining the small amount of information useful for survival. Huxley says, “That which, in the language of religion, is called ‘this world’ is the universe of reduced awareness, expressed, and, as it were, petrified by language. The various ‘other worlds’ with which human beings erratically make contact are so many elements in the totality of the awareness belonging to ‘Mind at Large.’ ”

Our society calls this reduced awareness reality. Clearly, if we lived in a constant state of full-blown ecstasy, we might die of starvation or be run over by the next passing car. Yet most of us have learned a bit too well this narrowing of attention to the mundane. Our mind at large is capable of perceiving dimensions and worlds beyond this one visible realm of our present perceptions. Yet we live like castaways on a desert island who have forgotten where we came from.

We reduce an infinite ocean of apparent chaos to a tiny trickle of seeming order. And we reinforce our contracted view by becoming specialists who know more and more about less and less. But we are cut off from our potential, from our Source, from the universe of infinite mysteries and possibilities, from our own ecstasy.

After years of learning to fit in, we forget how to open to the wonder and complexity of life. The energy of love, the affirmative life force, is our original innocence that contains within itself an unconditional yes to life, and it becomes distorted and suffused with repression, shame, guilt.

We live in an anti-ecstatic society based on the conceived separation between flesh and spirit. We are encouraged and taught to repress our sexual nature, to doubt our mystical and spiritual nature, and to fear whatever does not conform to conventional behavior. But when we ignore the sacredness of life and the possibility of living life ecstatically, we risk losing our self—our soul—in the process.

THE DARK SIDE OF ECSTASY


It is the great tragedy of our Western society that we have virtually lost the ability to experience the transformative power of ecstasy and joy. Ecstasy was once considered the favor of the gods, a divine gift that could lift us out of our ordinary reality into the realm of the immortal soul.

[image: ] Robert Johnson



Ecstasy is the language of the soul. But in today’s world it is a foreign language. We discount ecstatic experience by equating it with delusion or drug abuse. We think of those who do it as oddball mystics or self-indulgent hedonists who pop it in the form of a pill. Drugs and alcohol may offer a taste of ecstasy, which is why they have been used for millennia. But while drug-induced states may offer glimpses of the possibility of transformation, they cannot, of themselves, transform us. The states they bring are only temporary.

Some people fear ecstasy thinking it means losing their mind. Some say the experience of ecstasy is a pathological break in consciousness. But this has been proven false. Psychologist Carl Fischer has studied the relationship between ecstasy and schizophrenia. He found that while certain psychotic episodes appear similar to ecstatic states, they are not the same. Mental illness is a shattering event. But ecstasy has the power to heal and transform by drawing together the parts of ourselves that have been alienated, opening heart and mind and allowing us to feel our connection to all that is.

As the daily assault of modern life wears us down, more and more of us long for healing, for new ways to connect with our Spirit, to feel joy in our lives. There is a burgeoning interest in the esoteric, in the spiritual practices of the world’s traditions, such as Tantra, Zen, Shamanism, Sufism, Buddhism, Christianity, Judaism, and Yoga.

At the same time a new attitude of healthy skepticism toward church dogmas seems to be emerging. Even theologians are increasingly questioning the idea of heaven as a far-off place where you stand on clouds wearing wings, strumming a harp, singing hymns, and waiting for God to pass by on his fiery chariot.

Jeffrey Burton Russell, a Catholic theologian, writes in History of Heaven: “Heaven is not dull, not static. It is an endless dynamic of joy in which one is ever more oneself as one was meant to be; it is reality itself.” Rosemary Altea, author and healer, writes: “Heaven is not a place, it’s a state of awareness.” Annemarie Schimmel, Western scholar of Islam, writes, “Once the journey to God is finished, the infinite journey in God begins.”

Heaven is presented in various scriptures as a garden, a city, a kingdom, a temple, a womb, a fire, a luminous vision of light, the promised land, the abode of ecstasy. These images have also been used by ancient mystics and modern men and women to describe the ecstatic experience.

To me, heaven is the ecstatic, which can be lived here and now. It is where we are when we wake up and experience our connection with the Source of creation. Whether we call it the Father, the Mother, the Source, the God or Goddess, or All That Is, this awakening happens through the inner marriage of energy and consciousness, of life and Spirit, of body and soul. It is within us now, always possible, always available. Theologians of today confirm it: Ecstasy is in.

The essence of ecstasy is the experience of light, whether it be visions of light; the metaphorical light of wisdom, understanding, and revelation; or the ecstatic bliss of the light of divine love. Paul was “blinded by the light,” Buddha was “enlightened,” Christ was baptized by light in the form of a white dove. William Blake and Rumi turned their blissful visions into ecstatic poetry. Such peak experiences are the defining moments of individual human lives, of whole cultures, and of human history itself. The experience of light is at the core of the spiritual transformation of saints, shamans, mystics, and avatars, as well as of countless lovers, artists, and so-called ordinary people. You and me.

Ecstatic states are accessible. And you do not have to spend years meditating on mountaintops or alone in dark caves and you do not need to study the holy books to experience ecstasy and harness its vibrant energy.

Somewhere along our journey of awakening, with all its struggles, joys, and disappointments, ecstasy will be revealed, as a confirmation, a blessing, a message from the Source. Then all that remains is to live with joy, love, and laughter.

INTO THE HEART OF ECSTASY


Ecstasy is the final stage of intimacy with yourself.… It is a shift in perception in which direct contact with spirit is made.

[image: ] Deepak Chopra



Ecstasy is at once universal and uniquely personal, an experience of deep connection with self and with life as a whole. People describe their ecstatic experiences in contradictory terms: transitory, timeless, infinite, familiar, peaceful, thrilling, joyous, complex, intense, calm, inspired, temporary madness, absolute clarity. Here are just a few descriptions I have heard:


[image: ] Experiencing light and color: “Everything was bathed in light.” “I saw the colors of things as they really are.”

[image: ] Experiencing energy: “I actually saw vibrations of energy radiating from the flowers.” “I felt the life force streaming through every cell in my body.” “I had the deep understanding that everything on earth was alive, intelligent.”

[image: ] Unusual physical sensations: “I felt as if I had been lifted up about six inches.” “I felt like I was flying, I was so light.” “I felt heat energy rise up my spine and blast through the top of my head.” “I felt as if light was being poured into me.” “I couldn’t stop vibrating.”

[image: ] Receiving mystical knowledge and understanding: “I understood that the secret of life was simplicity and connection.” “I saw that everything on earth and in the universe was connected in a pattern that was very simple yet infinitely complex, and it made perfect sense.”

[image: ] Time loses meaning:
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