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MYSTICAL EXPERIENCES

Wisdom in Unexpected Places from Prisons to Main Street

By Jack Farrell


Dedicated to

Nancy, John, Helene and all who shared their stories with me.


Introduction

Extraordinary things happen in prison. In solitary confinement, called the “seg unit,” men are restricted to their cells twenty-three hours a day. With nowhere to go, some go out of body. Other men put themselves in a trance state and contact the spirits of dead relatives. Dead former comrades come to street-level dealers in their dreams, telling them, “Get out of the drug game.” A few receive supernatural warnings which save their lives. Many have been frightened by ghosts. A man in Baltimore fleeing both the police and drug dealers he had scammed went on the run. He slept in abandoned houses, where he sometimes encountered ghosts that terrified him. When caught by the police, he felt grateful rather than distressed. Some murderers are confronted by the spirits of their victims. Another man used Voodoo spells that harmed two people.

These are only a sampling of the stories I heard during the twenty years that I worked in prisons, ten in a maximum-security institution and ten in medium-security settings. Throughout my career I also maintained a small private practice. My middle-class patients in the community likewise have rich experiences, albeit not always so dramatic as those of criminals. In addition to the stories of inmates and patients in my private practice, I have collected stories in a variety of cultures. The cross-cultural material shows that my conclusions can be generalized and are not limited to the U.S.

At one time I would have dismissed the stories of parapsychological experiences. My education had emphasized the scientific method, and I believed that anything that could not be observed and measured was unimportant. But thirty years ago something happened that changed my life. Because I am a psychologist, Elaine, a journalist acquaintance, asked me my opinion on ESP. I told her I was skeptical. Elaine said she was working on an article about a woman she had interviewed, Blanche, who seemed to have a gift. Elaine asked me to talk to Blanche and see what I thought.

(Here I should mention that with the exception of Blanche, unless it was already a matter of public record, the names of characters in these vignettes have been changed. Blanche has been dead for more than two decades, and I believe that instead of violating her privacy, my use of her name honors her memory.)

When I made the appointment, I did not use my home phone in order to preclude caller ID, and I gave only my first name. I did not want Blanche to gain any information about me before our meeting. On a Saturday morning I drove forty-five minutes to Blanche’s home in a pleasant community on the Chesapeake Bay. She appeared to be in her late sixties. When she asked if I’d like a cup of tea, she reminded me of my grandmother.

We talked for about fifteen minutes before the session began, but she did not ask me any probing questions. Blanche talked about herself and said she wanted to learn Reiki. She also bragged about her children, especially her son, who was a high-ranking officer in the U.S. Navy. She seemed to relax as we talked, and I relaxed at the same time.

When the session started, her first comment was, “I see music all around you.” That got my attention. The night before my favorite band had had a gig in Baltimore. They were on top of their game, and I had enjoyed an evening of great music.

Her next comment stunned me. She told me that I had two children, and my wife and I also had a stillborn child. Very few knew about that painful event. Blanche also told me that my mother had died, but that my father was alive. This was true. Next Blanche discussed some health issues I had at the time, and there was a question whether one condition would require surgery. She told me that surgery would not be necessary. This later turned out to be true. Elaine did not know me well enough to give Blanche all that information, so I was convinced that Blanche did have a gift.

Blanche’s final comment turned out to be the clincher, though not at the time. She said, “I see you’re working for the state.” I said, “No,” and told her where I worked. Blanche said, “That’s funny. I see you working in an office in a brick building with the state flag out front.” I went away from the appointment believing Blanche did have a gift but that her track record was less than perfect.

Two years later the state of Maryland was looking for psychologists to take part in an exciting project to reduce recidivism. The program called for giving currently serving prison inmates intensive psychotherapy using a combination of behavioral and psychodynamic techniques. From an economic view, the program made sense. At that time therapy added $7,000 per year per inmate for a total incarceration cost of $20,000 per year per inmate; so, after release, for each year a man stayed out of prison, the state would be saving $13,000. I applied and was accepted. I took an office in a brick building. When I looked out the window, the pole flying the American flag rose to one side, but the pole flying the state flag stood directly in front of my office.

I had been skeptical about ESP, but when Blanche showed that she was aware of personal details of my life, she showed extrasensory ability. It was not a tremendous leap for me to accept the notion that some people have the gift of ESP, but I was baffled that Blanche had seen something that had not yet happened. When she had said, “I see you’re working for the slate,” I was not aware of the program and had not applied for the job.

Her vision violated my concept of time. I still do not understand time, but know that my earlier assumptions about linear time were invalid. I had assumed that time marched forward single file in a straight line, and that events in the past, present, and future were fixed in their places. I could not understand how anything could jump either forward or backward on the line. Blanche showed me that time is not as rigid as I had supposed.

After my encounter with Blanche, I became more respectful and perhaps more empathetic when patients reported scary paranormal events in their lives. I saved my notes on these incidents, although not with the intention of compiling them for any specific purpose. That changed three decades later at an extended family gathering.

My cousin Jenny and I had gotten into a fierce argument, and we were shouting at each other. I felt guilty afterward because I like Jenny, and a few weeks earlier she had lost her husband, only in his later forties, from a heart attack. The argument was over spirituality. Jenny believed, and still believes, that there is nothing supernatural. For her, matter and the material world are all that exist. She does not believe in God, and believes that when we die our bodies return to the earth and the nutrients are recycled.

Both of us were unreasonable and less than polite. I had begun to speak louder and louder, as if increasing the volume made my points that much more convincing. Jenny, although quite intelligent and the associate dean of a college, ignored facts and used all-or-none logic. For example, because I believe that God created the world, she assumed I am a creationist who denies evolution and that I believe the world was created in six days. Actually, I believe the evidence for evolution is overwhelming, and evolution is one of the tools God used in creation. On another point she said that astrology has to be hogwash because the moon, although Earth’s closest neighbor, doesn’t affect anything. In the heat of the argument she forgot that the moon’s gravitational pull causes the ocean’s tides. Not that I am an advocate for astrology, but I grew up on the New England coast. We had to keep track of moon phases because tides ran higher than usual during full moon, and we had to be sure boats were well secured.

In the weeks after my dispute with Jenny, I got over my embarrassment and reflected on my own spiritual beliefs. I wondered which ones could be backed up by evidence. I also wondered what evidence a person with a materialist view might find worthy of consideration.

One source of evidence for my beliefs has been provided by my psychotherapy patients. A secret of my profession is that the teaching is not all one way; therapists also learn a great deal from their patients. In more than three decades of doing psychotherapy, I have become convinced that a large part of the world is spiritual. Some Kabbalists—for example, Michael Moskowitz—believe that the world is 99% spiritual and 1% physical. R. Buckminster Fuller believed in the same ratio of spirit to matter. I am not able to give percentages, but people who see only the physical world are like those who lack vision or hearing. They miss a great deal.

My patients have told me stories of their lives, convincing me that not only is the world intensely spiritual, but also that there exist four major spiritual truths and several minor ones. The major spiritual truths are:

1.           The soul or spirit survives the death of the physical body.

2.           We receive help from spiritual beings far more often than we realize. Of course, bad things happen to good people, leaving us to struggle in understanding why we get help and protection some of the time but not all of the time.

3.           People are interconnected. Our thoughts and feelings have the power to affect others, even at a distance. This power can be enhanced by concentration and breathing in a particular way. Our ability can be used positively—for example, to promote healing—or negatively, to do harm and kill. The latter occurs in the dark side of witchcraft and Voodoo, but those who use this power to harm others pay a terrible price.

4.           The world is far more mysterious than we realize. Time and space are flexible and not as fixed as we believe. Some patients have told me of events that I cannot understand without my accepting the possibility of parallel lives.

Friends have said that these vignettes or stories are only anecdotal evidence and therefore unscientific. I do not agree; anecdotal evidence is often the first step in science. For example, acupuncture was long practiced within Chinese and Japanese immigrant communities in the U.S., but ridiculed as superstition by the mainstream scientific and medical establishment. This changed owing to an anecdote, not a scientific study.

In 1971, James “Scotty” Reston, a respected reporter for the New York Times, was traveling in China when he had a severe attack of appendicitis. The appendix had to be removed. The operation went well, but on the second day after surgery Reston was in considerable pain from a distended stomach and pressure in his gastrointestinal tract. A doctor inserted needles in the outer part of his right elbow and below the knees. This worked. Within an hour the pain and pressure were gone and did not recur.

The Times published Reston’s account of his experience on Monday, July 26th, 1971. After that the scientific community began to look at the clinical effectiveness of acupuncture, and scientific evaluations began in earnest. Now acupuncture is widely accepted in the U.S., and several medical insurance plans provide coverage. Prior to Reston’s anecdote, any American scientist who proposed a study of acupuncture would have lost status among colleagues, and funds for such research would not have been forthcoming.

Drug discovery is an area of science where anecdotes are important. Whether they are investigating analogs of natural products or drugs developed in the lab, scientists want to hear stories that a particular compound was effective for people before they devote three or four years of their lives studying it.

The patients who told me their stories varied in socioeconomic level. As mentioned, for twenty years I worked in prisons, a decade each in maximum- and medium-security settings. Throughout most of my career I also maintained a small private practice wherein I saw more affluent patients. The stories I relate come from both groups, usually told to me because the patient was troubled or puzzled by an experience. Stories also emerged when I probed to learn whether patients suffered from hallucinations.

Weeding Out False Positives

In selecting stories to include in this book, I have removed those that could be explained without spiritual principles. For example, inmates can be manipulative and sometimes try to tell what a person wants to hear. Other times there is an obvious scientific explanation. The following stories are examples of those for which a logical explanation is the probable answer:

The Man in the Cell

When I first got locked up they put me in an isolation cell. After a couple of days I saw a dude in there. I’d see him against one wall, then when I looked at the other wall he jumped over to there.

While inmates frequently encounter ghosts in prisons, this appears to be an example of sensory deprivation. When the regular amount of sensory input from vision, hearing and the other senses becomes drastically reduced, the central nervous system stops working normally and hallucinatory images appear. This man was housed in an isolation cell for inmates with disciplinary problems or at risk of harming themselves. The cells are sparse, with almost no furnishings except a sleeping platform. The inmate had only four concrete walls to stare at. The situation is conducive to sensory deprivation experiences. People know when they have a hallucination as opposed to a spiritual visitation. I asked this inmate if he might have seen a ghost or spirit, and he replied, “No. That was just my mind playin’ tricks on me.”

Another example of a logical explanation occurs in this story:

The Face in the Clouds

My cousin lives in New Orleans, and right after hurricane Katrina he went out taking pictures. The clouds were interesting after the storm, so he took pictures of the clouds too. When the pictures came back there was a face in the clouds—not clouds that looked like a face, but a real face.

In this example the inmate’s cousin was using an older camera, and the film had to be sent to a processing lab. Photographers who capture ghost images say the photos are semi-transparent or gauze-like. Since this was a real face rather than a semi-transparent one, it was likely that an error occurred at the processing lab.

The next story from an inmate is one of the more interesting false positives:

The Hag

Sometimes I’m totally paralyzed. I can’t move and I can’t scream when I wake up. It scares the shit outta me. I asked a lot of guys if that ever happens to them or if they ever heard of it. None ever did till I met this guy in jail. He was an ol’ country boy from North Carolina an’ he said, “That’s the hag ridin’ you, man.”

I asked him, “What’s the hag?”

He said, “She’s a woman, a spirit woman, a witch. She rides guys at night, an’ if she rides you, you can’t move when you wake up.” I asked him if there’s anything I can do about it. He told me to say the Lord’s Prayer before I go to sleep. I tried that and it helps. It still happens, but not as much, so you better believe I say the Lord’s Prayer every night.

The fascinating legend of the hag is widespread in both European and African folklore, and this story shows it has spread to rural North Carolina. The legend is discussed in both James Frazer’s The Golden Bough and in Robert Graves’ The White Goddess. A scientific explanation of the phenomenon describes it as “sleep paralysis intruding into waking.” The body has a protective mechanism which puts the striated muscles into a semi-paralyzed state while we are asleep so we do not harm ourselves during active or violent dreams. For most people this mechanism switches off when we wake, but for some there is a delay, and it may take several minutes before they can move. This time can be terrifying for those who do not know the cause. Some people fear they’ve had a stroke during the night.

With one exception, I have avoided stories from people with serious mental illness. The woman inmate in “Glass of Water” has a disorder and suffers from auditory hallucinations. I have included the story because it has important implications about her companion.

Nonetheless, these days it is more difficult to avoid stories from mentally ill inmates. After the deinstitutionalization movement, many states closed their mental hospitals. It was argued that patients could be better cared for in community mental health centers, but the community mental health centers never emerged, and private treatment remains expensive. Many young men who are poor and have a mental disorder self-medicate with street drugs. This leads them into crime, and they end up in prison. The percentage of prison inmates with serious mental disorders is much higher now than in the early days of my career.

Most who provided stories had minor mental or emotional problems, or they would not have been seeing me. Many of the inmates suffered from anxiety or depression, which are common enough in the community but more so in prisons. Prison environments are depressing, and the dangers exacerbate anxiety.

The middle-class private patients presented a wider variety of problems in addition to anxiety or depression. Many struggled with emotional issues such as severe grief, marital problems or anger management. Employment issues, such as difficulties getting along with others on the job or inability to keep a job, can also be problems for middle-class patients. Since I am a psychologist and do not prescribe, I work in coordination with psychiatrists who handle the medications for patients with more serious mental illnesses. With the one exception mentioned earlier, all the stories come from people who are not psychotic.

Mystical experiences cause people to change and become more mature in a way that is analogous to the changes people make when they move from adolescence into adulthood. These changes are more clearly marked with inmates. After an out-of-body experience or a visitation by the ghost of a family member, inmates slowly become less impulsive. In prison they are less inclined to participate in illegal activities, such as getting high on contraband drugs or homemade alcohol (known inside as “jump steady”). They get into fewer fights and become more serious about pursuing their GED, or they take shop courses to develop vocational skills. Similar changes take place among people in the general population, and that is why techniques for spiritual changes are presented in Part V.

I do not wish to give the impression that I am an expert on spirituality or that I am schooled in a particular spiritual path. The material presented in this work came to me from many people, often from a different racial or religious background, and I feel blessed that people disclosed their stories to me. I do believe that their experiences have important implications and those people deserve a voice, so I am presenting this material as a reporter, not as some spiritual guru or teacher.

A secondary goal of the book is to show that what we refer to as the world encompasses a spiritual component. Carl Jung said that on some topics one will get more wisdom from a Swiss peasant than from a Ph.D. academic. This is particularly true when it comes to spirituality and the existence of God. In academic circles in recent years there has been a resurgence of atheism. In that environment some dismiss spirituality by saying that a belief in God and religion can be attributed to a single gene, VMAT2, which imparts a religious feeling. One of my goals in this book is to show through the experience of my patients—clinical evidence—that there is a real spiritual component of the world. We cannot see gravity, but we can see its effects. The same is true of spiritual entities. My patients who have had spiritual experiences know that the world is far more than just physical matter.


Part I

The Soul or Spirit Survives the Death of the Body

The chapters herein relate stories of patients who reported encounters with a ghost or spirit, each encounter implying that the soul or spirit of a person lives on after the physical body has died. An anthropologist friend tells me there are few universals in her field, but that belief in spirits is universal and it exists in every culture. Not every person in every culture believes in spirits, but a belief in spirits is present in all cultures.

In some cultures, the belief is widespread. In rural villages of the Yucatan peninsula, Mayan remains the primary language and Spanish the second. Near Tulum, a Mayan man who spoke fluent English told me they do not have an expression meaning “dead people.” He said their expression for the dead literally means “those without flesh.” That is, people who died are still with us, but they no longer have physical bodies. The Nepal shaman Bhola Banstola has a similar teaching. He says that we should continue to honor our ancestors because they are still here. We can ask them for help, and we should thank them afterwards.

In our culture seeing a ghost or spirit is more frightening to those who do not believe in ghosts or spirits because it is so unexpected, while to those who believe in spirits, the experience can be comforting. Some procedures for dealing with ghosts are necessary, and that information is provided in Chapter Three of Part I.

I have included stories only from people whose emotional responses and body language were congruent with their story. Many of the stories are from prison inmates, and inmates can be manipulative. Because some try to tell what the listener wants to hear, I have rejected those stories that were not accompanied by appropriate emotions.

On the other hand, some inmates are transformed in jail. The poet Gregory Corso learned to write in prison. Others have spiritual transformations. A colleague, the finest alcohol and drug counselor I know, began as a criminal. He was sentenced to five years for burglaries, which he committed to support his alcohol and drug addictions. In prison, his cellmate was a Buddhist. Andre became interested in that path and converted. He joined a twelve-step program in prison, and after his release he continued a lifelong commitment to A.A. Andre also enrolled in a university program, earning the degrees and credentials needed to become a counselor. He has had a long and successful career in the field.

Although not an example of meeting the deceased, inmates sometimes have an “out-of-body” experience. This occurs more often among those in solitary confinement, sometimes called the “segregation unit” Inmates can be assigned to these units as punishment for disciplinary infractions, or to protect them when they have received death threats from a prison gang.

To say conditions in solitary are unpleasant is an understatement. These inmates never get outdoors. They are confined to their cells 23 hours a day, allowed out but for one hour alone in an exercise room and twice a week for a shower. Except for the one-hour a day, they have nowhere to go, so some go out of their bodies. This occurs more often in older prisons where the front door of the cell is solid, with only a small window for the guard to check on the man. In many newer prisons the front door is like a grille made of bars that provide a wider field of vision. Jack London’s novel Star Rover tells of out-of-body experiences and was inspired by the story of a former inmate. London obtained the material in conversations with Ed Morrell, a man who had been imprisoned at San Quentin.

Inmates have told me they visited other worlds, and they were plainly shaken by the experience. I heard a rumor of one man who was making journeys out of the body to search for a missing horde of money belonging to a drug kingpin killed in a shootout. In general, I did not get many accounts of out-of-body experiences. It was my job to provide treatment or counseling, or to make evaluations and diagnoses. If a man tells me about a parapsychological experience that scared or distressed him, I can ask questions. It is not ethical for me to probe for material that does not concern treatment or evaluation. My job is solely to treat and evaluate.

Another problem is that most inmates who have had out-of-body experiences are reluctant to talk about them. They fear being labeled “crazy” and then being given psychiatric medication, which they call “bug juice.” Even those with whom I have established some trust and rapport only allude to going out-of-body. The following story is from an inmate who was not in solitary. He slipped on a wet floor, hit his head and had a concussion.

Jeff’s Out-of-Body Experience

The last thing I remembered was slipping. Then I was up in the corner of the room near the ceiling. I watched while they worked on me and put me on the stretcher. In the ambulance I stayed up near the roof. Then I slipped back into my body. That’s when it hurt and I groaned. The P.A. [physician’s assistant] said, “Hey! You’re alive!”

Near-death experiences are similar to going out-of-body in that both show our consciousness or spirit is not as dependent on the physical body as we assume. Another similarity is that people change afterward. They become less anxious and have less fear of death. They do not become reckless or take unnecessary chances, but they are less afraid of dying.

The following story came from Warren, who received a head injury and a broken neck in a horrific crash. Fortunately, his spinal cord was not severed, although titanium rods and screws had to be inserted into his neck. Twice during the surgery Warren flat lined, but the physicians were able to revive him. After the surgery, when Warren regained consciousness, his wife came to his room and she said, “You died twice during the operation.”

Warren said, “I thought something like that happened, because I was talking to Granny. I was really talking to her.”

His wife became alarmed and thought Warren might have lost his mind as a result of the head injury, because Granny had been dead for three years. She asked the hospital chaplain to see him and see what he thought. The chaplain visited and asked Warren if he was close to Granny. Warren said, “Very close. I lived with her for more than five years when I was growing up.” He described the conversation he had had with Granny during surgery.

The chaplain said, “You’re not crazy. I think you did meet Granny’s spirit.”


Chapter One

Negative or Frightening Encounters with Ghosts or Spirits

Some people prefer to use the term “consciousness” instead of soul or spirit. But, regardless of the term, many patients have told me stories that have left me convinced a person’s spirit survives the death of the physical body. There are huge differences in the way people respond to an encounter with a spirit or ghost. Many are terrified by the experience, while others find the encounter comforting, and it often leads to emotional growth. Of course, the specifics of the experience are the most important factor in determining the reaction, but cultural background does play a large role. The role of culture will be discussed later.

The stories of encounters with spirits in this chapter are of the frightening type, such as this one:

Youth Center

When I first got locked up they sent me to the Youth Center. I woke up one night because my bed was shakin’ hard and it was about a foot up off the floor. I sat up to see what was goin’ on, and Bam! My bed dropped down to the floor. No one else was in my cell an’ I was so scared I almost pissed myself. I stayed awake the whole rest of the night.

One of the guards was O.K. and I told him about it next morning. He said, “It was probably one of them ghosts that hangs around this old place.” My father died just before I got arrested and I wonder if it was him tellin’ me I better straighten up or he’s gonna get me.

This inmate turned eighteen while awaiting trial, so he was adjudicated as an adult and transferred to an adult prison. In adult prisons older inmates call many young men his age “hoppers” because they are anxious, have high energy levels, and move so quickly they seem to be hopping around. This man was not a hopper. The experience had a sobering effect on him. He also had factors that predict against recidivism. He did not have a lengthy history of juvenile crime, but he succumbed to the temptation to make fast money in a drug deal that went bad. He had a father in the home while he was growing up who was a positive role model, and the young man had a job, which he held for a year. Hopefully he learned a lesson and will not be going back to jail.

It might seem impossible that a spirit or ghost could have the power to raise and shake a bed, but that is what the man reported. Another example of ghosts having physical power came from Stefan, an athletic Ph.D. student. Stefan enjoyed backpacking and sometimes went into the mountains alone. During a hike at high elevation in the Sierras, the weather turned stormy. He wasn’t relishing the idea of sleeping in his small backpacking tent in a storm, when he spotted an abandoned miner’s cabin. The cabin had a bunk where he unrolled his sleeping bag and lay down for a rest. The ghost of an old miner appeared and yelled at him, “this is mine. Get out of here.” Stefan did not move, and the miner kicked him. Stefan had experienced ghosts several times in his life, so he was less frightened than most. He stayed in the cabin through the storm, which lasted all night. When Stefan checked the next morning, he found a bruise on his hip where he had been kicked.

Grant Wilson, who co-founded the TV show Ghost Hunters with Jason Hawes, has said that the people who investigate suspected hauntings for his show have been “punched, slapped, and grabbed.” In coaching his investigators, Wilson tells them that it will happen and warns them, “Be prepared for it.”

The next story was told by an inmate with a long history of serious criminal behavior. He was serving a lengthy sentence because he impulsively shot and killed a woman clerk who did not resist when he robbed a store.

Dark Shadow

After I got locked up on this murder charge, I’d see this thing like a dark shadow flyin’ by. I got scared because I thought it was the ghost of the lady I killed. My grandmother knows a lot about ghosts and shit, so I asked her. She said, “It’s just a spirit, it can’t hurt you. Don’t pay attention to it.” It’s hard not to pay attention because almost every night I dream about the lady I killed. She comes to me askin’, “Why?” Her face looks the way it did when she was in the process of gettin’ killed.

This inmate admitted he killed his victim, which is a step in the right direction, but he continued to be in some denial of his culpability. He said “when she was in the process of getting killed” rather than when I killed her. An important measure of psychological growth among inmates is whether or not they take full responsibility for their actions. This inmate had more work to do, but unfortunately he was transferred to another prison.

To stop unwanted dreams from the spirit of a victim, a man must do several things. First, he must take full responsibility. Next, he must do some painful introspection, exploring the origins of his anger and impulsiveness. This usually requires the help of a therapist. Finally, he must enter a trance state and try to encounter the spirit of the victim. Then he must try to answer “why?” and ask to be forgiven.

Most prisons have a number of ghosts owing to all the inmates who died there, and sometimes murderers are confronted by the spirits of their victims. There are occasional killings, a greater number of suicides, and also deaths from natural causes. Inmates tend to die young because the criminal lifestyle is tough on the body. People with the ability to see or photograph ghosts say that one of the most haunted
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