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Introduction

Simply put, this book aims to show you that you—your brain, your mind—can undergo a profound permanent change, one that you probably have no idea about. Please trust me on this: There is a way you could live with a sense of peace and well-being almost all the time, 24/7/365. Now maybe stop a moment and imagine what that might mean for you.

(Or maybe you can’t do this imagining because you are highly skeptical, or you are an atheist or agnostic and picked up this book in spite of mixed feelings about spirituality being in the title. It’s okay. What I’m asking you to imagine is in no way supernatural. And I’m not overly fond of the term spirituality either. We’ll have a heart-to-heart about it early in Chapter 1.)

To be clear, it is not that, once in this state, you become a saint. The change is usually gradual and to some degree goes on throughout your life, progressing to even more advanced states. Yet a big, clear permanent shift usually does occur at the start. Once it has, instead of being drawn into all the chaos, it is as though you have suddenly begun to calmly witness it. There is a peculiar sense of bliss, not as an emotion but as something more subtle. A freedom. This initial shift does not mean that you will never be unhappy or upset again, or that you will lose all desire to improve the world, but all of that goes on within a silent sense of equanimity.

This change in the brain’s operation is happening to more and more people, sometimes suddenly, without expecting or understanding it, but more usually after some years of meditation practice. But it can be done. You may have started meditating but stopped. Perhaps it was because it was too difficult, or didn’t seem to be working. This is almost surely because you lacked objective information about meditation. This book is especially for you.


Why a Highly Sensitive Lens?

What do I mean by seeing “spirituality”—i.e., this change in human potential—through my highly sensitive lens? As a highly sensitive person, I tend to see the “big picture” sooner than those without the trait. This is not meant as a declaration of superiority. There are advantages to not having the trait too. But research on we who are “HSPs” indicates that this is an innate trait, a survival strategy found in about 30 percent of people causing us to process things more deeply.1 (I will explain better in Chapter 1.) Given that tendency, perhaps it was inevitable, after meditating for over fifty years, that just as I saw the trait of high sensitivity that others had missed or misunderstood, I would see another new element in human culture emerging that most people do not really know about.

True, there is an enormous amount of partial information out there about what I cover in this book, mainly meditation and this shift, also sometimes called enlightenment or awakening. Yet it seems that most people have ignored this information. Perhaps it is because, if they did delve into it, they found only piecemeal information. Teachers and authors presented only their own view or the view of the “school” they followed. Who has the time and knowledge to sort it all out? And I am sure some have seen people they valued “swept away” by some spiritual teacher. They do not want that to happen to them.

For whatever reason, the majority of people still do not have this, dare I say, life-changing information, and a likely cause seems to be that no book has covered it all, objectively, so that people can choose whether to become involved or which practice suits them, without risk of being influenced by a single persuasive voice. Hence, once again, with my high sensitivity nagging me, I felt obliged to write a book to open up this critical topic.



Why Isn’t This Like Your Other Books, Written Just for HSPs?

Let me stop a moment and address the many HSPs who have read one or more of my other books. You might wonder, why isn’t this book’s title, Spirituality and the Highly Sensitive Person, in line with all the other books (e.g., The Highly Sensitive Parent, The Highly Sensitive Person in Love, The Highly Sensitive Workbook)? It is true that most HSPs, like most people, do not know enough about the details behind this possibility for radical change. You may have more of a sense than others of something valuable here, more longing for it. You may even be involved in what you consider to be a spiritual practice. However, there is so much more to know about the various potential forms and paths toward this enormous change. But as I researched this subject, I realized everyone needs this information, not just HSPs. So, this time you will have to share me! Rest assured, this book is almost exactly what I would have written for you anyway, and to deal with the “almost” exactly, there are sections in each chapter where I do address you specifically, adding what I think you particularly need to know.

Still, I think this book is especially important for HSPs. You are a minority of people, around 25 percent, living in a world designed for the majority. No matter how well-adjusted you are, as an HSP you suffer from the stress of the overstimulation inherent in that larger world, and being easily overstimulated is the only drawback to your trait. Being a member of a minority also means you must deal with the expectations of the majority that you live and think like them. All of this stress impacts your health and quality of life. Clearly, what I am talking about—a change in the brain that means you have a deep calm underlying everything else—is especially important for HSPs. You need this book, but so do many, many others.



We Are in the Midst of a Supernova

This radically new possibility for a permanent change in the brain is all thanks to the Eastern teachers of meditation who arrived in the West, mainly in the sixties. To them, the purpose of meditation was awakening or enlightenment, although they may not have always expected that to happen to Westerners. Many Westerners learned meditation from them, again not usually expecting to awaken. Many stopped eventually. But a few stayed with it and really have awakened. In fact, there are now enough that we can study them—interview them, look at their brain activity. It is hard to put into words what a huge opportunity this is for all of us. My hunch is that any of us can change in this way if we commit ourselves to putting in the time. And the time spent can be pleasurable, not necessarily hard work. But we have to have the right information about what to commit to.

I think of this change as a sort of supernova in human consciousness. Just as two binary stars can collide to make a supernova, the two halves of our world, Eastern and Western, collided in the sixties. And just as it takes time for the light from a supernova to reach us, it has taken time for this collision to become visible. But we can see it now.

The only problem is that a supernova can lead to considerable chaos. Everyone having the experience of awakening seems to feel the need to write or speak about it, usually with the goal of teaching others how to get there, following the path that worked for them (and there seem to be many). Hence, there is a vast amount of information available today. It is coming now not only from different Eastern traditions but also from new Western approaches to awakening or enlightenment.

Up to now, there has been nothing done to sort out all of this information in an objective way, covering all sides. Hence, some people have rejected the whole idea as unscientific nonsense, or just taken up whatever practice or philosophy they’ve heard about, not realizing all the choices. Further, they do not realize that what they have been told is the right path is not always the right path for them. It really needs to be sorted out, so I decided I would try.



Who Am I to Write This Book?

I am best known for my twenty-five years of researching, writing, and teaching about the 20–30 percent of people who are HSPs. I wrote six books on the subject, and most of them have now been translated into over thirty-seven languages. I started writing this book five years ago and thought it would be a quick and easy job. I knew this stuff, I thought. However, as the information expanded due to the supernova, my high sensitivity, which would have made me thorough anyway, struggled to keep abreast. Last year another metaphor came up, one more personal. This book is like an adolescent dragon that I am trying to tie down as it fights me, tooth and flame, while just growing bigger and bigger. I wanted to keep the book reasonably simple. My dragon was not on board with that. But I think I have mostly contained her, provided that you appreciate her point, which is the depth and breadth of this subject.



What’s in This Book/Supernova/Dragon?

Chapter 1 starts with some of the evidence for what I have said here, that there is a permanent state of equanimity and effectiveness that one might achieve through the Eastern practices that arrived in the sixties, plus their Western offshoots, and that this state is becoming increasingly available. And, as in every chapter, I address how this explosion of knowledge affects the highly sensitive person—and the highly sensitive part in all of us.

Chapter 2 faces the question of what is so great about this permanent higher state if some of these supposedly enlightened Eastern spiritual teachers have broken their own ethical teachings and misused or abused their followers, acting no better than some leaders in the West’s Abrahamic religions. The answer is found in the work of psychologist Ken Wilber, who demonstrates that waking up can occur without cleaning up—working on personal difficulties that can cloud our judgment. To avoid such one-sided development, this book is unusual again, as it emphasizes both.

Chapter 3 discusses paths—life paths or spiritual paths—and what you have done and might choose to do on yours in the future. Chapter 4 helps you see the effects of your childhood on your path, allowing you to develop an inventory of ways you might want to clean up, before turning to the discussion of the task of waking up, beginning with Chapter 5. There you will learn about the different kinds of meditation you might choose from, if you choose to meditate at all. I am trying not to push anything! I will also discuss the relationship with spiritual teachers, should that come up for you in the process of learning to meditate.

Chapter 6 delves more deeply into all types of meditation and their traditions, including scientific research on its effects on one’s daily life and on the brain, in and out of meditation. The huge differences between the various main types becomes apparent—again, your choice matters.

Chapter 7 focuses on the research on and accounts of what has been called enlightenment or awakening, plus the archetypal meaning we project onto the idea, which must be seen through for us to have a healthy relationship with it as a possible part of our lives. And Chapter 8 continues with the subject of awakening, including traditional stages in its acquisition and the latest in creative Western “booster rockets” for getting us to our goal faster. Finally, we turn to the all-important question of how these possible changes in human consciousness will affect a world in crisis.

Throughout this book, my aim is to be as objective as possible, pointing out the problems and the unknowns as well as the amazing events unfolding in our psychological universe when you stop and look. No one’s writing can be perfectly objective, but I have tried to separate out and put in italics material about my own path, the subjective part of this book. The italics allow you to see the personal material coming and ignore it if you prefer.

Perhaps you sense by now that my goal is to help you feel safe in this book, that you will get the whole picture, not just one perspective being pushed at you without your knowledge. I hope to show you all the pertinent information, so that you can see what is there and can decide for yourself what you want to do with this knowledge. It’s all meant to be a sanctuary for you, during an explosive change in the history of humankind.







Chapter 1

Theres a Supernova Sneaking Up on You, and That Matters

As I said in the Introduction, in its simplest terms this book is about gradually changing your brain until it is able to maintain a background state permanently, 24/7, that makes life much, much easier and more meaningful. Most people agree that massive shifts are happening in our species, but not many are talking yet about this one.

While in the West interest in religion seems to be declining (although plateauing a bit since 2020, that is not expected to last1), on a smaller scale the interest in deep spiritual experiences (meditation, psychedelics, awakening, etc.) seems to have exploded, even if only in relative terms, like a star going supernova in a distant galaxy. For example, the use of meditation increased almost fourfold in twenty years, from 4.1 percent in 2002 to 18.3 in 2022.2 But the underlying shift leading to this explosion is often missed. It began when meditation experts from the East came West and began teaching, especially during the sixties. They knew ways to change the brain permanently, ways from thousand-year-old traditions. They started instructing those Westerners who showed interest. Some learned meditation practices from these teachers but stopped due to various misadventures and disappointments owing to a lack of quality information. I think this book will especially help them too. Others stayed with it, and today, a few have made it to that state of permanent peace and have started talking about it.

Thus, it began—this opening to a deep sense of well-being, present all the time, that a few mystics in the West had known about but most of us did not. The shift has definitely begun, the one I liken to a supernova in that it was dim at first but is now seeming more like an explosion. But what do you really know about it? Probably very little. Those of you who are highly sensitive—I will be addressing you later in this chapter—might know a little more. But as I said in the Introduction, this book is needed by HSPs especially, though not exclusively. Everyone needs better information about this change.


For Those Who Are Ambivalent About Spirituality

I probably should not worry about those few of you who are made uncomfortable by the word spirituality. In the United States alone, roughly eighty percent believe “there is something spiritual beyond the natural world, even if we cannot see it.”3 But some of my best friends would not agree with that statement, being ardent materialists, and I know many of them would gain from this book. So I have to interrupt here to say that I wrote it for people all along the spectrum of atheist/agnostic/materialist to the devoutly religious. After all, this book is largely about meditation and awakening, and many feel these have nothing to do with spirituality. Most people do not meditate for what you might call a spiritual purpose. In a study of permanently awakened people, half of them did not see it as a spiritual experience, mainly because it seemed so normal.4

Why then did I use the potentially problematic word spirituality in the title? This book is definitely not spiritual in the sense of opposed to fact. It is based on research as much as possible, and you will not be asked to swallow anything supernatural. But spirituality, in some form, has always been part of the human experience, and it still is in most cultures.5 Indeed, in the United States, as of 2023, while the number of people who saw themselves as religious had steadily declined, those who saw themselves as “spiritual and not religious” increased to 22 percent, and only 21 percent saw themselves as neither spiritual nor religious.6 (As I said, in the United States as of 2025, the decline in identifying as religious had plateaued, but it seems unlikely that it will reverse itself.)

However, if you fall within that 21 percent, maybe you can lean into the more modern definitions of spirituality:8 the capacity (or tendency) to find (or construct) a meaningful life; or that which connects you to the “essence of life”—e.g., nature, the ultimate truth, your own wisest inner voice. It can include anything transcendent, anything that feels much bigger than you or that is out of the ordinary—strange, awesome.

My point is, please, please relax about the s word. Choose a meaning that fits you or just leave it alone. I’m often going to use spiritual from now on, not having found a good replacement, but please think “whatever” if you like. My working title for this book was actually Spirituality or Whatever. The word is not crucial to my message at all.



What Matters Here Is What Your Brain Can Do for You

Think of developing a safety net of deep equanimity, so that no matter how bad things get, you cannot drop down past a certain level. (I think this would be especially relevant to highly sensitive people, about whom I will discuss more soon.) Or think of the ability to rise above all of the craziness here on earth—climate change, war, violence between groups, not to mention your own problems. Not to ignore said craziness, but to do better with it. Think of that kind of freedom. Research on one of the methods of reaching this state finds that it increases the connectivity among the key brain parts, making the brain—your brain, if you choose—like those who effortlessly accomplish their goals—Olympic athletes when they are in the zone or the highest-level managers.9 Plus, you can maintain a state of restful alertness when you anticipate activity rather than getting aroused ahead of time, also making you more effective in action.10

It is essential to grasp that this change is not a change in attitude or a new set of ideas or beliefs, or even simple neuroplasticity. New thoughts and repeated activities, spiritual or not, will change the brain in limited ways. Sometimes these can be very helpful, serving as a sort of scaffolding of knowledge for building this brain change. But the change I’m talking about is something permanent, something widely visible using neuroscience techniques, to be discussed in later chapters.

I want to be clear: This change in the brain is a change in your background state. The world’s problems and even some of your personal problems will still be there, in the foreground. In the foreground you can wish things were different and work for change, whether in society or, in yourself, through psychotherapy if you need it, or minding your health. You will still need and want to act. But you will be far more effective. There will still be suffering, and you will still lose people and things precious to you. And yet, at some level you’ll find it to be in some larger sense okay.



What About You?

As I said in the Introduction, after you have read what I have to say on a given subject, now and then I invite you to explore the subject for yourself and perhaps learn something new, coming from within you. Since you could say the goal of this book is learning about creating a deep permanent inner peace, this is a good time for you to evaluate where you are in that project. Have you ever been in deep distress about something? The loss of someone? Some really bad news, maybe about your finances or health? Were you deeply upset, thrown into emotional chaos? But was there also some calm inside at all, at a deep level? What do you do at such times to calm yourself so that you can act effectively when needed? Do you turn to certain other people? To your beliefs about the nature of existence, including suffering? To nature, certain music, prayer, meditation, yoga, or anything else that settles your brain? If you have ways to touch in on or even maintain inner peace, congratulations.

Or are you pretty much at the mercy of whatever comes? There’s no shame in that. Knowing where you are starting is key. I hope this book will show you ways to move from here.



What About Me?

My own memories are in italics. Why read them? Besides satisfying your curiosity, reading about at least one other person’s life experiences in depth can help you appreciate the complexities of every life. But I want you to feel the sacredness of your own life, so if you tend to compare yourself to others, it may be best to skip these sections in italics so as not to fall into comparing yourself to me just because I am handy. Still, this first set is special.

You will read later, in italics in Chapter 7, about the permanent shift in consciousness that I described earlier, which occurred for me in 2016, probably the main reason I wrote this book. You already have some sense of what this shift is like from what you have just read. It is a permanent sense of unboundedness, without any content, a kind of “fullness of emptiness,” and it is there along with everything else, as background. The experience is tricky to describe, so I wanted to write about it in the context of the chapter in which I discuss these permanent changes at length. In particular, I wanted to be clear, and I will be now, that it took time to develop this permanent state. I was meditating consistently twice a day for forty-five years, and attending some long retreats too. But meditating every day was easy for me because I was using the method that worked best for me.

So why am I telling you now about this permanent state I came into instead of waiting for Chapter 7? Because after turning this book in to the publisher with only minor revisions remaining, I was diagnosed with breast cancer. I think I am like most women in that those two words strike terror. The moment I heard the diagnosis, I could feel wild thoughts ignite, flaring up like fires ready to devour me. Yet there was also that same huge calm inside. It absorbed the news, surrounded it. As hours and days passed, I can’t describe the comfort, even joy—yes, joy—that I felt because I had this state in which to contain all parts of this distressing event.

I had gotten used to the change that happened in 2016, the solid equanimity. Maybe even took it for granted. Until the arrival of breast cancer. Now this equanimity feels more like a miracle. I am not going to say more about the health part—the steps in my treatment, some tiring, some painful, all necessary. But the equanimity was always there, even while a very instinctual part of me sometimes reacted with a racing pulse. There is nothing unique here. We all have had or will have a nasty health issue. All seems to be fine with my health right now. I am writing this to say that the diagnosis and treatment seemed small in relation to this inner hugeness, or maybe even a sort of gift of good timing, given the book. It has given me a chance to see the blessing of experiencing something terrifying while also being safe within this huge kindness. And then being able to tell you about it. It makes it even clearer to me that this book is about real, serious change.



Looking Back on What You Reflected Upon

I hope this has been helpful to reflect upon your resources at this absolute level of life. We are usually aware of our resources in the relative world—our health, our social support, our environment, and all the rest. But our culture does not encourage us to consider the transcendent side of life. Consider what you can do to foster this aspect of life as you read this book, as it is probably the best way to foster that much-vaunted quality, resilience.



For the Highly Sensitive Person

As I said in the Introduction, while this is not a book specifically for highly sensitive persons (HSPs), I address them in every chapter because they have been relevant in every chapter. In this chapter, I believe HSPs have been a major force in igniting the supernova. But first, you may need a review of what I mean by high sensitivity.


What Is High Sensitivity?

Depth of processing is a highly sensitive person’s superpower. D for Depth is the first letter of DOES, the way I describe the trait. O is for easily Overstimulated, the only downside of the trait, but the necessary result of all that processing. E is for stronger emotional responsiveness, which often drives the deeper processing, and S is for Sensitive to Subtle Stimuli. While many of you are reading this because you have read my other books, you may be highly sensitive and not even know it. You can take the test for it at my website, hsperson.com. Remember, men tend to score a bit lower, thanks to Western culture’s view of manhood. In Eastern cultures, sensitivity in men is admired.11

While only about 20 to 30 percent of people are highly sensitive, another 40 percent are moderately sensitive.12 And everyone has to be sensitive to their environment to some degree. So, when I refer to sensitivity in this book, I am partly addressing a certain group of my readers, but also addressing the sensitive part in every reader.

The HSP’s innate survival strategy is to pause to observe and process deeply before acting. Something like this trait, this same strategy, is found in a minority of individuals in over one hundred other species.13 And even if you do not consider yourself highly sensitive, you will notice that survival strategy when you want to pause before plunging into something—maybe something like meditation or working with a spiritual teacher. You sense reasons to be cautious. In short, the information in this book should be as helpful to anyone wanting to pause before taking steps in an important area of life. So when you see HSP in this book, think highly sensitive person or part. That is, include yourself if you like. And gain from the highly sensitive lens I am loaning you as an HSP and observer of this supernova since it began in the sixties, when I was in my twenties.



The Role of High Sensitivity in the Birth of Religion

There is legitimate scientific discussion about why HSPs in particular might have been part of this supernova, given their possible similar role in cultural revolutions in the past. Two experts on the origin of religion, Margaret Rappaport and Christopher Corbally, cite the research on the trait of high sensitivity as support for their theory that the evolution of this trait in humans was a building block in the evolution of religion.14 In their article “Evolution of Religious Capacity in Genus Homo,” published in Zygon (a peer-reviewed journal of science and religion), they also reason that high sensitivity must have been, and still is, more often present in those who fill religious functions. This is theory, not data, but the reasoning from the evidence satisfied the peer reviewers of the journal.

It makes sense. High sensitivity manifests most as a tendency to notice details and reflect more on one’s experiences. But this sensitivity to one’s world inevitably produces a differential susceptibility. That is, highly sensitive people with good-enough early environments tend to actually be a bit more competent and healthier in various ways than others, but those with poor early environments are more prone than others to depression and anxiety. We will discuss the effect of this on your life path more in later chapters. But we can rightly say that HSPs are differentially susceptible to the entire world—more deeply affected by both the good events and people and the sad, ignorant things. Surely we HSPs in particular have always needed, for example, to celebrate the good, in music and ritual, and to try to figure out where evil comes from and what happens after death. We have always craved to talk about all this, to explore it, while the majority of people give it less thought. Or they never did, until, according to these scholars, the rains failed to come or death came unexpectedly. Then the majority finally wanted to know what we HSPs, that eccentric minority, thought and did about it, and hence, perhaps, the rise of religion. Maybe as a minority of HSPs awaken, the majority will start to notice and want to know about this too.




Out of the East, Boom!

As I have said, and emphasized by putting Supernova in the title of this chapter, the ability to change the brain in powerful, permanent ways has been a specialty of the Eastern traditions. It is a human potential, so it has been seen many times in the West too. It is just rarer and not part of our collective consciousness. Think of Julia of Norwich, a Christian mystic in England in the fourteenth century, revered for her deep spirituality. She witnessed intense civil and religious violence and several episodes of the Black Death, which killed many of her friends and family. Yet speaking from her place of inner peace, she repeated these words to those around her: “All shall be well, and all shall be well, and all manner of thing shall be well.15” According to those who knew her, this was far from witless optimism. It was the kind of permanent inner security that affected those around her in the best way.

I bring up a Western experience—there are many—of this same permanent inner peace because I am confident this is a capacity in all humans, as I will discuss shortly. But what is the evidence for a supernova now, this collision of East and West?

Consider the exponential increase in the number of courses, books (including at least one novel),16 internet discussions, conferences, retreat centers, practices, and so forth about yoga, meditation, mindfulness, nonduality, awakening, self-realization, and enlightenment. Go ahead, do a web search for meditation or spiritual awakening or spiritual enlightenment. There will be dozens of pages. Millions of search results.

More evidence of this growth: As I said earlier, about 4 percent of people in the United States meditated as of 2002, an average of three days per week. Twenty years later, in 2022, that percentage was 18.3 percent. All right, maybe meditating is not always a spiritual experience. But spiritual experiences, whatever that means, are also up. In the United States in 1962, a Gallup poll found 20 percent of those taking the survey completely agreed—5 on a scale of 1–5—that they had “had a profound religious experience or awakening that changed the direction of my life.” In 2002, the percentage had doubled to over 40 percent.17 Psychedelics were certainly around in the sixties, but now there is suddenly a widespread interest in them too, as a source of healing through having a spiritual experience.18 Research on near-death experiences has also been a hot topic since 1975.19

The capstone, of course, is that there seems to be an ever-increasing number of people who report they are awakened or enlightened. The exact figure is impossible to obtain because it depends on there being an objective, agreed-upon measure of the state. But ever-increasing is certain. For example, most of the books on the subject have been written by those who consider themselves to have arrived at that state. If you search for book titles having either word in them, you will find there are over fifty thousand. Of course, not all are about higher states of consciousness, but most are. I’m confident there would have been half that number ten years ago.

It seems that a significant number of people began practicing the methods taught by the Eastern teachers since the sixties. Some people stopped, but others kept at it for years. Maybe many of them were HSPs. For decades the changes have not been very visible. But suddenly researchers are finding when they study the brains of some of these people that over the years they have changed in remarkable, substantial ways, neurologically or spiritually—however you want to view it. The research on this is very clear, as you will see.

When the weather is being weird or the smoke from wildfires is overwhelming, I have been known to use dark humor to remind people that climate change is “coming to a theater near you.” This spiritual change is also coming, and hopefully it will mostly be positive. It is all around us, whether people talk about it or not. David Yaden and Andrew Newberg spent five years researching a new scholarly volume on spiritual experiences.20 In the very first words of the book, the opening of their acknowledgments, they admit that it has been almost impossible to keep up with the new information on their subject. They also note that this intense interest is leading to increasingly extreme statements, going well beyond the data, which are being made by both enthusiasts and skeptics.


The Real Need to Sort It All Out

The problem with a supernova is that it is explosive and chaotic. But happily, often the elements necessary for life in the universe are the products of this chaos. Similarly, as a result of this collision of East and West, we now have a vast array of ideas and teachings being adapted to Western minds, and some of the methods they teach clearly do change the brain and behavior dramatically. But often the ideas are contradictory and even in conscious conflict. I have seen entire online “summits” offered, ostensibly fully covering the topic of the expansion of consciousness, with some of the leading thinkers left out in what seems to be a deliberate bias. And I doubt that many meditation teachers can accurately describe even two or three meditation methods, so that you can choose the right one for you. Generally, they teach only the one they know and, if asked about others, give incomplete or incorrect answers. As I have said, this is the chief reason for this book. People need objective information about all of the Eastern teachings, not biased or partial information.

The problem I often see is that many more people are stumbling into this realm uninformed, staying with the first convincing approach they find, for example, or settling on a practice because of one powerful experience or a charismatic teacher. Others may be turned off by their first encounter, as often happens, without knowing enough beforehand, and become negative about the whole topic. Again, the purpose of this book is to give you a chance to see all the choices being offered to you by this shift, including the choice to back off.

Like my books on high sensitivity, as I said in the Introduction, this book has been forced out of me by the facts I have found that I feel need to be told. Think of me as a naturalist, pointing out the details of what you are seeing, having this special lens for noticing the subtleties as well as getting the big picture. I have tried to review and summarize everything that seemed relevant, although I am sure I have missed a lot. As Yaden and Newberg found, the subject just keeps growing at a crazy rate. But clearly something important is happening. Let’s begin with some history.



The Coming of the Teachers

How did the East come West? It mostly happened after World War II. Let’s begin with Buddhism. Buddha lived in ancient India, but Buddhism spread quickly throughout Asia. Even though China suppressed its Buddhist, Taoist, and Confucian teachings and teachers in 1949, when the government declared the country to be officially atheist—ironically, none of those religions involve God—Buddhism still thrived in Japan, Tibet, and Southeast Asia. Japan was opened up (to say the least) after World War II, and Americans there encountered Zen Buddhism, while Japanese Zen teachers could begin to come to the United States, talking about satori, or awakening. Japan has other forms of Buddhism besides Zen. Most of these are more popular than Zen in Japan itself, but Zen caught the interest of young people in the West, and thus dominates our supernova.

Southeast Asia, including Vietnam, certainly received an opening up by the West a bit later, by another war. Thich Nhat Hanh, a Vietnamese Buddhist teacher in the Zen tradition, was banned from Vietnam for his antiwar views, so he came to the West. There, he met Martin Luther King Jr., who increased the monk’s visibility by nominating him for a Nobel Peace Prize. And after China took over Tibet, Tibetan Buddhist teachers eventually arrived in the West in large numbers.

As for India, as of 1947 it was no longer under British rule and began developing its various strengths, one of which was spirituality in the Vedanta tradition (along with many, many less prominent traditions). In Sanskrit, Vedanta means “end of the Vedas,” referring to the last part of the Vedas written down. (The Vedas go back in oral form for perhaps thousands of years.) You will see the term Vedanta often in this book. The term also refers to Vedanta being the culmination of Vedic thought. These Vedic scriptures are the most central to modern Indian spirituality. After 1947, there was a new interest among some of India’s spiritual leaders in giving householders and Westerners instruction in meditation that previously had been mostly reserved only for those who came to teachers seeking enlightenment.

There’s that word, enlightenment, again. The Eastern teachers came, or Westerners came back from the East, with a strong interest in this state as the natural goal for humans—that permanent change about which I have already spoken: not as an idea, attitude, or change in personality, but experienced as a background to everything. Again, it produces a deep equanimity, a sense of fundamental well-being,21 and often a life-changing compassion for, or sense of unity with, others. When any of this kind of awakening talk from the East came up, the long spiritual hunger in the West must have sensed real nourishment close at hand.

Some spiritual teachers came from the East before World War II, of course—see Philip Goldberg’s22 American Veda for a fascinating history of some of those early teachers. There was Swami Vivekananda, whose Vedanta societies, founded as early as 1894, are still popular. Paramahansa Yogananda, the author of Autobiography of a Yogi, read by millions, filled large auditoriums in all the major cities. When he died in Los Angeles in 1952, he left behind the Self-Realization Fellowship, still popular, with centers all over the world. These two and others definitely helped open the door.



The Sixties—The Door Will Never Close Again

The door was suddenly flung open in 1960, when Maharishi Mahesh Yogi came West after a decade of teaching Transcendental Meditation (also called TM) to householders in India—something that was not commonly done. He then moved on from India to the rest of Asia, followed by stays in Hawaii, California, and New York in 1959 and the U.K. and Europe in 1960. By the end of 1960, he had done enough teaching and established enough centers to hold a World Congress on meditation in March 1961. Five thousand people filled the Royal Albert Hall to hear him speak.

After that success, he began to train teachers, hoping to create twenty-five thousand. (As of 2008, there were forty thousand teachers trained worldwide, although most are now probably inactive.23) In the United States and Canada, especially in cities with universities, students lined up for blocks to learn TM. This surge was helped by the Beatles learning TM in 1968 and, as a result, renouncing psychedelics. In 1974, the BBC interviewed Maharishi, and he again filled the Royal Albert Hall for a lecture. When Merv Griffin, a popular U.S. TV talk show host, interviewed Maharishi in 1975, three hundred thousand people learned TM that year.24 The newspaper The Hindu reported in 2011 that “nearly 10 million practitioners in 50 countries” had learned the technique.25 Something enormous had happened.

The same sort of history could be told for what we in the West call “mindfulness meditation.” This is the only time I will use quote marks around mindfulness, but just remember that mindfulness has many meanings in the tradition from which this popular form of meditation comes, as well as additional meanings being applied in the West. It has proven to be a very busy, useful word!

While mindfulness meditation has always been an element in the spiritual practices of many forms of Buddhism, when Thich Nhat Hahn came to the United States, he quickly became the father of mindfulness meditation—although as a Buddhist, he teaches being mindful in all areas of life, not just in meditation. His teaching is now called the Plum Village Tradition. As of 2017, it comprised 589 monastics in nine monasteries and 1271 communities of practice worldwide, so it is a major part of Western Buddhism.

But it was Jon Kabat-Zinn who brought the practice to schools, hospitals, and executive board rooms. After studying with Thich Nhat Hanh, he stripped mindfulness meditation of all of its Buddhist connections and taught it as a scientifically validated method for improving health. How many people have learned mindfulness meditation? It is difficult to know because its teaching has not been centralized the way that TM has been, but certainly hundreds of millions worldwide.

What about Zen Buddhism and Tibetan Buddhism? The explosion of interest in Japanese Zen may have begun with D. T. Suzuki (1870–1966), with his background in both Eastern and Western philosophy. He taught at Columbia University from 1952 to1957, and many were influenced by his extensive writing on Zen—for example, Eric Fromm, Karen Horney, John Cage, and Carl Jung. Members of the Beat Generation— Jack Kerouac (The Dharma Bums), Allen Ginsberg, and Alan Watts—took him up. Beat flowed right into hippie. In the 1960s, teachers of Zen, coming from different schools and lineages, opened centers in San Francisco and Los Angeles, attracting huge numbers. Now there are hundreds of Zen centers around the Western world. Tibetan Buddhism, which I will get to, came a little later to the supernova, but it has been just as impactful.



The Two Stars Collide

Supernovas can be the result of a dying star collapsing, but supernovas can also be caused by binary stars colliding. In the case of spiritual experiences, our planet has been divided in two. In the West, there have been the Abrahamic traditions (Judaism, Christianity, Islam), mostly theological and intellectual, being based on the elaboration of thoughts and feelings resulting from the experiences of only a few precious people (Jesus, Mohammad, the Jewish prophets, the Christian saints, and whomever you would like to add).

In the East, spiritual experiences that are available to anyone seeking them have been the core of their spirituality, a specialty, for thousands of years, probably beginning with shamans in the Himalayas and Mongolian steppes. Alongside daily devotional practices, there has been intense focus on methods for achieving permanent higher states of consciousness, for example moksha (one term from India’s Vedanta tradition) or nirvana (Buddhism). In most Eastern countries, everyone knows where to go if they have spiritual ability that they want help developing (although that may be trickier in China, Vietnam, and North Korea right now). There is always a neighborhood guru, Buddhist teacher, Taoist master, or local monastery, and if the locals seem insufficient, one can go to the forests or the mountains for more choices. But those kinds of opportunities have been slim in the West, for a variety of reasons, the discussion of which is beyond the scope of this book.



The Great Hunger

I do not think this supernova is simply a matter of East meets West, however, but the meeting of a human hunger that happened to be growing in the West at the time when the means to fill it happened to be coming from the East. I will introduce you soon to Ken Wilber, who argues what I think we all know is true: We are all born with certain basic abilities such as talking, thinking rationally (forming a hypothesis and testing it out), and basic physical feats such as standing, walking, and running. There are additional abilities that all may have a little of, but in which some excel, such as mathematics, music, or athletics. There is a strong urge in us to develop all our abilities, whatever these are. When we cannot, you might say that they start to ache. At least to itch. We hunger for action.

How far we take an ability beyond the basics depends to some degree on innate capacity or some early interest, but we also need the right circumstances. I sometimes wonder how many Einsteins or Beethovens are languishing undeveloped in slums or refugee camps—the wrong circumstances for developing their abilities. But what a waste! Imagine how they must hunger for a chance to develop their capacity, to test how far they can go, especially if they know that others in different circumstances are able to show off their talent.

Suppose spirituality, however you define it, is also an ability to be developed in all of us, although perhaps stronger in some. We do not often think of spirituality as an innate capacity found in all humans, but the well-known philosopher and psychologist Ken Wilber includes it in his list of developmental attainments, one of the usual abilities to be developed, such as locomotion and speech. Growth in this developmental attainment is gauged, according to Wilber, by how much and what kind of interior thoughts you have about what transcends obvious outer experience. For example, thoughts about God “transcend” thoughts found in other, “outer” areas of development, such as learning about fish species or a foreign language. It’s not that thoughts of God are better, but they transcend the visible, measurable world in that they look at the nonmaterial, unmeasurable aspect of life. The unseen. And Wilber presents ample evidence for this innate ability.26 Before Wilber, the psychiatrist Carl Jung also saw spirituality as innate, calling it the “religious function of the psyche.” It arises from our apparently uniquely human predilection to reflect in general, to be conscious of ourselves, to seek meaning in our lives—remember that is one definition of spirituality—and to symbolize our spiritual ideas in various ways, sometimes quite elaborately.27 Again, while we see that interest in religion is declining in the United States at least, interest in spirituality is rising. Perhaps this drive is not so easily suppressed. (I hope by now that everyone is comfortable with this term, spirituality.)

Still, opportunities vary. Even if you have an almost unquenchable desire to play music, you must have an opportunity to learn to play an instrument. If you grew up in North America or Europe, your religious experiences came from going to
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