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Openness to Unusual Experiences. Psychosis and Spirituality re-organized.
Wrong Questions and Insidious Assumptions

If you ask the wrong questions you get answers that are unhelpful or meaningless. Ask the right questions, and the answers can be liberating and life enhancing. In the late 1990s, I set out to challenge the questions that were then being asked about psychosis and spirituality. Nearly 15 years, three books, and 5 years involved with the Spiritual Crisis Network later, I am convinced that this was a creative challenge. However, the wrong questions continue to be asked and answered – with depressing and disastrous results.
So, which questions do I consider to be 'right' and which 'wrong' in this particular field? Two big ones to start with. First wrong question: 'Is it a spiritual emergency/spiritual crisis, or is it just psychosis'? Second, related question: 'What is this person's diagnosis'? These questions might sound relatively obvious, but packed inside them is a world of insidious assumptions that need to be brought into the light of day. The assumptions behind the second question are familiar to readers of Asylum. The idea that there is identity between mental and physical health problems, not just a dodgy metaphor with a limited range of convenience. Then there is all that follows from this faulty logic: that 'symptoms' must be removed by medication at all costs, regardless of impact on quality of life; that the doctor is the expert, the 'patient' simply follows advice etc. etc. That whole idea of an expert who pronounces on matters of an individual's inner experience is behind my quarrel with the 'spiritual emergency or psychosis' question.
Taking Experience Seriously

This entire area poses problems for our scientific, empirical age, because it is essentially about personal experience. We only have their word for it – and they might not be able to describe it well enough to really get it across anyway, especially if it comes into that category of 'unusual experiences' or as I often call it:'unshared reality'. So, let us stop trying to categorise it from the outside, which is always ultimately about putting somebody down, and instead try and discover what is really going on. That is what I did when I prepared the book that became the first edition of 'Psychosis and Spirituality: exploring the new frontier',(Clarke 2001) now relaunched in a second edition as: 'Psychosis and Spirituality: consolidating the new paradigm', (Clarke 2010) and the popular version, 'Madness, Mystery and the Survival of God' (Clarke 2008).
First, a word about where I am coming from. Unlike most of the people I work alongside, I am not really an 'experiencer'. Spirituality has always been central to my life. This was probably behind my youthful decision to study medieval history which gave me a good acquaintance with the spiritual literature. Subsequently I became interested in mental health through the breakdown of a friend; worked as a volunteer for many years and took a second degree, followed in my forties, by clinical psychology training – my profession for the last 20 years. As a Samaritan volunteer, all that time ago, I was expected simply to hear, to bear and to respect people's experience – and that has remained at the heart of what I do.
What is going on here?

But, I am also trained as a scientist, and I want to understand – in a way that will make me a more effective helper. That is where I started to put together what I knew about the mystical literature from my early studies with the experiences related to me by the people in the hospital where I worked. Sometimes they were identical. Sometimes they were similar but a bit different. And even where they were quite different, there were common themes. I started to collect these and consider what might be going on.

The people I saw were having strange, and often disturbing experiences. A loss of the sense of boundaries between one person and the next; of a fixed sense of self – who you are – and a lot of meaningful coincidences were themes that recurred. All these could be experienced as positive, even ecstatic, in small doses, but became disturbing and persecutory if they carried on too long, and the person could not easily return to the 'shared world'. Thus, the experiences of the mystics were not different in kind from those who had acquired that diagnosis of psychosis – the mystics were simply better at getting back and forth across the boundary between the two ways of experiencing – shared and unshared. Also, I suspected that spiritual practitioners in monastic settings, for instance, had good support systems that tied them over during periods when they were not managing the practicalities that well.
New Terms for a New Paradigm

So, in everything I write, and the therapeutic programmes I devise and run in the hospital where I work, I use this reorganized way of looking at things. Instead of distinguishing between spiritual experience or spiritual emergency and psychosis, I make a distinction between two ways of experiencing the world. Because this is a new way of looking at it, I had to look for new terms as the old language is full of assumptions that maintain the old paradigm. 'Shared and unshared' reality are the terms I use clinically. In my theoretical writings, I borrow the term 'Transliminal' – meaning across the threshold – for unshared reality. This is the word coined by Thalbourne (1991) and used by Gordon Claridge (1997) who has led a whole research effort examining the way in which we are all open to this other way of experiencing given the right conditions (drugs, trauma, sleep deprivation etc.) but some are more open than others – that is Schizotypy research. This offers a hopeful perspective as the research identifies positives, such as creativity and spirituality, associated with high schizotypy – along with the greater vulnerability to psychotic breakdown.
Support from the Researchers

Other research backs up this new perspective. In the first edition of 'Psychosis and Spirituality' (2001), there are chapters written by these researchers – Mike Jackson and Emmanuelle Peters who have both examined the areas of overlap and difference between spiritual and 'psychotic' experience. In the latest edition, there are more new chapters than continuing ones, reflecting the explosion of development in the field, both in research and in new therapeutic approaches. Caroline Brett's chapter (Brett 2010) is particularly exciting. 
She completed a comprehensive study comparing people with a diagnosis of psychosis with people who had just as unusual experiences, but had found ways of making sense of them outside of the mental health system; whether they were mediums, had joined groups interested in psychic and spiritual matters or whatever, they adapted to their experiences in a way that was less disruptive to their lives and how they saw themselves than those under the health services. There was a tendency for those under the health services to have more distressing etc. experiences – but such experiences do themselves respond to the atmosphere and circumstances around as well, so it can be hard to disentangle cause and effect. The overall conclusion seems to point to the importance of creating more understanding and acceptance of such experiences as an integral and sometimes welcomed part of human life, and the creation of benign contexts for people undergoing them. That is where the Spiritual Crisis Network comes in!
Circuits in the Brain

I have written in the books listed earlier about how this distinction I am drawing between two ways of experiencing can be understood in terms of how the brain is wired up – and about how, taking this seriously, leads to a re-examination of the whole concept of the self sufficient, individual, human being – which I think is partly an illusion. Briefly, there appear to be two separate, overall, circuits in the brain. One concerns the precise, logical, verbally based bits of our thinking apparatus that we acquired late in our evolutionary journey from apes to humans. The other bypasses cumbersome, verbal, new brain thinking. It comprises the sensory and body based systems. This one reacts rapidly and emotionally. 
Normally they work smoothly together – but neither is in overall control, which explains why human beings are so wobbly and prone to break down under stress. When that stress is extreme, or under the influence of certain practices or certain substances, the two circuits drift apart. We are left with the older, less precise, more supernatural feeling one. This governs whether we experience the world in the ‘shared’ or ‘unshared’,’transliminal’ way. Dialectical Behavior Therapy (Linehan 1993) has a really neat diagram of this, calling the logical bit: Reasonable Mind and the other one, Emotion Mind. I just add ‘shared’ and ‘unshared reality’.    
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Holding the Balance – a Challenge for the Spiritual Crisis Network

The forerunners of our Spiritual Crisis Network all used Grof's rather splendid term 'spiritual emergency'. While having huge respect for Grof (e.g. Grof & Grof 1986) and his work, I argued against this term, because it tends to assume a distinction between such emergency and psychosis. While recognising that quite a lot of the breakdown experiences that acquire the psychosis label are not at all spiritual, I wanted to get away from that distinction and the rather invidious debates it can lead to. I wanted to be part of an organisation that would be prepared to offer support to anyone who had strayed too far into 'unshared reality' and got lost there, without excluding those who found themselves deep in the mental health system, as I had heard as a therapist from such people, that they could also report experiences that mirrored those of the great mystics. 
This has meant that, as an organization, we do not have a preferred interpretation of what is going on. We all have our favoured models (I have just shared mine), but have agreed to sit lightly to theory; to recognize that we are here dealing with areas of human experience that transcend the limits of what we can precisely know; that we are offering our humanity and not dogma. This requires an element of letting go; of sacrifice. A respect for uncertainty. This is particularly hard as one of the characteristics of the transliminal/unshared reality is a sense of profound conviction. 

Where the theory held with conviction elevates one individual or group at the expense of another, this can be seriously damaging – actually to both parties. I see these qualities of sitting lightly to dogma and tolerating uncertainty as important correctives for the sort of assumptions that have devalued peoples' experience and kept them trapped in often life diminishing circumstances. Holding true to these principles is a constant balancing act, that we in the Spiritual Crisis Network work hard to maintain. But then, being a human being is just a wobbly balancing act – in my book, anyway!
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Symmetrical poem.

This poem is about the different logic that governs ‘Unshared Reality’ Ordinary, ‘shared’ reality works on a logic of ‘either – or. ‘Unshared Reality’ is governed by a logic of ‘both – and’  or ‘symmetric logic’ as the psychoanalyst Matte Blanco called it. Hasan-i-Sabah was the leader of the Assassins, or Hashashins.....work it out! 

Symmetrical Poem.   Dunstan Clarke

Dragons are dangerous things

Cats are soft things

Happiness is a contagious thing

London is derelict rollercoaster

Love is a warm blanket

The hungry want food and

Lovers need their silence

Dangerous things are dragons

soft things are cats

contagious things are happy

Derelict roller coasters are London

Warm blankets are love

the food wants the hungry and 

Silence needs our lovers

My teachers are my students are my parents are our leaders are our children not yet born

Are the lights in the sky

As the day is the night so 

The heat is the cold so

the rat is the trap

And the trap is the rat

The boundaries are melting away

The living all sleep in their graves

And the dead are walking the streets

The mind is a spider’s web

A spider’s web is the mind

The healing hands of Hasan-i-Sabah

Have withdrawn  themselves from my head

A cocoon of warm unknowing has settled once again

I wrote  a symmetrical poem

To awaken the dragons again

Dragons are magical things

Magical things are dragons

