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Integrating Spiritual Experiences:  
Peaks to Plateaus

Tobin Hart, Ph.D.
University of West Georgia

ABSTRACT: This article provides a distilled sketch of my observations of three 
general phases in a process of integrating spiritually transformative experi-
ences (STEs). The process may be thought of as both marking development over 
time as well as being microgenetic, spiraling through phases in brief moments. 
In addition, three forces activated in an STE—transcendence, communion, and 
destruction—as well as challenges frequently associated with these types of ex-
periences are described with brief case examples as they manifest across the 
three phases. Awareness of these phases, along with their overriding questions 
and challenges, provides an open-ended framework for helpers to use in assist-
ing the spiritual experiencer toward integration.

KEY WORDS: spirituality, psychotherapy, integration, transformation

Spiritually Transformative Experiences (STEs) indicate there is more 
in any given moment than people are usually aware of and more to 
people than is usually recognized. These events may represent an 
opening in the aperture of consciousness, an opening to the myste-
rium tremendum—the tremendous mystery—as Otto (1958, p. 12) 
named it. These events are often disorienting and may invite a reca-
libration of worldview and world presence. In general, an experience 
may be spiritually transformative when it engenders a profound shift 
in how one perceives oneself and the world and, with it, characteris-
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tic changes in one’s values, sensitivities, and identity (see American 
Center for the Integration of Spiritually Transformative Experiences 
[ACISTE], 2015).

In what follows, I describe three forces that are particularly acti-
vated in an STE as well as several challenges that commonly emerge. 
Through brief case examples that are drawn from my observations 
of clients and friends, as well as from published accounts, I highlight 
three general phases or aspects of integration and how those forces 
and challenges may manifest across this process. I intend this model 
to serve as a simple, distilled sketch of a process that may present 
with great variation from one individual to another and even the 
same individual at different times. Though each person’s experience 
is unique, in general each phase centers around its own motivating 
questions and concerns, awareness of which can aid both the experi-
encer and the health professional working with the experiencer and 
experiencer’s family in understanding and facilitating the integration 
of spiritually transformative experiences. 

Three Forces

At least three primary forces are commonly activated in an STE: tran-
scendence, destruction, and communion. These forces may be concep-
tualized as the energizing of archetypal strata. That is, deep, innate 
psychic dispositions or qualities that are common across humanity are 
awakened. 

The spiritual event is commonly experienced as providing an ex-
pansion in awareness of some sort. It may occur dramatically, as a 
kind of explosion into another perspective, or instead as a more gentle 
coming to awareness. In either case, the common factor is that it pro-
vides some opening of view or possibility—a first-hand immersion into 
or taste of a previously cloaked world. A synonym for this expansion 
of awareness is transcendence. Although Jung (1992, p. 80) used the 
term to refer to resolution of conflict within the psyche, I use the term 
to mean going beyond previous awareness. 

The second force at play is destruction. As elaborated across a va-
riety of traditions, destruction is a mate to creation or growth. Some-
thing must give way, must die or be cleansed in order for something 
new to be birthed. Old leaves must wither before new ones push them-
selves into life. This is the force of death, destruction—the transfor-
mative fire that burns away the dross to find the purity. It may be 
experienced literally as a health crisis or a near-death experience, but 
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it is also apparent psychospiritually and metaphorically through any 
STE as one’s old worldview collapses in the face of new experience or 
as one’s ego, values, and self-definition wobble or even crumble.

Communion emerges as the third force commonly at work. An 
STE is sometimes paradoxically experienced as both new and deeply 
familiar—a profound homecoming, perhaps, or sense of belonging. In 
a unitive or oceanic experience there is a sense of fusion or communion 
in which the experiencer no longer perceives separation between one-
self and the world. Sometimes there is a sense of being held, guided, 
or supported. Experiencers sometimes interpret this communion as 
an invitation back to one’s soul’s path or as recognition of some cosmic 
benevolence. 

These forces are microgenetic, available at any moment, such as 
when one stretches past some previous limit or feels the loss of secu-
rity when old values and, with them, social circles are swept away—or 
maybe when one finds a moment of homecoming and comfort. These 
forces may be at play throughout one’s life, but STEs amplify the po-
tency of these forces and thus the challenges they present. Ultimately, 
the primary challenge is to integrate the experience into one’s life in 
some healthy way. Rominger (2011) suggested healthy integration 
implies expansion, growth, healing, compassion, connection, and the 
like. In the end, the value of the event is only as great as one’s ability 
to integrate it.   

As revealed in the literature of first-hand accounts of spiritually 
transformative experiences across traditions and time, these three 
forces present a variety of challenges: psychological, spiritual, physi-
cal, and social. These include collapse of worldview and its conse-
quences; fixation on the experience that may lead to developmental 
stagnation; obsession with and over-identification with a particular 
moment; sheer overwhelm by the energy or new-found sensitivity cata-
lyzed by the experience; an outpouring of compassion or empathy; a 
need to express the vision and difficulty in doing so; inadequate self-
structure for containing or integrating the experience, that may result 
in ego–inflation on the one hand, or disintegration and fragmentation 
on the other; desolation as one “comes back to earth” and faces a seem-
ing gap between worlds; an overwhelming sense of responsibility; and 
lack of support and understanding from family, friends or profession-
als. Grof and Grof (1983), for example, described some of these chal-
lenges in their early work on spiritual emergency, whereas recent ini-
tiatives from ACISTE identify a wide range of salient considerations 
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and resources (American Center for the Integration of Spirituality 
Transformative Experiences, 2013). In what follows, I briefly discuss 
how these challenges manifest across three phases of integration. 

Three Phases

A dramatic near-death experience at 40 years old may present very 
different challenges than a child’s visitation by an angel or prema-
ture Kundalini awakening. Each person’s experience is unique and 
thus requires an individualized approach. At the same time, many 
spiritually transformative experiencers (STErs) may pass or cycle 
through certain general phases in the process of integration. Each 
phase has central questions and issues that can help inform phase 
appropriate assistance. Three phases toward integration are opening, 
understanding, and embodiment. At various points in the following 
material, brief quotations from case examples provide clarity of mean-
ing. Unless other wise specified, these quotations come from my com-
munications with individuals who described having an STE; pseud-
onyms are used.

Opening

The initial event opens awareness in some way to a new perceptual 
field, feeling, or understanding. The transformative force figuratively 
heats things up—warming, but also with a potential at times to singe 
or even immolate. In its gentle form the process may provide comfort, 
counsel, hope, a sense that the person is not alone, and the like. The 
force of communion seems especially available: “I was connected to 
everything.” 

In its strong form it may shake loose the very foundations of one’s 
being: “I was left dangling in this void.” This is typically a high arousal 
state in which archetypal forces of destruction and transcendence may 
be particularly energized.

These reactions may be considered on a continuum of crises, whereby 
at one end the experience is simply gentler, though it may be equally 
profound and impactful. At the other end of the continuum, the experi-
ence actually shares qualities with a crisis or trauma, taking form as 
a spiritual emergency (Grof and Grof, 1989). The world as previously 
known or the assumptions one has been living by have been upended. 
Body and intellect may be in a kind of shock: disoriented, vulnerable, 
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unable to discern what is needed or what is happening. In such cases 
primary assessment as a helper may consist of identifying the degree 
of crisis that is apparent. 

Of course, there is a wide range of diverse experiences that are 
considered to be STEs. Rhea White’s (2000) count of more than 100 
categories of Extraordinary Human Experiences gives a sense of 
difference–hence the need to avoid overgeneralizing. But the question 
most often at the center of this phase in whatever kind and degree 
is some form of “What is this?” or “What’s happened?” Very brief ex-
amples provide some concrete sense of what helps and what may not 
in this phase. 

Following her spontaneous near-death experience, Jane received 
appropriate support from an acquaintance with whom she had been 
walking. Having stopped breathing and fallen into a body of wa-
ter, she was brought from underwater up onto the deck and started 
breathing again on her own. Her helper stayed with her on that spot 
for several hours, asking about, listening to, and validating the event. 
In time some gentle grounding massage was offered. He followed up by 
inviting conversation every day for the next several days and periodi-
cally over the next few months as Jane slowly and effectively digested 
this radical experience. Jane’s helper seemed to provide just the right 
intervention.

In general, it is fairly clear what helps during this initial stage 
of opening, as with so many situations in life. Caring presence as a 
helper is paramount, as is deep listening, validation, helping the per-
son to ground into their body, opportunity and encouragement for ex-
pression, and on-going or follow-up attention and support. Essentially 
the helping process may be thought of as providing sacred asylum, 
sacred space or holding for the experiencer to collect both oneself and 
the treasure from the event. 

But such support is not always at hand. Ten years after his experi-
ence of profound ecstasy, Mike remains fixated on the event as if it 
were some holy relic. The initial lack of support forced the event un-
derground in a kind of secret and sacred box. Without encouragement 
to explore further through pondering and practice, integration into 
daily life never materialized. Though there is no denying the profun-
dity of the event, rather than a catalyst for growth, without support it 
actually led to developmental arrest and a sense of despair. 

As a young child Dana would regularly have moments of ecstasy, 
especially in nature. She described seeing a vibrant multidimensional 
world. At one moment, for example, she experienced and understood 
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that “Everything is perfect.” However, when she reported her mysti-
cal experiences she found herself shamed and confused. Her mother, 
falling back on her own religious suspicion of such events (“This is 
the work of the Devil”), made explicit that Dana was not to talk about 
such things. This censorship led to painful confusion, as Dana could 
not understand why something so glorious was considered bad. Any-
time these events happened she was internally conflicted, leading her 
to shut down these experiences and along with them, she claimed, 
her spiritual growth. Only following decades, a motivating crisis, and 
therapy did she regain some of these early ways of knowing the world. 
The general psychological dismissal or pathologizing as well as reli-
gious demonizing of mystical experience is not uncommon, especially 
toward children (Hart, 2003). 

In the natural tendency to understand and make meaning of an 
event, cultural and categorical understandings are inevitably drawn 
upon. Although this process may be helpful in providing some orien-
tation, the phenomena themselves and the impact on the person is 
where the work of helping actually lies. Ontological neutrality (Nel-
son, 2000) helps keep the focus for a helper on the lived experience 
of the event. Post hoc constructions of meaning and metaphysics are 
inevitable (“How do I make sense of this?”) but can be complicated by 
rigidity of worldview, such as was the case with Dana’s mother, with 
psychiatric pigeonholing (“That’s a hallucination.”), or with other pre-
mature conclusions that tend to truncate the possibility of more emer-
gent and open-ended understanding. One’s view is always partial and 
thus needs to remain open for revision. The trouble for young people 
may come especially from the worldview of those around them, as Da-
na’s example demonstrates. If visions, voices, and more do not have an 
acceptable social standing one may not find the essential support and 
validation for integrating the experience right from the start. In ad-
dition to the influence of others in making meaning of an experience, 
children’s own cognitive developmental immaturity may lead them to 
draw erroneous conclusions about an event. 

Searching

In this next phase, once one has stabilized and made psychic space 
for this event, the central questions and concerns may change from 
“What’s happened?” to “What do I do with this?” and “What am I 
supposed to be doing in relation to my experience?” as well as such 
specific questions as “What am I to believe in? What is my purpose?” 
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In this phase of integration a person is trying to make sense of life in 
relation to this expanded view. 

Following an opening, there may be profound pressure to search 
and find one’s way, seeking out those people and wisdom streams with 
which one finds kinship and often pursuing anything that seems to 
resonate with one’s experience. With missionary zeal one may launch 
into new activity to try either to reconnect with or to express one’s 
experience in some way. Alternatively, the forces may diminish over 
time, becoming lost under day-to-day activities, or one may fall back or 
partition them from one’s life rather than having them be integrating 
and informing. 

When it comes to helping others find their way to deeper under-
standing and direction, it is a little like Goldilocks’s search: not too 
little, not too much, looking for the just right-ness. As previously men-
tioned, among the helping professions there has traditionally been lit-
tle understanding, and sometimes pathologizing, of these experiences. 
But for a helper who is knowledgeable about STEs there may be a risk 
in the other direction of offering too much information. 

For example, Mary reflected back on what she needed following an 
STE. “Don’t tell me about my experience or its meaning. This takes 
away from me trusting myself. Some knowledge is helpful but too 
much confuses or closes off. I need to process this, to catch up with my 
experience. . . . Raise questions.”

The tendency to put experiences in categories, diagnostic or other-
wise, can help make meaning initially (e.g., “This is considered an 
out-of-body experience [OBE].”) but also limit, simplify, and miss 
meaning; not all OBE’s are created equal. As Mary advises, conversa-
tion and questioning go further to draw out meaning as an emergent, 
co–constructed process rather than a categorical definition. 

Beyond making meaning and understanding the experience, the 
energy of these events often leads to a powerful need to express the 
experience in some form. Black Elk, the Lakota Sioux elder who had 
visions beginning as a child, advised that for a person who has a vi-
sion, one does not get the full power of that vision until they walk it on 
the earth for people to see (Neihardt, 1988). 

A person may search for the means to express the qualities of the 
insight—a particular and personal vision of the burning bush—
through whatever means available: music, dance, speaking, writing, 
painting, service, and so forth. Frankl (1959) understood this power-
ful common human need for creative expression in response to pro-
found experience of all sorts. Even among those deprived of nearly 



TOBIN HART, Ph.D. 93

everything, Nazi concentration camp prisoners composed songs, wrote 
poetry, even found ways to paint. An individual may need to take ac-
tion in this phase in order to move the energy or the event through 
oneself toward a deeper engagement with life. A line from the gnostic 
gospel of St. Thomas makes the point emphatically: “If you bring forth 
what is within you, what you bring forth will save you. If you do not 
bring forth what is within you, what you do not bring forth will de-
stroy you” (Pagels, 1979, p. 126).

Sometimes the responsibility that comes with a bigger view is felt 
as a burden. An individual may feel inadequate in one way or another 
to the task of bringing this view or insight into the world. Maslow 
(1971) named this the Jonah Complex after the Biblical tale of Jonah 
being called by God and subsequently (and unsuccessfully) trying to 
run and hide from the given task. 

When a big vision or insight of some sort is experienced, integration 
may involve translating the work holographically. That is, like a holo-
graphic image, any small part or expression of that vision contains 
the whole image. For example, any act of love or caring contains the 
essential nature of love. John discovers that his spiritual experience 
of radical compassion for all beings finds mutual nourishment in small 
acts of care. Though he may retain sensitivity toward universal inter-
connection or caring, his small act of generosity and kindness toward 
a stranger in need touches into that same sense of communion.

At the same time, such a profound opening of heart may require 
a balancing capacity for wisdom or discernment. For example, a per-
son may have a profound opening of love or compassion but lack the 
discernment as to how this motivation might be expressed helpfully 
(Hart, 2014). 

It is not hard to become obsessed with a powerful experience and 
hunger for more. This desire can become a kind of addiction in which 
one tries to find the way back to the state or insight of the special mo-
ment. This seeking may be part of a natural investigation process, 
but the hunger may or may not bring what one hopes for. Maslow 
(1962) warned that cultivation of peak experiences has the potential 
to obstruct a more enduring sense of mystical experience. “Peaks 
come unexpectedly. . . . hunting them is a little like hunting happi-
ness. It’s best not done directly” (p. 4). Certainly there are trailheads 
worth pursuing toward psychospiritual development—meditation, a 
wilder ness hike, courageous conversation, yoga practice, study, ser-
vice, creative expression, or whatever may be helpful for developing 
more stable internal conditions or traits that serve to help integrate 
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profound experiences. But Maslow cautioned against simply trying to 
get the high again. Such a pursuit not only may be ineffective but also 
may actually inhibit a deeper sense of integration. His remark is also 
interesting in light of recent literature on the pursuit of happiness. 

When a profound event is experienced, there may be a tendency to 
think of oneself as special. A person might imagine having been cho-
sen or having earned this gift. In some experiences one may see god-
like capacities to create and a personal connection with all. Meister 
Eckhart recognized that “we are meant to be mothers of God” (Fox, 
1983, p. 74), and William Blake (Bloom, 2008) offered that “Jesus 
Christ is the only God, and so am I, and so are you” (p. 12). Such pro-
found awareness of inherent divinity or power can be confusing. As 
the ego has a tendency to co-opt anything for its own aggrandizement, 
it is understandable enough to imagine how this insight can lead to 
ego inflation, grandiosity and narcissism, quite opposite from spiri-
tual growth. Ferrer (2001) suggested that reconsidering the encounter 
as an “event” rather than personal “experience” helps to reframe it as 
more participative. That is, an event is something joined with, like a 
party; an experience belongs to an individual. Of course mere seman-
tic shift is not sufficient, but experiencers and healthcare profession-
als alike can be on the lookout for such inflation. As William Blake’s 
line implies, I may be special, but so are we all. 

For some people, there is a chasm between the “Golden World” of 
the STE and the grey world of day-to-day existence. Robert Johnson 
(1998) described his own unexpected suffering after an ecstatic near-
death encounter. Nothing could compare or live up to his ecstasy, and 
he had no one and no way to help him understand what he was expe-
riencing. Depression, struggle, meaninglessness—a dark night of the 
soul—were the result. St. John of the Cross (trans. 1995), who devised 
the term “dark night of the soul,” used the word obscura—obscured—
to describe the predicament. That is, the way became unclear or cov-
ered over, as it was for Johnson. In the face of cloudiness St. John ad-
vised basically to stay with it, do what one can, keep asking questions, 
look for signs, and shuffle along until the fog lifts. The main work is 
to tolerate the unknown. For most people in this state, that advice is 
easier said than done. 

Parker Palmer (1999) described a dark night of his own as he slid 
into depression with no bottom in sight. Friends and professionals 
tried to comfort him in various ways, pointing out how much he had to 
live for, what a great guy he was; these cheers only managed to sink 
him further into despair. It was only when someone offered to rub his 
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feet that he discovered the direction for his next shuffled step. The 
insight was that he needed to grow down into this life, this body, this 
earth, his embodied humanness, rather than try to catch a passing 
star. Throughout the integration process the work remains—balanc-
ing heaven and earth, one might say, and often that means helping 
people to continue to ground themselves in various ways. This process 
can seem paradoxical, especially when one has had a transcendent 
experience of one sort or another, but the work of integration is often 
to bring it and the experiencer down to earth. 

Embodiment

In this third phase, the central questions change in important, if sub-
tle, ways. It is not so much “What am I to do or believe?” but instead 
“How am I to be?” Questioning and refining values or beliefs may re-
main, but may recede to the background.

The work is not so much about upgrading one’s worldview or pur-
pose as it is emphasizing one’s world presence. In this phase an expe-
riencer can come to more intentionally use daily life as an opportunity 
for spiritual practice. Alongside the work or path that one has carved 
out, it is one’s family, neighbors, co-workers, the world-at-large, na-
ture, and one’s reactions to it all that become integral to the spiritual 
landscape. 

In a sense, the goal becomes less about what one is to do and more 
about how one is to be. The opportunity is to meet the world deeply 
from a place deep within. There is less impulse toward reaching up, 
common in the previous phase—that quest for the powerful woosh, 
that peak—and instead more inclination toward opening up. It may 
be sensed as staying with that deep current, even if only a trickle, in 
the here and now. 

Even as a child, Nate had insight into this process in relation to 
prayer. His report captures the spirit of this shift: “I had been praying 
for things, for people and so forth, but one day I got it. I realized that 
I was to pray to open my heart.” 

Mary says it is “not what we do but how we are. Holding a certain 
vibration and how that can affect others. . . . Letting my heart open 
and letting it be vulnerable consciously.” 

With the shift from reaching up to opening up, the work may become 
more about overcoming obstacles to a sense of connection and com-
munion. This embodiment is a constant, delicate balance of will and 
willingness, intention and surrender, presence and reflection. Bryn 
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said that “instead of seeking outward it has become about changing 
the internal. Using daily experience as spiritual practice. . . . How do 
I practice this in my being?” 

In spiritual direction, psychotherapy, coaching or other helping 
roles, this shift does not eliminate the previous impulses for meaning 
and activity, but it may emphasize being first rather than doing. This 
distinction may provide a worthwhile shift in the process of integra-
tion especially at points of stagnation or frustration. 

Near the end of his life, Abraham Maslow (1970), so noted for his 
work on peak experiences, began a new theory of plateau experience. 
Maslow had a major heart attack that significantly reduced his level of 
energy. Prior to the medical emergency, he had kept himself extremely 
busy with speaking engagements and steady writing. Upon his health 
crisis, he was forced to slow down. Something besides his health 
changed for him during that next year and a half, and it provides an-
other way to understand the phase of embodiment. He came to witness 
and engage in the miraculousness of everyday life. He said, “Every-
thing gets doubly precious, piercingly important. You get stabbed by 
things, by flowers and by babies and by beautiful things—just the very 
act of living, of walking and breathing and eating and having friends 
and chatting” (Harris, 1970, p. 16). Of course, the riveting effect of fac-
ing his mortality and diminished capacity pushed this new awareness 
front and center. He even offered an exercise to help others find this 
existential reality: Look at a person one sees all the time and “make 
believe that . . . he or she is going to die soon” (Hoffman, 1988, p. 331). 

The point is that embodiment moves in this direction of being, of 
opening to the here and now so that one might be “stabbed by things.” 
Importantly, this is not just an opportunity when anticipating death. 
Instead, the destructive archetypal force points to the impermanence 
of so many of those belongings, roles, ideas, and limitations on which 
we humans base our identities. In the end, we are left with nothing 
but being, here, now, in this moment, and thus the invitation is to open 
to it. Michel de Salzman made the point this way:

Everything we need is here in us. Everything for fuller being. There is 
a kind of sacred descent of attention that can bring this about. Seeing 
the obstacles, thoughts, feelings, yes, perhaps a pressure that keeps 
me from it. But if I can relax inside, just allow the pure attention to 
flow in, be in that. Very natural. It’s what we are. (Shaw, 2014, p. 43) 

There are still things to do, steps to take, but it is this embodied shift 
that may be the richest treasure to mine from the STE and the marker 
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of deep integration at any time of life. It also highlights that integrat-
ing is best thought of as an ongoing process rather than an arrived-at 
product. 

In summary, this simple map describes a progression and a spiral-
ing or cycling of phases in spiritual integration. These may be thought 
of as both marking development over time as well as being microge-
netic, spiraling through opening, searching, and embodying over and 
over in any moment as forces of transcendence, communion, and de-
struction fuel consciousness. An awareness of these phases along with 
their overriding questions and challenges provides some open-ended 
framework for helpers to meet and assist the spiritual experiencer. 
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