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Spiritual emergence refers to a process of psychospiritual development 
that may come about spontaneously via a direct, powerful experience, 
or gradually, via a series of more subtle experiences over time. The 
challenge of spiritual emergence is that it requires a definitive trans-
formation (Firman & Gila, 2002). Although some people experiencing 
spiritual emergence may easily embrace the transformation, others 
may struggle with spiritual resistance. I define spiritual resistance 
as the result of a convergence of individual and cultural factors that 
contribute to conscious and unconscious withdrawal from or avoidance 
of the process of spiritual emergence. What is the role of spiritual re-
sistance in spiritual emergence? Why do some people seem to struggle 
with it more than others? In this abstract I summarize the primary 
literature on spiritual resistance and identify a need for further re-
search on the phenomenon.

Katrina Burgos, M.S.W., is a Licensed Clinical Social Worker and an ACISTE Certi-
fied Mental Health Professional in private practice in New York City. Currently she is 
pursuing a Ph.D. in Psychology with a concentration in Transpersonal Psychology at 
Sofia University. Exploring Resistance to Spiritual Emergence is the topic of her disser-
tation research. This extended abstract is a condensed version of her presentation at 
the American Center for the Integration of Spiritually Transformative Experiences 3rd 
Annual Conference on Therapeutic Issues of Spiritually Transformative Experiences, 
Dallas, TX, November 6–8, 2014. Correspondence regarding this abstract should be 
sent to Ms. Burgos at e-mail: k.burgos@Sofia.edu. 



112 JOURNAL OF NEAR-DEATH STUDIES

Exceptional human experiences (EHEs) are nonordinary, sponta-
neous, transcendent experiences that researcher Rhea White classi-
fied into mystical, psychic, encounter, death-related, and exceptional 
normal types. White believed that working with one’s EHEs has the 
potential to lead to profound positive transformation such as an evolu-
tion of awareness and increased sense of meaning in life. In addition 
to classifying and defining EHEs as well as their characteristics and 
concomitants, White identified a developmental process model that an-
ticipates resistance within the transformative process (Brown, 2000). 
Her model includes five evolving stages intended not to be exhaustive 
but rather to name a general trend in the progression of EHE devel-
opment. The stages are: (1) the initiating event/experience, including 
acknowledgement of it; (2) the search for reconciliation; (3) being be-
tween two worlds; (4) in the experiential paradigm; and (5) a new way 
of being in the world (Brown, 2000). 

The basic premise of the model, which has since been expanded by 
Suzanne Brown (2000), is that the exceptional experience results in 
cognitive dissonance that, in turn, leads to either potentiating or depo-
tentiating activities depending on whether the individual desires and 
is ready to further engage with the developmental process (Brown, 
2000). Those who do not desire or who are not ready to move forward 
in the process exemplify my concept of spiritual resistance.

One factor that may influence an experiencer’s decision to engage 
with the developmental process is the intensity of the exceptional ex-
perience. William James (1902) identified two main types of spiritual 
experiences: the educational type, and the sudden type. The educa-
tional type of experience occurs gradually, perhaps over a long period 
of time. Because of the prolonged aspect, the impact of the experience 
may be not immediate, but more evolutionary. James’s sudden type in-
cluded those experiences that occur spontaneously and abruptly with-
out provocation. These experiences include the original 10 types of 
spiritual emergencies that Grof and Grof (1989) identified: shamanic 
crisis, awakening of kundalini, episodes of unitive consciousness, psy-
chological renewal through return to center, psychic opening, past-
life experiences, communication with spirit guides and channeling, 
near-death experiences, experiences of UFOs, and possession states. 
The intensity of these sudden experiences can be so dramatic that 
the person is unable to continue functioning as before, thereby neces-
sitating transformation (Grof & Grof, 1989). The subtlety of an edu-
cational type of experience, however, may dissuade or delay the indi-
vidual from engaging with the developmental process that, according 
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to White, begins only when one has named and begun to interact with 
the exceptional experience.

Italian psychiatrist Roberto Assagioli (1965) conceptualized spiri-
tual transformation as a developmental process that is directed by 
one’s own readiness. His 1965 model of the human unconscious in-
cluded three levels: the lower, which exists just below the level of 
every day awareness; the middle, which contains material accessible 
for daily functioning and awareness; and the higher, which enables 
access to spiritual states of illumination and altruistic love (Furman 
& Gila, 2002). According to Assagioli, just like the defense mecha-
nism of repression operates to protect the middle unconscious from 
lower unconscious memories, desires, and intense emotions, people 
are also shielded from aspects of the higher unconscious until they 
are equipped to manage them. He referred to this phenomenon as the 
repression of the sublime (Assagioli, 1965).

Like Assagioli, Ken Wilber (2000, 2011) also conceptualized one’s 
will to engage in development as a fundamental feature of the self 
and acknowledged resistance in the course of spiritual development. 
Wilber (2000) said that one’s culture is a center of gravity that acts 
like a magnet on individual development. The cultural pull is strong 
enough to propel one upward toward the prevailing cultural level of 
consciousness, thus requiring relatively less individual will to achieve 
the average and expected level of development. Development beyond 
the center of gravity, however, requires increasing levels of individual 
will to resist the magnetic pull back toward the cultural norm. 

Wilber (2011) also proposed a theory of primal resistance that refers 
to the constant drive to reject present moment awareness. It is within 
this present moment awareness that people are threatened with the 
annihilation of the ego, or their own understanding of themselves as 
distinct and separate entities, and in which they ultimately recognize 
their oneness with all things (Wilber, 2011). Because dissolution of 
the personal ego is necessary to fully recognize a pervasive unitive 
consciousness, spiritual resistance will always be present, and people 
will always struggle with it. By resisting the awareness of unity with 
all objects perceived as other, a limited and safe consciousness is pre-
served that does not threaten people with annihilation of their indi-
vidual identities (Wilber, Patten, Leonard, & Morelli 2011). 

Perhaps in part because of humanity’s collective efforts to preserve 
personal egos, the consensus consciousness is built on a dichotomy of 
mentally healthy or mentally ill. Thus, when confronted with a person 
who appears to be decompensating into mental illness, professionals 
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within the conventional American psychiatric and psychological sys-
tems are often limited in their spiritual competencies, including an 
ability to differentially diagnose regressive versus progressive psycho-
logical processes and treat them differently. By not addressing this 
limitation in treatment, individuals who are experiencing spiritual 
emergencies, which are ultimately progressive in nature, are routinely 
diagnosed with damaging labels that imply dysfunction and are pre-
scribed suppressive psychiatric medications that alleviate the uncom-
fortable symptoms at the cost of stunting the transformative growth 
process (Nelson, 1994).

Although I was able to find the aforementioned conceptualizations 
of spiritual resistance, I was unable to find professional literature ad-
dressing the lived experience of spiritual resistance, which has the 
potential to confirm, expand, or disconfirm these conceptualizations. 
Through my current qualitative research in which I conduct and ana-
lyze in-depth interviews, I hope to better understand the experience 
of spiritual resistance as understood by those who have self-identified 
such resistance as a part of their spiritual development. Theorists 
like Wilber, White, and Assagioli have agreed that the individual has 
some level of discretion as to how one engages with one’s own spiri-
tual emergence process. By conducting new research on the topic of 
spiritual emergence and resistance, my hope is to synthesize these 
existing theories and assist mainstream health professionals to better 
recognize and therapeutically respond to the spiritual aspect of hu-
man development. 
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