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ABSTRACT: One hu11dred years ago, W,JJiam Jantes' study of religious experi­
ence was based on reports of spiritually gifted adults. Modern investigators found 
that when adults were asked about a spiritual experience of lasting significance in 
their lives, many described an event from childhood. These reports show that chil­
dren are capable of  authentic spiritual experiences of divine presence. 
God-in-everything, energy shimmering in living things, all-embraci11g unity and 
oneness, and much more, coniparable to experiences of the great mystics. Moreo­
ver, some children on  their own have discovered techniques for entering the joyful 
state of heig}Jtened consciousness. Recently advanced arguments for spiritual 
i11telligence prepare the ground for recognition of spiritual giftedness, as distinct 
from other facets of giftedness. 

''More Developed Minds" 

William James (1842-1910)� al.most universaJly regarded as the greatest 
American psychologist, had developed a complete psychology before Freud even got 

. started on his. Jam.es taught his first course in psychology at Harvard University in 
1875. The two volumes ofhis Principles of Psychology appeared in 1890. When he 
later embarked on the study of religious experience, he sought the "more developed 
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minds," or the "extremer examples" as yielding "the profounder information" 
(James, 1902, p. 476). I n  other words, to gain psychological knowledge of religious 
experience, he chose to study spiritually gifted people. They display the intensities 
and acute sensitivities associated with overexcitability, that is, a heightened capacity 
for depth, richness and intensity of multidimensional experiencing (Piechowski, 
1979; 1986). Jaines was quite aware oftbis personality characteristic, which he sa\v 
as a combination of ardor and excitability of character. 

Reviewing personal accounts of those who lived their faith with great inten­
sity, James concluded that their relationship with a spiritual universe endowed them 
with higher level of energy and benevolence. Their faith, be said, included the follow­
ing beliefs: 

1. That the visible world is part of a more spiritual universe from which it
draws its chief significance.

2. That union or harmonious relation with that higher universe is our true end.

3. That prayer or inner communion with the spirit thereof-be that spirit
"God" or "law"-is a process wherein work is really done, and spiritual e n ­
ergy flows in and produces effects, psychological or material, within the
phenomenal world_

Religion includes also the following psychological characteristics:-
.

.

4. A new zest which adds itself like a gift to life, and takes the fo.m1 either of
lyrical enchantment or of appeal to earnestness and heroism.

5. An assurance of safety and a temper of peace, and, in relation to  others, a
preponderance of loving affections. (James, 1902, pp. 476-477)

It is significant that James speaks of changes in the person as work that "is 
really done"-a process of inner transformation. How this transformation takes place 
is not always._clear. In some reports, the person puts deliberate effort and discipline 
into it, in others it is more of an inner unfolding and surrender to �e spiritual force 
transmuting the self. ''A new zest"-the infusion of energy and firing up of enthusi­
asm-is accompanied by inner pea� and feelings of love toward fellow human 
beings. The lives of Mahatma Gandhi, Mother Tere,sa, Peace Pilgrim, and other spiri­
tually gifted people exemplify it to the utn1ost degree, but we also see this zest in the 
lives studied by Colby & Damon (1992), Noble (2001 ), and Robinson (1978). My 
interest lies in the kind of experiences which open a window onto the larger transper­
sonal diu1ension of experience. Inner communion, infusion of energy, active imagery 
and visions, safeguarding the self when being the subject of severe abuse, and works 
of love, are all spiritual gifts which go beyoncfthe personal and the individual. 
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Wholeness, Mystery, and Love 

For many people spirituality is associated with wholeness, depth, mystery,
love, inspiration, and personal devotion. On surveys, one third t o  one half of the
polled say that they have had a spiritual experience (Gallup & Jones, 1992; Hay &
Nye, 1998; Paffard, 1973). Because it extends beyond ordinary individual conscious­
ness, a spiritual experience is by its very nature trans/personal. I shall limit the te.rm
"spiritual" to the sense that William James (1902) gave it, as heightened spiritual
a\vareness, openness to the spiritual universe as an active force in one's life, and an
ability to do the inner work of transformation (Piechowski, 1998). 

I have come to the concept of spiritual giftedness by way of an attempt to
understand emotional giftedness and resilience (Piechowski, 1997). I've been struck
b y  how some victims of childhood abuse overcame their trauma by self-discovered
spiritual tools of survival (Higgins, 1994; Rubin, 1996). I have also received a
number of reports of spiritual experiences from children and adults. The real surprise
came with finding substantial research literature with hundreds of examples of child­
hood spiritual· experiences. A few are in the gifted literature (Feldman, 1986;
Lovecky, 1998; Morelock, 1995; Piechowski, 1997), but the vast majority are outside
of it, although here, too, many of the respondents show evidence of being gifted:
highly articulate, questioning, and energetic.(Armstrong, 1984; 1985; Coles, 1990;
Hay & Nye, 1998; Higgins, 1994; Hoffman, 1992; Maxwell & Tschudin, 1990;
Morse, 1990; Paffard, 1973; Robinson, 1977/1983, 1978; Rubin, 1996; Young,
1977).

'------------

. 

Banks of Spiritual Experiences 

The British evolutionary biologist, Sir Alister Hardy, took up the quest where
William James left off. Hardy believed that the capacity for spiritual (transcendent)
experience evolved as an important factor in creating social cohesion in the human
COllllllunity. In 1969 he founded at  Oxford the Religious Experience Research Unit
(now a Center-the RERC) and started collecting reports of religious experience "in
all its forms" (Hardy, 1979, p. 18). In the first few years about 4000 reports were
received. The Center has published a number of studies, and Edward Robinson led
the research on children and adolescents. 

In the United Sta:tes, Edward Hoffman, working with young children, noticed 
their higher sensitivities for compassion, creativity or aesthetics. Following up on
Maslow's idea that children can undergo peak experiences, he embarked upon a quest
for ''the highest reaches of childhood experience" (Hoffman, 1992, p. xiv). 

In their collections of spiritual experiences vividly retained from childhood,
Edward Robinson (1977 /1 983) and Edward Hoffman (l  992) bring a wealth of evi­
dence of profound transcendental e,weriences in children. The experiences occurred
spontaneously-in nature or at home, in church or in the car-and they had enduring
significance for the person's whole life. Some of the families of these children were 
religious, others were not, or only nominally so. They reveal a larger, deeper, and joy­
ous reality in which everything is connected, luminously alive, and where one is free 
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from the limiting confines of physical existence. Childhood spiritual experiences 
often initia� spiritual search later in life and giye assurance of safety in hard times. 

When asked about a spiritual experience that had a lasting significance in their 
lives, many adul� descnoe an event from chjldhood. Robinson ·(1977/1983) 
reviewed about 600 such reports and followed up 362 'with a questionnaire. He found 
that spiritual experiences can occur before age 5 .  ( 10% ), most between ages of 5 and 
15 (70%) and fewer after 15 (19%). In contrast; Hoffman (1992) asked directly for 
childhood experiences and received an international set of about 250 detailed 
descriptions. In the 134 excerpts that he published, 23% occurred at the age of3 or 4,

and the rest between the age of 5 and 15. Thus asking specifically for childhood expe ­
riences brought their number up .  These reports show that children are capable of 
having full spiritual experiences of divine presence, totaj unity and oneness, energy 
shimmering in°Jiving and nonliving objects, self as not physical, a sense of continuity 
between life and death, and much more. 

Are Children's Spiritual Experiences Authentic? 

Much of the debate and controversy around spiritual experiences, including 
near-death ones, centers on how can one be sure that the experience is genuine rather 
than imagined. Convincing external criteria are not always available other than the 
trust-worthiness of the person having the experience. However, the.inner certainty of
the experience frees the person from trying to convince others about it Most often it 
is kept quietly in the heart, like a cherished treasure, not as something to enhance the 
person's status in the eyes of others. · · 

. 
Intensive examination of the 362 reports of childhood spiritual experiences led 

Robinson (1977 /1983) to conclude that these experiences correspond to a property of
childhood that is not something that is later outgrown but is an essential element of 
the whole person: Thus, (1) "the original vision" is not a fantasy but a form ofknowl­
edge, what William James called the noetic quality; (2) this vision can be properly 
understood only when studied over time; (3) many of these experiences ·are self­
authenticating-they need no ·sanction or confirmation from another source, they are 
valid by the inherent authority of the experience; (4) they b_ring t9 the person an 
awareness of his or her true-self; and (5) this vision can"only 1;>e understood in pur­
posive terms, as destiny. The last conclusion corresponds elegantly to what Lovecky 
called entelechy (Lovecky, 1990). The respondeJ:\tS used phrases like "the diamond 
moment of reality," "the most real living experience ... like contacting a live wire 
when you were groping for a match." For 13 percent of the respondents, their child­
hood experience was more significant than later adult experiences; for 17 percent, 
childhood and adult experi�ces were of equal import; and for 70 percent, their adult 
experiences grew in siren� over the childhood ones (Robinson, 1977/1983), 

The fact that �e experiences are reported decades later, in some cases at the age 
of80 or even 90, r,uses the question whether they are remembered accurately or were 
edited and distorted from the original event Robinson argued that the experience 
bypassed language because it was inexpressible, and aiso becau�e children do not yet 
have the language to descnoe it. Here are three examples of the indelible strength of 
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such experiences. The respondents are well-educated, gifted individuals. The first 
respondent, who had his first experience at the age of 5 or 6, says that a child receives 
impressions but does not analyze them thereby avoiding modification of how the 
experience is recorded in memory. 

Because a spiritual-experience is so different from any other experience it can-
. not be distorted in memory, though it may be incapable of description. I remember 

vividly what I felt but I may not be able to convey that me1nory to others. I t was some­
thing "out of this world": it was a deep and abiding awareness, not intellectual, not 
emotional, but a deep perception of reality, of beauty, of truth and holiness. A child 
does not ask for "meanings, " it ,nerely accepts experiences and rejoices in them. I t  
lives for the monient. . .. A spiritual experience is sufficient in itself. It produces a 
reaction that "nothing could be more perfect than this." It is the ultimate in happi­
ness, trust and fulfillment -but a child does not of course think this; it merely accepts 
with gratitude. (Robinson, 1978, p. 128, M57) 

The second respondent had her first experience at the age of 5. She makes the 
point that interpreting an unusual, intense experience is beyond a child's capacities: 

I suddenly realized I was seeing through what the senses normally present into 
a beyond-most beautiful. There was the most glorious colour everywhere .... Its v iv ­
idness has remained with me all my life . ... I have never attempted to interpret that 
experience; I cant. I am just describing it as it happened. I do remember saying the 
twenty-third Psalm; I do reme,nber saying to myself. this must be what Heaven is like; 
and I do ren1ember the wonderful colour of it all; it seemed to be stereoscopic as if it 
went on through-like that. Thats all. How could I interpret it? (Robinson, 1978, p. 
155 and 159, F81) 

The third respondent, who had his first e;x:perience at the age of 6, says that one 
cannot well translate images (ideographs) into words, consequently an experience is 
imprinted whole. 

Language mes to reproduce ideographs of a sort in the mind of the hearer; it 
fails because of the hearers modifications en route to consciousness. In an experi­
ence like this, though, the ideographs are planted definitively_ and directly before 
personal modifications can get at them and mutilate them. (Robinson, 1978, p. 98, 
M49) 

What he is referring to are 3-D scenes which are extended in space. This type 
of life-like imagery, or picture-thinking, has been described as characteristic of dys­
lexics (Davis, 1994), of gifted individuals who had a near-death experience (Atwater, 
1999) and of visual-spatial learners who are not dyslexic (L. K. Silverman, personal 
communication, September 27, 1999). This man desctjbed a later experience of read­
ing "by a kind of series of mental pictures, something I had not experienced before. It 
was as ifI were watching a documentary on television, and the reading was the voice 
of the commentator" (Robinson, 1978, p. 97). 

There is evidence that children's memory is in fact very good. A study of a sig­
nificant childhood event (the birth of a sibling), showed that 3 and 4-year olds recall 
the event a year later quite accurately and no less well than 8-year olds (Sheingold 
and Tenney, 1982). More recent research demonstrated that children have a good 
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recall of personally experienced events even as early a& the end of the first year 
(Bauer, 1997; Fivush, 1997; Schneider & Pressley, 1997). 

Accounts of spiritual experiences and psychic abilities in young children chal­
lenge the view of childhood as a period of rudimentary cognition and reactive 

. emotionality (Annstrong, 1985; Hay & Nye, 1998; Peterson, 1987; Robinson, 
1977/1983; Young, 1977) . Perhaps some channels we ignore are open early in life 
only to  close later. In many accounts, vivid occurrences, experienced as quite natural, 
later faded with the passing of childhood. However, some people are able to retrieve 
tb.e experience tl1rough meditation, or sometimes tlrrough ad.rug, and take it even fur­
ther. Like the opening in the bones in the top of the head of the newborn that later 
closes so, perhaps, the experiential channels of higher energy also close but reopen 
later tlrrough spiritual discipline or other methods. 

Principal Themes 

Spiritual experiences occur in inexhaustible variely. Some attempts at descrip­
tive classification have been made( e.g., Greeley, I 974; Hardy, 1979; Hoffi.nan, 1992; 

Maxwell & Tschudin, 1990). Here I shall concentrate on examples of ex1>eriences 
from the childhood years that reveal something about the transpersonal dimension of 
reality. Certain themes are of particular interest. 

One of the recurring themes is unity, oneness, timelessness, or the interconnec­
tion of everything. A related theme, or perhaps just an aspect of timeless unity, is the 
experience of pulsating light and energy. When there is no mention of a divine pres­
ence, such experiences are called nontheistic (White, 1996). In a tlleistic experience, 
God is known as a distinct Presence, or is present in everything, or everything is pres ­
ent in God. Realization of one's identity beyond the physical is another frequent 
theme. Related to it is the subtlleme of the continuity of 01e self beyond death. A
highly significant theme is entelechy, an inner imperative directing a person's life. 

The insights and knowledge brought by such experiences often create diffi­
culty when adults tell the child that he or she is wrong and should put such "ideas" out 
of mind, which sometimes leads the child to doubttbe reality of the experience. Nev­
ertheless, in most cases the cbiJd·is convinced of the lruth of the experience and keeps 
it private. 

Excerpts illustrating these themes follow below. Hoffman gives ages and occu­
pations for his respondents; Robinson and others refer to them only as Mor F for male 
or female and add the age. Thus F81 denotes an 8 1 -year old woman andM57 a 57-
year old man. In some cases, the age is not available. For easier orientation, the 
excerpts given here are numbered consecutively. 

Experiences of Ecstasy, Timelessness, Oneness with Nature 

Excerpt #1 (F37). At the age of 9, at sunrise, during her Girl Scout camping trip, this 
woman saw fluid patterns of light from which everything is  made: 
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I awoke early in the niorning feeling a strange compulsion to leave my tent in 
the darkness and ,nake my way to the water :S edge . ... I sat n1yself down, alone on the 
sandy shore, and silently watched the horizon. 

The sun was just coming up ... my awareness suddenly became altered. I saw 
the light arisingfrom the ocean in slow-moving, distinct particles, and I sat in awe as 
they combined in shifting patterns of many colors. 

By the time the sun had completely shown itself, I was transported by feelings 
that �ere overwhelming and wordless , .. a sense that everything fit together per ­
fectly, that the world was fine in every way-and that life itself was a thing of wonder 
and magic. (Hoffman, 1992, p .  32) 

She tried to tell her mother but met with indifference. She feared that there was 
something wrong with he.r, yet sbe trusted her intuition. Years later, during Zen medi­
tation, the childhood memory returned with great intensity and she recognized it as 
the significant spiritual encounter of her early life. "I also felt sorrow for the little girl 
wb.o bad been enraptured and then made to feel such needless doubt." 

The above example is typical of a child trying to communicate an ecstatic expe­
rience only to be met with indifference. From then on, the child does not dare to' 
approach anyone else. Fortunately, this person was able through meditation to find 
tliat her earlier sense of profound significance of her experience was valid. How 
many others are not so fortunate? 

Excerpt #2 (F29). An experience from middle childhood and a whole year of over­
powering experiences: 

When I was in fourth.grade, I would have days that were incomprehensible to 
my child :S mind. It :S very hard to put into words. I would feel a tremendous connected­
hess to everything and everyone. Everything was one. 1 could see the connection 
between all things. Of course, at the time 1 had no idea what was going on. 

I would try to convey my experience to friends andfan1ily but no one paid much 
attention. So,ne days I wasn table to co,nmunicate with people at all because my per ­
ceptions of unity were overwhelming. This was interpreted by others as extreme 
shyness. 

Actually, I wasn 1 the slightest bit shy. I was just grateful at not being locked 
away. because 1 was convinced that something was very wrong with me. These 
intense perceptions lqsted for more than a year, and then gradually faded away. 

Much later, in college, I tried mescaline and was amazed to find myself feeling 
the same things I had felt as a fourth-grader; an a l l -consuming love for everything 
and everyone. It's only been recently that I've truly begun to understand the deep 
spirituality of my childhood experiences. (Hoffman,.1992, pp. 101-102) 

This rePQrt shows the isolatio.n children can feel because no one around talces 
their attempts to describe their state seriously, which leaves them confused, over­
whelmed, and in fear of their sanity. This is one of the very few reports in these banks 
of data of a drug-induced transcendental experience. Safe, drugless methods, like 
holotropic breathing, exist today that give comparable results (Grof, 1988). 
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Experiences of Pulsating Energy and Life Force 
Experiences of pulsating energy are expressed in many different ways, for 

example, "life pulsating in every living thing," "the energy which causes the facts to 
exist," "a warm vibrating glow, "eternally pulsing light." 

Excerpt #3 (F52). A young child was healed by a pulsating light: 
At the age of three<md a half/ was very ill with rheu,naticfever and rheumatic 

arthritis. One night, as I sobbed uncontrollably from the terrible pain, my grand­
mother gently told me, "Look up, and when the pain is bad, go to the stars. "

La ter that night I again felt excruciating pain and decided to follow her advice. 
I gazed at the stars, visible through my bedroom window. Suddenly I felt myself in the 
midst of a glowing, pulsating, slowly swirling light. I knew everything. I was every­
thing. It was blissful beyond words. The next morning I felt immeasurably better, and 
my illness soon went away. (Hoffman, p. 62) 

Excerpt #4 (FS7). The following excerpt illustrates a number of important points: 
perceiving each living thing as a focus of energy, life as a continuous fabric of con­
sciousness, affinity with all living things, and identity of a deep indestructible core 
within the self. This took place during an evening stroll on open land with her mother: 

The most profound experience of my life came to me when I was very 
young-between four and five years old . ... As the sun declined and the slight chill of 
evening came on, a pearly ,nist formed over the ground . ... Suddenly I seemed to see 
the mist as a shi,nmering gossamer tissue and the harebells, appearing here and 
there, seemed to shine with a brilliant fire. Somehow I understood that this was the 
living tissue of life itself, in which that which we call consciousness was embedded, 
appearing here and there as a shiningfocus of energy in the more diffused whole. In 
that 1noment I knew that I had my own place, as had all other things, animate and s o ­
called inanimate, and that we were all part of this universal tissue which was both 
fragile yet immeiisely strong, and utterly good and beneficent. 

The vision has never left me. [tis as clear today as fifty years ago, and with it the 
same intense feeling of love of the ivorld and the certainty of ultimate good. I t  gave me 
then a strong, clear sense of identity which has withstood many vicissitudes, and an 
affinity with plants, birds, animals, even insects, and people, too, which has often 
been commented upon. Moreover, the whole of this experience has ever since formed 
a kind of reservoir of strength fed from a'! unseen source, from which quite suddenly 
in the midst of the darkest times a bubble· of pure joy rises through it all, and I know 
that whatever the anguish there is some deep center in my life which cannot be 
touched by it. 

Of course, at the early age of four or jive I could not have expressed anything of 
the experience in the words I have now used, and perhaps the attempt to convey the 
absoiption of myself in the whole, and the intensity of meaning, sounds merely over­
coloured to the reader. But the point is that, by whatever mysterious perception, the 
whole impression and its total meaning were apprehended in a single instant Years 
later, reading Traherne and Meister Eckhart and Francis o f  Assisi, I have cried aloud 
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with surprise and joy, knowing myself to be in the co,npany of others who had been 
able to set it down so marvelously. This is not the only experience of the kind that has 
come to me-indeed they occur relatively often-but it is without doubt the one which 
has laid the deepest foundations of my life, and for which I feel the profoundest grati ­
tude. (Robinson, 1977/1983, pp. 32-33) 

The above report is remarkable in its comprehensiveness. It demonstrates the 
great intensity with which such early experiences are impressed upon the whole 
being of tlie child, which makes them indelible and unalterable. It is the great in�er 
treasure of the assurance of safety and the indestructibility of the self. It gave this per­
son a sen se of identity, a special place in the order of things, and a reservoir of strength 
with which to face life's tr.ials. It also gave her an intense feeling of love that radiates 
to people and animals in such a way thatit is noticed. It is a clear example of one of the 
many ways of being spiritually gifted. 

Excerpt #5 (F71). A professor of anthropology remembers how her breathing be­
came rhythmic at the seaside when she was 4. Focusing on the rhythm of one's breath 
is a basic technique of meditation. 

!found myself standing at the beach, alone. The sea touched the sky. Breathing
with the waves, I entered their rlrythm. Suddenly there was a channeling of energy: 
the sun, the Wind, the sea were going right through me .  

A door opened, and I becarne the sun, the wind, and the sea .  There was no "I" 
anymore. "I" had merged with everything else. All sensory perceptions had become 
one. Sound, smell, taste, touch, shape-all melted into a brilliant light. The pulsating 
energy }vent right through me, and I was part of that energy. 

My parents found me trans.fixed on the beach and thought that I had suffered a 
heat stroke. So they kept me in bed, in the dark.for a couple of days .  This gave me time 

· to return to ordinary life .... I've always been able to recall the light that enveloped 
and penetrated me. In this way, the episode ... became a spiritual "measuring rod" as 
to whether a later vision was genuine or just a fiction of my imagination. {Hoffman, 
1992,pp. 38-39) 

In most cases, such early experiences instill in the recipient a feelir� of inner 
certainty of its truth. Thus they stand apart from anything that is only ima .. ined. This 
woman's remark, that her experience at the age of 4 became for her a spiritual "meas ­
uring rod," makes thi.s point emphatically. Her vision gave her a means of assessing 
whether an experience was genuinely spiritual or not. 

Excerpt #6 (F46). Another respondent said that such experiences carry their own 
authority and are actually the standard for everything in a person's inner life. 

Perhaps the most useful thing I can say is Jhat these "experiences" (not all are 
clear-cut and obvious, some are uncertain and shade into everyday life) cannot be 
"evaluated" in the same way as other mental states of experience, because they have 
the quality of being not only self authenticating but being the ground or standard by 
which everything else in my subjective experience can be, and is, judged. This phe ­
nomenon it,self is not unknown i n  abnormal states of  delusion and hallucination but is 
not as common in them as might be supposed, and, in my experience, invariably leads 
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to progressive mental deterioration, pain, and, eventually, psychological and social 
disintegration, whereas the only objective test of spiritual experiences is that they 
show fruit in enhanced sensitiviiy and maturity, and lead to growth in all areas of per­
sonality. (Maxwell & Tschudin, 1996, p. 193) 

The last statement underscores what James recognized as tlie criterion of genu­
ineness and validity of spiritual experiences and current authors call spiritual 
intelligence (Emmons, 1999; James, 1902; Noble, this issue; Sinetar, 2000). 

Experience of God, Eternal Presence, God in Everything 

Excerpt #7 (F76). At the age of 12 ata summer camp this woman had a life-changing 
experience. The event freed her fron1 feelings of loneliness and inner tunnoil-she 
lost her mother at the age of 8-and set her on a quest to regain the experience oflove 
and divine presence. Unlike many other cases, the experience did not provide her 
with a means of entering such a stage again, and yet it le.ft a lasting imprint by perma­
nently reducing her feeling of being alone. 

I didn l make friends easily and felt lonely there much of the time. One sunny 
day, while all the other girls went to the lake for a swim, I walked into the woods. I 
came to a clearing and sat down by a tree stu1np. 

Sitting quietly, I was really trying to sort things out in 1ny mind. Suddenly I 
beca111e aware of what I can describe only as an awesome Presence. I was startled 
and overwhelmed, and I looked around. No one was there. I then experienced a t r e ­
mendous warrnth and love-beyond anything I could have conceived. Even then, 
though, l was very negative about formal religion, I clearly thought, ''If there is a 
God, this has to be it .  " 

As quickly as the episode occurred, it faded away. I've spent the rest of my life 
looking/or such a beauf:i:ful Presence: in houses, in people, in places of worship. J 've 
neverfound it. Yet l never again felt so alone in the world. (Hoffman, 1992, pp. 29-30) 

Excerpt #8 (F47). This report is typical of the experience of God's indwelling in the 
world: 

One spring day, when I lvas about 7 ,  I was outside playing happily in the late 
afternoon. I looked toward the sun. Clouds were slowly floating across it, and the 
rays bearning out from behind them 111ere glorious. I became utterly entranced with 
the whole vision. 

I had the intense feeling that God was somehow speaking to ,ne through this 
scene . .4t that instant, I just knew that God was in everything and that everything was 
a part of God. I felt awed by the whole experience, but never told anyone about it. 
(Hoffman, 1992,pp. 49-50) 

Identity: A Sense of Self Beyond Physical Reality and Beyond 
One Lifetime 

Excerpt #9 (F76). A number of excerpts express the realization that one's individual 
essence or "I" is a consciousness that is separate from the body: This logically leads to
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the understanding that the "I" is changeless despite changes in t4e body; it is also 
changeless through successive lifetimes. This excerpt is one of many such realiza­
tions. 

When I was about 10 I had a strange experience which 1 still remember quite 
clearly. I was walking back from school and suddenly stood still as the realisation 
came over me, "My body i's now that of a child-but its not ME. Soon I shall have 
body of a young girl and later of a woman-but it still ivon 't be ME; I am apart from 
my body and always will be." (Robinson, 1977/1983, pp. 114-115) 

Excerpt #10 (F70). This is a report of an intriguing experience, at tlie age of 5, of a 
disembodied double self. Years later this experience enabled �s person to under­
stand that individual consciousness is part of the greater whole in God's cosmic con­
sciousness. When, by some unknown trigger, the "I" is released from tight 
identificati<?n with the body and one's personality, this realization becomes possible. 

One morning when I was about five, I awoke and sat up in my bed. All of a sud ­
den, very distinctly, I saw myself sitting at the foot of the bed. The other "me" was my 
mirror image _in every respect. More strangely, the consciousness that was '.'I" was 
not restricted to either of the two girls, but moved between them until finally it stayed 
with the child at the head of the bed. The "me" then solidified somehow and the other 
child disappeared. 

The child who ren1ained-me -slid down under the covers. ]felt no fear or  dis ­
comfort, no after feeling of abnormality. It seemed like a natural occurrence at the 
time, yet I've remembered it all my life. 

As I've grown older, I've given the experience more thought. To me, Mind or 
God is a consciousness-and a power-that isn t mine or me, but of which I'm none­
theless a part, and that can be called upon to operate in my life, though I cant dictate 
its operation. (Hoffman, 1992, p .  142-143)

There are many variations in the experience of the selfbeing separable from the 
body and having a continued, indestructible existence. The most widely lmown 
sources of this .realization are out-of-body experiences associated with surgery, fatal 
accidents, and other triggers to separation from body-consciousness. In most cases 
the experience is accompanied by the conviction that death is only one of the gates of 
life, the exit gate, while birth is the entry gate, and that the self continues between 
death and rebirth (Grof, 1988; Moody, 1975; Morse, 1992; Stevenson, 1987, 1997; 
Weiss, 1988). 

Excerpt #11 (FSO). Atthe age of 4 this woman had the insight that our body limits our 
vision but by beingrid oftbe body, vision would be greatly enhanced. M we shall dis-

. cuss it shortly, this way of seeing is actually normal for some people. 
One day when I was abo_ut four, I was standing just outside our kitchen door' 

facing into the dining room. All of a sudden I became inteni,ely aware that my body 
was just a temporary vehicle for the essence that i.s "me. " With a very strange sensa­
tion, I felt that my body was giving me only a limi'ted tunnel vision, and when 
disembodied I would again be able to see in all directions at once . 

.. 
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Still with this strong awareness, I turned to my mother and said, "Do you ever 
feel fanny being stuck inside your body?" 

My mother glared at n1e with a iotally uncomprehending expression and 
snapped, "I don t know what you 're talking about!" Prom her irritated look I could 
see that she really didn t (Hoffmann, 1992, p. 118) 

Note that she had a sense of having had this ability before: "I would be again 
able to see in all directions a t  once," which suggests a memory of a disembodied con-
. 

sc1ousness. 
There appear to be intermediate forms between our normal frontal vision and 

seeing in all directions at once. A thirteen-year old girl thus described her ability to 
visualize things: "Past events [ and those J that are going to be, both come ·in clearly 
with detail. But they are imaginary because it appears as being both as ifl ,vas seeing 
it from my eyes, and as if I am seeing the whole picture with me in  i t ." 
(Piechowski,unpublished). Morse (1992) reports a case of panoramic vision. A high 
school student was being carried out to sea by a tide. When he realized what was hap ­
pening, he became frightened. Suddenly, he found himself above his body looking 
down: ''I was about three feet above myself and a little behind. I could see the shore­
line and where I was headed. I could also look down in the water and see what was 
going on down there. There was no distortion of anything and I could see in  a pano­
rami� way, about 270-degrees" (pp. 161-162). Yogananda (1946/1981, pp. 80-81) 
described seeing in all directions at once, as well as objects having become transpar­
ent though still clearly seen, in a state of cosmic consciousness imparted to him by a 
holy man. To trigger the experience the holy man slapped Yogananda's chest just 
above the heart 

Davis (1994, p,129) described the "mind's eye" of the dyslexic to be rapidly 
shifting location of the viewpoint as if circling an object in space and thus obtaining a 
3-D view almost instantly. Atwater (1999) interviewed a man who can see in 4-D: "I

.am currently able to see all sides of an object at once. I can read the 'other' side of a 
box of Pop-Tarts without touching or moving the box. I have seen insides of locked 
obj�ts at the same time that I saw all [ their outer J sides. It's-not like they're unfolded 
and laid out in  two dj.mensions; it's more.like looking at objects from all possible 
angles simultaneously" (p. 76). Thus, 4-D seeing i s  not limited to a disembodied con ­
sciousness or a yogic trance. This is a good instance of coming upon an extended 
human capacity in  an wrusual state, whether of sudden unexpected insight or a yogic 
trance, only to find that there are people who have this capacity as their natural 
endowment. It is thus possible that the numerous spiritual experiences on record 
indeed point to a larger dimension of a transpersonal reality, a reality worth explor -
. 

mg. 

Excerpt #12 (M60). The next excer:pt introduces an e_ncounter with the gro�d ofbe­
ing, a name for that in which everything exists (Tillich, 1952) _. As a little boy, a clini ­
calpsychologisthad the experience that his self was nameless, formless and infinite. 

One day when I was three or four, I was playing alone in bushes around our 
house on a summer afternoon. My parents had several visitors, and they started 
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arriving ... I was watching it all from the bushes . ... Soon everyone had arrived, but I 
remained motionless in the bushes, enjoying the quietness and coziness of the spot. 

I.first noticed that I could think about anything I wanted, and no one knew what 
it was. As I conjured up memories to think about, I realized that I could go back only a 
short distance in time before I found n1yself beyond al/ memories and facing a total 
blankness. 

As I faced the blankness in my minds eye, I gradually became awC1re that n1y 
identity transcended all these me�ories: that "I" had no form or name, no history, 

and filled this blankness or e1nptiness as an immensity extending to infinity. This awe­
so,ne feeling lasted/or several minutes, and then I became aware of myself as a little 
boy peering out of the bushes. 

I experienced a tremendous jolt-and a sense of regret mixed with anger and 
sadness-about having left my previous state of euph,oric awareness. This memory 
has returned to me with increasing clarity as a result of my meditative practice. It still 
inspires 111e, how my usual childhoodfra1ne of mind was completely erased, and how I 
was able to 1nerge with a much greater awareness. (Hoffman, 1992, 123-124)' 

Children at  that age are not yet able to reflect on their own thinking (Flavell, 
1963), yet this boy realized that his thoughts were his own. At this moment the boy 
not only understood that he was an individual but that he had a personal history. He 
had the remarkable ability to slide back in memory beyond his point of origin and 
expetjence the great Void that is the ground of all existence. 

An experience of this kind is beyond what we know about cognitive capacities 
of young children; it is also beyond the comprehension of most adults. It points to the 
transpersonal dimension, in which a different kind of knowing and remembering is 
possible, as documented by Grof(I988, 1998). 

Entelechy 
Entelechy is the concept of a vital force directing one's life, a strong will 

toward self-determination and fulfilling one's destiny (Lovecky, 1990, 1993). Gifted 
children often display such intrinsically directed striving. Experiences ofbeing given 
a plan, a mission in life or being guided are captured by this concept. Lovecky ( 1998) 
met a gifted 5-year-old girl, Crissy, who was instrumental in another child being 
healed. Crissy has always shown unusual spiritual sensitivity and awareness of oth ­
ers. Her mother said that Crissy was calling out in church ''Halleluiah" and "God is 
good" when sbe was only a few months old. Just before she turned five, she felt a 
strong urge top.ray for her cousin, then only 7_ weeks old. She prayed for three days. 
Only then was it found that the baby had a birth defect. Crissy told everyone that the 
baby would be healed if they prayed, and she herself continued to pray. Two weeks 
later the baby was healed. "Crissy sees herself as a gift from God. Her stated goal is to 
be a doctor for Jesus." 

In the reports of adults remembering their childhood experiences there are 
some of a distinctly entelechlal character, such as, for instance, receiving a plan for 
one's life. An awareness of divine guidance can be regarded as a manifestation of 
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entelechy. For example, the blueprint for her life given to a child is reported 66 years 
later to have been carried out 

Excerpt #13 (F72) 
Like petals of a rose opening in beautiful, order, my life has opened up bit by bit 

from the first clear and wonderful experience of God calling me by name when I was 
six and revealing his plan for my life. What followed was built on that first experience. 
(Robinson, 1977/1988, pp. 51-52) 

Excerpt #14 (F31) shows that there may be a sense of a special task for one's life as 
early as tbe age of three, but nearly three decades later this task bas not yet been re­
vealed. This respondent also expresses a feeling not uncommon in gifted children 
that they don't belong here and long to return to their true home: 

Religious experience: /first became aware of this at the age of 3. In fact it made 
up the very.first conscious thinking I ever did. 'There were two elements to  it: (a) a 
feeling that I was in the world to do certain things, that I had been sent here to carry 
out these tasks, togetherwith an awareness that I didn tyet know exactly what it was I 
was supposed to do and that! would first have to find ou t .  I was convinced that sooner 
or later the "call" to do the right thing would come (it hasn 1 so far). (b) A "knowl­
edge" that I had co,ne from somewhere before I was born. and that I would one day

return to that somewhere ... as a very young child I had a very strong and distinct feel­
ing that my life hadn 1 started at birth, and of being frightfully old . ... I'm still, at the 
back of my mind, lookingfor that "something. "But as I get older and gradually give 
up n1ost of the things I hoped to  do in life, my little "something" is turning into some ­
thing I have to find, rather than something r have to do. (Robinson, 197711983, pp. 

104-105)

This respondent was 31 years old when she wrote this. A person's mission in 
life may be revealed much later than this. Juan de Dios, in 16th century Spain, did not 
know ofhismission to found the order of the Hospitaliers until he was 40 (Newcomb, 
1959); Dag Hammarksjold was 48 when the noro.ination to be the UN Secretary Gen­
eral finally gave his life a goal he was seeking until then; Grandma Moses did not start
painting until she was past 80. 

· · 

Excerpt #15 (F, no age given). In some cases the direction for one's life comes from 
a surrender offered as a c�oice as in the following: 

My.first experience was at 14. I was sitting in a silent Quaker meeting. I do not 
reniernber what I was thinking. I became conscious of a quite physical Presence 
standing beside me, urging me to give my life to His direction in exchange for His 
guidance and friendship. I cannot say I heard a voice but I knew the words that had 
been "said. "It remains as real to me today as at that moment, and the recollec(ion of 
the promise has upheld me all the way. (Maxwell & Tschudin, 1990,pp. 169-170) 

Excerpt# 16 (I<� no age given). The majority of reports of spiritual experiences c o n ­
vey the sense of loving harmony in which they are presented or as an invitation to a c ­
cept direction and guidance as in the excerpt above. In startling contrast to this, a 
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13-year old girl was pressured to agree to study medicine. When she a t  last accepted,
her academic achievement was hoisted significantly higher and with it came an as­
surance of continued support.

, So,nething came to me when I was 13yearsold. I saw a picture of a pile of Jews' 
bodies waiting to be bulldozed into a mass grave in Germany during the Second 
World War. Of course J was shocked, but the "whatever it is" took the opportunity to 
pound my brain from the inside for twelve hours. I can remember thinking "I don 1 
know what you want. What am I to do?" I was not confused or frightened, just sort of 
"taken over. "At the end of the twelve hours I thought-though I can 'I remember 
why-that maybe I should choose a career as a docto,: Suddenly the ''whatever it is" 
vacated my head and allowed me to return to normal. 

. That was i t  really. People were a bit surprised al 1ny career choice, because I 
was rather a "slow starter. :· I plodded a bit harder with school work, but not really 
enough to justify the sharp increase in success experienced at O level. I had a minor 
setback when one of my A-level grades was too low for entry to medical school, but it 
was only a temporary loss of confuience. "Whatever it is" can cope with well­
intentioned plodders apparently, and I got in the next year. 

I used to wonder if this thing that gives ,ne strength had some sort of mission for 
me .  I doubt this, a.s despite a certain knowledge that God exists, I cannot find him/her 
in religion oj·any sort (not that I've tried much. In fact, I prefer not to think about it in 
case it goes away. Its nice not to have to worry about bad tinies. It arrives when nec­
essary, someti1nes in the most unexpected situations.) (Maxwell & Tschudin, 1990, p. 
68) 

In this person's experience, the transpersonal agent appears impersonal and 
without identity as "whatever it is." We can note this anomaly without, at present, in 
any way understanding it. 

Children's Techniques of Entering 
Nonordinary Consciousness 

Excerpt #17 (F50). In the reports one finds also instances of techniques children use 
to enter a heightened state of consciousness. In contrast to experiences unexpectedly 
overtaking a child's consciousness, some reports describe ways to enter a joyful state 
of deep peace, even bliss. Devotion expressed in intense prayer, pouring out the heart 
in longing for God, is the way of great mystics. This example is of a child who was 
able to develop thi.s degree of intensity of prayer to reach unitive consciousness. 

My Baptist grandparents were my spiritual role models. When I lvas very 
young, I hear(i them say that I should just "pray without ceasing, "and I tried very 
hard to do just that .  After severalyears it see,ns that I learned to pray with great inten­
sity, even when I lvasn 't forming words of formal prayer. Eventually, in my prayers I 
began occasionally to feel a "prese1:ce" move through me, which filled n1e with won­
der and awe . ...

I was ten when my first vivid experience occurred; I had already discovered 
that at nighttime I could best maintain this inward state. I would kneel on the bed with 
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,ny elbows on the windowsill above it and pray for hours before finally lying <!own to 
sleep. . , 

One night, as I gazed through my window at the starry night, I thought how God 
was through, and yet beyond, all space. Suddenly I had the sensation of being su r ­
rounded by a musical harmony like ·a great anthem, only inaudible to the human ear. 
Then I just seemed to evaporate until I too was through and beyond the stars. (Hoff­
man, 1992 p. 91) 

Common to all spiritual paths is the training of the mind to become calm and 
focused. This is achieved by watching the rhythmic flow of one's breath, or by watch­
ing an object-the flame of a canclle, a blank wall, visualizing a number or 
symbol-or repeating a phrase which then becomes a mantra. Note that in the section 
on experiences of pulsating energy, a 4-year old girl entered the rhythm of breathing 
with the waves. Some of these techniques are used in spiritual training in various tr a ­
ditions, other ones appear quite original. How young children contrive to hit upon 
these techniques is very puzzling indeed. One would think they are rare and unusual 
but Nye (Hay & Nye, 1998) found that children 6 and 10 years old could at that age 
identify their strategies for reaching spiritual awareness. Some techniques are: 
becoming calm and focused (basic in spiritual. training in various traditions), intense 
though wordless prayer, focusing on visual patterns, repeating a phrase, concentrat­
ing on infinity or nothingness. 

· Calming the mind allows it to be focused. Focusing the mind allows it to be
calm. The respondents describe how, as children, they practiced silent gazing, 
watched visual patterns, or concentrated on infinity. One man described visiting 
church alone as a child. Staring steadily at the cross on the altar, he stilled his mind: 
"In this way I could better hear the small, quiet voice that speaks to us all with such 
authority" (Hoffman, 1992, p. 130). 

Excerpt #18 (M60). Another respondent, the same as in# 11, recalled how at 3 years 
of age he discovered a way to have an authentically religious experience. Note again 
the aufbority of truth felt in the experience in contrast to the inauthenticity of adult 
pronouncements, another instance of a highly precocious spiritually gifted perspi­
cacity: 

Very often when I was about three I used to look out the window of either the 
bathroom or the ironing room and experience a euphoric unification with the space in 

front of me and all around. 
I became so absorbed in these experiences that I would lose all sense of time . ...

At some point [some years later] I discovered that if I sat very still in my bed with my 
legs crossed and then fixed my eyes on a spot in the design of the Oriental rug, I 
entered a euphoric state. I had been taught prayers, but never experienced the same 
intensity of feeling with thenz. 

In simple terms, these meditative experiences led me to feel as a child that the 
grown-ups around me were out of touch with something and were deceiving them­
selves-and me-with unfounded opinions. As a result I often felt the need to retreat 
to a private reality among tlie woods and in nature. (Hojfman,.1992 p. 96) 
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Others reported feeling refreshed and calm with the inflow of energy as a result 
of focusing on a pattern or repeating a phrase-one at the age of 4 repeated over and 
over, "I am me! I am me!" and felt deep peace and a "strong sense of God at those 
moments." (Hoffman, 1992, p. 125) 

Excerpt #19 (M47). Only a gifted child could achieve a mystical state by concentrat­
ing on a mathematical concept as in this recollection: 

When I was a second-grader in Catholic school, the teacher gave a honiework 
assign1nent introducing the concept of zero. There were several problems in which 
zero was added to or subtracted fron1 various· numbers. Of course, ·the· answer was 
that the nwnber always re,nained the sanie . ... I sat alone in 1ny roo,n that night and 
stared 1vith tears at this seemingly senseless problem. 

I wondered,· "How could I add something to a number and yet the number 
re1nai11ed unchanged?" Suddenly, I understood-and had the fi1·st mystical experi­
ence of my life. The irnmensity of the concept of nothingness overwhelmed me. I was 
awed 'by the realization that mathematicians were brilliant enough to capture this 
immensity in a little symbol. J.felt a sense of comfort and light . ... (Hoffman, 1992, p. 
115) 

Excerpt #20 (F41). This person discovered a technique of"tumbling back" when she 
was about 8 or 9. She is one of those who, as children, reached to that which existed 
before the universe came into·being-the primordial Void or blissful Nothingness 
and Silence. 

I grew up in an affluent and nonreligious family. During time alone in my room, 
1 would often "tumble back" into another reality-focusing on what was here before 
the universe or anything el�e existed. I would tumble farther and further into this 
secure void, relishing the feeling of'quiet detachment, almost floating. 

I never told anyone of these episodes. Somehow I knew that my inner tumbling 
was not an ordinary thought process but a special experience that occurred only 
when] was alone for a while. I was certainly not scientifically motivated during these 
inner journeys. I never actually thought about space, ti,ne, or the universe :S creation. 
That is, ·111y "tumbling back" experiences were much stronger and involved richer 
sensations than mere thi,Jking. 

These experiences just happened naturally. There ,vas no particular trigger 
like art, music, or exposure to nature. More than thirty years later 1 recall these ep i ­
sodes with great fondness, awe, and reverence. They left me lvith a feeling of 
connectedness with whatever is beyond our own reality, and the Jaio1vledge that I 
could change rny ordinary state of consciousness. (Hoffman, 1992, pp. I 53-154) 

Note that this child was aware that this was a special experience-she had to be 
alone for it to take place-and that it was rich and intense. Her way of concentrating 
by zooming back to before anything came into existence is similar to how the little 
boy hidden in the bushes thought himself back before all memories into an "empti­
ness as an immensity extending to infinity," the ground of being (Excerpt #11). It is 
astounding that such concepts--not as thoughts but experienced fust hand-which 

-
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most adults find incomprehensible, are conveyed directly to young children. On the 
basis of his many case studies oftranspersonal experience, Grof(l992) writes: 

One of the most enigmatic of all transpersonal pheno,nena is the experi­
ence oj'the Void, the encounter with primordial Emptiness, Nothingness, 
and Silence. This extraordinary spiritual experience is of a highly para­
doxical nature. The Void exists beyond form of any kind. While being a 
source Qf everything it cannot itself be derived from anything else. It is be­
yond space and time. While we can perceive nothing concrete in the Void 
there is also the profound sense that nothing is missing. This absolute 
emptiness is simultaneously pregnant with all of existence since it con­
tains everything in a potential form. (p .  170) 

The recollections of childhood spiritual experiences show that a larger reality 
opens up to some children spontaneously, and that they can find their own way to 
enter a state of transpersonal consciousness. Through these experiences, a different 
sense of one's being emerges--sometimes as vast as the whole universe-a glimpse 
of a larger benevolent and joyous reality in which human beings and all of life are 
connected on a deep level. 

Unsettling Experiences 

While the great majority of transcendental experiences are joyotJS, reassuring, 
and blissful, nevertheless a certain number of such experiences ,vere unsettling, 
sometimes even frightening, though usually they were resolved later. This is more 
likely to happen when a child pursues difficult existential questions such as the mean ­
ing of death and nothingness, for which he or she cannot fmd authoritative assistance. 
Let us remember, too, that mystics often report trembling with fear in thei!litial 
moments of a divine visitation. Eventually the fears dissolve and give place to a feel­
ing of deep peace. In some cases, .it may take a long time before the resolution comes. 
Until such time, it can be a very trying period, especially to a child. These experiences 
require a separate review. 

Discussion 

What does it all add up to? At least four things: (1) that children are capable of 
spiritual awareness and of having profound spiritual experiences; (2) that spiritual 
experiences come to children unbidden, or as a result of focused effort, or both, when 
a technique is found to repeat the experience at will; (3) that the taboo on spirituality 
isolates them and forces them to hide their experiences; and ( 4) that spiritual gifted ­
ness presumes spiritual intelligence. 

Spiritual Giftedness 
Having sampled a few reports of early spiritual experiences, we come to the 

task of examining the idea of spiritual giftedness. William James's cases of spiritu­
ally gifted people were extreme in the depth of faith, devotion, and inner change; 

82 Advanced Development Journal 



Michael M. Piecbo,vski 

most were well-know11 canonized saints or secular persons prominent by the saintly 
example of their lives. These are recognized spiritual "achievers," as it were, the 
religious and mystical virtuosi who invariably play a role in public life (Weber, 
1963). The examples cited here are drawn from people from all walks of life, from 
farmers to clinical psychologists, from janitors to ambassadors. Do their reports of 
childhood experiences qualify them as spiritually gifted? 

A spiritual experience is a special event. It is a boon to someone, often a child, 
who is ready and open to receive it. Recognition of receptivity of this kind is reflected 
in terms like "sensitive," "intnitive," or "attuned" applied in cases when such quali ­
ties are noticed. Spiritual experiences are more common in childhood than previously 
thought. Rather than rare and exceptional, they are normal. 

But is normal the same as frequent, the way the norm of an average is? In fact, 
normal does not always mean comu1on or average. Let's consider first that the sur ­
veys show a significant proportion of  people (up to roughly SO percent) had a spiritual 
experience of so1ne sort (Hay & Nye, 1998). We have no data for how many the expe­
rience had a transformative influence, or whether it was oflasting influence on how a 
person lived his or her life. Judging from the sense of isolation felt by people who 
have had a profound experience (Noble, 2000), it is probably a few percent or less. 
Second, out of 4,000 reports submitted to the RERC, about 15 percent included a 
spiritual cxperienc� from childhood. These reports were submitted by self-selected 
volunteers. Therefore, they are a small proportion of the population. Third, Rebecca 
Nye interviewed schoolchildren and found that they bad a kind of spiritual aware­
ness, and among them some "experienced their spirituality directly and personally in 
the form of religious insights" (Hay & )'-Tye, 1998, p. 110). Nye did not get the impres­
sion that their experiences were of life-changing significance. Of course, it was too 
early for the children, ages 6 and 10, to be able to recognize longterm effects. Also, 
they haven't yet quite realized that the spirituality that is natural to them is strange to 
adults. Childhood spiritualily is a potential which sometimes blossoms in an o u t ­
standing experience of life-changing impact. 

I propose that outstanding experiences require a predisposition-an outstan d ­
ing potential for spiritual giftedness. Such a postulate fits the idea of giftedness as 
developmental asynchrony (Silverman, 1993). Th.is concept says that uw.er experi ­
ences and awareness can be so different that they outstrip age norms in a chlld's 
development. 

Spiritual Intelligence 
The importance of the spiritual dimension in human life and personality is fully 

supported by recent psychological research (Emmons, 1999). This dimension corre­
lates positively with psychological health, resilience, and positive self-regard 
(Emmons, 1999; Noble, 1987). It leads straight t o  the concept of spiritual intelli­
gence. It is deliciously .ironic that Gardner (1999) concluded that there is not 
sufficient ground for establishing spiritual intelligence as a distinct member of .multi­
ple intelligences, while Emmons (1999), using Gardner's own eight criteria, came to 
the firm conclusion that there is. As a start, Emmons proposed five core con1ponents 

. for it: (1) the capacity to transcend the physical and material, (2) the ability to experi-
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ence heightened states of consciousness, (3) th.e ability to sanctify everyday 
experience, ( 4) the ability to utilize spiritual resources to  solve problems, (5) the 
capacity to be virtuous. To what degree mast these be present? Without excess.ive ide­
alizing or d.emanding perfection, we can assume some reasonable level of each 
component. 

How do these criteria apply to child experiencers? We know that adult models 
do not always fit children. A child's giftedness cannot be measured in terms of adult 
achievem.ent that has not yet been realized. Nor are life trajectories as predictable as 
\Ve wish them to be. Spiritual growth is perhaps the most difficult to predict because 
effort does not always guarantee results. 

In regard to Emmons's first two core components, childhood experiences are 
excellent examples of transcending the physical and material and of "heightened 
states of unity in which all boundaries disappear" (Emmons, 1999, p. 165). 

Emmons describes tb.e ability to sanctify everyday experience as taking life's 
tasks, for instance parenting, as sacred obligations. To children, spiritual experience 
is a normal partoflife, and it is by contrast with the adult world around them they real ­
ize that so often the adults don't know, don't like to talk to God, and have no true joy 
but live by artificial distinctions and separations of race, religion, class, and ilie like. 
Where there is no self-consciousness, the component of sanctifying could not apply. 
Many excerpts show this sanctified relation with nature and \Vith ·others. 

The ability to utilize spiritual resources to solve problems is present in children 
in the sense of guidance, a feeling of protection, and support in adversity in later 
years. 

The capacity to be virtuous, that is, "to show forgiveness, express gratitude, be 
b.umble, to display compassion and wisdom," (p. 166) are present in potential and 
often in real form: For instance, one girl received the message that "Love is the 
answer to the whole world's problems" and "The world is upside down," about which 
she said years later, "I was too young to understand either message but both stayed 
with. me always. The first one I intuitively 'knew.' The second one I believed but 
with.out understanding. It took decades to be clarified" (F70, in Maxwell & Tschudin, 
1990, p. 127). 

Noble (this issue) added two more components: (6) "the conscious recognition 
that physical reality is embedded in  a larger multidimensional reality with which we 
interact, consciously and unconsciously, on a moment-to-moment basis;" and (7) 
"the conscious pursuit of psychological health., not only for ourselves but also for tb.e 
sake of global community"(p. 3). The first of these inheres in the spiritual experience 
itself. The second is often also tb.e result of a spiritual experience: The child experi­
encer becomes aware of the artificial distinctions and detrimental prejudices of the 
adult world. Interestingly, many gifted children excel in global concerns by leading 
actions to preserve the environment, to find cures for diseases and poverty, to foster 
cooperation among nations, to achieve peace, and to fight age discri.Jnination 
(Delisle, 1991; Lewis, 1992; Silverman, 1994). Justin Chapman(2000) at the age of 
6, in a highly informed and articulate manner, began a campaign against age discrimi­
nation and Jason Crowe in 1996 at the age of 9 launched The Informer in which he 
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reports on the actions of young gifted leaders around the world (Plummer & Slania, 
2000). 

Just as high intelligence is implicit iJJ intellectual giftedness, outstanding 
e}(amples of spiritual intelligence represent spiritual giftedness. As with other ldnds 
of giftedness, the question is: Does early experience predict later achievement? 
"Achievement" is an inappropriate term when it comes to spiritual development. Ju 
all areas of talent development the bricks and mortar of achievement are innate abil­
ity, effort, and, in most cases, supporting environment, and opportunity. Talent is 
judged by what the person produces-a pot, a play, a passacaglia, or a pas de deux. 
These are judged by criteria of excellence in a given domain. The criteria apply to the 
work, not to the creator; they are external to the creator and the created piece. But in 
spiritual development, there is no piece of work to judge other than the person's life 
and character. To apply criteria of achievement to it would mean to judge a person as 
being better or worse than someone else. The difficulty is that in order to pass judg ­
ment on a person, one would have to know the whole truth about that person, and who 
can claim that about another ? Therefore, we cannot judge spiritual giftedness as 
some form of achievement (Piechowski, 1997). 

Tertium Quid: Grace 
In spiritual developm.ent, there is also another clement. Besides the predisposi­

tion toward transcendental states of heightened consciousness and the effort at a 
spiritual discipline, there must be energy flo,ving in from the transpcrsonal dimen­
sion. What governs this influx is central to the lore of spiritual growth and is 
universally recognized as action of divine grace. In my view, the components of spiri­
tual intelligence capture part of the story, but the strength of the experience that is 
bestowed upon the person is the other and most essential part because it is that which 
starts a process of inner transformation. Of course, this process can be delayed, even 
arrested; but, in the vast majority, reports show a distinct change-toward enhancing 
life, maldng the person "better" or more whole, and the person using the experience 
in the service of others (Maxwell & Tschudin, 1990). 

What then is the longterm effect on the lives of those who had an early spiritual 
experience? Robinson (1978) interviewed 13 persons who had earlier submitted 
accounts of their childhood spiritual experiences. He selected those who were the 
most articulate, interesting, and who evidenced a great variety of personalities in 
development and stations in. life: "a university professor, two students, a farmer, a 
journalist, a public lavatory attendant. a teacher, and an industrial relations consult­
ant." Eleven of the 13 are definitely gifted by current criteria, which explains their 
selection on the basis ofbeing articulate; it does not explain whether gifted individu­
als have spiritual experiences more often than others. Spiritual giftedness in no way 
presupposes giftedness as we know it. 

Robinson's subjects were 9 women and 4 men from 20 to 81 years of age. For 
some their earliest spiritual experiences happened under the age of 2, for others 
around 5, 6, or 9. In some cases, the earliest experience was the most significant, and 
subsequent ones were never of the same depth again. In some instances a later one 
had the most impact, or there was a progression of increasing depth and illumination 
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(''My experiences have been progressive. The value of the early experience lay in 
giving me something to aim for rather than in the experience itself," p. 89). And there 
were those for whom, once experienced, the "feeling like you 're just filled up with 
something good .... Or like recognizing that someone bas given you ... something 
that is really a true gift'' (p. 31) remained constant in the subsequent years. 

Strikingly Divergent Patterns 
All went--at one time or another-through "bitter, difficult years," turmoil, 

time of nihilism and despair, or loss of orthodox faith, a time of inner division, even a 
desire to die. Their inner growth and transformation shows amazingly divergent pat­
terns. Tuo young women, who had the unique experience of having undergone 
infusion of "goodness" simultaneously, changed from atheism to a spiritual life in 
which they could now only act in accordance with the goodness. They found them­
selves incapable of going against it, because that would have meant denying that 
which was most true in their lives. Another young woman stopped competing and 
became much more idealistic. She felt that something in her "had broken, changed, 
metamorphosed f9r ever" (R.Qbioson, 1978, p. 48). An experience of blissful tran­
scendence was "like a hand wiping my brain clean" (p. 48). For one man, each 
experience was a challenge to. grow and to reach a new level; with every experience 
"the ceiling ·was raised." llis description has a distinctly entelechial character-the 
continued increase in capacity of what one can become: 

JVhen you have such an experience as this the ceiling is raised. There are 
so 1nany ways in which the outer, conscious person can be enriched. He 
has to fill up this area, this volu,ne that is left when the ceiling is raised, 
that new space is quite hollow. You are invited to fill it up-in fact you 
have to do so. And each time itis though a list were given you. Further po­
tential of character, of evolution, is shown to you, to fill the newly-created 
space; what you have it in you to become. And the consequence is that you 
do feel in part a new person, with a rnuch greater capacity than before. 
(Robinson, 1978, p .  93) 

While one person was inspired to take up the discipline of practicing his relig­
ion and till in the garden of his inner being, another reported no feeling of having 
changed: 
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I don i feel that essentially J 've changed much. Incidentally, one of my 
strongest feelings as a child was that of irritation at all the frustrations of 
being a child, together with the longing to grow up and realise my full po­
tential infreedo1n. This feeling ivas so clear that it ivas almost as if I really 
had already known, and could still remember, what it was like to be fully 
adult. I think I've always had the idea that the essential "me" was time-. 
less and free and only for the present suffering all the inhibitions of being 
encased in a body. I a,n certain too that one�· human awareness i.y, in 
sorne way. expanding and developing all through ones life. (Robinson, 
1978,p. 141) 

. 
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These statements show that the concepts of spiritual giftedness and of spiritual 
intelligence will have to embrace a much greater assortment of types of inner trans­
formation. They must include even those who claim to be unchanging or doing no 
mo!e than just surrendering to the work being effected in thern--as many mystics 
have-to which they accede but which they claim is carried out b y  the Spirit, not 
them. Io many spiritual traditions, an unconditional SWTender is recognized as the 
ultimate step in inner transformation. 

loner traosfonnation may have many stages and variants that may be mapped 
and described; yet undergoing them is a diffe(ent order of reality because it smpasses 
what one can envisage and imagine from just reading about them. For instance, 

Then there are times when there are no wonderful happenings, just 1no ­
ments when it is  faintly experienced, like sheet lightning compared to the 
real stuff But I al1vays know, even when I try to discard it, that IT was 
there, is there, even if f 'nt cut off for 1nonths, or a year, or foreve,: One ef 
feet of it has been to stop me battling, or fighting/or this or that-fighting 
life if you like-and to make me accept, and remain available or empty, 
and above all still and undemanding. (Robinson, 1978, pp. 147-148) 

The only difference between this person's qua! ity of spiritual growth-and of 
others' quoted here-and that of the great mystics is the mystics' experiences having 
been recorded in more detail and thus being better known (Nixon, 1994). The idea of 
spiritual giftedness makes sense to me because the gift is not so much in the work and 
effort-this comes later-but in the power of the critical experience and the strength 
of the person's response to it. It is the manifestation, as William James said a hundred 
years ago, of spiritual energy flowing in and producing psychological or material 
effects in the person. Giftedness lies in th .e person's openness and receptiveness to 
this inflow. Everything else follows from that. 

Note: The work on this paper was supported by a grant to Northland College from 
Craig and June Ponzio for whose generosity I wish to  express my thanks. 
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