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ABSTRACT: One hundred years ago, William James’ study of religious experi-
ence way 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-embracing unity and
oneness, and much more, coniparable to experiences of the great mystics. Moreo-
ver, some children o ntheir own have discovered technigues for entering thejoyful
state of heightened consciousness. Recently advanced arguments for spiritual
intelligence prepare the ground for recognition of spiritual giftedness, as distinct
Jrom other facets of giftedness.

“More Developed Minds”

Wi]liam James (1842--1910),. almost universally regarded as the greatest
American psychologist, had developed a complete psychology before Freud even got
started on his. James taughthis first course in psychology at Harvard University in
1875, The two volumes of his Principles of Psychology appeared in 1890. Whenhe
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). In other words, to gain psychological lmowledge of religious
expenence, he chose to stidy spiritually gifted people. They display {he intensities
and acute sensitivities assoctated with overexcitability, that is, aheightened capacity
for depth, richness and intensity of multidimensional experiencing (Piechowshi,
1979; 1986). Jaines was quite aware ofthis personality characteristic, which he saw
asa combination of ardor and excitability of character.

Reviewing personal accounts of those who lived their faith with great infen-
sity, James concluded that their relationship with a spirifual universe endowed them
with higherlevel of energy and benevolence. Their faith, be said, included the follow-
uig 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 thathigher universe is our tiue end.

3. That prayer or inner communion with the spizit thereof—be that spirt
“God” or “law™™—is a process wherein work is really done, and spiritual e or
ergy flows in and produces effects, psychological or material, within the
phenomenal world.

Religon includes also the following psychological characteristics:—

4. A new zest whichadds itself like a gift {o life, and takes the form either of
lyrical enchan¥ment or of appeal to earnestess and heroism.

5. An assurance of safety and a temper of peace, and, in relation to others, a
prepondetance ofloving affections. (fames, 1902, pp. 476-477)

It is significant that James speaks of changes in the person as work that “is
really done™—aprocessofinner 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 w0 the spiritual force
transmuting the self. “A new zest”—the infusion of energy and firing up of enthusit
asm—is accompanied by inner peace and feelings of love toward fellow human
beings. Thelives of Mahatma Gandhi, Mother Teresa, Peace Pilgrim, and other spiri-
tually gifted peopie exemplify it to the utmost degree, but we also see this zestin 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 dimensionofexperience. Inner cogsmunion, infusion of energy, active imagery
and visions, safeguarding the self when being the subject of severe abuse, and works
of love, are ail spiritual gifts which go beyond the personai and the individual.
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Wholeness, Mystery, and Love

¥or many people spirituality 1s associated with wholeness, depth, mystery,
love, inspiration, and personal devotion. On surveys, one third to 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 term
“spiritual” to the sense that William James (1902) gave it, as heightened spiritual
awareness, openness to the spiritual universe as an active force in one’s life, and an
ability to do the imner work of transformation (Piechowski, 1998).

I have come to the concept of spiritual gifiedness by way of an attempt to
understand emotional giftedness and resilience {Piechowski, 1997). I’ve been struck
byhow some victims of childhood abuse overcame their trauma by self-discovered
spiritual teols of survival (Higgins, 1994; Rubin, 1996). I have also received a
number of reports of spiritual experiences from childzen and adults. The real surprise
came with finding substantial research literature with hundreds of examples of child-
hood spititual 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, quesuoning, and energetic.(Armstaong, 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 (ranscendent)
experience evolved as an important factor in creating social cohesionin the human
community. 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 @ number of studies, and Edward Robinson led
the research on children and adolesceits.

In the United States, 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 aquest
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 (1992) bring a wealth of evi-
dence of profound transcendental experiences in children. The experiences occurred
spontaneously—in nature or athome,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 nominallyso. They reveal alarger, 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 initiate spiritual search later in life and give assurance of safety inhard times.

When asked about a spiritual expezrience that had a lasting significance in their
lives, many adults describe an event from childhood. Robinson (1977/1983)
reviewed about 600 suchreports and followed up 362 with a questionnaire. He found
that spiritual experiences can occur before age 5 (10%), most betweev-ages of 5 and
15 (70%) and fewer after 15 (19%). In contrast, Hoffinan (1992) asked directly for
childhood experiences and received an internasonal set of about 250 deteiled
descriptions. In the 134 exceip that he published, 23% occurred at the age of 3 or 4,
and the restbetween theage of 5Sand 15, Thus asking specifically for childhoodexpe
riences brought their number up. These reports show that children are capable of
having full spiritual experiences of divine presence, totel unity and oneness, energy
shanmering in living and nonltving objects, self as not physical, a sense of continuity
between life and death, and much more.

Are Children’s Spiritual EEE eriences Authentic?

Much of the debate and controversy around spizitual experiences, including
ncardeath ones, centersonhow can one be sure that the experienceis 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 assomething to enhangce the
person’s status in the eyes of others.

Intensive examination ofthe 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 thatis later outgrown but is an essential element of
thewholeperson: Thus, (1) “the original vision” is not a fantasy but a forrm of know}
edge, what William James called the noetic guality; (2) this vision can be properly
understood only when studied over time; (3) many of these experiences are self-
anthenticating—they need no sanction or confirmation fram another source, they are
valid by the inherent authority of the experience; (4) they bring to the person an
awareness of his or her true self; and (5) this vision can only be understood in pur-
posive %erms, as destiny. The last conclusion corresponds elegantly % what Lovecky
called entelechy (Lovecky, 1990). The respondents used phrases like “the diamond
moment of reality,” *the most real living experience...like contacting a live wire
when you were groping for a anatch.” For 13 percent of the respondenss, their child-
hood experience was more significant than later adult experiences; for 17 percent,
childhood and adult experiences were of equalimpori; and for 70 percent, their adult
experiences grew in strength over the childhood ones (Robinson, 1977/1983).

The factthat the experiencesare reported decades later, in some cases attheage
of 80oreven 90, raises the question whether they areremembered accuzately exr were
edited and distorted from the original event. Robinson argued that the expetience
bypassed language because it was-imexpressible, and aiso because children do not yet
have the language to describe 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 fixst experience at the age of 5 or 6, says that a child reccives
impressions but does not analyze them thereby avoiding modification of how the
experience is recorded in memory.

Because a spiritual experience is so different fromany other experience it can-
. not be distorted in memory, though it may be incapable of description. I remember
vividly what Ifelt but I may not be able to convey thatmemory to others It 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 truthand holiness. A child
does not ask for “meanings, " it merely accepis experiences andvejoicesinthem. It
lives for the moment. ... A spiritual experience is sufficient in itself. It produces a
reaction that “nothing could be more pevfect than this.” It is the ultimate in happi-
ness, trust and fulfillment—but a child does not of course think this; itmerely accepts
with gratitude. (Robinson, 1978, p. 128, M57)

The second respondent had her first experience at the age of 5. She makes the
pointthatinterpreng an unusual, intense experience isbeyond achild’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 viv
idness has remained with me all my life. ... I have never attenpted to interpret that
experience; I can t. I am just describing it as it happened Ido remember sayingthe
twenty-third Psalm; 1do remembersaying to myself, this mustbe what Heaven s like,
and I do remember the wonderful colour of it all; it seemed to be stereoscopicas if it
went on through—like that. That'’s all. How could I interpret it? {Robinson, 1978, p.
155 and 159, F81)

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

Language tries to reproduce ideographs of a sort in the mind of the hearer; it
fails because of the hearer $ 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 arc 3-D scenes which are extended in space. This type
of 11 felike imagery, or picture-thinking, has been described as characteriswc of dys-
lexics (Davis, 1994), o fgifted individuals who had a near-death experience (Atwater,
1999) and of visual-spanal learsers who are not dyslexic (L. K. Silverman, personal
comznunication, September 27, 1999). This man described a later experience of read-
ing “by a leind of series of mense! pictures, something Thad not experienced before. It
was as 1f [ were watching adocumentary 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 asig-
nificant childhoodevent (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 (Sheingoid
and Tenney, 1982). More recent research demonstrated that children have a good
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recall of personally experienced events even as early as the end of the first year
(Bauer, 1997; Fivush, 1997; Schneider & Pressley, 1997).

Accounts of spiritual experniences and psychic abilities in young children chal-
lenge the view of childhood as a penod of rudimentary cognition and reactive
. emotionality (Ammstrong, 1985; Hay & Nye, 1998; Peterson, 1987, Robinson,
1977/1983; Young, 1977) . Perhaps some channels we ignore are open early in life
onlytoclose later In many accounts, vivid occurrences, experienced as quite natural,
later faded with the passing of childhood. However, some people are able to retrieve
the experience thrrough meditation, or sometimes through a dnig, and take it even fu-
ther Like the opening in the bones in the top of the head of the newborm that later
closes so, perhaps, the experiential channels of higher energy also close butreopen
later through spiritual discipline or other methods.

Principal Themes

Spiritual experiences occur ininexhaustible variety. Some attempts at descrip
tive classification havebeen made (e.g., Greeley, 1974; Hardy, 1979; Hoffman, 1992;
Maxwell & Tschudin, 1996). Here I shall concentrate on examples of ex periences
from the childbood years that reveal something about the transpersonal dimension of
reality. Certain themes are of particular interest.

One of the recurting themes is unify, oneness, timelessness, or the interconnec-
tion of everything_ A related theme, or perhapsjust an aspect o f timeless unity, is the
experience of pulsating light and energy. When there is no mention ofa divine pres-
ence, such experiences are called nontheistic (White, 1996). In a theistic experience,
Godisknownas a distinct Presence, or is present in everything, oreverything ispres
ent n God. Realization of one’s identity beyond the physical is another frequent
theme. Related to 1t is the subtheme of the continuity of the self beyond death. A
highly significant theme is entelechy, an inner imperative directing 4 person’s life.

'The insigh® and knowledge brought by such experiences ofien create difh-
culty when adults tell the child thathe or she is wrong and should put such “ideas” out
of mind, which sometimes icads the child todoubtthe reality of the experience. Nev-
ertheless, in most cases the cbildis convinced of the {ruth of the experience and keeps
it private.

Excerptsillustrating these themes follow below. Hoffman gives agesandoccu
pations forhisrespondents; Robinson and others refer {o them only as Mor F for male
or femaie and add the age Thus F81 denotes an 8 I-year old woman and M57 a 57-
year old man In some cases, the age is not available. For easier orientation, the
excerpts given here are numbered consecuvely.

Experiences of Ecstasy, Timelessness, Oneness with Nature

Excerpt #1 (§37). Atthe age of 9, at sunrise, duringherGirl Scout camping trip, this
woman saw fluid paiterns of light from which evecything is made:
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I awoke early in the ntorsing feeling a strange compulsionto leave mytentin
the darkness and mmake my way tothe water s edge. ... I sat myself 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 arising fiom the oceaninslowmoving, distinct particles, and Isat in awe as
they combined in shifting patterns of many colors.

By the time the sun had completely shown itself, Iwas transported by feelings
that were overwhelming and wordless . a sense that everything fit together per
fectl), that the world was fine in every way—and that life itself was a thing of wonder
and magic. (Hoffiman, 1992, p. 32)

She tried to tell her mother but met with indifference. She feared that there was
something wrong with her, 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 ofher early life. “I also felt sorrow for the lit(le girl
who bad been enraptured and then made to feel such needless doubt.”

The above example is typical of a child kying to communicate an ecstatic expe-
rience only to be met with indifference. From then on, the child does not dare to
approach anyone eise. Fortunately, this person was able through meditation to find
that 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 anda whote 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. Iwould feel a tremen dous connected-
ness to everything and everyone. Everything was one. I could see the connection
between all things. Of course, at the time ! had no idea what was goingon.

I'would trytoconvey my experience to friends andfamily but noonepaid much
attention. Some days Iwasnt ableto communicate with people at all because my per
ceptions of unity were overwhelming. This was interpreted by others as extreme
shyness.

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

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

This report shows the isoladon children can feel because no one around tzkes
their attemapts to describe their state sexiously, which leaves them confised, over
whelmed, and in fear e#ftheir sanity. This is one e#fthe very fewreportsin these banks
of data of a drug-induced transcendental experience. Safe, drugless methods, like
holotropic breathing, exist today that give comparabte results (Grof, 1988).
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Experiences of Pulsating Energy and Life Force

Experiences of pulsating energy are espressed in many different ways, for
example, “life pulsating in every living thing,” “the energy which causes the fack to
exist,” “a warm vibrating glow, “etemally pulsing light”

Excerpt #3 (F52). A young child was healed by a pulsating light:

At the age of three ard a half iwas very ill with rhexonatic fever and rheumatic
arthritis. One night, as I sobbed uncontrollably from the terrible pain, nty grand-
mother gently told me, “Look ug, and when the pain is bad, go to the stars.”

La ter thatnight I again felt excruciating pain and decided to follow her advice.
1 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 blissfidl beyondwords. The next morning I felt immeasurably better, and
my illness soon went away. (Foffman, p. 62)

Excerpt #4 (FS7). The following excerpt illusérates 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 idensity of a deep indestiuctible core
within the self. This took place duning anevening stroll on open land with her mother:

1he most profound experience of my life came to me when I was very
young—between fourand five years old. ... Asthe sun declined and the slight chill of
evening cameon, a pearly mist formed over the ground, ... Suddenly I seemed to see
the mist as a shimmering 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 diffiesed whole. In
thatmoment I knew that Ihad 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 immensely strong, and utterly good and beneficent.

The vision hasnever leftme. Itis as clear today as fifty years ago, and with it the
sameintense feeling of love of the world and the certainty of ultimate good. Itgaveme
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 commentedupon. Moreover, thewhole of this experience has ever since formed
a kind of reservoir of strength fed frem an unseen source, from which quite suddenly
in the midst of the darkest times a bubble of pure joy rises through it all, and Ilaiow
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 five I could not have expressed anything of
the experience in the words I have now used, and perhaps the attempt to convey the
absorption of myself in the whole, and the intensify of meaning, sounds merely over-
coloured to the reader. But the pointis that, by whatever miysterious perception, the
whole impression and i total meaning were gpprehended in a single instant. Years
later, reading 1raherne and Meister Eckhartand Francis o fAssisi, I have cried aloud

72 Advanced Development Journal



Michael M. Piechowski

with surprise and joy, knowing myself to be in the company of others who had been
ableto setitdown s o marvelously. This is not the only experience of the kind that has
cometo me—indeedthey occur relatively ofien—butit is without doubt the one which
has laid the deepest foundations of my life, and for which I feel the profoundest grat:
tude. (Robinson, 1977/1983, pp. 32-33)

The above report is remarkabie in its comprehensiveness. It demonstrates the
great intensity with which such early experiences are impressed upon the whole
being of the child, which makes them indelibie and unalterable. 1t is the great inner
treasure of the assurance of safety and the indestructibility ofthe self. It gave this per-
son a sen se of identity, asp ecial place in the order of things, and a reservoir of strength
with which to tace life’s trials. It also gave her an m¥ense feeling of love that radiates
topeople and amrmals in such a way thatitisnoticed. It isa clear example of one of the
many ways of bemg 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 thythm of one’s breath
is a basic technigue of meditation.

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

A door opened, and I became 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 meltedinto a brilliant light. Thepulsating
energy went right through me, and I was part of that energy.

My parents found me transfixed on the beach and thought thatI had suffered a
heat stroke. So they kept me in bed, inthe dark, for acouple of days. Thisgave 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 épisode ... becamea spiritual “measuring rod” as
to whether a later vision was genuine orjust a fiction of my imagination. {Hoffinan,
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 anythingthat 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 this point emphatically. Her vision gave her a means of assessing
whether an experience was genuinely spintual or not.

Excerpt #6 (F46). Another respondent said that such experiences cany their own
authority and are actually the standard for everything in a person’s ioper life.
Perhaps themost useful thing I can say is that 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
nomenoniiselfis notunknownin abnormal states ofdelusion and hallucination but is
not as common inthem 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 enhancedsensitivity and maturity, and lead to growthin all areas of per-
sonaliry (Macwell & Tschudin, 1996, p. 193)

The last statement underscores what James recognized as the criterion of genu-
ineness and validity of spuitual experiences and curent authers call spiritual
intelligence (Emmons, 1999; James, 1902; Noble, this issue; Sinetar, 2000).

Experience of God, Eternal Presence, God in Everything

Excerpt#7 (I1'76). At theage of 12 ata suromer camp this womanhad alife-changing
experience The event freed her from feelings of loneliness and inner turino:l—she
lost her mother at the age of 3—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 asmge again, and yetitleftalasting imprint by perma-
nently reducing her feeling of being alone.

I didn t make friends easily and felt lonely theremuch of the time. @ne 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 stump.

Sitting quietly, I was really trying to sort things out in my mind. Suddenly I
became 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 e
mendous warmth and love—beyond anything I could have conceived. Even then,
though, [ 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
lookang for such a beautiful Presence: in houses, in people, in places of worship. I “ve
never foundit. Yet [ never again felt so alone in the world. (Hoffran, 1992, pp. 29-30)

Excerpt #8 (F47). This repoit is typical of the experience of God’s indwelling in the
world: -

®ne spring day, when I was 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 beaming out from behind them were glorious. I became utterly entranced with
the whole vision.

1 had the intense feeling that God was somehow speaking to me through this
scene. Atthatinstant, Ijust 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 (¥76). A numberof excerpw expresstherealization that one’s individual
essence or “‘I"’is a consciousness that is separate fiomthe body. This logically leads to
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the understanding that the “¥” is changeless despite changes in the body; it is also
changeless through successive lifetimes. This excerpt is one of many such realiza-
Wons.

When I was about 10 I had a strange experience which I still remember quite
clearly, I was walking back from school and suddenly stood still as the realisation
came over me, "My body is 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 won 't be ME; Iam 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 the age of 5, ofa
disembodied double self. Years later this experience enabled this person to under-
stand that individual consciousness ispart of the greater whole in God’s cosmic con-
sciousness. When, by some unlenown trigger, the “I” is released from tight
identification with the body and one'spersonality, this realizationbecomes possible.

One morning when I was about five, I awoke and sat up in my bed Allofasud
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 thatwas ‘I was
not restricted to either of the two girls, but moved between them until finally it stayed
with the childat the head of the bed The “me” then solidified somehow and the other
child disappeared

The childwho remained—me—slid down under the covers I felt no fearordis
comjort, no after feeling of abnormality. It seemed like a natural occurrence at the
time, yet I've remembered it all my Jife.

As I've grown older, I've given the experience more thought To me, Mind or
Godis a consciousness—and a power—that isn  mine or me, but of which 1’m none-
theless apart, andthat can be called upon to operate inmy life, though I can t dictate
its operation (Hoffman, 1992, p. 142143)

There are many variations in the exp erience of the se]fbeing separable from the
body and having a continued, indestructible existence. The most widely lsnown
sources of this realizaWon are out-of-body experiences associated with surgery, fatal
acciden#s, and other triggers to separasion from body-consciousness. fn most cases
the experience is accompanied by the conviction that death is only one of the gatesof
life, the exit gate, while birth is the entry gate, and that the self continues between
death and rebitth (Grof, 1988; Moody, 1975; Morse, 1992, Stevenson, 1987, 1997,
Weiss, 1988).

Excerpt#11 (F50). Attheage of 4 this womanhadthe insight that our body limits our
vision but by beingrid of tbe body, vision would be greatly enhanced. As we shall dis-
cuss it shortly, this way of seeing is actually normal for some people.
One day when I was about four, I was standing just outside our kitchen door
facing into the dining room. All of a sudden I became intensely aware that my body
was just a temporary vehicle for the essence thatis “‘me.”” With a very strange sensa-
tion, I felt that my body was giving me only a limited 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, “Bo you ever
feel funny being stuck inside your body?**

My mother glaved at me with a fotally uncomprehending expression and
snapyed, “I don tknow what you 're talking about!” From her irritated look I could
see that she really didn 1. (Hoffsnann, 1992, p. 118)

Note that she had a sense of having had this ability before: “I would be again
able to see inall directionsatonce,” which suggests a memory of adisembodied con-
sciousness.

There appear to be intermediate forms between our normal frontal visionand
seeing in alldirections at once A thirteen-year old girl thus described her ability to
visualize things: “Past events {and those] that are going to be, both come in clearly
with detail, But they are imaginary because it appears as being both as if I was seeing
it from my eyes, and as if I am seeing the whole picture with me in it”
{Piechowskz,unpublished). Morse (1992) reports a case ofpanoramic vision A high
school student was being carried out to sea by atide. When he realized whatwas hap-
pening, he became frightened. Suddenly, he found himself above his body looking
down: “I was about three feet above myselfand alittle 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 anythmg and I couldsee ina pano-
ramic way, about 270-degrees" (pp. 161-162). Yogananda (1946/1981, pp. 83-81)
described seeing in all directions atonce, as well as objects having become wanspar-
ent though still clearly seen, in a state of cosmic consciousness imparted to him by a
holy man To frigger 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 ob%ining a
3-D view almost instantly. Atwater (1999) interviewed a man who can see in 4-D: “I
am currently able %0 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 seeninsides of locked
objects at the same time that I saw all [their outer] sides. It’s notlike they’re wefolded
and laid out in two drmensions; it’s more like looking at objects fiom all possible
angles simulteneously” (p. 76). Thus, 4-D seeingisnot limited {o adisembodied con-
sciousness or a yogic trance. This is a good instance of coming upon an extended
human capacity in an unusual state, whether of sudden unexpected insight or ayogic
wance, only to fnd 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 explos
mg.

Excerpt#12 (M60). The next excerptintroduces an encounter with the groundofbe-
ing, aname for that in which evecything exists (Tillich, 1952). As alitile boy, aclint
cal psychologist hadthe experience thathis selfwas nameless, formless and infinite.
One day when I was three or four, I was playing alone in bushes around our
house on a summer dfiernoon. My parent had several visitors, and they started
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arriving ... [waswatching it all from the bushes. ... Soon everyone had arrived, but I
remained motionlessin the bushes, enfoying the quietness and coziness of the spot.

L first noticed that I could think about anything I wanted. and no one knew what
it was. As I conjured up memoriesto think about, I realized that I could go backonly a
short distance in time before I found myself beyond all memories and facing a total
blankmess.

As I faced the blankness in my mind s eye, I gradually became aware that my
identity transcended all these memories: that “I” had no form or name, no history,
andfilled this blankness or emptiness as animmensity extendingto infinity. 1his awe-
some feeling lasted forseveral minutes, and then I became aware of ntyself 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 euphoric awareness. This memory
has returned to me with increasing clarity as a resultof nty meditativepractice. It still
inspires me, how my usual childhoodframe of mindwas completely erased, and how I
was able to merge with a much greater awareness. {Hoffman, 1992, 123-124)

Children at that age are not yet able to reflect on their own thinleng (Flavell,
1963), yet this boy realized that his thoughts were his own. Atthis moment the boy
pot 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
experience the great Void that is the ground of all existence.

Anexperience of thiskind is beyond what we lazow about cognitive capacimes
of young children; itisalso beyond the comprehension of most adults. Itpoints to the

transpersonal dimension, in which a different land of lezowing and remembering is
possible, as documentsd by Grof (1988, 1998).

Entelechy

Entelechy is the concept of a vital force directing one’s life, a strong will
toward self-determination and fitlfilling one’s destiny (Lovecky, 19960, 1993). Gifted
children often display suchintrinsically directedstriving Experiences ofbeing given
a plan, amission in life or being guidedare capturedby this concept. Lovecky (1998)
met a gifted 5-yearold 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
goed” when sbe was only a few months old. Just before she terned five, she felt a
strong urge to pray for her cousin, then only 7 weeks old. She prayed for three days.
Only thenr 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 seesherself asa gift fromGod. Her stated goal s to
be a doctor for Jesus.”

In the reports of adults remembering their childhood experiences there are
some of a distinctly entelechial character, such as, for instance, receiving a plan for
one’s life. An awareness of divine guidanee 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 yeats
later to have been carried out.

Excerpt #13 (K¥72) :

Like petals of a rose opening in beautiful order; my life has opened up bit by bit
from the first clear and wonderjul experience of God calling me by name when I was
sixand revealinghis plan for my life. Whatfollowedw as built on that first experience_
(Robinson, 1977/1988, pp. 51-52)

Excerpt #14 (F31) shows that therc may be a sense of a special task for one’s life as
early as the age of three, but nearly three decades later this task has not yet beenre-
vealed. This respondent aiso expresses a feeling not uncommon in gifted children
that they don’tbelong hcre and long to retum to their wue home:

Religious experience: 1first became aware of thisatthe age of 3. Infact it made
up the very first conscious thinking I ever did. There were two elements toit: (a) a
feeling that Iwas intheworld todo certain things, that I had been sent here to carry
out these tasks, together with an awareness thatI didn t yet know exactlywhatit was I
was supposed to do and that Iwouldfirst haveto findout. Iwas convinced that sooner
or later the “call” to do the right thing would come (it hasn ¥ so far). (b} A “knowi-
edge” that I had come jrom somewhere before I was born, and thatI would one day
returnto that somewhere ... as averyyoungchildl had a very strong and distinct feel-
ing that my life hadn 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
1p most of the things Ihoped todoin life. my little “something” is turning into some
thing I have to find, rather than something I have to do. (Robinson, 1977/1983, 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 16thcenfury Spain, did not
lnow ofhismission to found the order of the Hospitaljers until he was 40 (Newcomb,
1959); Dag Hammarks;j6!d was 48 when the noioination to be the UN Secretaty Gen-
eral finally gavehis life a goal he w as 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 choice as in the following;:

My first experience was at 14. Iwas sitting in a silent Quaker meeting. I do not
remember 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 thewords that had
been “said.” It remains as real to me today as at thatmoment. and the recollection of
the promise has upheld me all the way. (Maxwell & Tschudin, 1990, pp. 169—-170)

Excerpt # 16 (¥, no age given). The majority of reposts of spiritual experiencescon
vey the sense of loving harmony in which they are presented or as an invitation to a ¢
cept direction and guidance as in the excerpt above. In startling contrast to this, a
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13-yearold giri was pressured to agree to study medicine. When she at lastaccepted,
her academic achievement was hoisted sigrnificantly higher and with 1t came an as-
surance of continued support

Something came to me when I was 13 years old. Isaw a picture ofa pile of Jews ’
bodies waiting to be bulldozed into a mass grave in Germany during the Second
World War. @f course { 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 t
know whatyou want. WhatamIto do? “ Iwas not confused or frightened, just sort of
“taken over." At the end of the twelve hours I thought—though I cant remember
why—that maybe I should choose a career as a doctor. Suddenly the “whateveritis™
vacated my head and allowed me to return to normal.

That was it really. Peeple were a bit surprised at my career choice, because I
was rather a “slow starter.” I plodded a bit harder with school work, but not really
enough to justify the sharpincrease in success experienced at 0 level. I had a minor
setbackwhen oneof my A-level grades was too low for entry to medical school, but it
was only a temporary loss of confidence. “Whatever it is” can cope with welt
intentioned plodders apparently, and I gotin the next year.

T'used towonderif this thing that gives me strength had some sort of mission for
me. I doubtthis, as despite a certain knowledge that Godexists, I cannot find him/her
inveligion of any sort (not thatI've tried much. In fact, I prefer not to think aboutit in
caseit goes away. It s nice not to have to worry about bad tinies. It arrives when nec-
essary, sometimes in the most unexpected situations.) (Maxwell & Tschudin, 1998, p.
68)

In this person’s experience, the transpersonal agent appears impersonal and
without identity as “whateverit 1s.” We can note this anomaly without, at present,in
any way understanding it.

Children’s Techniques of Entering
Nonordinary Consciousness

Excerpt#17 (F59). In the reports one finds aiso instances of technigues children use
toenter a heightened state of consciousness. In conwast to experiences unexpectedly
overaking a child’s consciousness, some reports describe waysto enter a joyful state
of deep peace, evern biiss. Devotion expressed in intense prayer, pouring out the heart
in longing for God, is the way of great mystics. This example is ofa child who was
able to develop this degree of intensity of prayer to reach unitive consciousness.

My Baptist grandparents were my spiritual role models. When I was very
young, I heard them say that I should just “pray without ceasing, * and I tried very
hardtodo justthat After severalyearsitseems that Ilearned to pray withgreatinten-
sity, even when I wasn t forming words of formal prayer. Eventually, inmy prayers I
beganoccasionally tofeel a “preserice’” move through me, which filled nie withwon-
der and awe. ..,

I was ten when my first vivid experience occwrred. I had already discovered
thatat nighttime I could best maintainthis inward state. I would kneel on the bed with
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my elbows on the windowsill above it and pray for hours before finally lying down to
sleep.

Gnenight, as I gazed through my windowatthe starvy night, I thought how God
was through, and yet beyond, all space. Suddenly I had the sensation of being sur
rounded by a musical harmony iike a great anthem, only inaudible to the humman ear.
Then I just seemed to evaporate untit I too was through and beyond the stars. (Hoff-
man, 1992 p. 91)

Common to all spirtual paths is the training of the mind to become calm and
focused This isachievedby watching therhythmic flow of one’s breath, orbywatch
ing an obiect—ihe flame of a candle, a blank wall, visnalizing a number or
symbol—orrepeating a phrase which then becomes a mantra. Note that in the section
on experiences of pulsating energy, a4-year old girt entered the rhythm ofbreathing
with the waves. Some of'these technigues are used in spiritual training in various tra-
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 vnusual
but Nye (Hay & Nye, 1998) found that children 6 and 10 years old could at that age
idenwfy their strategies for reaching spiritual awareness. Some technigues 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 pattemns, or concentrated on infivity. 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 m#11,recalledhowat 3 years
of agehediscovered a way to havean authentically religious experience. Note again
the authority 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
bathroomor the ironing room and experience a euphoric unification with the space in

Jfront of me and all around.

I became so absorbed inthese experiences that Iwould lose all sense of time. ...
At some point {some years later] I discovered that ifI 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
¢ntered a euphoric state. I had been taught prayers, but never experienced the same
intensity of feeling with them.

Insimple teyms, these meditative experiences led me to feel as a child that the
grownups 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 the woods and in nature. (Hoffinan, 1992 p. 96)
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Othersreported feeling refieshed and calm with the inflow of encrgy as aresult
of focusing on a pattern or repeating a phrase—-one at theage of 4 repeated over and
over, “l am me! I amme!” and felt deep peace and a “strong sense of God at those

moments.” (Hoffman, 1992, p. 125)

Excerpt#19(M47). Onlya gifted child could achieve amystical stateby concentrat-
ing on a mathematical concept as in this recollection:

When I was a second-grader in Catholic school, the teacher gave a homework
assignment introducing the concept of zeyo. There were several problems in which
zero was added to or subtracted front various numbers. Of course, the answer was
that the number always remained the sanse. ... I satalonein my room that night and
stared with tears atthis seemingly senseless problem.

I wondered. “How could I add something to a number and yet the number
remained unchanged?” Suddenly, Iunderstood --«nd had the first mystical experi-
ence of my life. The immensity of the concept of nothingness overwhelmed me. I was
awed by the realization that mathematicians were brilliant enough to c&pture this
immensity in a little symbol 1 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 Nothingmess
and Silence.

Igrewup inan affluent andnonreligious family. During time alone i nmy room,
{would often “tumble back " into another reality—focusing on what was here before
the universe or anything else existed. I would tumble further 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 I was alone for a while. Iwas certainly not scientifically motivated during these
innerjourneys. Ineveractually thought about space, time, or the universe screation.
That is, my “tumbling back” experiences were much stronger and involved richer
sensations than mere thinking.

These experiences just happened naturally. There was no particular trigger
like art, music, or exposure to nature. More than thirty years later ] recall these ep &
sodes with great fondness, awe, and reverence. They left me with a feeling of
connectedness with whatever is beyond our own reality, and the knowledge that I
could change my ordinary state of consciousness. (Hoffman, 1992, pp. 153-154)

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 mfinity,” the ground of being (Excerpt#11). It is
astounding that such concepts— not as thoughts but experienced firsthand—which
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most adults find incomprehensible, are conveyed directly to young children. On the
basis of his many case studies of transpersonal experience, Grof (1992} writes:

One of the most enigmatic of all transpersonal phenomena is the experti
ence of the Void, the encounter with primordial Empliness, 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 of everything it cannol itselfbe derived fremanything else. 1t is be-
yond space and time. W hile we can perceive nothing concrete inthe Void
there is also the profound sense that nothing is missing. This absolute
empliness is simullaneously 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 spontansously, and that they can find their own way to
enter a state of transpersonal consciousness. Through these experiences, a different
sense of one’s belng emerges—sometimes as vast as the whole universe—a glimpse
of a larger benevolent and joyous reslity in which human beings and all of life are
connected on a deep level.

Unsettling Experiences

While the great majority of transcendental experiences are Joyons, reassuring,
and blissful, nevertheless a certain number of such experiences were unsettling,
sometimes even frightening, though usually they were resolved later This is more
likely to happen when a chiid pursues difficult existential questions such as the mean
ing ofdeath-and nothingness, for which he or she cannot find authoritative assistance.
Let us remember, too, that mystics often report trembling with fear in the mitial
moments of a divine visitation Eventually the fears dissolvc and give place {o a feel-
ing of deep peace. In some caser, it may seke a long time before the resotution comes.
Until suchtime, it can be a very trying period, especially to a child. These experiences
require a separate review,

Discussion

Whatdoesitall 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 Lo children unbidden, orasa result of focused effort, orboth, when
a technique is found torepeat 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 fewreports of early spiritual expetiences, we come to the
task of examining the idea of spiritual giftedness, Wiliiam James's cases of spirite
ally gifted people were extreme in the depth of faith, devotion, and inner change;
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most were well-known canonized sains 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 arole in public life (Weber,
1963). The cxaraples cited here are drawn from people fiom all walks of life, from
farmers to clinical psychologists, fiom janitors to ambassadors. Do their reports of
childhood experiences qualify them as spiritually gifted?

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

But 1s normal the same as frequent, the way the norm of an average is? In fact,
no:rmal does not always mean comwonor average. Let’s consider first that the sur
veysshow asignificant proportion o fpeople (up toroughly 50 percent) had aspiritual
experience of soine sort {(Hay & Nyc, 1998). Wc 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 lifc. Judging fiom the sense of isolation felt by psople who
have had a profound cxperience (Noble, 2000), it 1s probably a few percent or less.
Second, out of 4,000 reports submitted to the RERC, about 15 percent included a
spiritual cxpcrience from childhood. Thesc reports were submitted by self-selected
voluntecrs. Therefore, they are a small proportion of the population. Third, Rebecca
Nyc interviewed schoaolchildren and found that they had a kind of spiritual aware-
ness, andamong thcm some “emperienced their spirituality dircctly and personally in
the form ofreligious insights” (Hay & Nye, 1998, p. 110). Nyc did not get the impres-
sion thattheir experiences were of life-changing significance. Of course, 1t was too
early for the children, ages 6 and 10, to be able to recognize longtecrm effects. Also,
they haven't yet quite realized that the spirituality thatisnatural to thcm 1s strange to
adults. Childhood spirituality is a potential which sometimes blossoms in an out
standing experience of life-changing impact.

I proposc that outstanding experiences requizc a predisposition—an outstan d
ing potential for spiritual giftedness. Such a postulatc fits the idca of gifteduess as
developmental asynchrony (Silverman, 1993). This concept says that inner expert
cnces and awareness can be so diffcrent that thecy outstrip age norms in a child’s
development.

Spiritual Intelligence

The importance ofthe spiritual dimenston in human life and personality is fully
supported by recent psychological rcsearch {(Emmons, 1999). This dimension corze-
lafes positively with psychological health, resilience, and positive self-regard
(Emmons, 1999; Noble, 1987). 1t leads straight to the concept of spiritual intelli-
gence. It is deliciously ironic that Gardner {1999) concluded that there is not
suffecient ground for establishing spiritual intelligence as a distinct member of multi-
ple intelligences, while Emmons {1999), using Gardner’sown eight criteria, came to
the fum conclusion that thereis. As a start, Emwmons proposcd five core componen#
for it: (1) the capacity to wanscend the physical and material, (2) the ability toexpert
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ence heightened states of consciousness, (3) the ability to sanctify everyday
experience, (4) the ability to utilize spiritual resources to solve problems, (5) the
capacity to be virtuous. To whatdegreemaust these be present? Withoutexcessive ide-
alizing or demanding perfection, we can assume some reasonable level of each
component.

How do these criteriaapply to child experiencers? We kaow that adult models
do not always fit children. A child’s giftedness cannot be measuredin terras of aduit
achievement thathas not yet been realized. Nor are life wajectories as predictable as
we wish them to be. Spiritual growth is perhaps the most difficultto predict because
effort does not always guarantee results.

In regard to Emmons’s #rst two core components, childhood experiences are
excellent examples of iranscending the physical and material and of “heightened
states of unity in which all boundaries disappear” {Emmons, 1999, p. 165).

Emmons describes the ability to sanclify everyday experience as talang life’s
wnsks, for instance parenting, as sacred obligations. To children, spiritual experience
isa normal partof life, and it is by contrast with the adult world around them theyreal
ize that so often the adults don’t know, don’t like<to talk to God, andhaveno #ue joy
but live by artificial distinctions and separations of race, religion, class, and the like.
Where there is no self-consciousness, the component of sanctufying could not apply.
Many excerpts show this sanctified relatzon with nature and with others.

The ability toutilize spiritual resources to solve problemsis 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
humble, 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 worldis upside down,” about which
she said yearts 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
witkoutunderstanding. It took decades to be clarified” (F70, inMaxwel] & Tschudin,
1990, p. 127).

Noble (this issue) added two more components: {6) “the conscious recognition
that physical reality is embeddedin 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 the
sake of global community”(p.3). The first of these inheres in the spirifual experience
isself. The secondis often also the result of a spiritual experience: The child experi-
encer becomes aware of the artificial distinctions and deirimental prejudices of the
adult world. Interestingly, many gifted children excel in global concems by leading
ackons to preserve the environment, to find cures for diseases and poverty, to foster
cooperation among nations, (0 achieve peace, and to fight age discriinination
(Belisle, 1991; Lewis, 1992; Silverman, 1994). Justin Chapman (2000) at the age of
6,in ahighly 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 w intellectual giftedness, outstanding
examples of spiritual intetligence represent spiritual giftedness. As with otherlinds
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, ora pas de deux.
These are judged by ciiteria o fexcellence ina given domain. The criteria apply to the
work, not te the creetor; they are external to the creator and the created piece. Butin
spiritual development, there is no piece of work to judge other than the person'’s life
and character. To apply criteria of achievement to 11 would mean 1o judge a personas
being better or worse than someone else. The difficulty is that in order to pass judg
menton a person, one would have to laaow the whole truth about thatperson,and who
can claim that about another 7 Therefore, we cannot judge spiritual giftedness as
some form of achievement {Piechowski, 1997).

Tertium Quid: Grace

In spiritual development, there is also another clement. Besides the predisposi-
tion toward #anscendental states of heightened consciousness and the effort at a
spiritual discipline, there mustbe energy flowing in Xom the franspcrsonal dimen-
sion. What goverus this influx is central to the lore of spiritual growth and is
universally recogrized 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 itisthat 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, making the person “better” or more whole, and the person using the experience
in the service of others (Maxweil & Tschudin, 1990).

What then is thelongterm effect on the fives of those who had an early spiritual
experience? Robinson (1978) interviewed 13 persons who had earlier submitsed
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.” Fleven of the 13 are definitcly gifted by current criteria, which explains their
selection on the basis ofbeing arficulate; it does not explain whether gifted individue
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 themost significant, and
subsequent ones were never of the same depth again. In some ins#ences 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 tay in
giving me something $o aim for rather thaninthe experience itself,” p. 83). 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,evena
desire to die. Their inner growth and transformasion shows amazingly divergent pat-
terns. Two young women, who had the unigue 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 {hat would have meant denying that
which was most true 1n their lives. Another young woman stopped competing and
became much more idealistic. She felt that something in her “had broken, changed,
metamorphosed for ever” {Robinson, 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 te grow and to reach a new level; with every experience
“the ceiling was raised.” His description has a distinctly entelechial character—the
continued increase in capacity of what one can become:

When you have such an experience asthis the ceiling is raised. There are
S0 many ways in which the outer, conscious person can be enriched He
has o fill up this area, this volume 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 todo so. And each time it isthough a list weregivenyou Further po-
tential of character, of evolution, is shown to you, to fill the newly-created
space; what you have it inyouto become. Andthe consequence isthat you

do feel in part anew person, with a much greater capacity than before
(Robinson, 1978, p. 93)

While one person was inspired to ske up the discipline of practicing his relig-
ion and till in the garden of his inner being, another reported no feeling of having
changed:

I don t feel that essentially I've changed much. Incidentally, one of my
Strongest feelings as a child was that of irritation at all the fruswations ef
being a child, together with the longing to growup and realise my full po-
tential in freedom. This feeling was so clear that it was almost as if Irveally
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 am certain 00 that one’s human awareness is, in

some way. expanding and developing all through ones life. (Robinson,
1978, p. 141)
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These statement show that the concepts of spiritual giftedness and of spirtual
intelligence will have to embrace a much greater assortment of types ofinner trans-
formation They must include even those who claim to be unchanging or doing no
more than just surrendering to the work being effiected in them—as many mystics
have—#o which they accede but which they claim is carried out by the Spirit, not
them. In many spiritual traditions, an unconditional surrender is recognized as the
ultimate step in inner transformation.

Inner trtansforinati:on may have many stages and variants that may be mapped
and described; yetundergoing them is a diffietentorder of reality because it surpasses
what one can envisage and imagine from just reading about them. For instance,

Then there are times when there are no wonderful happenings, just mno-
ments when it is faintly experienced, like sheet lightning compared to the
real stuff. But I always know, even when I try to discard it, that IT was
there, is there, even if I m cut off for months, or a year; orforever. One gf-
fect of it has beento stop me battling, or fighting for 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 quality 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 giffedness makes sense to me because the gifl. is not so much in the work and
effort—this comes later—but in the power of the critical experience and tke strength
oltheperson’s respanse to it. it isthe manifespation, as William James said a hundred
years ago, of spiritual energy flowing in and producing psychological ar material
effec® in the person. Giftedness lies in the person’s openness and receptiveness to
this inflow. Evesything 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 1 wish to express my thanks.

References

Arnwstrong, T. (1984). Transpersonal experience in childhood. Journal of Transper
sonal Psychology, 16,207-230.

Armstrong, T. (1985). ke radiant child Wheaton, IL: Theosophical Publishing
House.

Atwater, P. M. H. (1999) Children of the new millnnium. WNew York: Three Rivers
Press.

Bauer, P. 1. {(1997).. Development of memory in early childhood. InN. Cowan (Ed.)
Development of memory in childhood {pp. 83-111). Hove East Essex, UK.: Psy-
chology Press.

Chapman, J., & Chapman, E. (2000, May). Open doors to education. A paper pre-
sented at the annual Hollingworth Conference, May, 2000, Newton MA.

Colby, A., & Damon, W.(1992). Some do care. Contemporary lives of moral commit-
ment. New York: Free Press.

Volume 9, 2000 87



Childhood Experiences and Spiritual Giftedness

Coles, R. (1990). The spiritual life of children. Boston: Houghton Mifflin.

Davis, R. D. {1994). 1he gift of dyslexia. New York: Pcrigee.

Delisle, J. (1991). Kidstories. Minneapolis, MN: Frce Spirit.

Emmogs, R. A. (1999). The psychology of ultimate concerns. New York: Guilford.
Feldmap, D. H. (1986). Nature’s gambit. New York: Basic Books, *

Fivush, R. (1997). Evert memory in early childhood. in N. Cowan (Ed.) 7he develop-
ment of memory in childhood (pp. 139-161). Hove East Sussex, UK: Psychol-

ogy Press.

Flavell, J. H. (1963). 1he develomental psychology of Jean Piaget. New York: Van
Nostrand Reiphold.

Gallup, G. H., & Jones, T. (1992). Thesaints amongus, Harrisburg, PA: Moorchouse,
Gardner, H. (1999). Intelligence reframed. New York: Basic Books.

Greeley, A. (1974). Ecstasy: A way of krowing. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall.
Grof, S. (1988). The adventure of self-discovery. Albany, NY: SUNY Press.

Grof, S. (1992). Holotropic mind New York: Harper San Francisco.

Grof, S. (1998). The cosmic game. Explorations of thejrontiers of consciousness. Ak
bany, NY: SUNY Press.

Hardy A. (1979). The spiritual nature of man. Oxford: Clarendon Press.
Hay, D., & Nye, R. (1998). The spirit of the child. London: Fount/HarperCollips.
Higgins, G. Q. (1994). Resilient adults. San ¥rancisco: JosseyBass.

Hoffman, E. (1992). Visions of innocence. Spiritual and inspirational experiences of
childhood. Boston; Shambhata.

The Informer; A neighborhood neswpaper by kids and for kids. ). D. Crowe, Editor &
Publisker, 619 Rose Drive, Newburgh, IN 47630.

James, W. (1902/1936). 2he varieties of religious experience.New York: Modern L+
brary.
Lewis, B. (1992). Children with courage Minneapolis, MN: Free Spizit.

Lovecky, D. V. (1999). Harts and rainbows. Issues in the psychetherapy of the gifled.
Advanced Development, 2, 65-83.

Lovecky, D. V.(1993).The questfor meaning: Counseling issues withgifted children
and adolescents. In L. K. Silverman (Ed.), Counseling the gifted and talented.
Denver: Love.

Lovecky, D. V. (1998). Spiritual sensitivity in gifted children. Roeper Review, 20,
178-183. _

Maxwell, P., & Tschudin, V. (1990). Seeing the invisible: Moder religious and other
transcendent experiences. London: Penguin.

Moody, R. (1975). Life after life. Atlanta: Mociengbird Books.

Morelock, M. (1995). 1he profoundly gifted child in a family context. Unpublished
doctoral dissermtion, Tuffs University, Medford, MA.

Morse. M. (1990). Closer to the light. New York: Ballantine.
Morse, M. (1992). Transformed by the light. New York: Villazd.

88 Advanced Development Journal




Michael M. Piechowski

Nixon, L. (1994). Multleve! disintegration in the lives of religious mystics, 4 &
vanced Development, 6, 57-74.

Noble. K. (this issue). Spiritualintelligence: A new frame of mind Advanced Devel-
opment, 9, pp.1-29

Paffard, M. (1973.) Inglorious Wordsworths: A study of some transcendental experi
ences in childhood and adolescence. London: Hodder & Stoughton.

Peterson, J. W.(1987). The secret life of kids. Wheaton, IL: Theosophical Publishing
House.

Piechowsla, M, M. (1979). Developmental potential. In N. Colangelo & R. T. Za-
frann (Eds.), New voices in counseling the gifted (pp.25-57). Dubuque, IA:
Kendall/Hunt.

Piechowski (1986). The concept of developmental potential. Roeper Review, 8,
190-197.

Piechowski, M, M. (1991). Emotional development and emo%onal giftedness. In N.
Colangelo & G. A. Davis (Eds.) Handbook of Gifted Education (pp. 285-306).
Needham Heights, MA: Allyn & Bacon.

Piechowski, M. M. (1997). Emotional giftedness: An expanded view. Apex, A New
Zealand Joumal of Gifted Education, 10, 37-47.

Piechowski, M. M. (1998, May). Spiritual gifiedness and the transpersonal dimen
sion of experience. Paper presented at the Wallace National Research Sympo-
sium on Talent Development. Iowa City, IA.

Plummer, W. & Slania, J.C(2000) “For Nanny.” People Magazine, September 11,

Robinson, E. (1983). The original vision: A study of the religious experienceof child
hood. New York: Seabury Press. First published in 1977 by the Religious Expe-
rience Research Unit, Oxford, UK.

Robinson, E. (1978). Living the questions. Oxford, U.K: The Religious Experience
Research Unit.

Rubig, L. (1996). The franscendent child. New York: Harper Perennial.

Schmeider, W., & Pressely, M. (1997). Mermory development between two and twenty.
(2nd ed.). Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.

Sheingold, K., & Tenney, Y. (1982). Memory for a salient childhood event. In U.
Neisser (Ed.) Memory observed New York: W. H. Freeman.

Silverman, L. K. (1993). The gified individual. In L. . Silverman (1993). Counsei-
ing the gifted and talented (pp. 3-28). Denver: Love.

Silverman, L. K. (1994). The moral sensitvity of gafted children and the evolution of
society. Roeper Review, 17, 110-116.

Sinetar, M. (2000). Spiritual intelligence. Matylanoll, NY: Orbis.

Stevenson, I. (1987). Children who remember previous lives. Charlottesville, VA:
University of Virginia Press.

Stevenson, 1. (1997). Where reincarantion and biology intersect. Westport,CT: Prae
ger.

Tillich, P. (1952). The courage fo be. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.
Weber, M. (1963). The sociology of religion. Boston: Beacon Press.

Volume 9, 2000 89



Childhoed Experiences and Spiritual Giftedness

Weiss, B. L. (1988). Marny lives, many masters. New York: Simon & Schuster.

White, J. (1996). Education, spirituality and the whole child: A humanist perspective.
InR.Best (Ed.}, Education, spirituality and the whole child London: Cassell

Yogananda, P. (1946/1981). Autobiography @fa yogi. Los Angeles: Self-Realization
Fellowship.

Young, S. . (1977). Psychic children. Garden City, NY: Doubleday.

90 o _ Advanced D-e"véZOpﬁ-zent Journal



	Childhood experiences and spiritual giftedness_Page_01
	Childhood experiences and spiritual giftedness_Page_02
	Childhood experiences and spiritual giftedness_Page_03
	Childhood experiences and spiritual giftedness_Page_04
	Childhood experiences and spiritual giftedness_Page_05
	Childhood experiences and spiritual giftedness_Page_06
	Childhood experiences and spiritual giftedness_Page_07
	Childhood experiences and spiritual giftedness_Page_08
	Childhood experiences and spiritual giftedness_Page_09
	Childhood experiences and spiritual giftedness_Page_10
	Childhood experiences and spiritual giftedness_Page_11
	Childhood experiences and spiritual giftedness_Page_12
	Childhood experiences and spiritual giftedness_Page_13
	Childhood experiences and spiritual giftedness_Page_14
	Childhood experiences and spiritual giftedness_Page_15
	Childhood experiences and spiritual giftedness_Page_16
	Childhood experiences and spiritual giftedness_Page_17
	Childhood experiences and spiritual giftedness_Page_18
	Childhood experiences and spiritual giftedness_Page_19
	Childhood experiences and spiritual giftedness_Page_20
	Childhood experiences and spiritual giftedness_Page_21
	Childhood experiences and spiritual giftedness_Page_22
	Childhood experiences and spiritual giftedness_Page_23
	Childhood experiences and spiritual giftedness_Page_24
	Childhood experiences and spiritual giftedness_Page_25
	Childhood experiences and spiritual giftedness_Page_26



