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One of the latest arrivals on the stage of multifarious intelligences is spiritual
intelligence. There are two millennial books under this title but no case material to illustrate
how it operates in intelligent lives (Sinetar, 2000; Zohar & Marshall, 2000). For most people
spirituality is associated with wholeness, depth, mystery, love, inspiration, and personal
devotion. On surveys, from one third to roughly half of the population say they had a spiritual
experience (Gallup & Jones, 1992, p.49; Hay & Nye, 1998, p. 16; Paffard, 1973, p. 87).
Because it extends beyond one-pointed individual consciousness, a spiritual experience is by
its very nature trans/personal. Here we shall limit it to heightened spiritual awareness and
facility for entering a state of nonordinary consciousness with beneficent consequences
(Piechowski, 1998).

I have come to the concept of spiritual gifteduness by way of emotional giftedness and
resilience (Piechowski, 1997a, b). Some victims of childhood abuse overcame their trauma by
self-discovered and distinctly spiritual practices. I have also received a number of reports of
spiritual experiences of children and adults. The real surprise came with finding substantial
research literature with hundreds of examples of childhood spiritual experiences. A few are in
the gifted literature (Feldman, 1986; Lovecky, 1996; Morelock, 1995; Piechowski, 1997) but
the vast majority are outside of it, although here too many of the respondents show evidence of
being gifted (Armstrong, 1985; Coles, 1990; Hay & Nye, 1998; Higgins, 1994; Hoffman, 1992;
Maxwell & Tschudin, 1990; Morse, 1990; Paffard, 1973; Robinson, 1977, 1978; Rubin, 1996;
Young, 1977). It is not possible it give it justice in a brief report.

When asked about a spiritual experience of lasting significance in their lives, many
adults describe an event from childhood. Robinson (1983) reviewed about 600 such reports
and followed up 362 with a questionnaire. Hoffman (1992) asked directly for childhood
experiences and received about 250 detailed descriptions. They show that children are capable
of having full spiritual experiences of divine presence, energy shimmering in living and
nonliving objects, total unity and oneness, self as not physical, a sense of continuity between
life and death, and much more. They can occur before age 5 (10%), most between ages of 5 and
15 (70%) and fewer after 15 (19%) (Robinson, 1983). The accounts of these experiences fit the
characteristics that William James (1902) gave for a mystical experience: (1) Ineffability (it
cannot be conveyed in words, it has to be experienced directly); (2) noetic quality (the
experience imparts knowledge and “insight into depths of truth unplumbed by the discursive
intellect,” and with a sense of absolute authority). The experiences can be grouped according to
the following themes:

Spontaneous moments of ecstasy, boundless joy, timelessness, connectedness with all people
Experiences of the life force and pulsating energy. and unity with nature
Experience of God. Eternal Presence, God in everything

Receiving sclentific information ahead of its time
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Inner conviction, contrary to the dictates of adults

Identity: a sense of self beyond the physical and beyond one lifetime
Techniques for entering nonordinary consciousness

The first two have also been described as “nature mysticism” because of the feeling of
complete unity with nature (Robinson, 1983). In these moments perception is suddenly altered
to perceive living and nonliving objects as ‘a shimmering gossamer’ shining with brilliant fire,
plants ‘pulsating with sunlight,’ or ‘a quiet radiance in blades of grass.’ This change in
perception is accompanied by elation, intense joy, feeling of unity with nature. It brings with it
an inner conviction of being part of a loving and harmonious creation. For example, a 71-year
old professor anthropology recalled that at the age of four she somehow knew how to focus on
the rhythm of her breath, one of the most elementary techniques of meditation.

I found myself standing at the beach, alone. The sea touched the sky. Breathing with the waves,
I entered their rhythm. Suddenly there was a channeling of energy: the sun, the wind, the sea
were going right through me. 1 A door opened, and I became the sun, the wind, the sea. There
was no ‘T anymore. ‘' 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 went
right through me, and I was part of that energy.... T 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 fiction of my imagination. [Hoffman, 1992, pp.

38-39]

God is felt as a powerful but loving Presence, as someone to talk with, or as present in
everything. One woman at the age of three watched the sun reflected in a window pane and
suddenly saw it pulsating like a giant heart. Decades later it was discovered that the magnetic
field of the sun has a pulsating rhythm.

Children often try to describe their experience only to be shot down by adult
incomprehension, commands to not think such things, or that they are lying. In western
societies a taboo operates on talking about genuine spiritual experiences and children learn it
very quickly (Hay & Nye, 1998). Sometimes this makes them doubt themselves and feel isolated
but in most cases they know that their experience was true and it is the adults who are
misguided. Spiritual experiences may occur in accordance with a practiced religion, or contrary
to the official creed. One of the common conflicts is over the existence of hell and eternal
damnation. With impeccable logic children understand that a loving God and eternal hell are
mutually exclusive. Here is an example:

I had heard from the pulpit that the unbeliever would go to Hell. I puzzled over it as a child,
then dismissed my doubts as heresy. Later the thought came to me: “There is no one, however
bad, I would wish to go to Hell. If God would do that, and I am so unwilling to see one soul cast
into Hell, am I better than God?" I began to doubt the Bible, as not completely consisting of

Truth. [Robinson, 1983, p. 71}

A sense of self beyond the physical occurs in experiences of separation of the
consciousness of self from the body and realizing that the body is only a temporary vehicle.
Moments like this involve a feeling of a temporary release from being stuck in one’s body,
panoramic vision, and knowledge that one survives death in an etheric body, which one five-
year old boy named “airbody.” Children with this kind of insight are not frightened by contact
with a corpse because they know that it is like garment left behind. Some can see and
communicate with the departed as living persons. Some children know that death is only a
transition in a succession of a self’s lives. Some, no doubt highly gifted, push their thinking to
comprehend infinity, or to go further and further back in time, before all memories, and arrive
at a state of euphoric awareness of the pregnant void.
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Obviously, at the age of 3 or 4 children would not have been able to describe their
experience clearly. However, the experience stays on as a vital element of their being, though
often hidden or even forgotten. With growing maturity of language and thought, adolescents and

adults can more readily recall the experience and describe it.

One of the most surprising findings is that children can discover techniques of entering
nonordinary consciousness, a joyful state of deep peace, even bliss with a resultant feeling of
being refreshed and invigorated. There are a number of examples in Hoffman's set—adults
recalling their early experience—but Nye (1998) found that children 6 and 10-year old could
jdentify their strategies for reaching spiritual awareness. Some techniques are: becoming calm
and focused (basic in spiritual training in various traditions), intense wordless prayer, focusing
on visual patterns, repeating a phrase, concentrating on infinity or nothingness.

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 into 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 life are connected on a deep level.

While the great majority of transcendental experiences are joyful, reassuring, and
blissful, there are some that are unsettling and even frightening. To a sensitive mind a trigger is
often the thought of death as final, as a state of endless cold nothingness. It can be the attempt
of trying to communicate a good experience only to be met with incomprehension or censure. A
child or young person is likely then to think that there is something wrong with them. One
gifted boy of 6 was so attuned to the present state of the globe that he felt “holes in the fabric of
the universe with the extinction of every species and with the feeling of the rain forest. He felt
part of himself died too” (Lovecky, 1998). Feldman (1986) was told by parents of one of his
prodigies of flashes of horrifying experiences from a previous life during the Holocaust.

Education can be a hindrance to the unfolding of a child’s spiritual life. For 50% of the
British respondents, schooling was helpful in the development of spiritual awareness, for 31 %
it was neither, and for 19% it was a hindrance. One wonders how different the numbers would
be in this country, and in Catholic schools where children’s experiences of angels are scorned.

A young woman of 23, sounding like a typical frustrated gifted student, wrote:

I feel that all my education was a block and a barrier to real religious experience. It gave little
help or guidance in ‘living,” and was always wary of delving too deeply into mystery and crossing
threshoids. I felt, particularly in adolescence, that my real self was neglected by the educational
system and teachers, and that they were ignorant of fundamental truths. An education lacking
in wisdom. As a child I longed to break free from rigid day to day round of lessons which I

always felt stifling and often irrelevant. [Robinson, 1983. p. 85]

Inner experience may find a kindred worldview in the Native American or any similar
tradition, denigrated not so long ago when native cultures were regarded as primitive and

inferior:

When | first had to study Pope’s “Essay on Man” I was much struck with “Lo the poor Indian
whose untutored mind saw God in clouds and herd Him in he wind,” because I felt exactly like

him and was more inclined to say “Lo poor Pope." [Robinson, 1983, p. 87|

Anecdotal reports by parents suggest that transpersonal experiences are more frequent
in gifted children. Whether it is the parents’ greater attention to their children, better memory,
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or greater openness to the unusual, remains to be seen. Spirituality is still a largely unexplored
dimension of the life of gifted children but we can now accord it the attention and respect that it

deserves.

On the basis of intensive investigation of 362 childhood spiritual experiences
Robinson’s (1983) concluded that: (1) “The original vision” is not a fantasy but a form of
knowledge [James’s 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, (4) they bring to the person an awareness of his or her
true self, (5) this vision can only be understood in purposive terms, as destiny [what Lovecky
called entelechy].

These findings challenge our concepts of children’s early cognitive and emotional
development as limited to sensorimotor and concrete thinking, and their incapacity to
understand the finality of death. Rather, it is the adult mainstream thinking which would
appear to be severely limited. The larger issue is that the content of the experiences has the
same character as the innumerable experiences of mystics that are on record and which reveal
that beneath our ordinary reality is a larger unseen reality. This is the larger spiritual universe
that William James {1902) deduced from his study of the varieties of religious experience.
Independent lines of investigation suggest a new psychology that includes the transpersonal
dimension (Grof, 1988, 1998).
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