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L Introduction

Mystical experiences threaten the foundations of religions based
on ancient revelation. Ecstatic insight into the nature of the divine
implies unmediated access by individuals to the divine source,
thereby bypassing established cultic channels.

The ecstatic experience also threatens the uniqueness of any
particular religious philosophy. If anyone can achieve a glimpse of
the divine by means of specific techniques, then why practice the
presctiptions and proscriptions of any particular religion? If all
people experience the ecstatic similarly, progressing through
similar stages and achieving levels commensurate with their
innate capacity for the mystical rather than their relative devotion
to a creed, then why bother with a creed at all?

Because of these and other constraints, personal accounts of
ecstatic experience, including descriptions of powerful techniques
for attaining such experiences, are rare in most cultures, sur-
rounded by taboo, consigned to an esoteric in-group, or whispered
privately from master to disciple.

This paper proposes to compare the autobiographical works of
two mystics of widely differing cultural backgrounds, religious
philosophies, and temporal milieus, and to explore the similarities
and differences between their personal ecstatic experiences of the
divine. Perhaps an examination of two such widely divergent
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accounts may cast some light on the nature of the human
experience of God and the stages of mystical development which
are independent of dogma and creed.

II. Overview

Abraham Abulafia, who died sometime after 1291, is among the
most prolific of Jewish kabbalists. He wrote numerous manuals of
mystical technique which serve as instructions for achieving ecstatic
mystical experiences, guiding his students upward through the
various levels. Many of these works still exist today, and although
many of them are in manuscript form, Gershon Scholem and
Moshe Idel have published many lengthy segments which are
available for study.

Swami Muktananda, who died in 1982, is a yogi in the Siddha
tradition who established an international following. He left behind
a significant number of written works describing his own spiritual
evolution, his mystical experiences, and instructions to his stu-
dents, as well as explications of his theological and cosmogonic
philosophies. These have been translated into English by his
disciples and published by the foundation that he established.

In spite of vast cultural, philosophical, and temporal gulfs, the
stages of the medieval kabbalist’s ecstatic development and experi-
ences of mystical union are remarkably analagous to accounts we
have of the contemporary yogic master’s. These similarities are
paralleled in the broad outlines of their respective lives.

Abraham Abulafia was born in 1240 c.e. in Saragossa, Spain,
and studied Torah and Gemara with his father until the elder’s
death when his son was eighteen. Two years later he left home to
begin his temporal wanderings and spiritual search, which was
documented in his autobiography. This work, ‘Ozar ‘Eden Ganuz,
was composed in 1285 for the purpose of edifying and instructing
one of his disciples.

Abulafia’s seeking took him from the study of the sciences and
mathematics, through philosophy, to Maimonides’ Guide to the
Perplexed, which was to be one of the central pillars of his spiritual
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The second pillar was the mystical work Sefer Yetzirah which he
studied, wrote commentaries upon, and taught, along with Mai-
monides’ Guide, during the remainder of his life. At about the time
of his introduction to the Sefer Yetzirah Abulafia experienced a
major ecstatic vision which was the beginning of his development
as a master of kabbala. Among his students were Rabbi Joseph
Gikatilla and Rabbi Moses ben Simeon of Burgos, who were
leading Spanish kabbalists in the late thirteenth century,

Swami Muktananda was born in 1908 in Mangalore, India. At
the age of fifteen he left home to practice the spiritual discipline
of the wandering mendicant, seeking wisdom from holy men and
saints throughout his native land, and studying Vedanta and other
systems of Indian philosophy, yoga, Ayurvedic medicine, horti-
culture, music, and the martial arts.

Muktananda received initiation, or shaktipat, from his master in
1947, which resulted in a protracted period of ecstatic experi-
ences. He reports attaining God-realization in 1956 after nine
years of intense meditation under the guidance of his master, or
Guru, Bhagavan Nityananda. He describes these experiences in
his autobiography Play of Consciousness. Muktananda toured the
world three times, teaching Siddha meditation and initiating
disciples. Before his death he passed the power of the Siddha
lineage on to his disciple Swami Chidvilasananda who continues
as a guru in her own right.

The initial uprooting from the natal home is a significant
turning point for each master. It is as though the willingness to
explore new climes is an externalization of the willingness to
explore new intellectual and spiritual terrain. They each express
the significance of this initial departure, as both Abulafia and
Muktananda apprehend the work of a divine plan in their initial
moves away from home.

Abulafia writes of this first transition: “I remained in the land of
my birth for two years after my father passed away. At the age of
twenty, God’s spirit moved me, and I left, heading straight for the
land of Israel by sea and by land.”!

1. Aryeh Kaplan, Meditation and Kabbalah (York Beach, ME: Weiser, 1982), 66;
Gershom Scholem, Ha-Kabbalah Shel Sefer Hatemunah Veshel Abraham Abul'afiah
(Jerusalem: Academon, 1969), 193.



318 DIANE M. SHARON

Muktananda similarly attributes his abandonment of his natal
home to destiny: “I was slightly over fifteen when one day I left
the love of my mother and father far behind. I should not have
done such a thing. But what could I do? I was destined to behave
so callously. It was supposed to happen, so it did.”?

1II. Philosophy and Apyroach

Abraham Abulafia stands in the tradition of the Merkava mystics
whose roots are based in the visions of the Hebrew prophet
Ezekiel, and he was profoundly influenced by the Ashkenazic
Hasidim of the twelfth century. Abulafia’s ecstatic approach
differs significantly from that of the better-known Sefirotic kab-
balah, which he studied and commented upon.

Moshe Idel distinguishes between these two kabbalistic streams,
terming the Sefirotic kabbalah as “theosophical-theurgical” because
of its concern with the redemptive effect of propetly performed
mitzvot.

The “ecstatic” kabbalah, on the other hand, focuses exclusively
on the individual’s mystical experience of the divine, and concerns
itself with techniques for achieving ecstatic experience.

The goal of Abulafia’s “Path of Names” is a prophetic encounter
with the divine. Muktananda expresses the goal of his practice,
Siddha Yoga, in similar terms. He writes: “Siddha Yoga is a broad
stream through the forest of the world. This stream leads to the
realm of oneness, where the individual soul and the Absolute
merge.”®

Muktananda professes the philosophy of Kashmir Shaivism.
Very briefly, this philosophy teaches that everything in the
universe is the play of the Supreme Power, and an embodiment of
the Supreme Deity, or Shiva. The main duty of a seeker who
pursues the Truth is to recognize the Supreme Principle, which is
the source of everything. It is not possible to recognize this

2. Muktananda, Play of Consciousness (SYDA Foundation, 1978), xxviii.
3. Muktananda, Secret of the Siddhas, (SYDA Foundation, 1980), 58.
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Supreme Principle through the senses, but only through purified
willpower.

The process of purifying one's willpower and realizing this
Supreme Principle is facilitated by one’s guru, or master, and takes
the form of meditation, or inwardly contemplating the Siddha’s
(seeker’s) identity with the Supreme Principle. Meditation is
facilitated by the repetition of the mantra, which consists of the
name of God and/or a verse from Scripture. This repetition is
thought to purify the mind. Hand movements, body postures, and
breathing exercises are part of Muktananda’s technique.

Abulafia’s technique employs oral and written combinations of
the letters of the Hebrew alphabet and of God’s name to achieve
mystical states. He also prescribes hand movements, head move-
ments, breathing techniques, and chanting techniques reminiscent
of various practices in Eastern yoga.

IV. Parallels of Practice

Among the major elements of Muktananda's spiritual practice are
meditation, mantra, and discipleship expressed as devotion to the
guru. Central to Abulafia’s spiritual practice are isolation, combi-
nation and permutation of letters, and the importance of the
master or teacher. Abulafia cites a few simple preparations, such
as bathing, dressing, and securing a private place, preferably at
night.
He continues:*

Be careful to abstract all your thought from the vanities of this
world, . . . Then take ink, pen and a table to your hand. . . .
Now begin to combine a few or many letters, to permute and to
combine them until your heart becomes warm.’

4. Gershom Scholem, Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism (New York: Schocken,
1967), 136-137; Gershom Scholem, Ha-Kabbalah Shel Sefer Hatemunah Veshel
Abrakam Abul'afiah (Jerusalem: Academon, 1969), 210-211.

5. Compare B. Uffenheimer’s third type of ecstatic experience [B. Uffenhei-
mer, “Prolegomenon of the Problem of Prophecy and Ecstasy” in Amnual of
Bar-Ilan University: Moshe Schwarcz Memorial Volume (Ramat Gan; Bar Ilan, 1987)
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Muktananda also prescribes meditative practices to his dis-
ciples, and also prefers a time of darkness:

Get up before sunrise, bathe, and sit quietly for meditation. Face
east, or any direction, understanding the direction to be God,
become quiet, and sit in the posture. . . . Remember your mantra
and synchronize it with the incoming and outgoing breath. Let the
mantra fill the mind. If the mind starts to wander, bring it back and
concentrate.’

The need for a master’s guidance, the importance of master/
disciple relationships, the whole concept, in fact, of a master’s
obligation to disseminate to disciples what has been divinely
received, is central to both accounts.

Gershon Scholem summarizes Abulafia’s manifesto for the obli-
gations of master and disciple. Briefly, the teacher’s responsibility to
the student, if he is worthy, is to teach him everything the teacher
knows, holding back nothing. The master must repeat the material
to his disciple once orally, once in outline, and once with full
explication. The student must be tested. The teacher’s will ought to
be to help the student until he truly understands, with a minimum of
anger, with much tolerance and compassion for all human beings.

These principles are similar to those described by Muktananda:

In every field, one needs a guide. In the same way, in spiritual life,
one needs a guide who is wise and compassionate, who observes
good conduct, who has studied the Scriptures and spiritual phi-
losophies, and who has understood the Truth . . . He must have
complete knowledge and be proficient at transmitting energy and
removing all obstacles. He should always be pure, simple, and
straightfogward, capable of bestowing wisdom and making love
flow . ..

59-61], which he terms, loosely translated, as the ecstasy of inner apathy. Both
Abulafia and Muktananda fit this category, in which the initiate, individually and
in isolation, engages in specific activities or techniques to induce a state of the
mind separating from the body, which the initiate hopes will result in revelations
or unitive experiences.

6. Muktananda, Play of Consciousness (SYDA Foundation, 1978), 44.

7. Muktananda, Secret of the Siddhas (South Fallsburg, NY: SYDA Foundation,
1980), 59-62.






