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Until you deny all else, the affirmation of God escapes you;
I am denying in order that you may find the way to affirm.
I play the tune of negation: when you die death will disclose the mystery—
Not the death that takes you into the dark grave,
But the death whereby you are transmuted and enter into the Light.

Rumi1

Mysticism is a word which has been both widely used and also misused. It derives from
the Greek word mystes, “one who is initiated”, even as the word mystikos means “mystic”,
“mystical” or “connected with the mysteries”. The etymological relationship of “mysticism” to
“mystery” is evident. If mysticism has to do with that which is mysterious, however, it is not
“misty” or vague. Nor should it to be equated with the occult or parapsychology, or with the
powers with which these deal, such as clairvoyance or telekinesis. Mysticism should also be
distinguished from shamanism. Both mysticism and shamanism have a relationship to ecstasy2
and, from one point of view, both involve union with a sacred power. However, unlike
mysticism, in shamanism the power involved is outside the shaman and has to be invited to enter
him or her before union can be achieved. 3
It is not surprising that there are many varying definitions of mysticism 4, as mysticism
deals with the infinite, which, by its very nature precludes the limitation of finite demarcation.
The following definition, however, affords us a good starting point for our exploration:
Mysticism is “the doctrine or belief that direct knowledge of God, of spiritual truth, of
ultimate reality, etc., is attainable through immediate intuition, insight, or illumination,
and in a way differing from ordinary sense perception or ratiocination.”5
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Mysticism thus involves
the apprehension of an ultimate nonsensuous unity in all things, a oneness or a One to
which neither the senses nor the reason can penetrate. In other words, it entirely
transcends our sensory-intellectual consciousness.6

Because mysticism involves direct knowledge of ultimate reality, mystical experiences
often tend to conform to the essentialization theory of deification, or, as we more broadly
stated here, of the attainment of ultimate reality.7 The essentializational theory is
basically founded on the viewpoint that attainment of ultimate reality consists in realizing
our own true nature. The transformational theory is founded on the gradual
transformation of potentiality into actuality, of aspiration into realization, of the glimpse
of reality into vision. The substitutional theory is based on the supposition that the
attainment of ultimate reality cannot be attained without reliance upon a superior
principle. Every religion incorporates elements of each of these three theories. 8 The
mystical element in every great spiritual tradition, when given expression in finite
language, points to an ultimate reality which is essentially one, whether it is approached
negatively or positively, as fullness or emptiness, as being, non-being or beyond being.
As it transcends our sensory-intellectual consciousness, mysticism involves
consciousness beyond the limitations of the finite, what Dionysius the Areopagite termed
agnosia, “unknowing”, which is not nescience, but rather “a super-knowledge not obtained by
means of the discursive reason.” 9
Leave behind the senses and the operations of the intellect, and all things sensible
and intellectual, and all things in the world of being and non-being, that thou mayest arise
by unknowing towards the union, as far as is attainable, with Him Who transcends all
being and all knowledge. For by the unceasing and absolute renunciation of thyself
and of all things thou mayest be borne on high, through pure and entire self-abnegation,
into the superessential Radiance of the Divine Darkness.10
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The divine darkness is not the absence of light, but rather a superabundance of light. Thus the
Egyptians called the Ineffable “an unknowable darkness.”11 . Similarly the English metaphysical
poet Henry Vaughan wrote in his poem The Night:
There is in God (some say)
A Deep, but dazling darkness; as men here
Say it is late and dusky, because they
See not all clear;
Of for that night! where I in him
Might live invisible and dim.

And the German Christian mystic Johann Scheffler, under the pseudonym of Angelus Silesius,
wrote:
Who in this mortal life would see
The Light that is beyond all light,
Beholds it best by faring forth
Into the darkness of the Night.12

Similarly, in Sufism, Islamic mysticism,
Pure Being, devoid of qualities and relations, is called by Jili “the dark mist” or “blindness” (al-‘
Ama), a term which the Prophet is said to have used in answering the question, “Where was God
before the creation?” 13

The acknowledgement of unknowing, of ascending beyond knowing, is echoed in other
mystical works, such as the anonymous medieval text The Cloud of Unknowing, whose author
states:
On this same manner ghostly14 it fareth within our spiritual wits, when we
travail about the
knowing of God Himself. For have a man never so much ghostly understanding in knowing of all
made ghostly things, yet may he never by the work of his understanding come to the knowing of
an unmade ghostly thing: the which is nought but God. But by the failing it may: for why, that
thing that it faileth in is nothing else but only God. And therefore it was that Saint Denis15 said,
the most goodly knowing of God is that, the which is known by unknowing.16

Even as Dionysius is a primary source for the concept of agnosia, “unknowing”, in the
spiritual quest, so too is he a wellspring for the use of both apophasis, “speaking away”

“unsaying” or negation, as well as kataphasis, “speaking toward” or affirmation. In The
Divine Names, Dionysius primarily employs kataphasis, “speaking towards”, the via
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affirmativa, while in The Mystical Theology he predominately employs apophasis, the via
negativa.
The use of apophasis is common to many of the philosophers in the Platonic tradition,
including Plato, Apuleius, Philo, and Plotinus. 17 It is to be found also in the Christian tradition, as
in Dionysius, John of Damascus, and Meister Eckhart.18 In a broader sense, “unsaying”, the use
of denial in the mystical approach to whatever is conceived of as the ultimate reality19, is also to
be found in Judaism, Christianity and Islam, as well as in the Eastern traditions, including
Hinduism, Buddhism and Taoism.20
Thus Plotinus writes that the One, the ultimate reality of Neoplatonism, is not being, but
beyond being.21 It is all things, but none of them. 22 In the Kabbalah, the mystical tradition in
Judaism, the ultimate reality, En Sof, is limitless and unknowable.23 Among the Sufis, the
mystics of Islam, the ultimate reality is the Unseen 24 and Absolute Unknowableness.25 In the
Christian tradition, Dionysius affords us many examples of unsaying, such as the following:
Again, ascending yet higher, we maintain that He is neither soul nor intellect; nor has He
imagination, opinion, reason, or understanding, nor is He any act of reason or understanding. Nor
can He be expressed or conceived, since He is neither number nor order; nor greatness nor
smallness; nor equality nor inequality, nor similarity nor dissimilarity.26

While Angelus Silesius wrote that:
God is an utter Nothingness,
Beyond the touch of Time and Place:
The more thou graspest after Him,
The more he fleeth thy embrace.27

In Hinduism, Brahman, the ultimate reality, cannot be expressed by words, thought by
the mind, seen by the eye, heard by the ear or breathed by breath. 28 It is
immeasurable, unborn, inscrutable, unthinkable.29

Sunyata, the Void or Emptiness, is the ultimate reality in Buddhism.
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Nothing, not even emptiness, can be said to exist from an absolute standpoint, while at the same
time something, i.e., emptiness can be said to be the ultimate nature. In
other
words,
nothing exists ‘ultimately’ (don dam par) although something can be said to be ‘the ultimate’ (don
dam pa).30

The nature of emptiness in Buddhism has often been misunderstood as nihilistic. The eminent
scholar D.T. Suzuki gave the following elucidation:
The term “emptiness” is apt to be misunderstood for various reasons. The hare or rabbit has no
horns, the turtle has no hair growing on its back. This is one form of emptiness. The Buddhist
sunyata does not mean absence.
A fire has been burning until now and there is no more of it. This is another kind of emptiness.
Buddhist sunyata does not mean extinction.
The wall screens the room: on this side there is a table, and on the other side there is nothing,
space is unocccupied. Buddhist sunyata does not mean vacancy.
Absence, extinction and unoccupancy—these are not the Buddhist conception of emptiness.
Buddhists’ Emptiness is not on the plane of relativity. It is Absolute Emptiness transcending all
forms of mutual relationship, of subject and object, birth and death, God and the world,
something and nothing, yes and no, affirmation and negation. In no Buddhist Emptiness there is
time, no space, no becoming, no-thing-ness; it is what makes these things possible; it is zero full
of infinite possibilities, it is a void of inexhaustible contents.31

Thus, once after the Buddha’s disciple Sariputta arose from meditation, the Buddha asked him:
“By abiding in what are you now abiding in its fulness, Sariputta?”
“By abiding in emptiness am I now abiding in its fulness, Lord.” 32

Tao, the ultimate reality of Taoism, is also approached by unsaying:
The Tao that can be told of is not the eternal Tao;
The name that can be named is not the eternal name.33
Infinite and boundless, it cannot be given any name;
It reverts to nothingness.34

The Chinese terms which are here translated as “nothingness” are literally “no-thing”. 35
The nothingness of Tao is a “no-thing-ness”. Like the emptiness of Buddhism, it is that which is
prior to differentiation. Thus the celebrated commentator Wang Pi here notes that:
If we speak of its non-being, everything comes from it.36
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Apophasis and kataphasis are often used in conjunction with each other. A beautiful and
striking example is that of Damascius. He begins his celebrated work, Doubts and Solutions
Concerning the First Principle, with the use of apophasis, unsaying:
Concerning the all, however it is conceived, our soul divines that there is a principle beyond all
things and uncoordinated with them. Therefore it should be called neither principle, nor cause, nor
first, nor prior to all, nor beyond all; still less should one celebrate it as the all. In short, it should
neither be celebrated, nor conceived, nor conjectured.37

Shortly thereafter, however, he turns to the use of kataphasis, affirmation:
There is nothing the One is not. Therefore all things unwind from it, so to speak. And that which
is properly the cause and the first is also itself the end and the uttermost, and the sole nature of the
many, not that which is in them from It, but that which, prior to them, is generative of the nature
which is in them. It is the most indivisible summit of whatever we call the all, and the greatest
circumference of whatever we call the all.38

Through kataphasis the mystic attempts to ascend to the summit of what his conceptions
affirm of the ultimate reality. By the use of apophasis, unsaying or negation, the mystic seeks to
go beyond even these. Both have their part to play in the mystic quest.
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