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I'd like to speak with you for a few minutes about the "back story" for the chapter I 
wrote for Hurd and Bulkeley’s lucid dream anthology, Lucid	  Dreaming:	  New	  
Perspec4ves	  on	  Consciousness	  in	  Sleep. I have titled this brief presentation, 
“Underhill’s Three Stages of the Mystical Life as Reflected in My Lucid Dream 
Experiences.”

The title of my chapter is: “A Non-Dual Perspective the Question of Dream 
Control,” and the premise of my chapter is, essentially this: Since we cannot 
conclusively determine the nature of lucid dream characters, we cannot rule out 
that they are independent persons, or at least some combination of subjective 
and ontologically distinct entities.

Out of of this premise emerges a non-dualistic view of the lucid dream, which 
resonates with Jungian psychology, alchemy, and Mahayana Buddhism.

Given what we cannot know, it important for us not to try to take control of dream 
figures, but to show respect for them, and to adopt an ethical position congruent 
with waking state values. This enables a true relationship with them, 
characterized by free, reciprocal exchanges between persons.

Allowing for subjective and objective aspects of the lucid dream resonates with 
what has been called a “non-dual”orientation. In Mahayana seeking 
transcendence and involving oneself in the world are considered equally valid 
paths. What grows out of this non-dual attitude is an equal celebration of  the 
formless path (i.e. the dream and its characters are self-created), and the path of 
form (i.e. the dream and its characters are real)

How did I come to this position in relation to my own lucid dream journey? Not 
from the outset. I was blessed by an abundance of experiences of light and 



ecstasy in my late teens and early 20s. My initial orientation was to view the lucid 
dream as a form of spiritual practice, or yoga.

I viewed the dream as an illusory “veil” between myself and the ultimate Reality. 
So I was initially on a transcendent quest to “pierce the veil” of illusion. The 
literature from Tibetan Buddhism seemed to support this approach by saying that 
our true nature and our destiny was veiled by our belief in the reality of the 
dream.
This approach “worked” for a while, but problems began to develop. Dream 
characters turned threatening, and I could not dispel the deep fear that arose in 
some of my lucid experiences.

Life circumstances also triggered memories of unresolved pain and fear, and I 
had my first panic attack just before I was supposed to get married. I broke off 
the engagement. The dreams turned darker, and I stopped meditating for almost 
two years as the anxiety continued.

Female figures in my lucid dreams turned controlling, even demonic. Powerful 
male figures attacked me in spite of my lucidity. I could not claim the “high 
ground” of the transcendent lucid assumption (i.e. this is only a dream) in order 
to prevail.  The only conclusion true to my experience was to grant the 
characters an independent status

It became obvious that I would have to heal significant psychodynamic conflicts 
before further progress could be made.The unconscious conflicts stemmed––at 
least in the context of this lifetime––from my parents’ breakup, and my 
memories of my mother’s desire to leave when I was a child. Looking back, my 
capacity for intimacy was severely limited. This became the most important 
psychological and spiritual work of my lifetime.

My principal teacher at that time was Hugh Lynn Cayce, a man of extraordinary 
passion, psychic awareness, and mystical depth. Early in our relationship, he 
introduced me one of his favorite books––Evelyn Underhill’s book Mysticism. It 
became a beacon through a protracted, difficult time for me.



The first stage of the mystic’s journey––the illumination––represents a 
preliminary phase in which the self glimpses the ultimate reality, but cannot 
sustain the awareness. The second stage––the dark night of the soul––is 
usually considered a “fall” or a curse, but is actually a necessary process of  
humanizing the spiritual quest. The third stage––the unitive way––commences 
only once the self has faced, accepted, and integrated the neglected 
dimensions of life.

In my early 20s, I had several dreams that foreshadowed the dark night. One of 
them was my first “encounter” with Jesus.

This dream, and many others like it, foreshadowed Underhill’s second stage––
the dark night––in which I had to accept that my transcendent quest was 
diverting me engagement with real life would give me.

The last 40 years have revolved around a “real-life” spiritual journey, leading to a 
grounded and embodied spirituality. As my therapist once said, “Scott, you have 
had plenty of out of body experiences. Now you need to have an in-the-body 
experience.”

I discovered that the dark night has a prerequisite as it relates to the path of 
lucid dreaming: to enter into a fully engaged relationship with the dream 
characters, and never to treat them as “unreal” or “self-created.” 

In spite of my desire to dismiss threatening dream characters, I had no choice 
but to treat them as real persons with valid agendas. I tried to avoid this, but 
they would not allow it.

“I have followed you through all of your incarnations, and I am angry!” -- 
an unknown woman in a lucid dream

“I have come to show you what you have built.” -- Jesus in a dream



“You have to love the form before you can see the light within it.” -- an 
unknown woman in a lucid dream

Knowing that invasive dream characters could be parts of myself led me to 
accept the importance of integrating them.

But accepting that they could also be real persons made it possible to enter into 
a “true relationship” with them (Tarnas, 1993), characterized by free, reciprocal 
exchanges.

This non-dual perspective allows for the autonomy of dream characters, as well 
as for our eventual union/reunion with them. Jung’s system reflects this 
orientation.

Forty years later, I  am not sure if I have begun to enter Underhill’s third phase––
the unitive way. However, I do believe that the evolving seeker, who has dwelt in 
the dark night, simply becomes more acceptant of his own humanity, and by 
implication, more acceptant of the limitations of others.

While I still “struggle” with real life issues and with real people, I believe I am less 
divided psychodynamically. 

I have entered a new phase of lucid dreaming, characterized by darkness, less 
fear, greater intimacy, and “embodied” luminosity (i.e. Objects of beauty and art 
are lit from within).

There is a much greater sense of relatedness in the lucid dream state, of 
connections with ostensible strangers that seem timeless and momentous. 

I look forward to meeting  and learning from the people I encounter as much 
seeing the Light. I ask them questions!

There is less of a sense of an externalized higher power.



In summary I believe that it is important for us to honor the form of the lucid 
dream and the felt-autonomy of the dream figures. Otherwise, we will forfeit the 
opportunity for entering into a true relationship with them, leading to a 
“deanimation” of the dream realm, and a commensurate loss of meaning.

It is also important for us to acknowledge that the dream characters represent 
aspects of ourselves that need to be integrated. Otherwise, we might overly 
externalize them, even demonize them, leading to regressive dualism.

It is important for us to create a larger “container” in which disturbing 
experiences are part of the necessary journey toward integration and 
wholeness. There is far too little of this in the wholesale promotion of lucid 
dreaming. 

And further, it is important to uphold the ideal of intimacy and relationship as a 
goal that is as important as ecstasy and illumination in the quest for lucid 
dreaming.

Thank you!


