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Almost anyone who can become lucid in their dreams on a regular basis will eventu-
ally encounter the white light in the dream state, either as an external orb or being of light,
and/or as an internal, rapturous experience of radiance. It’s an unforgettable experience of
overwhelming love and fulfillment—the kind of thing that changes your life for good. In-
deed, my friend Hugh Lynn Cayce—who experienced the white light on many occasions dur-
ing his life—once said that if you’ve ever experienced the light, you would crawl across the

United Stated to have it again.

Since the beginning of my work with lucid dreaming, the experience of intense white
light has been a recurring feature in my most memorable dreams. In fact, it is far more im-
portant to me than lucid dreaming per se. Since experiencing the light for first time in a lucid
dream when [ was 19, I have maintained a special reverence for the ecstatic experience of
light in the dream state. While the white light is the predominant, if not exclusive visual ele-
ment in dreams of light, the ecstatic feeling, the emotional healing, and the sense of unques-
tioned holy presence that accompany the vision of light puts the experience in a category all

by itself. Jung's words capture the universal significance of the vision of light.



The phenomenon itself, that is, the vision of light, is an experience common to
many mystics, and one that is undoubtedly of the greatest significance, be-
cause in all times and places it appears at the unconditional thing, which

unites in itself the greatest energy and the profoundest meaning.!

Not surprisingly, the encounter with light represents an especially elusive phenome-
non, both from the standpoint of the one who seeks it, or seeks it again, and from the per-
spective of one who wishes to understand what precedes or gives rise to it, and what we can
do to encourage such breakthroughs. Of course, we have the literature of the mystics, both
East and West, who have described their moments of ecstasy through their own metaphors,
and within their own systems of philosophy and faith, thereby enriching their accounts with
the uniquely personal context of their spiritual journey. However, such accounts reflect the
particular orientation of the recipients in such a way that may effectively obscure the state of
the mind and of the heart that typically precedes what the Tibetan Buddhists refer to as "the

dawning of the clear light."

I believe that we can learn more about what accounts for this core mystical experi-
ence by examining, in particular, dreams which culminate in the experience of light. By ana-
lyzing the antecedent images alongside the dreamer's subjective state, we might ascertain the
processes that are at work without depending as much on the retrospective analyses of the
recipients, or imposing assumptions that may subtly make the experience fit into convenient
theories. Out of such a study one might be able to articulate an approach to dream work and

spiritual practice which would make previously inaccessible experiences more available to a
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wider population. Before we examine a few light experiences in the dream state, and their
antecedents, let me share with you a so-called “failure dream” that sets that stage for appre-
ciating the dreams that follow, and the hypothesis that will emerge in the process. I had this

dream when I was in my 20s.

I become lucid and decide to search for the white light. I begin to see it here,
and then there, as it seems to shine through the form of every ordinary object
around me. I see a bicycle shining, and concentrate on the shimmer in hopes
that it will expand into a full-blown experience of radiance. However, as soon
as I do this, the shimmering disappears, and the bicycle becomes "just itself"
again. I am frustrated when I notice a woman approaching. She walks up and
says, "You must first learn to love the form before you can see the light within

it."

With an economy of words, the woman implies that the dreamer must love the world
of form—the realm of metes and bounds—in order to experience the uniting essence of eve-
rything. The woman's message to the dreamer suggests that if one wishes to experience the
highest states of ecstasy, one would do well to respect the particular imagery that arises in
the dream state, regardless of its outward appearance. Certainly, lucid dreamers have consid-
erable freedom over the forms that arise in their dreams, and in many instances can modify
them or avoid them at will, and so an attitude of embracing the specific form of the dream
may seem to curtail unnecessarily the creativity and freedom of the lucid dreamer. If the

dream is, as some say, a self-created reality, then why subordinate the creator to the created?



There are two threads—transcendence and immanence—running through every spiri-
tual tradition. The path of transcendence promises enlightenment through an elevated, unify-
ing perspective, whereas the path of immanence offers enrichment through a complete,
wholehearted involvement in the diversity of here-and-now events and relationships. Along
these lines, I once had a dream that a woman and I were both seeking heaven. I knew that we
had to pursue our common goal in different ways. I had to embark on a journey through a
dark, wooded land, whereas she had to find her way to heaven through deep meditation. This
balancing act between transcendence and immanence, between spirit and soul, can be found
in every spiritual tradition. But instead of digressing into a topic that is much bigger than this
format allows, I will examine some dreams in which the dreamer has succeeded in experienc-
ing the interior light to see if this conversation between transcendence and immanence can be

discerned.

The following dream of a middle-aged man reveals a remarkable progression of
strategies for engaging the form of the dream, each of which resolves the dream conflict with

dramatically differing outcomes.

I am alone in a log cabin on a barren plain. The door opens and three figures
come inside and stand before me, side by side. They are Dracula, Werewolf,
and Frankenstein. At first I am terrified as I recall my childhood fear of these
three characters. However, I suddenly realize that I am dreaming and my fear
subsides. My first thought is that they are only a dream, and that I can make

them go away. So I say, "Get out!" And they disappear immediately.



I begin to think that I didn't do the best thing by having them leave. I
think, "Maybe I should have surrounded myself with light instead." So I
shout, "Please come back." The door opens, and the three figures enter again
and face me. [ mentally surround myself with light, and a bright white cloud
appears all around me. I peer through the haze, and can barely make out the

three characters standing there quietly.

Again I wonder if [ have done the best thing. I think, "Maybe I should
invite them into the light." So I say, "Please come into the light." I see them
walking toward me, and suddenly the light comes into me. The characters and
the cabin disappear in the radiance of my inner experience. I am on fire with
love, and remain in an ecstatic state for some time before coming back into
consciousness in my bed. The effects of this most exhalted experience of my

life remained with me for weeks.

In this remarkable experience, the dreamer applies three approaches to the unsettling
encounter. The first two reflect common "transcendent" strategies for dealing with threat:
banishing the threat from a perspective of the dream's self-created nature, or insulating one-
self from the imagery through invoking the protection of higher power. Both remedies seem
to work, but neither satisfies the dreamer's felt sense of the "very best." It is only the third
strategy—that of respecting and welcoming the threatening form of the dream—that gives

rise to the interior experience of light.



The second dream is one that was included in my book Lucid Dreaming: Dawning of

clear Light (1976). It is as follows:

I am the prisoner of the devil, along with a crowd of other people. The devil
appears as an ordinary man, who is very powerful, cold and brutish. We are
free to walk around, but the understanding is that there is no escape from his
power. Even so, a woman and I decide to try to escape while he is distracted.
It is night time, and we run across a lighted expanse of lawn toward an area
that is not lit by the light. As I run, a voice says to me, "If you go further, you
will fall into a well." I stop abruptly, not knowing what to do. Then I see a
shadow creep pass me, alerting me to the devil's approach. Feeling powerless,
I turn around, drop to the ground, and say, "Lord have mercy!" However, in-
stead of seeing the devil, I see a woman clothed in white, surrounded by light.
She walks up, bends down and touches my forehead. Immediately, [ am in-
fused with light and ecstasy, and I know that [ have been healed. The light

pours through me for some time before subsiding as I awaken in bed.

In this dream, the dreamer is also aware of a profound dilemma. The dreamer resorts
to a standard strategy when dealing with a threat—flight—but in the process, he become
aware of another problem created by his initiative. The dreamer is caught between two un-
tenable choices with no apparent way out. In a state of utter resignation, the light comes to

him through an unexpected source.



These first dreams reveal clear conflicts of which the dreamers become starkly aware.
The dreamers do not resolve their respective dilemmas by piercing the illusion of the dream's
reality. Instead, they come to the point where they accept that they must face, and even coex-

ist with, these troublesome influences.

The thesis that emerges from these experiences and the ones that follow is this: that
the recognition and acceptance of an apparently unresolvable internal division can precede
the experience of light. The light, in turn, seems to incorporate the contradictory perspectives
into a greater whole. The dreamer's apparent role in the process does not appear to be one of
solving the problem, nor of transcending it, but rather to acknowledge and to accept the bur-

den of irreconcilable conflict.

Another dream—again, a nonlucid dream—reveals a conflict for which there seems to

be no resolution available; that is, until the light appears.

I am with Mike on the streets of a Mexican border town. It is evening, and we
run into an attractive woman, who may be a prostitute, but we are not sure.
We flirt with her, and make arrangements to get together later that evening.
Just at that moment, I notice my father standing nearby. He wears a stern look,
as if to express his judgment of me. I am unsure of what to do or to say. At
that moment, there is an explosion to the east. I turn and see that an orb of
white light has appeared about 100 yards away, hovering above the ground. I
look at my father and see that his face is rapt with wonder, and illuminated by

the light. We stand together, transtixed by the sight. The orb approaches us,



and passes slowly over us. Again, there is an explosion and the orb appears to
the east of us again. It is so powerful that it begins to attract everything toward
it. I feel the wind becoming so powerful that I lose my footing and rush up-
ward into the light, until there is nothing left of the dream but light and a sense

of intense love and fulfillment.

The dreamer is clearly caught in a conflict between competing values. However, the
light appears as an unexpected solution that unites, or supercedes, the respective ideals of fa-

ther and son.

Finally, the following dream commences with a stark view of the dreamer's impover-

ished condition, but which gives ways to ecstasy and healing.

I am aware that [ am terminally ill, and I am with a woman who also will soon
die of an incurable disease. We are at a spiritual retreat, and sleeping in open
rooms. She and I have beds beside each other, but we do not sleep together.
That night, we lie down in our respective beds and fall asleep. In the middle of
the night, I am overwhelmed by a white light that comes in intense waves,
subsiding briefly between each exquisite pulsation. For a while, there is only
light. I receive the light more fully than on many other occasions where I re-
sisted somewhat out of fear or discomfort. I am aware that the light is pouring
through me into the sleeping woman beside me, and that we are both being
healed of our illnesses. As I surrender completely to the light, a voice says,

"Your mortal life is over." Then later, we both awaken, and realize that we



have been healed. Further, I know that she and I will remain together for all

eternity.

This non-lucid dreamer comes to the realization that he will soon die. In effect, the
dreamer experiences his fate and everyone's else's fate. Like the Russian poet, who begins
her poem, "I know the truth, you can forget all other truths," referring to the fact that we all
will soon die, the dreamer apprehends the gritty truth of his own faulted existence. But in the

context of this bleak realization, the dreamer is infused with radiance.

We are seeing in these dreams a clear view of what precedes, at least in some cases,
the experience of inner light. First of all, a sense of inner division, impoverishment, or dis-
ease—for which there is no apparent solution—sets the stage. Then the dreamer comes to
terms, or even accepts, the specific form of one's divided condition. Out of this sober realiza-
tion comes something wholly unexpected—the fusion of irreconcilable differences into a
greater whole, signified by the experience of radiance and ecstasy. It is significant, I believe,
that the experience of light is not merely one of mental clarity and unattachment; it is also an
experience of deep love, exquisite feeling, and abiding presence. That is to say, the experi-
ence is profoundly imminent or soulful, as well as spiritual or transcendent. While it an-
nounces the presence of something higher that is uniquely capable of resolving the inner di-
vision, it crosses graciously to the human side of the equation, as well, by intensifying one's

experience of love and relationship.

One might assume that once a person has learned to accept the form of whatever

arises in dreams and waking life—that is, to accept his or her own limitations, and to move



comfortably in the harness of life's daily losses and contradictions—then the level of inner
conflict will presumably lessen. If so, the experience of the light should arise without as
much antecedent conflict. In support of this view, consider a final dream. Recall, if you will,
the first dream that I shared with you in which the woman told me that I first needed to love
the form in order to experience the light. In the following dream, which took place 30 years

later, I finally seem to know this. It was a simple dream.

I am with an unknown man in an outdoor scene, and I abruptly become lucid.
I say to my companion, "If you want to see the light, meditate on whatever you see."
Following my own advice, I immediately see a children's outdoor swing set. I lie
down on the grass and meditate on the image of the swingset. The light comes after a
moment's hesitation, obliterating the imagery and leaving me to receive it in gentle

pulsating waves of ecstasy.

Perhaps one can never know why some momentous dreams give way to the fullness
of light, and some do not, but we can point out to dreamers the profound significance of their
willingness to become aware of the apparently unresolvable conflicts of their lives. Rather
than representing a negative indication of growth, the awareness of conflict in the dream can
be reframed as a state of awareness which may invite or culminate in an experience of pro-

found reconciliation.

One might ask, since very few people report having dreams of interior light, how can
this thesis be useful to a broader population of dreamers? The anecdotes reported herein

support the view that dreamers may be closest to the experience of interior light within their



most unpleasant dreams—which, of course, is a counterintuitive notion. However, if we
know that grappling with our intractable inner conflicts brings us closer to—not farther
from— the light, then we can be on the lookout for when dreamers are engaged in such a
struggle and could, therefore, be open to such experiences. Encouraging them to embrace
their dilemma could be the intervention that "tips the scales" in the direction of profound ec-

stasy and healing.

It is also true from my personal and clinical experience that the light appears with
surprising frequency in our dreams, but that the dreamer typically fails to recognize it for
what it is. For instance, a 49-year-old woman recently shared a dream with me in which she
saw a UFO hovering overhead. Actually, all she really saw was a large white orb surrounded
by small red lights, but because she concluded that it was a UFO that had come to abduct her,
she became afraid and ran. In discussing the dream with her, I was able to explore the
dreamer's resistances to the light and relate them to unresolved fears related to sexual child-
hood abuse. By drawing on my own experiences, and examples from other dreamers, I was
able to present the possibility that she might be able to experience the light by turning to-
ward, and acknowledging the source of her fears. In response to my suggestion, she spent
two weeks exploring her experiences of violation and how they had infected her relationship
with higher power. Soon after, she had a dream in which she looked up and saw two birds
flying toward each other. As she watched them, they became colorful spiralling discs. She
thought, "This is probably the light!" The objects turned into a brilliant spectral display of
color, resembling in her words, "a peacock's colors." She awoke with a feeling of deep con-

nection and hope.



In summary, anecdotal evidence suggests that when a dreamer is willing to embrace
the specific form of the dream—however afflicted it may appear to be with its inherent dual-
ity, conflict, limitation, or perceived threat—the dreamer may experience the fullness of light.
Of course, a much larger sample of dreams would be required to establish if this relationship
between internal conflict and the experience of interior light applies to most such dreams, or
only a subset thereof. This dark, troubled journey contrasts with the view what we need to do
is to recognize the self-created nature of the dream, and to rise above it. Instead it suggests
that we must become aware of the complex division within us—the apparently irreconcilable
aspects of impulse, habit and character that may seem to prevent us from becoming the per-
son we aspire to be, and which often appear in our dreams as fully autonomous, shadowy
characters with their own agendas. The courage to acknowledge and accept the apparent ir-
reconcilability of our complex inner condition seems to be the price of admission into the
mystic's ecstatic vision. In the words of Yeats, "Nothing can be whole or soul that has not
first been rent." The apparent paradox in all of this is that by accepting the burden of one's
apparent brokenness, the experience of light may become more, not less, available than ever

before.



