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[though there have been many advances
Ain physics, the implications of quantum

theories have not been incorporated into the
humanities. As a result, much of academia has
remained in a seventeenth or eighteenth century
worldview, with some scholars still seeking to
analyze spirituality in dualistic, reductionistic, and
materialistic terms that in fact have been superceded.
Such perspectives often result in mistaken thinking
based in category errors. In this article, we point
the way beyond such dualism, and argue in favor of
transdisciplinary approaches to the study of religion
and in particular, spirituality. We posit a new model
for understanding interiority prefiguring a unified,
transdisciplinary approach that engages quantum
physics and the humanities.

Keywords: Transdisciplinarity, consciousness,
integrative, humanities, quantum mechanics.

1 Introduction

Over the past century, there have been tremendous
advances in the study and understanding of physics,
as classical physics was followed by quantum theo-
ries. Contemporary quantum theories present cos-
mological insights that upend the way we previously
understood the world. But the rest of academia
has not yet fully come to grips with some of the
implications of theoretical physics and the insights
it offers. In fact, for the most part those of us in the
humanities still see largely through dualistic Carte-
sian lenses fashioned in the seventeenth or eighteenth
century. As we will see, such perspectives in fact
result in mistaken thinking based in category errors.
In this article, we will explore some implications of
theoretical physics that will help us see the study of
consciousness, and in particular what we will term
interiority, in a new light.

First, however, some remarks on our use of termi-
nology. In what follows, the word “transdisciplinar-
ity” refers to the unity of knowledge beyond disci-
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plines, beyond also the artificial division between
the hard sciences and the humanities. Transdisci-
plinarity is therefore not in conflict with but rather
integrates and transcends disciplinary boundaries [1].
Transdisciplinarity (which emerged out of the discov-
eries of quantum physics and their implications for
other fields of knowledge) is based in the recognition
that there are levels of reality, understood both on-
tologically and epistemologically [2]. In other words,
a law of physics that is valid on one level of reality
(for instance, that of classical physics) may very well
not be valid or applicable at all at another level of
reality (for instance, at a quantum level).

At the same time, seen collectively, the different
mathematical equations that comprise and inform
contemporary models of physics are aimed at devel-
oping a more comprehensive map and understanding
on different levels with the overarching goal of creat-
ing a deeper understanding of the nature of reality
that incorporates different levels into a larger model.
As Roger Penrose put it in The Road to Reality,
broadly speaking across levels, mathematical truth
is objectively true in that it represents “an objec-
tive external standard that is not dependent upon
our individual opinions nor upon our particular cul-
ture”[3]. In this sense, mathematics provides insight
into what can be described as a Platonic realm of
truth.

But whereas in quantum physics there has been
remarkable progress in developing extremely sophisti-
cated models for understanding the nature of reality,
those of us in the humanities have not caught up.
As a result, there has been a growing disconnect
between the sciences, particularly the realm of quan-
tum physics, and the humanities. Transdisciplinarity,
especially as developed in the works of Basarab Nico-
lescu and in the international association CIRET
[Le Centre International de Recherches et Etudes
Transdisciplinaires|, is conceived as a way of bridging
the chasm between the humanities and sciences in
the quantum age and developing a unified episte-
mological model at a meta-level beyond particular
disciplines.

In what follows we will apply transdisciplinary
methodology to the contemporary study of conscious-
ness, and our particular focus is on esoteric religion or
spirituality. To do so, we must distinguish between
the terms “religion” and “spirituality.” Broadly
speaking, religion has to do with socio-cultural phe-
nomena, whereas spirituality has to do with meaning,
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values and inner life. Religion is thus to be under-
stood as an object of study, while spirituality has to
do with the subject that is transformed, transmuted,
or awakened through spiritual practices like prayer,
meditation, chanting, liturgy, and visualization. It
should be evident that studying religion as object,
for instance, as socio-cultural phenomena, is epis-
temologically different from subjective experiential
reflective or introspective self-knowledge [4].

Our point here is not that one of these is valid
and the other invalid. Rather, our point is that
both perspectives are valid on their own terms. In
other words, the study of religious phenomena in
different cultural and social contexts, from more or
less materialistic perspectives, provide insights that
are complemented by understanding what we are
here describing with the shorthand term “interiority,”
referring to the realm of meaning, subjective experi-
ence, and reflexive self-aware knowledge. Exteriority
in this context refers to brain function. Omne can,
for example, hear music without having an interior
experience of it. Exteriority and interiority are not
opposed to one another, but rather are complemen-
tary. However, many contemporary theories concern-
ing religion, as well as methodologies for studying
it, privilege dualistic, materialistic approaches as
“scientific” and “empirical” while they denigrate or
reject subjective experiential knowledge. What we
are describing here (also designated as esoteric reli-
gion) may best be termed “interior spirituality” or
“interiority” based in the union of subject and ob-
ject in the practitioner. Externalism or exteriority
does not require the union of subject and object
in the practitioner — it is limited to an analysis of
something conceived as an object.

Earlier notions of scientific method as concerned
strictly with the dualistic separation of the ratiocina-
tive mind from the materialistic objects of knowledge
no longer fit our collective knowledge about the cos-
mos in the wake of quantum physics. The study of
religion, and in particular of spirituality, must move
forward into a twenty-first-century integrated model,
and we argue transdisciplinarity provides the funda-
mental elements for such a new science of spirituality
and, therefore, of consciousness.
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2 The Failure of Reductive and
Externalist Approaches

Contemporary methodologies and theoretical mod-
els of religion for the most part belong to the world
of classical logic, and to a scientific model of the
seventeenth century—that is, they are governed by
a fundamentally dualistic view of objective knowl-
edge. In other words, the question of the subject
is, ironically, taboo, as Alan Wallace has detailed
in The Taboo of Subjectivity, and religion is held
to be an object of study like any other, such as bi-
ology [5]. Durkheimian, Weberian, Marxian, even
Geertzian approaches to the study of religion as
semiotics share dualistic and materialistic assump-
tions concerning knowledge about religion that by
and large are anti-transcendental and anathematize
words like “spiritual,” or “spirituality,” let alone
mysticism or gnosis.

The past several decades have seen more and
more reductionist approaches to the study of reli-
gion. Exemplary of this development is the founding
of the North American Association for the Study
of Religion [NAASR/], whose officers have included
Russell McCutcheon, Willi Braun, Tomoko Ma-
suzawa, William Arnal, Donald Wiebe, and others
whose work collectively argues for “a genuine sci-
entific/scholarly approach to the study of religion,
free from religious influence [6].” A scientific ap-
proach here is conceived as the rejection of “religious
influence” as well as what we are here terming in-
teriority, often combined with a strong rejection of
phenomenological or other approaches that seek to
recognize and synthesize objective and subjective
knowledge.

In the late twentieth and early twenty-first cen-
turies, approaches to religion and religious phenom-
ena developed in both cognitive science and neuro-
science. However, both of these sets of approaches
are also based in fundamentally dualistic method-
ologies. Underlying both cognitive scientific and
neuroscientific approaches to religion typically are
physicalist and functionalist models within which
it is assumed that consciousness is epiphenomenal
and mental activities deemed religious emerged from
either evolutionary mechanisms (cognitive science)
or from neurological phenomena (neuroscience) in
which either mental actions/reactions or neurophysi-
ological actions/reactions determine what we may
term religious mental and physical activities. Thus,

for instance, reacting to potential predators or agents
in the environment conditions us to believe in such
agents, ultimately conditioning us to believe in un-
seen agents, for instance, a monotheistic deity [7,
8, 9, 10]. Likewise, the neuroscientific approaches
measure brain activity through functional Magnetic
Resonance Imaging [fMRIs] or other mechanisms,
again fundamentally a dualistic model based in the
idea that, ironically, a subjective consciousness can
develop an objective externalized model about itself
without confronting the question of its own nature,
which remains taboo. Of course another way to
avoid most and perhaps nearly all questions that
we are considering here is to attempt to side-step
them by confining one’s focus to “material history”
of religion or “social history” of religion. But this is
simply to ignore the larger questions.

Not atypical is Jan Platvoet, a former Catholic
priest in Africa trained in missiology, later converted
to being a proponent of ridding Religious Studies
of “religionism,” and of even “non-denominational,
inter-axial faiths” or “philosophical anthropology,”
so as to make the study of religion “a fully secu-
lar, fully neutral discipline” [11]. Likewise, Donald
Wiebe writes that the academic study of religion
is “undermined” by “many of its practitioners who
were committed both to the scientific study of reli-
gion and the maintenance of religious faith” ([12].
Of course, Wiebe, has a degree in theology and his
appointment at Trinity College in Toronto is listed
as being in Theology [13]. Thus it strikes one as
surprising, at least on the surface, that he is one of
the most persistent critics of what he believes is the
non-scientific or anti-scientific study of religion, and
he asserts that a “science of religion” will have to
locate its “theories of religion” within what might
be called an integrated causal model’ of the sciences
and consequently, will be reductionistic’ in that they
will attempt to explain ‘the supernatural’ natural-
istically. All explanatory and theoretical accounts
of religion within the Religious Studies framework,
therefore, will have to fall within the same concep-
tual and causal framework used to explain all other
elements and aspects of the natural and social worlds
[14].

Fundamentally, such a perspective derives histor-
ically from exoteric or “exterior” Christianity (as
distinct from esoteric or “interior” Christianity), that
is, an anti-mystical perspective that emphasizes be-
lief and that denigrates mysticism, but is converted

Transdisciplinary Journal of Engineering € Science
ISSN: 1949-0569 online

Vol. 9, pp. 12-22, 2018



Arthur Versluis and Basarab Nicolescu

Transdisciplinarity and Consciousness: Toward an Integrated Model

into a modern “secular” insistence on “the same
conceptual and causal framework used to explain all
other elements and aspects of the natural and social
worlds.” Some aspects of the relationships between
religious and secular heretic hunting are explored
in Arthur Versluis’s The New Inquisitions: Heretic-
hunting and the Origins of Modern Totalitarianism,
the point being that dynamics (like heretic-hunting)
commonly associated with Western European forms
of Christianity both Roman Catholic and Protes-
tant sometimes are replicated in putatively secular
environments [15].

An example of such replication of heretic-hunting
in a secular environment is Daniel Dubuisson’s The
Western Construction of Religion: Myths, Knowl-
edge, and Ideology [L’Occident et la religion: Mythes,
science et idéologie], wherein he argues “admitting
a priori that the intelligible transcends the sensible”
“is an attitude incompatible with the aims of an
authentic, well-founded scientific undertaking” [16].
According to Dubuisson, “the intelligible no less than
the perceptible belongs to this world, and both are
the issue of comparable historical processes.” “Both
are exactly situated on the same level, the human
level” [17].

Dubuisson is overtly anti-mystical. For him, “mys-
tic experience,” “the direct, lived experience of the
individual confronted with the dazzling revelation
of a superior reality” is anathema because any as-
sertion of a “transcendent level” of “lived, religious
experience” “brings in its wake the indispensable
but inadmissible epistemological corollary that the
substratum of this experience escapes history, that it
cannot be assigned to any of the domains (sociologi-
cal, psychological, etc.) among which are distributed
our knowledge and our explanations of human facts”
[18] He extols “materialist thinkers,” asserts the to-
tal hegemony of discursive reason and rejects any
other model of knowledge than his own, which he
deems “empirical” [19].

Dubuisson proceeds by presumptive assertion, a
fallacious circularity in which he heaps invective on
his opponents. Hence he claims that Mircea Eli-
ade’s work is a “metaphysico-political hodge-podge”
and “ideological rubbish,” “an incredible bric-a-brac,
a pell-mell association of alchemy, yoga, tantrism,
Gnosticism, Alexandrian Hermeticism” and other es-
oteric traditions, an “inadmissible amalgam,” a “stu-
pefying syncretism” of “rubbish,” and so forth [20].
This barrage of attack-by-labeling has underneath it
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the presumption that Eliade’s own terminology—for
instance, often in quotation marks in Dubuisson’s
text, such terms as “secret knowledge,” “mysteries,”
“myths,” “supernatural beings,” “sacred presence,”
“mystery of totality”— can all be dismissed gesturally,
simply by repeating the same rejection in different
vituperative forms [21].

bYENAA

In fact, Dubuisson’s assertions are based upon
a hidden assumption: the completeness of phys-
ical laws, based in the “objectivity” of old, clas-
sical science, which excludes the possibility “that
the intelligible transcends the sensible”. Dubuisson
seems unaware of the existence of the Godel theorem.
Mathematics used in physics includes arithmetic, and
thus, logically, physical theories should be subject
to the findings of Godel’s theorems: a sufficiently
rich system of axioms without internal contradiction
is mecessarily open (there will always be true results,
but which cannot be proven), and therefore a rich
enough closed system is necessarily contradictory.
“Maybe we have to accept, after having reached the
most thoroughly understanding level that science
can provide, that certain aspects of the universe are
still unexplained,” writes the physicist Brian Greene.
“Maybe we will have to accept that some of its fea-
tures are due to a juncture, to chance, or even to
some divine work” [22].

The transdisciplinary approach draws on a gen-
eralization of this godelian aspect of nature. Every
model of each level of reality is characterized by its
incompleteness. The incompleteness of the general
laws governing a given level of reality signifies that,
at a given moment of time, one necessarily discovers
contradictions in the theory describing the respective
level: one has to assert A and non-A at the same
time. The laws governing this level are just a part
of the totality of laws governing all levels. And even
the totality of laws cannot exhaust the entirety of
reality: we have also to consider the subject and
its interaction with the object, through the hidden
third. Knowledge is forever open.

Of course, Dubuisson is more extreme in his efforts
to reject all epistemological levels and to insist on
a flat-earth view in which “there is no atemporal
essence or supertemporal origin of religion,” and
in which there are only religious “structures of [in-
stitutional] power that situated it [religion] in the
heart of the Church” [23]. Dubuisson rejects “all
those (Platonists, Christians, esoterics, mystics) who
subordinate the existence of this human world to
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principles that transcend it and to which religious
facts’ testify,” in favor of “materialist thinkers, for
whom there exists only a single world, subject to
laws immanent in it” [24]. But even Wouter Hane-
graaff, in following his former colleague Jan Platvoet,
in effect argues against “a multiple-tier cosmology”
in favor of a “one-tier cosmology” [25].

Unfortunately, “Western esotericism,” which de-
veloped since the 1990s, has emerged as a side-
stepping of fundamental issues, so much so that
leading figures in the field are unable to define clearly
what their subject even is. In Western Esotericism:
A Guide for the Perplered, Hanegraaff defines “es-
otericism” as “the academy’s dustbin of rejected
knowledge” that, although it is not “just a ran-
dom collection of discarded materials without any
further connection,” presents “no such thing as a
‘best example’ of esotericism.” Indeed, “there are
no prototypical ‘esotericists.”’ His externalist ap-
proach presents no clear definition of esotericism,
and defines Western esotericism in a bewilderingly
vague way as “characterized by a strong emphasis
on specific worldviews and epistemologies that are at
odds with normative post-Enlightenment intellectual
culture” [26].

That the area putatively under study here, “West-
ern esotericism,” is so poorly described is not an
accident, but rather, largely corresponds to the afore-
mentioned more widespread attempt to limit all in-
quiry to materialistic, naturalistic, or physicalistic
approaches to the study of religion. Such authors are
attempting to reject from the study of “esotericism’
precisely what is esoteric, that is to say, epistemo-
logical levels. Hence they attempt to argue against
the very idea of esoteric religion as referring to an

¢

)

“inner” dimension that is “inaccessible to a normal
scholar,” the world “normal” here anathematizing
any perspective other than a materialistic one-tier
cosmology [27]. The bizarre coinages “religionism” or
“religionist” (as pejoratives for those who disagree
with such reductionistic approaches) indicate the

profound methodological confusions at work here.

Authors like Dubuisson are radical externalists.
They believe that “by definition” the scholar must
remain removed from the object of inquiry—one must
somehow remain radically external to what is being
investigated. From this perspective, the scholarly
subject “will always remain” divorced from the ob-
ject under consideration. Subject and object here
are conceived of in a thoroughly dualistic way that
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really does belong to the seventeenth or eighteenth
centuries. Such a perspective is claimed to be “sci-
entific.” But in fact, radical externalism is very far
from the era of quantum mechanics and of transdis-
ciplinarity.

Externalist scholars base their work in an outdated
view of science and an outdated view of reality. They
are prisoners of the paradigm of simplicity, which was
replaced by the paradigm of complexity. Classical
realism was based on continuity, local causality, de-
terminism and objectivity, while quantum realism is
based upon discontinuity, a superposition principle of
“yes” and “no,” non-separability and indeterminism.
Space-time itself appears as an anthropomorphic
construction.

A fundamental problem with many of the scholars
of religion concerning spirituality is in fact category
error. When a scholar of religion insists on explain-
ing spirituality with “the same conceptual and causal
framework used to explain all other elements and
aspects of the natural and social worlds,” this is
a category error. The dualistic division between
subject and object is valid on one level, but not in
the same way valid at another level, for instance,
when we are considering interior spirituality, that is,
modalities of being in which the subject and object
are not so easily divided, indeed, in which subject
and object may be united. Of course, in the manner
of Dubuisson, one can reject mysticism out of hand,
but that does not change the fact that alchemy or
mysticism represent completely different epistemo-
logical and ontological categories than simplistic,
outdated naturalist physicalism. In fact, externalist
scholars attempt to eliminate the subject from their
field of study. However, objectivity, set up as the
supreme criterion of truth, has one inevitable con-
sequence: the transformation of the subject into an
object. The death of the subject is the price one has
to pay for objective knowledge. As one important
French philosopher asserted, the subject became just
a word in a phrase [28].

3 Transdisciplinarity and
Consciousness

Transdisciplinarity captures both quantum reality
and the incompleteness of physical laws through the
crucial notion of “spiritual information” [29]. A flow
of spiritual information that coherently cuts across
different levels of reality of the subject corresponds
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to the flow of natural information coherently cutting
across different levels of reality of the object. The
two flows are interrelated because they share the
same zone of non-resistance. The hidden third is
the transdisciplinary unifier of spiritual and natural
information, but it cannot be reduced to either of
them. The subject cannot be reduced to the object.
Of course, spiritual information can’t be measured
by instruments like accelerators, voltmeters, micro-
scopes or telescopes. But it can be experienced
by the most complex instrument of measure: the
human being in its interiority. The interior is as
important as the exterior. The irreducible mystery
of the world coexists with the wonders discovered
by reason. The unknown enters every pore of the
known, but without the known, the unknown would
be a hollow word.

We are now at a transition point historically where
not only the humanities but also the rest of the sci-
ences need to go beyond the confines of physicalism
and dualism, widening the scope of our vision and
therefore understanding. A narrow reductive phys-
icalism simply no longer is tenable, just as James
W. Jones points out [30]. Consciousness, Jones re-
marks, may well be a “necessary element of the
universe as we know it, perhaps on analogy to the
constants of fundamental physics,” a view amenable
to Neoplatonic, Hindu, and Buddhist perspectives.
As Jones puts it, contemplative insight “into the
creative power of consciousness and its insepara-
bility from everything we know, can be a window
on a reality beyond that subject-object duality in
which natural science and its offshoots in cognitive
neuroscience are confined” [31].

In fact, interior spirituality is esoteric precisely
because it includes dimensions transcending conven-
tional subject-object divisions. In Magic and Mysti-
cism, Versluis described esoteric or interior spiritual-
ity as existing on a spectrum [32]. To recapitulate:
the union of subject and object characterizes the
spectrum as a whole, but in different ways at each
end, which are cosmological and metaphysical re-
spectively. At the cosmological end one has magical
traditions in which the subject seeks to affect or
control the object through magical actions such as
rituals. Here, subject and object are seen by the
operator to be connected, but nonetheless clearly
separated. More toward the middle of the spectrum
are alchemical traditions in which the subject (the
alchemical operator) and the object (the alchemi-
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cal Work) are difficult to separate. The alchemical
practitioner works with herbs, minerals, or other
substances, but also is himself being transmuted in
the process. The subject transmutes the object, and
the object transmutes the subject at the same time.
At the other, metaphysical end of the spectrum,
apophatic mysticism, neither subject nor object are
differentiated in the conventional way but rather are
transcended such that one has to employ the via
negativa or language of negation to describe what is
effectively self-other transcendence.

Here we are in a domain that calls for experiential
confirmation. Christopher Bache observes that in
such a domain confirmation does not come from
“empirical research” alone, but also from experiential
corroboration [33]. Under consideration here is “a
kind of knowledge that can only be assessed, or
perhaps that is best assessed, by persons who have
undertaken the training designed to awaken this
knowledge.” Or to put it another way, as Bache
continues, “History reminds us that those who were
not willing to look through Galileo’s telescope were
not in a position to evaluate his evidence” [34].

It is exactly here that the emergent literature of
transdisciplinarity has much to offer. Above all,
it offers an empiricism that acknowledges multiple
epistemological and ontological levels, and that rec-
ognizes the sophisticated nature of esoteric spiritual-
ity as the transcendence of subject-object division.
This can be understood through the figure of what
Nicolescu and others have termed the “hidden third”
(tiers caché) and also through the logic of the in-
cluded middle that is necessary for the movement
of consciousness from one epistemological level to
another. The hidden third constitutes “the zone
of non-resistance between the object and the sub-
ject, and the zone of non-resistance between the
levels of reality” [35]. Whereas physics is concerned
with reality defined as resistance, or as what resists,
the hidden third is non-resistance, hence bridging
subject and object.

There are many possible examples of how to un-
derstand the hidden third with regard to art. In
Platonic Mysticism, Versluis discusses these in de-
tail, and gives some examples of paintings from the
Hudson River School, a nineteenth-century Ameri-
can movement sometimes also called Luminism, be-
cause its artists feature different kinds of illumina-
tion in the paintings [36]. Light, in these works, is
itself a character, highlighting and deepening the
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primeval landscapes often revealed in them. A paint-
ing like “View from Mount Holyoke, Northampton,
Massachusetts, after a Thunderstorm—The Oxbow”
(1836) by Thomas Cole (1801-1848) cannot be under-
stood if it is approached as an object, for instance,
if one were to undertake chemical analysis of its
pigments. Although analysis through objectification
can provide what we term exterior knowledge, our
interior experience of the painting is of an entirely
different kind.

When we look at the painting, there is on the one
side the painting’s objective beauty, and on the other
our subjective experience of it. But these, the ob-
ject (the painting) and the subject (the viewer) are
joined by a hidden third, which is the relationship
between the viewer and the painting. This experi-
ential relationship is neither wholly objective nor
wholly subjective, but partakes in both at once. It
is hidden because it is created by our viewing of the
image, and is not accessible from outside the rela-
tionship. Our experience of the painting is intimate
and hidden from external or exoteric perspectives;
and although of course it can be expressed to some
extent, its intimacy and interiority mean it is always
veiled to others.

So too, when we savor a great poem like W. B.
Yeats’s “Sailing to Byzantium,” there is on the one
side the poem’s objective structured beauty, and
on the other our subjective experience of it. And
here too, our relationship to the poem can be de-
scribed as the hidden third, our participation in its
beauty to which we contribute too. Allow us to
give some examples. “Sailing to Byzantium” begins
with this stanza: “That is no country for old men.
The young / In one another’s arms, birds in the
Caught in that sensual music all neglect
/ Monuments of unageing intellect. The first line
invokes the realm of nature and sensuality, while
the last compares it to the enduring “monuments of
unageing intellect.” And the final stanza begins with
the startling lines “Once out of nature I shall never
take / My bodily form from any natural thing.” Of
course we know what these words individually mean,
but what makes them great poetry comes from their
mysterious beauty as we intimately experience it
ourselves.

trees ....

When taken to refer to social phenomena, the
word “religion” does not describe what we are al-
luding to here, and the word “spirituality” is more
appropriate, because spirituality refers to the inte-
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rior realm of experience and meaning. The word
“religious” might be more appropriate for describing
repetitive practices like rituals that may lead to par-
ticular kinds of spiritual experience. Hence we could
refer to “esoteric religion” in the sense that only a
few engage in such practices in an extended way. But
the word “spirituality” better suits introspection or
interiority, the inner field for the transcendence of
subject and object that marks our deep engagement
with esoteric literature and art.

Multiple epistemologies are not only theoretically
possible, they are necessary, as Kocku von Stuck-
rad points out in his The Scientification of Religion
[37]. Stuckrad argues that scientific naturalism or
physicalism ought not be seen as an “ultimate sys-
tem of knowledge,” but rather as one in a plurality
of knowledge systems [38]. We are arguing along
similar lines—that is, that there are multiple kinds
of epistemologies, not only one. What is more, dif-
ferent kinds of knowing (of the subject) correspond
to different levels of reality (of the object), and as
Nicolescu puts it, “The transdisciplinary notion of
levels of reality is incompatible with the reduction
of the spiritual level to the level of the psyche, of the
level of the psyche to the biological level,” and so
forth [39]. Reductionism, refusal to acknowledge, or
erasure of the hidden third “in knowledge signifies a
one-dimensional human being who has been reduced
to cells, neurons, quarks, and elementary particles.”

By contrast, a transdisciplinary approach that
acknowledges multiple levels of reality and the tran-
scendence of subject-object division through art,
literature, philosophy, and religion moves us much
closer to a unified theory of knowledge that over-
comes the fragmentation of knowledge and of the
human being implicit in so many of the approaches
to religion we have referred to in this article. The
sciences and the humanities are indeed on the brink
of a new era, which will require leaving behind anti-
quated reductionistic and dualistic assertions that
may apply at a lower level, but that do not apply
to knowledge that in fact belongs to higher levels of
reality.

Because of extraordinary national investments in
quantum physics theories and experimentation over
recent decades, great strides were made, demonstrat-
ing that earlier classical and relativistic models, while
providing significant insights into the laws governing
the cosmos, had to give way to newer models for
understanding the nature of the cosmos. These new
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models overturned previous “common-sense” per-
spectives as theorists sought to unveil successively
deeper and more hidden dimensions of the cosmos.

There are several fundamental realizations that
have the potential to transform our understanding
of spirituality. Among these are:

1. The realization that the observer, the active of
observing, and that which is observed are inter-
twined. Already Werner Heisenberg had recog-
nized “What we observe is not nature itself, but
nature exposed to our method of questioning.”
Hence the purpose is not to disclose the real
essence of phenomena, but only to track down ...
relations between the multifold aspects of our
experience [40]. In the older, dualistic model
of physics, there was presumed to be a discrete
observer separate from the observed event, and
through the act of observation, objective rules
or laws could be posited, and all of these were
considered as separate. But the new models
derived from the realization that such posited
separation was in fact illusory. Subject and ob-
ject were not separate, and in fact, might better
be regarded not only as interwoven, but perhaps
even as fundamentally connected.

2. This fundamental interconnection can also be
witnessed in the non-local entwinement of object
and object, as in “spooky action at a distance”
(See for instance [41]. Quantum entanglement
demonstrates that what we may think of as
discrete and disconnected phenomena are con-
nected at the quantum level. What appears to
be valid on one level (separation of subject and
object, or of object and object) is not valid on
another.

3. Levels of being. The idea of a scale of being is
of course very ancient in the West [42]. The-
ological literature also expressed the idea of a
“scale of being” in an elaborate way, which cor-
responds, of course, to a scale of reality. The
scale of Jacob (Genesis 28:10-12) is one famous
example. There are many variants of the scale
of Being, including for instance the Climax or
Ladder of Divine Ascent of Saint John Clima-
cus (c. 525606). There are thirty steps of the
ladder, describing the process of theosis. The
transdisciplinary resistance and non-resistance
is well illustrated in the Ladder: the human
being climbs the steps, which denote the ef-
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fort of human beings being to evolve from the
spiritual point of view through the resistance to
their habits and thoughts. In transdisciplinarity,
“levels of being” means levels of the subject. The
subject, as it deepens its knowledge in interior-
ity, draws from different levels of reality of the
object. “Understanding” in transdisciplinarity
means the fusion of knowledge and being.

Recent research and publications clearly point to-
ward the necessity of transdisciplinary approaches to
the study of consciousness, particularly in the area
of spirituality. We are thinking here of such works as
Edward Kelly, Adam Crabtree, and Paul Marshall,
Beyond Physicalism: Toward Reconciliation of Sci-
ence and Spirituality (2015) and Imants Baruss and
Julia Mossbridge, Transcendent Mind: Rethinking
the Science of Consciousness (2016) [43]. Such books
point the way toward more sophisticated epistemo-
logical approaches to the study of consciousness that
take into account the multiple-tier perspectives im-
plicit in and revealed by the past century of research
in quantum mechanics and its applications in trans-
disciplinary methodologies. Horizons are opened in
such works. We are on the brink of a new era of
exploration, this time of inner consciousness. Such
research can be empirical, scientific, and interior, not
denying and rejecting interiority through presump-
tive assertion, but acknowledging and exploring the
different levels and kinds of consciousness. This is
the future.

4 Conclusion

The fundamental problem in studying spirituality
is that the inner cannot be ignored, and cannot
be converted to an object. One can pretend to
jettison inward exploration with invented terms like
“religionism,” the aim of which is to attempt to render
those who recognize the vital role of interiority as
outré, “beyond the pale” of academia. But in reality,
such efforts ignore and serve to obscure the very
nature of the subject itself. Obviously, there is a
place for studying the exterior, that is, biologically,
socially, and cognitively driven aspects of religious
behavior or phenomena. However, it is futile to
pretend that interiority does not exist or is not a vital
part of human consciousness. Transdisciplinarity
acknowledges the importance not only of the object,
but also of the subject, and further, recognizes the
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subtle and vital relationships between the two in
the figure of the hidden third. A transdisciplinary
model provides the basis for much more sophisticated
theoretical and methodological approaches to the
study of religion, ones that do not ignore but rather
recognize interiority as valid, indeed, essential in
understanding spirituality.

An underlying assumption in the hard sciences is
that collectively, scientists are engaged in developing
progressively more extensive and deeper descriptions
and understanding of what is true and real. Under-
standing consciousness itself is part of this ongoing
process—in fact, it could not take place at all with-
out it. Consciousness applied to or investigating
the nature of objects is extrospection; consciousness
applied to or investigating the nature of itself is in-
trospection. This distinction is akin to the ancient
distinction, as understood in the medieval period
as well, between physics and metaphysics. That
is, the word “metaphysics” derives from the Greek
words petd (metd) “beyond,” and puoikd (physika,
“physics”). Traditionally, physics and metaphysics
are not oppositional, but complementary.

We call for the development of much more sophisti-
cated terminologies and conceptual transdisciplinary
analytical frameworks that take into account inte-
riority (spirituality) as well as exteriority (religion).
As Alan Wallace has clearly articulated, scientific
method and interiority are not in conflict, and in
fact introspection complements extrospection [44]. A
simplistic dualism coupled with attempts to crudely
reject or ignore interiority and the subjective no
longer works in the age of quantum theories coupled
with much more nuanced experimental and mathe-
matical understanding of the hidden aspects of the
cosmos. That said, the next frontier is without doubt
not outside us but within, in consciousness itself. We
are clearly collectively moving toward a transdisci-
plinary, unified approach to knowledge both for the
humanities and the sciences. This article is intended
to point toward some foundational aspects of just
such an approach. We are convinced that the great
challenges of today can be resolved and that ahead-
given transdisciplinary approaches along the lines
outlined here—is nothing less than a new Renaissance.
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