



Chapter 7: The Meaning-Making Model


Drawing on the empirical material and the integration of introduced theories, this chapter proposes a novel model to illustrate meaning-making in and of mystical experiences. The model incorporates contexts on macro-, meso-, and micro-levels, and both immediate, intuitive meaning-making and reflexive, cognitive meaning-making. It highlights the complexity of how individuals make meaning in and of their spontaneous mystical experiences within their situational contexts. By providing both a conceptual framework and an analytical tool, the model advances research in the field and offers practical applicability in clinical settings.
	Recapitulating the main introduced frameworks, the model is theoretically rooted in and extends a tradition of scholarship that traces its origins to William James, whose work has profoundly influenced the phenomenological perspectives of Alfred Schütz. This intellectual lineage has subsequently informed the sociological approaches of Thomas Luckmann, Peter Berger, and Meredith McGuire. The core of the model integrates Luckmann’s and McGuire’s theories of meaning systems with Schütz’s theory of multiple realities and finite provinces of meaning. The latter is reinterpreted as parallel worlds in reference to a taken-for-granted material world. In addition, the model puts into practice other discussed theories, such as primary and secondary socialization, plausibility structures, and late-modern society.
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Figure 1. Model of Meaning-Making in and of Mystical Experiences 


Table 4. Explanation of Abbreviations in the Model in Short Form
ME: Mystical experience, a mystical experience or event initiates meaning-making processes.
SM: Significant meaning-making, involving both unconscious and conscious processes and interpretation.
IIM: Immediate, intuitive meaning-making.
RCM: Reflexive, cognitive meaning-making.
M: Meaning system, consists of a mixture of various interpretative elements used in the meaning-making.
M1: Elements in the meaning system derived from a taken-for-granted material world.
M2: Elements in the meaning system derived from other finite provinces of meaning or parallel worlds.
GS: Great significance, the mystical experience holds great significance on a continuum.
SS: Small significance, the mystical experience holds small significance on a continuum.
NM: No meaning of significance is made from the mystical experience.
SC: Spiritual crisis, the mystical experience leads to an acute crisis.
IF: Interpretative factors in the macro-, meso-, and micro-contexts that influence the meaning-making.

The model’s starting point is a mystical experience or event. That is, an individual has a mystical experience (ME) regardless of where the person is and whether it is interpreted within or outside institutional religion. The mystical experience initiates meaning-making processes, which include unconscious and conscious processes and interpretation. Meaning can be made through immediate, intuitive meaning-making (IIM) and retrospectively through reflexive, cognitive meaning-making (RCM), consciously trying to make meaning, explain or understand the experience or event. This is illustrated by using both meaning-making in and of mystical experiences. Interpretation is differentiated into meaning, explanation, and understanding, which can, but do not necessarily overlap. For instance, meaning can be made unconsciously and intuitively without the ability to explain or understand it. There can also be a discrepancy between explanation and understanding, such as an attempt to explain the experience with various theories or interpretations without understanding how it actually works or understanding it without being able to explain it. An explanation or understanding can also be received without preceding conscious and cognitive efforts through a sudden, intuitive noetic insight. This is characterised as a sense of certainty or intuitive knowing, which stands apart from the systematic methods of knowledge acquisition typical of science. The noetic insight may be accepted without objection or be reflectively subjected to efforts trying to explain or understand it.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  In previous literature, ”make sense” is often used, but this could be misleading, as this illustrates that meaning can be made without necessarily making sense for the experiencer. Hence, I am using and suggesting meaning-making. To further clarify, to make meaning or meaning-making implicitly involves processes, both unconscious and conscious, and the mind, body, emotions, and social aspects. Due to this and a smoother language, I am generally not explicitly writing meaning-making processes, only in some cases when the process is emphasized. This is clarified earlier in the book. ] 

	If no meaning (NM) of significance is made from the mystical experience, it remains more or less meaningless and falls out of the model. However, if additional interpretive elements are acquired, significant meaning may be made later in life, (re)opening the meaning-making  (illustrated with a bi-directional arrow). This implies that significant meaning-making (SM) depends on accessible interpretive elements in the individual’s meaning system (M). The meaning system (M) consists of a mixture of various elements from different domains, unconsciously and consciously drawn from the macro-, meso-, and micro-contexts (illustrated with arrows from these levels to the meaning system). These elements can be religious/spiritual elements from, for example, the historical socio-cultural context and media in various forms, and secular elements from, for example, popular culture, popular science, and popular psychology. These elements are used in a mixture in the meaning-making (illustrated with an arrow from the meaning system, M, to significant meaning-making, SM). The elements can be fleeting pieces or structured into various interpretative frameworks. Thus, the meaning system (M) is not congruent but inconsistent, which can explain both human ambivalence and the coexistence of contradictions without the individual experiencing it as problematic or conflicting. 
	To simplify and more clearly illustrate meaning-making in and of mystical experiences, the elements within the meaning system (M) are divided into a taken-for-granted material world (M1) and other parallel worlds (M2). The taken-for-granted material world (M1) is the reference, grounded in everyday sensory experiences and a naturalistic scientific consensus view of reality that people in highly secular societies, such as the Nordics, are typically socialized into. Other parallel worlds (M2) consist of finite provinces of meaning or realities that are not collectively shared at the macro level in such societies but may be shared in communities online and offline at the meso level and function as a complement for the individual at the micro level. 
	Elements from the taken-for-granted material world (M1) can be used in attempts to make meaning, explain or understand the mystical experience. However, when these elements are not sufficient to make significant meaning, elements from other parallel worlds (M2) are needed. These finite provinces of meaning usually do not conform to the principles of natural science or the rational, logical, linear cause-and-effect relationships. Instead, they pertain to realms of emotion, intuition, noetic certainty, creativity, and holism.[footnoteRef:2] In an individual’s life-world, shifts or leaps between different worlds or dimensions usually occur unconsciously and effortlessly. For instance, an individual may immediately interpret sensory impressions as a feeling of presence. They may look around, but no physical person is visible in the material world (M1). After ruling out logical explanations, they interpret the experience, for example, depending on the context and situation, as a deceased relative, using elements from parallel worlds (M2). This can happen instantaneously, but the meaning-making may also span several months or years and, in some cases, be reconstructed. Below is an example to illustrate this:  [2:  Religious/spiritual “pre-packaged” interpretative frameworks and attempts to construct overarching meaning systems are generally primarily cognitive. Within the Abrahamic religions (Judaism, Christianity, and Islam), for example, this creates theodicy problems, such as how an omnipotent, omniscient, and benevolent God can permit human suffering and evil.] 

		When I woke up in the morning, I felt someone holding my hand. I lay there for a while, still with my 		eyes closed, just feeling that sensation, squeezing the hand that held mine, getting a squeeze back, 		and I simply assumed it was my boyfriend, trying to comfort me ahead of the day to come [the father’s 		funeral]. But when I opened my eyes, I realized that my hand was just hanging off the side of the bed 		and no one was holding it at all. It was SUCH an absurd feeling to see that, while still being able to feel 		someone holding it. [...] At that moment, it truly felt like it was my dad reaching out, partly to 1. 		encourage me to move on, to accept things as they were instead of speculating about how they could 		have been and 2. to comfort me before the funeral. But I’m a pretty skeptical person, so 		I’ve never fully bought into that idea. It could have been that I slept on my arm in a weird way, making 		it go numb or just a random coincidence [...]. But somehow, those explanations almost feel more 		unreasonable than the idea that it actually was something? [...] I still don’t know what to believe. It 		felt completely real when it happened, so the question is: should I trust my experience in that 		moment or my later analysis of it? The brain, honestly. So hard to understand […]. At worst, it’s just a 		funny anecdote to tell at a party. At best, it was a message from my dad. And in the end, maybe it 		doesn’t really matter what was true or not—it made me feel more connected to my dad and that was 		probably exactly what I needed at that moment. S2136

The elements within an individual’s meaning system (M) and the relationship between elements from the taken-for-granted material world (M1) and other parallel worlds (M2) depend on numerous factors related to the macro-, meso-, and micro-contexts that mutually interact (illustrated with bi-directional arrows). Interpretative factors (IF) at the macro level in a contemporary Nordic society that can influence the meaning-making include, for instance, a late-modern societal context, the historical socio-cultural context of Protestant Christianity, and a naturalistic scientific consensus view of reality. Expressions such as “I can’t explain it” or “it’s not strange” (implicitly acknowledging that it may be for others), and defensive statements shed light on an embedded taken-for-granted naturalistic scientific consensus view of reality. Secular social norms become particularly evident in relation to whether the individuals have shared their mystical experiences with others. Fear of how they would be perceived or treated if they openly talked about their mystical experiences is the primary reason for remaining silent or being careful about to whom they disclose their mystical experiences. Explicit and implicit statements of the importance of having first-person mystical experiences to understand shed further light on contemporary values and a general cultural subjective turn in late-modern society. 
	Interpretive factors (IF) at the meso level that may influence the meaning-making include primary and/or secondary socialization within this domain and the presence or absence of credibility or plausibility structures. Plausibility structures can, in this case, be family members, a parent or partner, friends, or colleagues at work. It can be members of an interest group online or offline, an informal or formal community, a leading figure in the individual’s life or a religious/spiritual authority. It may also be a therapist or a medium who provides understanding, validation and support. Media, such as literature, websites, and social media—readily accessible through mediatization and globalization—can provide interpretive elements, credibility, validation, support, and a sense of not being alone. This may be through self-socialization, for example, by reading books or searching on the internet. Social support can also be sensed from deceased relatives with whom the individual has strong social bonds. Pets to whom the individual is socially attached can also affect the meaning-making. For example, if a pet reacts at the same moment, it may be interpreted as a validation of the experience that something invisible is there. It could also be wild animals—above all birds and butterflies—suddenly showing up or behaving differently, for example, at a funeral.
	Interpretive factors (IF) at the micro level that can influence the meaning-making include, for example, the individual’s life context and circumstances, the time and place of the mystical experience or event, background and life narrative.  It may include previous mystical experiences and their consequences as well as individual differences and personality traits. The micro context can encompass the individual’s education, work, interests, practices, lifestyle, worldview, and identity, which are connected to the meso- and macro-contexts (illustrated with bi-directional arrows). 
	An individual who has not previously had a mystical experience may be particularly critical and analytical. They may predominantly rely on elements from a material world (M1), having few or no accessible elements from other parallel worlds (M2) within their meaning system (M). The experience may still intuitively (IIM) feel “real” or “true”, but they are struggling to understand or explain it. The reflexive, cognitive meaning-making (RCM) may also face greater challenges if acceptance, understanding, or credibility is lacking in the individual’s immediate context. If interpretive elements are absent, inaccessible, or new elements that may have been sought cannot be integrated into any existing pattern of meaning-making or frameworks, no significant meaning can be made. The experience may be interpreted as a “trick” of the brain and considered more or less meaningless (NM). 
	Individual differences, such as the ability to recognize patterns and manage ambivalence and inconsistency within the meaning system (M) can also influence the meaning-making. The fact that the meaning system (M) is not logical, consistent, and comprehensively congruent may also lead to a “negotiation”, at first hand within oneself. They may try to explain or understand the experience or event and reconcile their mystical experience with a taken-for-granted naturalistic scientific worldview of reality. Conversely, the reflexive, cognitive meaning-making (RCM) may be employed to “defend” the immediate, intuitive meaning-making (IIM). In such a case, the individual may assert the inviolability of subjective experiences or declare, “I know what I saw”. 
	That meaning-making can reopen, and a (re)construction of the narrative can take place months or even years afterward, can be explained by the absence or inaccessibility of interpretative elements within the individual’s meaning system, or the insufficiency or unsatisfactoriness of such elements, at the time of the experience or event. New elements or pieces may have been acquired, unconsciously or consciously, and integrated into patterns of meaning-making or frameworks. New elements can have been obtained from the context, for instance, through self-socialization via media in some form, popular culture, popular science, popular psychology, religion/spirituality, or other people’s narratives. In other words, new elements or additional pieces may allow the individual to make significant meaning of the mystical experience later in life, either intuitively as a sudden, effortless insight or noetic certainty when the piece falls into place, or through deliberate, conscious cognitive efforts to piece together the puzzle. If there is a reconstruction, expansion of the narrative, or partial reinterpretation, the immediate intuitive meaning usually remains unchanged while the cognitive understanding or explanation evolves. After having additional mystical experiences, individuals may also change their attitude toward mystical experiences and reconstruct their life narrative to remain authentic and “true to themselves,” aligned with the Zeitgeist in late-modern society. 
	Individuals who express that mystical experiences are “natural,” “not strange,” or that they have “become accustomed to them,” have more, or more readily accessible, elements from parallel worlds (M2) within their meaning system (M), which makes the meaning-making less effortful. The meaning-making may also be facilitated when people in the individual’s context, online or offline, demonstrate understanding and provide support and validation. These people may also contribute interpretive elements and participate in the construction of the (life)narrative. Individuals who have had numerous mystical experiences have also, more or less unconsciously, trained themselves to interpret these experiences in a certain way. By doing this, the existing meaning-making patterns and interpretive frameworks are confirmed and reinforced, and when new elements or pieces are introduced, they are integrated relatively effortlessly. Furthermore, greater transparency, openness, or transcendence between the material world (M1) and parallel worlds (M2) may result in mystical experiences being perceived as more “natural.” 
	Generally, when an individual has relatively accessible elements from parallel worlds (M2) in the meaning system (M), the mystical experience holds great significance (GS) or falls on the upper half of a continuum (illustrated by the arrow passing through the box significant meaning-making, SM). Conversely, few elements from parallel worlds (M2) or a reluctance to adopt such elements generally means that the mystical experience holds small significance (SS) for the individual or falls on the lower half of a continuum. The significance may also depend on the type of mystical experience or event, interpretation and the context. The interpretation that something negative will happen and fear are decisive factors for a negative attitude toward the experience. The fear often involves that a relative or close friend will die unexpectedly or that a frightening dream involving others will come true or recur. It can also be a fear of not being believed, being perceived as different or “crazy,” and being stigmatized. These are social aspects, such as concern for loved ones, the need to belong, and the importance of being able to share one’s mystical experiences with others and be believed, understood, and supported. 	
	Finally, overwhelming, sudden, and frightening mystical experiences can result in a spiritual crisis (SC). In such cases, there may be a lack of interpretative elements and frameworks within the individual’s meaning system, compounded by the absence of understanding and support, leading to predominantly negative consequences of the experience. A lack of grounding in the material world (M1) or reality, a sense of alienation and difficulties functioning in daily life and society can, among other factors, be attributed to an overabundance of fleeting elements or pieces from parallel worlds (M2) that do not fit into existing meaning-making patterns and models of reality. When an individual in such a situation acquires interpretive frameworks and receives understanding, support and validation, the experience often becomes predominantly positive and transformative (illustrated by bi-directional arrows at SC in the model). Below is an illustrative example: 
[…] I SEE AND AM ONE with the universe—there is no longer any I. […] I immediately experienced a profound union of everything, and that is still how I interpret it. […] At first, it was a deeply meaningful and beautiful experience during the minutes it lasted, but the subsequent ‘jumps’ and emotional swings, sometimes across different times, were exhausting and unsettling. […] Subsequent overwhelming ‘confirmations’ and ‘proof’ that the world truly is interconnected, as I perceived it, caused great fear and temporary paranoia, along with some truly amusing experiences of synchronicity, etc. […] Even though it took me a long time to regain my footing and reintegrate into everyday life, I am now grounded and well-contained within myself again. My world has expanded, and that cannot be undone… it will always be that way, and I primarily see it as a positive experience —though it can be difficult to find one’s place in the society we have constructed. […] But after a few years, I did manage to find the peace I needed and the support from friends and close family that I had longed for. S2108

Subsequently, in the reflexive, cognitive meaning-making (RCM), the life narrative may be reconstructed, and the mystical experiences are predominantly positive. 

Four Ideal Types
To illustrate and concretize the model further, I present four ideal types. According to Max Weber’s concept, ideal types are a construct that facilitates grasping and understanding a complexity by elucidating certain representative characteristics or conditions. Hence, an ideal type is not a normative ideal, as it might seem, but rather a conceptual tool for describing or analyzing specific conditions or phenomena. The ideal types presented below—The Reluctant Type, The Permissive Type,“The Convinced Type, and The Committed Type—relate to each other along a continuum. The boundaries between the ideal types are not rigid but fleeting and, to a certain extent, overlapping, particularly between The Permissive Type and The Convinced Type. A large majority of the participants in the dataset have been classified to these two types in the middle of the continuum.



The Reluctant Type
By default, The Reluctant Type interprets and assigns some meaning to the sensory impressions during the experience, but the meaning system contains few or no accessible elements from parallel worlds. The individual may also be reluctant to leap into parallel worlds. They attempt to explain the experience or event, or directly conclude “there are no explanations.” Typically, this involves one mystical experience with no significant consequences. The level of significance is relatively low, but the experience is remembered, and the individual is, or has become, more interested in the subject, more open and curious. Sometimes, the level of significance may be higher, for example, when the experience involves deceased relatives or is used as a “good story” in social settings. Usually, there is little or no primary and/or secondary socialization within this domain, and few or no plausibility structures or major attempts to seek them out. Below is a short quote to illustrate The Reluctant Type:
	About 25 years ago, I received an old-fashioned wall clock from my late godmother. The clock had been in her family since her childhood. [...] The clock followed me to [… various places] and when I moved between several homes. Later, upon my retirement, I moved back to my homeland. A few years later, while traveling abroad, the clock stopped. When I returned home, I wound the mainspring, but, believe it or not, the clock refused to start again. Now comes the strange part. During the very week I was away, and the clock stopped, my godmother passed away. Later, a watchmaker managed to bring the clock back to life. As for me, I have no explanation for what happened. A coincidence?? Mere chance?? F2108
In the dataset, about one-seventh of the participants have been classified as “The Reluctant Type.” 
The Permissive Type
The Permissive Type has several elements available from parallel worlds within the meaning system. They are permissive, even though they may describe themselves as a “skeptic.” The individual can reflect to a considerable extent but does not necessarily do so. They may embrace immediate, intuitive meaning-making without questioning it or shortly express, “… but I can’t explain it.” The consequences are generally predominantly positive and the significance is considerable. Typically, this involves one or a few experiences or events of the same type, reinforcing the meaning-making. It is not uncommon for life narrative to include a “before” and an “after” the experience. There are usually some forms of primary and/or secondary socialization within this domain and plausibility structures. Below is a short quote to illustrate The Permissive Type:
	I see the butterfly incident as a sign from my granddad telling me I’m not alone. I felt that 	from the very day it happened. Later in life, whenever I’ve seen peacock butterflies, I’ve 	wondered if they might also be a greeting from other late relatives, like my grandma. I’ve 	talked about this with my parents and sisters as well. S2113

In the dataset, slightly more than one-third of the participants have been classified as The Permissive Type.
 
The Convinced Type
The Convinced Type has access to and places significant importance on elements and interpretative frameworks from parallel worlds. As a result, meaning-making patterns and meaningful narratives are more readily available or can be constructed with less effort. In retrospect, they question these experiences to a relatively lesser extent or not at all. Previously, they may have sought logical or rational explanations, stressing that they have “stopped doing that.” The individual may express that these experiences or events are or have become “natural” to them, “not strange,” “at least as important as physical reality”, or are taken “seriously.” In other words, mystical experiences have been integrated into their life narrative and everyday life. They are personally convinced of their significance, though they rarely feel the need to persuade others. Typically, the individual has had multiple mystical experiences, both major and minor, and of various types. The consequences are mainly positive, and the significance is substantial. There are usually some forms of primary and/or secondary socialization within this domain and plausibility structures. Below is a short quote to illustrate The Convinced Type:
	I’ve seen, heard and experienced a lot of unexplainable things. Being human, you always 	try to find logical explanations. But I’ve stopped, it’s just not worth it. […] But my experiences with the 	supernatural didn’t end there. Because of that, I’ve gotten confirmation that it’s not just fiction. What 	I’ve been through, I haven’t been alone in and that only makes it feel even more real. S2126
In the dataset, nearly half of the participants have been classified as ‘The Convinced Type’. 

The Committed Type 
The Committed Type tends to think and reflect extensively, drawing on elements and interpretative frameworks from both the material world and parallel worlds. They often adhere to the immediate, intuitive meaning-making, though some reinterpretation, reconstruction or expansion of the narrative may occur after exploring various theories. Typically, the individual has had numerous mystical experiences of significance. Though they do not necessarily perceive these experiences as particularly “special,” but rather take them more or less “for granted” or regard them as “completely natural.” The consequences are predominantly positive. However, committed and engaged, they tend to meet resistance and get “slaps” when they explicitly want to influence others and expand the shared consensus view of reality to include more than the material world. There are usually some forms of primary and/or secondary socialization within this domain and plausibility structures. Below is a short quote to illustrate the The Convinced Type:
	I’ve been through a couple of rounds of the ‘dark night of the soul’ [...] and have been diving 	deep into the esoteric for about 15 years. I don’t belong to any sect, cult, religion or anything 	that requires selling off parts of myself. No gurus in my life, but plenty of antagonists, since 	I’m trained to bring about ‘change’ wherever I incarnate. I’ve disrupted a few power-hungry 	structures, which has led to some battles. But I’d say I’ve made it through pretty well. S2129

In the dataset, a handful of participants have been classified as The Committed Type. 
	Linked to the model, The Reluctant Type, The Permissive Type, The Convinced Type, and The Committed Type, illustrate four ideal types of meaning-making in and of mystical experiences in contemporary late-modern society at a group level.
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