The Clash of the Virtual Realities
From the point of view of science, spiritual experiences are not real. They are a production of the mind, which is itself a product of the physical brain, the actual reality. However real they may seem to be – indeed, people who have mystical experiences talk of them as being “preternaturally real” or “more real than real” – they are virtual realities, that is, illusions generated by the brain. They may have the appearance of reality or of especial reality, but that is only due to the brain’s imaginative ability. In other words, whatever such spiritual experiences seem to show us about the ultimate nature of things, the reality is that they are just very convincing delusions. From the scientific/materialistic perspective, we are masters at entertaining and fooling ourselves with grand thoughts.

People who have deeply spiritual, mystical experiences say just the opposite. These people have the startling and often life-changing insight that the entire world we see is an idea in the mind. Even the sense of ourselves as separate from one another is part of that idea. Everything we experience as body and self is part of one ultimately mistaken notion, namely that the physical world, and our separate mental identity within it, actually exist. “It’s a dream,” they say, “an illusion.” In current parlance, the reality of which we are generally aware is a virtual reality, an extremely well-mounted show that, by its perfection, completely convinces us of its validity.
But what about the solidness of the world, the reality of time and space, and the seemingly-obvious fact that our mind is housed in and limited to our body? All part of the illusion. From this point of view, what you are experiencing right at this moment is a mirage, born of the nervous system and habit, that you are just an eyelash away from seeing through. Given the proper spiritual stimulus, what you’re now experiencing as real could immediately dissolve, and you would become aware of the spiritual reality that stands behind and generates the illusory physical and egoic world. God, in this view, is a master magician, and we are participating in his, her, or its cosmic magic show.
Which are we to believe, the science or the mysticism? What are we to do with two opposite and exactly conflicting stances? Each side says we’re lost in an illusion – the only difference is which side is true and which is false. Science: world true, spiritual experience false. Mysticism: spiritual experience true, world false. 
As postmodern people, we find ourselves caught in the middle. Each side has a compelling argument. Science? We all grew up to worship it. Plus it’s what’s obvious. The world certainly seems to be tangible. Mysticism? Whenever we hear about it, we respond deeply. We all grew up to worship something beyond the physical. Such has been a part of human understanding as long as there have been humans. Are we to just dismiss the deepest insights of the wisest and best of us as mumbo-jumbo, mere wishful thinking? Or do they know something we have yet to learn but intuitively sense is true?

The two worldviews clash within us. It’s a classic psychological conflict: both positions have equal weight. What do psychologists tell us about such seeming-irresolvable conflicts? First, they tell us that we can’t figure things out logically, since both sides have matching logical power. Going back and forth thinking about things won’t get us anywhere. It’ll just give us a headache. Second, not being able to reach a single, simple conclusion may cause considerable anxiety, since we are not comfortable with a world that is not unified and therefore consistent. We need a worldview on which to stand securely. An inconsistent worldview is like having one foot on each of two separate, moving slabs of ice. We constantly feel the danger of losing our balance and falling in.

Psychologists such as Carl Jung and his student Marion Woodman advise us to be brave and not try to think our way out of the conundrum. Rather, they tell us to learn to tolerate the shifting, unsolid ground upon which we find ourselves. They advise “holding the tension of the opposites.” If we can do this, and not prematurely, out of fear or discomfort, jump to one conclusion or the other, and therefore lose half the potential understanding inherent in the situation, we may come to an eventual wisdom that includes and transcends both of the conflicting positions. We may be transformed by our tolerance of the ambiguity such that we, and our perspective, are fundamentally enhanced. We may grow to a heightened sensibility, a higher “third position” from which the two apparent opposites are seen as endpoints of a single line, poles of a unifying continuum. This continuum is now understood as the full answer, whereas each end has only partial validity. By looking at the two opposites patiently and steadily, we grow to comprehend the larger line of truth on which they both rest.
If you gaze only at day, you won’t know about night. If you are comfortable only with night, you won’t have the experience of day. Which is the ultimate truth? Neither alone. If you are willing to explore both phases, you come to realize that the bigger picture is the twenty-four hour cycle that embraces both day and night.

So, what have we learned? That we are living with two worldviews, the scientific and the spiritual, which seem directly opposite. This may be confusing and upsetting. The wise course is to “hold the tension of the opposites” until we can discern the validity of both positions and the larger truth that they both partially represent. Which, then, is the virtual reality? In one sense, they both are. The question now becomes: what greater understanding emerges when we are able to hold them both in accepting, fascinated awareness?
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