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Introduction 

“Tears are the most substantial and yet the most fleeting,  
the most obvious and yet the most enigmatic  

proof of our emotional lives.” (Lutz, 1999, p.29). 
 
I, as many of those who have seen this video, cannot help but cry. The range of emotions 
that this little boy hugging his father after a prolonged separation causes is as wide as the 
possible combinations of emotions within the same observer. Some people who have seen 
the video including some of you, my cohorts, expressed to have felt, among others, fear, 
empathy, joy, relief, compassion, anger, sadness, and grief. Some reactions involve memory 
of past events, and others a self projection to future possibilities. Some identify with the boy 
and others with the father. Most people cry. Why do we cry for pain or happiness that it is not 
ours, or is it?  
 
Crying is an emotional response that is present in all cultures regardless of gender and age 
(Lutz, 1999). Most of the literature on this topic is historical, mythological, and literal. The 
scientific approach comes mainly from the physiological arena (Davis, 1990). Given that the 
experimental study of adult crying is limited due to the challenges of replicating and 
controlling crying situations, most of the theory of crying is derived from the study of children 
and self reports (Frey, 1985). Only until the eighties, with the growing interest in emotions, 
have tears been the object of study of disciplines other than art, poetry or mythology (Lutz, 
1999). Psychology, for instance, started studying tears (Lutz, 1999) only towards the end of 
the nineteenth century.  
 
There are some tears that have clear meaning like when a child falls and gets hurt or when a 
mother cries because her child dies (Lutz, 1999). There is however another type of crying 
that is more complex. These tears can express simultaneously happiness and sadness, bliss 
and anger. This paper constitutes an exploration to what some consider the most human 
expression of emotion. In particular the attention will be focused on tears of joy insofar as its 
transpersonal character (Braud, 2001). After a brief look at the physiological aspects of 
crying we will move into the psychological aspects in conjunction with cultural aspects. Then 
we will concentrate in the transpersonal perspective of tears of joy and finally I will provide 
my own reflections and experiences on the topic. 
 

Physiology [1]: 
 
In humans, the tear film coating the eye has three distinct layers, from the most outer 
surface: 
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1. The lipid layer contains oils secreted by the meibomian glands. The outer-most 
layer of the tear film coats the aqueous layer to provide a hydrophobic barrier that retards 
evaporation and prevents tears spilling onto the cheek.  

2. The aqueous layer contains water and other substances such as proteins (e.g. tear 
lipocalin, lactoferrin, lysozyme[1] and lacritin) secreted by the glands and the lacrimal gland. 
The aqueous layer serves to promote spreading of the tear film, control of infectious agents 
and osmotic regulation.  

3. The mucous layer contains mucin secreted by the conjunctival goblet cells. The 
inner-most layer of the tear film, it coats the cornea to provide a hydrophilic layer that allows 
for even distribution of the tear film, as well as mucus covering of the cornea.  
 
Having a thin tear film may prevent you from wearing contact lenses as the amount of 
oxygen needed is higher than normal and contact lenses stop oxygen entering your eye. You 
will find that your eyes will dry out while wearing contact lenses whilst having a thin tear film. 
Special eye drops are available for contact lens wearers, also certain types of contact lenses 
are designed to let more oxygen through. 

 
Tear Production and Elimination [2]:  
 
Tears perform important functions: 

 Carry bacteria-fighting compounds to the eye  
 Carry nutrients to and waste products away from the eye  
 Keep the eye moist  
 Provide a smooth refracting surface  
 Remove debris from the eye  

 
Tear components are produced by the lacrimal gland, several other small glands, and cells 
within the eyelid. As the eyelid closes, tears are swept downward, toward the nose, and 
enter the puncta (openings in the upper and lower lids, close to the nose). As the eyes blink, 
tears are forced through narrow channels into the lacrimal sac. Once the muscles relax and 
the eye opens, the tears move from the sac to the nasolacrimal duct and into the nose. This 
accounts for stuffy, runny noses when crying.  

A possible connection between tears, as an emotional response, and 
physiology is found in Nelson (2000) who reviews several studies that 
argue that when crying is banned or controlled the emotional response is 
displaced to other forms of manifestation like urinary disorders, respiratory 
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disorders, sore throat, globus hystericus (fear of not being able to breathe), 
and skin disorders. 

 
Types of tears  
 

1. Basal tears: In healthy mammalian eyes, the cornea is continually 
kept wet and nourished by basal tears. They lubricate the eye and help to 
keep it clear of dust. Tear fluid contains water, mucin, lipids, lysozyme, 
lactoferrin, lipocalin, lacritin, immunoglobulins, glucose, urea, sodium, and 
potassium. Some of the substances in lacrimal fluid fight against bacterial 
infection as a part of the immune system.  

2. Reflex tears: The second type of tears results from irritation of the eye by foreign 
particles, or from the presence of irritant substances such as onion vapors, tear gas or 
pepper spray in the eye's environment. These reflex tears attempt to wash out irritants that 
may have come into contact with the eye.  

3. Crying or weeping (psychic tears): The third category, generally referred to as 
crying or weeping, is increased lacrimation due to strong emotional stress, depression, or 
physical pain. This practice is not restricted to negative emotions; many people cry when 
extremely happy or when they are laughing. In humans, emotional tears can be 
accompanied by reddening of the face and sobbing — cough-like, convulsive breathing, 
sometimes involving spasms of the whole upper body. Tears brought about by emotions 
have a different chemical make up than those for lubrication; emotional tears contain more of 
the protein-based hormones prolactin, adrenocorticotropic hormone, and leucine enkephalin 
(a natural painkiller) than basal or reflex tears. The limbic system is involved in production of 
basic emotional drives, such as anger, fear, etc. The limbic system, specifically the 
hypothalamus, also has a degree of control over the autonomic system. The 
parasympathetic branch of the autonomic system controls the lacrimal glands via the 
neurotransmitter acetylcholine through both the nicotinic and muscarinic receptors. When 
these receptors are activated, the lacrimal gland is stimulated to produce tears.  
 

Psychology 

 
In the psychology literature 
there is not complete 
unanimity as to the 
differences between cry, 
weeping, sobbing, and 
tearing (Williams & Morris, 
1996). Williams and Morris 
(1996) reference the work of 
Labott and Martin who 
define crying as a process-
continuum in which the 
behavior changes according 
to the intensity. This 
process in a simple scale 
distinguishes between 
close-to-tears, tears and 
tears plus sobbing. Each one of these stages may be divided into others, for instance, the 
stage of tears without sobbing may be divided into watery eyes and then tears, and so forth. 



In general these authors assume that any of these crying episodes are alike with the only 
variance being the added elements (sobbing, tears, etc) displayed. In what seems to be 
more agreement is in the functions of tears. Among different categorizations of tears (Bindra, 
1972; Borgquist, 1906; Frey, 1985; Koestler, 1964), the overall agreement suggests three 
types of tears: pleasure, pain, and sadness. As far as the purpose of tears, different authors 
(Borgquist, 1906; Freud, 1995; Frey, 1985) coincide in three general functions: 
communication, attachment, and release. All this functions seem to be some way or another 
related to the expression or demand of support (Kottler & Montgomery, as cited in Davis 
1990) which puts in the background the social function of tears. This paper will explore the 
attachment, release, and social functions.  

Attachment 
Nelson (2000) finds a correlate between types of crying and types of attachment, in which 
secure, anxious-ambivalent, or avoidant attachment styles have similar patterns of crying 
types. Attachment behavior is defined as "any form of behavior that results in a person 
attaining or retaining proximity to some other differentiated and preferred individual" (Bowlby, 
as cited in Nelson, 2000, p. 510). Crying then is a response of protest to the separation from 
the caregivers (Nelson, 2000). Using the attachment typology, Nelson (2000) distinguished 
different types of adult crying. (1) Healthy, secure crying which has a healing benefit and 
promotes social sympathy. In this sense this type of crying promotes contact and attachment 
behavior and even intimacy; (2) symptomatic crying, which is associated with insecure 
attachment. Adults that cry as a way to demand something create a sense of manipulation 
that fosters resentment and distance; and (3) protest crying, which is a desperate response 
to feel safe in the presence of the object of attachment. This type of crying does not provide 
soothing effects.  

Release 
Expressions such as ―broke into tears‖ or ―I lost it‖, are common ways to think of crying as an 
ineffective strategy to cope in difficult situations (Davis, 1990). However, the most common 
understanding in psychodynamic psychology is that of crying as a mechanism to release 
suppressed or repressed affect that otherwise can be manifested as a symptom (Freud, 
1995). Davis (1990) makes a vast literature review finding as a common factor the healing 
properties of crying that ―goes back more than 2000 years to Aristotle’s Poetics‖ (p. 16). 
Perhaps the clearest evidence of this argument is provided by Frey (1985). This author 
discovered that the chemical composition of tears from emotion is different than other tears. 
The level of protein and hormone prolactin is higher. Given that prolactin has been 
associated with stress, Frey concluded that emotional tears help release prolactin and thus 
stress. Brunish, (as cited in Davis, 1990) had also compared emotional versus irritant tears 
and established that the amount of tears produced due to emotional reasons was larger than 
the amount and protein content in tears produced due to irritant reasons. Wow - that is 
fascinating!  

Socialization 
Adult patterns of socialization can be related to the style of attachment 
developed during childhood (Davis, 1990). In addition, given that 
crying is a response also associated to the attachment style, Kottler 
and Montgomery (as cited in Davis, 1990) suggest that the attachment 
function of crying brings people closer and it also can fortify the 
relationship between two people. Alternatively, when the attachment is 

broken, crying becomes a facilitator in obtaining support (Davis, 1990). This is how someone 
who is crying because of the death of a loved one will have more people approaching with 
sympathy than another person who does not cry. In general crying can serve as a 
mechanism to solicit and convey emotional support given through contact. Thus, when 



releasing pain or sadness through tears brings the attention and support of others, then the 
release function of tears also has an impact in the interaction with others. In this sense, 
Davis (1990) states that ―not only is discharging tears a potential coping behavior that one 
may engage in while receiving emotional support, but crying to another can also create 
support.‖ (p. 38).  
 
 

Cultural aspects  

Although the universality of tears can be manifested in the events that cause them (i.e., 
death, pain) there is the social historical factor that implies a more complex meaning (Lutz, 
1999). The relativism of the meaning of tears can be seen through the unavoidable, universal 
event of death, in which the mourning rituals, including the role of the tears is culturally 
influenced. From an evolutionary perspective, MacLean (as cited in Lutz, 1999) proposed 
that the relationship between tears and death has its origin when crying, in the form of 
howling, was a primitive way of communication for early hominids. As their brains evolved 
and they discovered fire, the smoke from the fire created the reflex of tears. Then, MacLean 
adds, the association between tears and loss started taking shape when the dead bodies 
were cremated as the smoke of the fire irritated the eyes. 
 
Whether this is the origin of the tears of mourning or not, is not certain. What is more obvious 
is how its meaning vary culturally. Among many illustrations of the variability of the meaning 
of tears, Lutz observed how the Uaupes and Yanoama in Brazil waver between desperate 
crying for the departure of the dead and tears of joy for the soul has entered the moon. 
Among natives from the Andaman Island in Thailand and the Maori in New Zealand, there 
seems to be no difference between the profound weeping produced by death and the one 
produced when they see each other after a separation even if it is a matter of days. Although 
the tears of pain from the loss look identical to the tears of joy for the reunion, Lutz notes that 
the meaning given by the natives to the latter kind is grieving the dead since they met for the 
last time. However the fact that they display the same intense weeping even if there has not 
been a new death may imply that the tears are a ritualized behavior for the memory of the 
origin of its meaning (Radcliffe-Brown, as cited by Lutz, 1990). Another example of the 
culturally related meaning of tears is seen in native women in New Zealand that take pride in 
their cry or people in South Sandwich’s islands who do not see tears as a sing of sadness 
but happiness.  
 
What seems more common among all cultures is the belief that crying can either become an 
obstacle for the diseased to make the transition to a different reality or on the other hand 
they actually assist the transition. Ahern observes that some Chinese traditions believe that 
wailing before the deceased realizes he is dead not only lessens their grief but the deceased 
will suffer less (Ahern, as cited in Lutz, 1999). In contrast, among the Aymara in Peru, some 
groups in Brazil, and in Korea no tears should be displayed when a child dies because crying 
will obstruct his innocent soul’s transit to heaven. This belief differs with Harrell’s (1970) 
observation of native groups in Taiwan. Harrell describes the very opposite phenomenon. 
The death of an old person is seen as the right course of life so no tears are owed. However, 
the death of a child deserves deep mourning and tears insofar as dying at the beginning of 
life is not expected.  
 
Given the relativity of the meaning of tears it might be possible to venture that tears instead 
of having intimate functions (i.e., abreaction) they have public and social purposes. Following 
this argument, tears would become another element in any type of ritual (i.e., mourning, 
marriage) or part of the ritual’s etiquette, as saying ―thank you‖ is a formal response for a 
favor received. The conventionalism that these rituals enclose is even present in our own 
culture. People feel guilt for not crying at funerals and observers actually question the type of 



relationship to the deceased if no tears are shed. Along this argument, another central 
cultural difference is between public and private crying, which correlates with the idea of 
eastern’s tendency towards the community in contrast to the western’s tendency towards 
individuality.  
 
In our culture, crying tends to occur more when people are alone (Frey, 1985). Ekman (1972) 
suggests that crying alone allows the emotion to flow freely as the crier does not experience 
pressure of the social context. In other cultures such as Korean and Chinese, crying is a 
group activity. It not only heals a shared wound –the death of a member of the community- 
but it also gauges the value of their members for its community. In contrast, public crying 
does not have the same merit in our culture. Lutz relates an anecdote that pictures how 
public crying in our culture is disencouraged. Edmund Muskie, a candidate for the presidency 
in 1972, broke into tears in a public defense of his wife who had been accused of being 
emotionally unstable. Although he explained it was melted snow and that even if they were 
real tears it should be proof of his humanity, the general public’s opinion perceived him as 
emotionally unstable which cost him the support of his followers and the withdrawal of his 
presidential aspirations.  
 
Even if the smoke during cremations originated the tearing reflex, today our internal 
psychological reality is that of loss, sadness, fear, or pain for the diseased and 
phenomenologically it does not have anything to do with moisten irritated eyes. Even if 
Darwin’s belief that tears do not have evolutionary value but are mere secretions due to 
facial muscle contractions or dilatation of blood vessels of the eye, our psychological reality 
does not assess muscular tension or blood pressure in the eye; it registers joy, nostalgia, 
anger, or compassion. Even if a tear for a loss in one culture means ―dolor‖ and in another 
culture it means happiness, or if the Huichol in Mexico can produce tears at will as can some 
actors in Hollywood without an emotional component at all but just manipulating their 
breathing and their facial expression (Ekman, 1972), even then, the effect that this tear has, 
goes far beyond its judgment as a fake tear; it penetrates the psychological reality of the 
perceiver, who attributes a meaning to the tear, a mood to the crier, and his/her own mood.  

 
Gender  
Hastrup (as cited in Van Tilburg, Unterberg, Vingerhoets, 2002) suggests that around age 
two girls become more prone to cry than boys. This early difference would controvert 
hormonal arguments that suggest that differences in this and other behaviors occur only 
during puberty and the development of secondary sexual characteristics (Frey, 1985). What 
appears less controversial is that this difference between males and females increases with 
age (Van Tilburg, Unterberg, Vingerhoets, 2002). In addition to hormonal factors this 
difference is attributed to the social learning and to differences in personality (Van Tilburg, 
Unterberg, Vingerhoets, 2002). Van Tilburg et al., also references an integrationist 
perspective that suggests that the difference in crying behavior between male and female is 
related to the interaction between hormonal factors and non-hormonal factors (Truijers & 
Buchanan, as cited in Van Tilburg, Unterberg, Vingerhoets, 2002). In general, empathic 
people are more vulnerable to be emotional and cry. Particularly, these authors argue that 
women are more empathic than men which make them more vulnerable.  

 
Gender differences not only show that women cry 
more often than men (Frey, 1985) but also they 
cry with more intensity (Bindra, 1972). An 
alternative explanation to the difference between 
women and men suggests that crying is for 
women an alternative to anger (Nelson, 2000). 



The argument is that when women control their anger their level of frustration rises until 
reaching a maximum level when they burst into tears. Williams (as cited in Van Tilburg, 
Unterberg, Vingerhoets, 2002) suggests the same relation between tears and anger but 
inverted. That is, anger as an alternative to tears. This relationship among anger, sex, and 
tears is revealed in an interesting experiment using a video of a child who after activating a 
jack-in-the-box starts crying intensely. The video was presented to two groups. Each group 
was formed by equal amount of men and women. One group was told the child was a boy 
and the other group was told the child was a girl. The majority of women and men in the first 
group attributed the tears to anger while the second group attributed the tears to fear 
(Condry & Condry, 1976). This might be another finding that suggests how the meaning of 
tears is strongly related to cultural constructs and to the role of the perceiver.  
 

Tears of Joy  

 
So far we have reviewed tears as an emotional response to clear or tangible triggers relate 
to negative feelings. Now we are going to explore a type of crying that does not fit entirely or 
exclusively any of the models presented above. This type of crying, without an apparent 
trigger, and rather related to positive feelings is referenced in the literature as tears of 
wonder-joy (Braud, 2001), holy tears (Southwell, as cited in Lutz, 1999), tears of raptness 
(Koestler, 1964), and spontaneous weeping (Anderson, 1996). 
 
Some authors consider that crying without an apparent trigger is a symptom of a 
physiological or psychological disorder (Nelson, 2000). Among other physiological 
explanations for unprovoked crying Nelson (2000) mentions thyroid cancer, hormonal 
imbalances such as high serum prolactin, or neurological disorders such as brain lesions, 
strokes, cerebral tumors, multiple sclerosis, and seizures. When physiological causes are 
ruled out, Nelson sustains, ―unprovoked crying may be linked to unacknowledged grief or to 
unacceptable and unrecognized attachment needs.‖ (p. 518). 
 
Stepping away from these physiological and psychodynamic explanations, some authors 
approach this phenomenon as a noble emotional response. These authors suggest that 
crying for elation involves a pleasant sense, like a reunion with a loved one, or an aesthetic 
experience such as a response to a piece of art that evokes feelings for the sublime (see 
Bindra, 1972; Borgquist 1906). Other authors (Lund, 1930; Frey, 1985) sustains that tears of 
joy are complex emotional responses preceded by a prolonged experience of emotional 
disturbance, representing then the relief of a tension. 
 
Koestler (1964) uses the concept of tears of raptness to describe a type of crying that leads 
towards calmness and catharsis as a response to overwhelming experiences of the sublime 
or supreme beauty. He defined it as the ―blending of the finite with the infinite‖ (p. 273). His 
description juts out amongst the authors insofar as it is not limited to the psychological and 
physiological realms. The union with the infinite, suggested by Koestler, is a classical theme 
in mysticism and transpersonal fields which incorporates the spiritual realm. I consider the 
approach to the topic from this perspective to be the most comprehensive as it provides a 
sharper depiction of the phenomenon, which goes beyond the stimuli-response or cognitive 
appraisal models.  
 
It is from a transpersonal approach that Braud (2001) used a phenomenological perspective 
trying to bring clarity to the circumstances that surround the experience, the meaning of the 
experience, the physical and psychological correlates, and the impact of this type of tears in 
peoples’ lives. In answering these questions Braud first states that tears of wonder-joy are 
―direct responses to the true, the good, the beautiful‖ (p. 100). The psychological component 
is in general a positive state of wellbeing which can be associated to feelings of gratitude, 



joy, peace, awe, love, compassion, empathy, acceptance, unity, union, oneness, closeness, 
connection, and immersion. 
 
Some of the triggers of tears of joy identified by Braud can be divided in two groups. The first 
one is when the phenomenon is triggered by witnessing good or noble acts, innocence, 
kindness, beauty, and displays of courage or integrity. The second group of triggers 
correspond among others, to experiencing the holy, the numinous, connections, closeness, 
union, empathy, and clear expressions of what is most important, and meaningful. 
 
This last trigger –experiencing what is most meaningful- is precisely what appears to be the 
most common theme regarding the experience of tears of joy. In this sense, Braud relates 
tears of wonder-joy as ―indicators of encounters with the numinous … [an] encounter with the 
Real‖ (p. 100). Braud brings up Plato’s metaphor of the horses and the charioteers, to 
suggest how the experience of wonder-joy may be equivalent to the soul’s feathering when 
experiencing the forms that ―evoke reminiscences of a supermundane realm‖ (Braud, 2001, 
p. 103). This depiction is similar to Anderson’s (1996) who conducted a phenomenological 
content analysis of writings on mystical tears in Christianity. This author defines this type of 
tears as an ―intense, spontaneous and seemingly involuntary [crying] that is not caused by 
obvious immediate stimuli or set of conditions known to the weeper‖ (p. 167) this type of 
tears, she quotes ―are supernatural, associated not with human passions but with the 
experiences of God‖ (Gillet, as cited in Anderson, 1996, p. 167). 
 
A second theme that emerged from the review of the literature is the theme of integration of 
the mental, spiritual and physical realms. For instance, one of the images Braud describes of 
tears of wonder-joy is that of ―somatic concomitants of … encountering clear … 
manifestations of the innocent, unspoiled, uncomplicated, and artless‖ (p. 106). In a similar 
way Anderson found in her review of sacred tears literature recurrent allusions to physical, 
spiritual, and mental integration: ―Tears are to the mind the border, as it were, between the 
bodily and the spiritual state, between the state of being subject to passions [emotions] and 
that of purity .... "(Isaac the Syrian, as cited in Anderson, 1996, p. 170). 
 
A third global theme is the paradoxical component, a ―holding of opposites: joy/sadness, 
bitter/sweet, tragic/beautiful, confused/clear‖ (Braud, 2001, p. 102). This is the simultaneous 
experience of ―polarities of human existence e.g., life and death, joy and despair‖ (Anderson, 
1996, p. 169). This theme is illustrated by Maloney (as cited in Anderson, 1996, p. 170) who 
observed how weeping to God ―and longing for greater union with God, the Christian finds 
his strength in his weakness.‖ 
 
These three themes, facing the numinous, integrating mind, spirit and body, and 
experiencing opposite emotions, depict tears of joy as the expression originated by 
experiencing unity, realizing what is real, what is beyond the illusory separateness between 
body mind and spirit. As the soul glimpses the forms -what is truly important- it merges with 
the body exuding the product of their ecstasy and the longing for the anticipated 
disconnection once the trance is over.  



Religion 
 
In the religious literature 
there are many allusions to 
tears of joy as a pleasure. 
Christians for instance have 
the notion that tears are 
nurturing and a blessing. 
This notion can be found in 
numerous biblical verses, 
for example: ―blessed are 
you who weep now, for you 
shall laugh‖ (Luke, 6:21), 
―my tears have been my 
food day and night, while 
they say to me all day long, 
"Where is your God?" 
(Psalm 42:3). In the fourth 
century St. Jerome (as cited 
in Lutz, 1999, p. 36), 
described religious tears of joy: ―when I had shed copious tears and had strained my eyes 
towards heaven, I sometimes feel myself among angelic hosts, … sang in joy and gladness.‖  
 
It might be arguable that the joy can be originated in the anticipated sense of redemption 
from sin which brings comfort to the soul of the sinner. In the Confessions, San Augustine 
expressed how his mother saves his soul because of the sincerity of her tears when praying 
for his salvation. St. Francis is said to be blind because of his crying and St. Ignatius of 
Loyola also experienced a deep connection with God through tears (Lutz, 1999). With the 
intention to have a closer encounter with God, Monks were exhorted to find the gift of tears 
as God would take them as a sign of purity more than prayers (Lutz, 1999).  
 
Perhaps these ideas of salvation and holiness lie in the background of spiritual practices. 
The practitioner would weep as he/she prays whether aware or not of his/her motivation to 
find salvation or holiness. The search for salvation from purgatory or inferno by means of 
tears has a correlate in mythology where tears seem to fulfill the function of reverting death. 
Just to mention one example in mythology, Lutz (1999) references how Isis’ tears over her 
brother Osiris bring him back to life. So it might be possible to speculate about a connection 
between current mourning practices, characterized by profound crying, and an archetype of 
rebirth in which the collective unconscious of the mourners seek to revive the loved one.  
 

A dialogue with the experience:  
 
―The liturgy ends. As the celebrants disappear into the sanctuary and close the gates and doors, I 
feel a sadness- a sense of loss. But now, a tall, solitary, burning candle is placed outside the holy 
of holies. Tears fill my eyes, and along with the tears come gooseflesh and feelings of chills and 
thrills- a tingling feeling in my spine, arms shoulders, neck, and back. My breathing becomes 
slightly irregular. The tears intensify.‖ (Braud, 2001 p. 99)  

 
This is perhaps what I called feelings of touching the sublime. It is the physical reaction to a 
sublime stimulus, a reaction that makes us feel alive, it makes us feel connected.  



―… but the spark remains as reminder and promise of the greater light that, although unseen, 
may be subtly sensed. The solitary candle is a tiny spark symbolic of, reflecting, a greater sun 
within. Eventually, the tears stop; the chills cease caressing my spine. I feel a profound gratitude.‖ 
(Braud, 2001 p. 100)  
 
Somebody else could have seen a nice light in the cathedral instead, or perhaps have noticed the 
fire as a symbol of purification. Why and what makes it possible for people like the author to 
access other dimensions of stimulation. Is the sensory threshold almost none so the person 
connects with the entire experience at all possible levels? Is the threshold highly tuned that only 
fine, sublime characteristics of the stimuli are perceived?  

―’Although ―happiness,‖ ―joy,‖ and ―peace‖ are part of the experience, these terms fail to catch the 
essence of these moments.’‖ (Braud, 2001 p. 102)  
 
It is a lack of language or lack of a culturally stronger tradition experiencing the transpersonal that 
makes it hard to describe these types of experiences? Perhaps because their nature cannot be 
encapsulated in words as words are human products while these experiences happen to men.  

―‖I sometimes think of wonder-joy tears as a sort of fixed-action pattern that occurs in response to 
specific releasing stimuli. The tears may serve as signals or tools, if we heed them, for discerning 
what is right, good, important, and authentic in a nonegoic sense.‖ (Braud, 2001 p. 106)  
 
 
I find this comparison somewhat imprecise as fixed-action patters implies several characteristics. 
First, every time that the stimulus is present the response will occur. Second, it will occur to all 
members of the specie and third it will occur with the same pattern. However, we know it does not 
always occur, it does not occur to everybody and when it happens it is experienced in different 
ways even by the same individual 

Final remarks  

 
In 1996, after having a pleasant lunch with my best friend we walked out of his apartment 
and as we waited in the hall for the elevator, without any precipitant I started experiencing 
something I still do not understand. As if I was suspended in space and time my senses 
didn’t register anything. I stopped hearing my friend’s voice. Without pronouncing a word, as 
my breathing became heavier and before the imminence of tears I rushed back into the 
apartment. Once inside I burst into tears. There were no thoughts, no words, just the sound 
of my profound crying, and the wetness of the tears running uncontrollable on my face. After 
the last tear left my body, as if someone at will closed a valve, it all ended just as it all 
started.  
 
Early this year, I found an old tape of Ian when he was a month old. I played it for the family. 
While watching the video, Ian continually asked ―where is mommy‖. After a several minutes 
of watching Ian’s first bath, Ian napping in his bassinet, and stirring in front of the camera, my 
wife appears on the screen for a couple of seconds and a tear runs down Ian’s face. My wife 
and I are quite exalted, she asked him if he was crying and he said ―silly me‖.  
 
I do not have a recollection of the first time I heard Grieg’s composition Morgenstimmung. 
Every time I hear this piece my emotions take a trip. It starts with a grin on my lips, my breath 
gets cut off and I feel as if I am merging with the space in front of me. Goosebumps run from 
my back through the spine and my neck to my scalp, and tears are born in my eyes. My soul 
wants to emerge out my body or merge with it, I do not know. They both, body and soul, 
dance or battle loving it or resisting it, perhaps both. It is a dance between joy and sadness, 
between hope for a new life and nostalgia for an old one, between union and separation, 



between acceptance and rejection. My emotions waver between feelings of getting closer 
and being pushed away, between feelings of reuniting with a lover and being separated. 
When getting closer my body feels glory, when getting away my body is tense. When the 
music ends it all quiets down and I am left there returning to homeostasis.  
 
Every one of these episodes can be ―explained‖ using any of the arguments outlined above. 
Perhaps Nelson (2000) can say that my spontaneous weeping could have been caused by 
an unconscious recognition of a threat of a loss, which facilitated the release of anxiety. 
Perhaps, the attachment models of tears can say that Ian’s tear was the relief for the 
reaffirmation of the attachment to his mother. Perhaps Darwin would have said regarding my 
Morning Mood tears that somehow l learned to display sensitivity and aesthetics with tears, 
or maybe a social cultural explanation would say that my tears are a checking mechanism of 
my human values, a cue that tells me that I am within accepted social cannons of behavior.  
 
Although my curiosity and rational mind pleads for one of these explanations, instead I 
choose not to attach and bound my tears to any but to embrace them as they come and for 
what I experience. Whether a battle or a dance, whether pain or joy I rather stay with its 
ineffability and be thankful to feel alive.  
 
So, although the meaning of tears could be a cultural construct as the meaning of a 
particular word is culturally determined, there is a universal component that transcends its 
socio cultural outlined significance. Although any culture can explain their tears I coincide 
with Alfred Lord Tennyson (1847) a poet who suggested that knowing how to describe them 
and where they come from, we still do not know what they mean:  

Tears, idle tears, I know not what they mean,  

Tears from the depth of some divine despair 

Rise in the heart, and gather to the eyes, 

In looking on the happy Autumn-fields, 

And thinking of the days that are no more. 

Fresh as the first beam glittering on a sail, 

That brings our friends up from the underworld, 

Sad as the last which reddens over one 

That sinks with all we love below the verge; 

So sad, so fresh, the days that are no more. 

Ah, sad and strange as in dark summer dawns 

The earliest pipe of half-awakened birds 

To dying ears, when unto dying eyes 

The casement slowly grows a glimmering square; 

So sad, so strange, the days that are no more. 

Dear as remembered kisses after death, 

And sweet as those by hopeless fancy feigned 

On lips that are for others; deep as love, 

Deep as first love, and wild with all regret; 

O Death in Life, the days that are no more. 

 
Rather than tears itself, the unknown aspect of the tears is perhaps what is universal. It is the 
sublime ineffable meaning of tears what we all share and honors human nature. 
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