EXPLORING SPIRITUALITY
by Peter Laurence
Emerging from Interfaith Activity

In 1893, representatives of many of the world’s religions were brought together in the context of the World’s Parliament of Religions, a gathering held during the World Columbian Exposition in Chicago.  This event marked the beginning of a century of interfaith activity, carefully documented by Marcus Braybrooke in his book, Pilgrimage of Hope.
  Attitudes toward the existence of a plurality of religions have varied over the intervening time.  One classic scheme that has been developed to describe these attitudes uses the terms “exclusivism,” “inclusivism,” and “pluralism.”  As recently articulated by Diana Eck, director of The Pluralism Project at Harvard University, an exclusivist feels that “Our own community, our tradition, our understanding of reality, our encounter with God, is the one and only truth, excluding all others.”  An inclusivist would say that “there are, indeed, many communities, traditions, and truths, but our own way of seeing things is the culmination of the others, superior to the others, or at least wide enough to include the others under our universal canopy and in our own terms.”  The pluralist might express it this way: “Truth is not the exclusive or inclusive possession of any one tradition or community.  Therefore the diversity of communities, traditions, understandings of the truth, and visions of God is not an obstacle for us to overcome, but an opportunity for our energetic engagement and dialogue with one another.  It does not mean giving up our commitments; rather, it means opening up those commitments to the give-and-take of mutual discovery, understanding, and indeed, transformation.”

The pluralistic view has become the most supportive environment for interfaith activity, generating the formation of a growing number of interfaith organizations at local, national and international levels.  Religious representation for such organizations has traditionally been accessed in several ways: through official designation by participating religious institutions, by inviting members of faith traditions who have distinguished themselves as individuals, and sometimes by including anyone who identifies with a tradition and is willing to participate.  The organizational model in which religious representatives make joint decisions, issue proclamations or carry out collaborative projects is predicated on the assumption that these individuals somehow do represent a religious tradition.

The Question of Religious Identity
Within any given tradition, however, there is usually a wide disparity of beliefs among its adherents.  The divisions within religions are often more deeply felt than the differences between them.  A number of long-standing religious institutions have recently been shrinking in size and influence.  Many people are either abandoning those institutions or are reserving the right to disagree with official doctrines and policies.  Where representatives are chosen, their ability to adequately represent the diversity within their tradition is always a concern.  In addition, there is a large and growing population whose sense of personal identity is not linked to any traditional religion.  This raises the question of whether religious identity and representation continue to be the most important qualities to utilize in the search for ways to overcome the historic tensions among religions.  In the process of addressing this question, we are discovering that there is, instead, a common bond which unites people without requiring that they abandon their religious roots, or that they identify with a particular tradition at all.  The term that has been emerging to describe this common bond is “spirituality.”

The Problem of Language

Recently, writers in a variety of publications have turned their attention to exploring the concept of spirituality, particularly as it stands in contrast with “religion.”  An article in America by Michael Downey, Flannery Professor of Theology at Gonzaga University, begins with this statement: “Spirituality is no longer tied to the notion that only priests and religious are called to the fullness of the spiritual life…Today a great variety of persons and groups discern the presence of the Spirit in a diversity of living situations.  This has called for new ways of understanding spirituality.”
  One of those new ways is the attempt to define spirituality so that it transcends the limitations of what we have traditionally called “religion.”  There seems to be a widespread hunger for something which moves beyond structures that have characteristically divided us.

For example, an article in the Journal of Holistic Nursing by Joni Walton of St. Luke’s Hospital in Kansas City described this perspective as follows: “Religion may or may not play a role in individual spirituality and is quite distinctive from spirituality…Religion is described as a framework for beliefs, values, traditions, doctrine, conduct, and rituals…Whereas spirituality is a much more encompassing term…. a spiritual individual may or may not be religious.”  “Spiritual relationships are defined as relationships to self, others, a higher power, or the environment that brings forth a sense of inner strength, peace, harmonious interconnectedness, and meaning to life.”

On a somewhat more technical note, Andrés Niño writes in the International Journal of Psychotherapy that “There are many individuals who either do not have identified traditional religious sources for the construction of meaning or cannot integrate them in their experience at the service of a coherent self.  The religious factor has been diffused through an unprecedented diversity.  Even amongst groups previously considered homogeneous within their own faith, substantial numbers of people have modified their attitudes to adopt unorthodox forms of religiosity or have abandoned them altogether.  Yet, very often one finds that individuals in this predicament consider themselves to be cultivating a spiritual life.”
 

Spirituality is transcendent, unlimited by the distinctions that separate people.  In an article in Ebony Man, Stephen C. Rasor, who teaches at the Interdenominational Theological Center in Atlanta, is quoted as saying that “[spirituality] is something that all persons have, regardless of finances or background.  I don’t think age, income level, gender or race separates us.”

William Raspberry, a popular columnist, found spirituality to be the common ingredient in successful neighborhood social programs.  Quoting the founder and president of the National Center for Neighborhood Enterprise in Washington, he writes, “For 20 years, says Robert L. Woodson, Sr., he had been observing the phenomenon but not really seeing it.  ‘People, including me, would check out the successful social programs – I’m talking about the neighborhood-based healers who manage to turn people around – and we would report on such things as size, funding, facilities or technique.  Only recently has it crystallized for me that the one thing virtually all these successful programs had in common was a leader with a strong sense of spirituality.’  ‘The thing I’m talking about may or may not be specifically religious,’ Woodson says.  ‘It can happen with people who don’t even go to church.  But it’s spiritual, and the people who are touched by it know it.’”

What is Spirituality?
Throughout these articles on the subject of spirituality there is a common theme that emerges.  It is the concept of connectedness.  U.S. Catholic describes it this way:  “Curiously, there’s a remarkable consistency in readers’ definitions of the word spirituality, according to the responses to a U.S. Catholic reader survey.  Normally one would suppose that in describing such an ineffable, intensely personal experience such as spirituality, the answers would be as varied as the hues in Joseph’s multicolored coat.  But no.  Young and old, religious and lay, women and men define spirituality as consistently as if they were reciting the Baltimore Catechism.  Rare is the definition that fails to mention relationship or connectedness.”  “Spirituality ‘is an awareness of my connection to God, earth, and others,’ writes Karen Fitzpatrick of Burnsville, Minnesota.  Many acknowledge that spirituality is not some otherworldly, escapist pursuit but rather, in the words of one reader, an intermingling of all that is divine with ‘the delicious humanness’ of our humble earthly existence.  ‘Too often we separate our spiritual life from what we call our regular life.  It should be our life – what completes us as human beings,’ suggests Judi Gualtiere of Amarillo, Texas.”

In a forthcoming book, Robert Forman, Associate Professor of Religion at Hunter College and director of the Forge Institute, describes the outcomes of a series of interviews conducted nationally to arrive at a better understanding of spirituality.  In compiling the results, Forman noticed several patterns in the way people use the term.  The first had to do with “inner” rather than “outer” experiences, drawing on meditation and other techniques for access to the inner world.  A second pattern might be identified by the terms “whole, or holistic,” seeing ourselves and the rest of the universe as part of a single spiritual reality.  A third pattern was associated with impressions of connectedness and being in relationship with everything in that spiritual reality.  Finally, spirituality was identified as being non-rational and non-linear – emphasizing the subjective rather than the objective.  As Forman summarizes his conclusions, “…spirituality seems to point to the intuitive, non-rational meditative side of ourselves, the side that strives for inner and outer connection and a sense of wholeness.”

As reported in Holistic Education: Principles, Perspectives and Practices, edited by Carol Flake, a statement adopted by eighty international holistic educators affirms that “Spiritual experience and development manifest as a deep connection to self and others, a sense of meaning and purpose in daily life, an experience of the wholeness and interdependence of life, a respite from the frenetic activity, pressure and over-stimulation of contemporary life, the fullness of creative experience, and a profound respect for the numinous mystery of life.”  Specifically addressing their concern about education, they state that “One of the functions of education is to help individuals become aware of the connectedness of all life.  Fundamental to this awareness of wholeness and connectedness is the ethic expressed in all of the world’s great traditions: ‘What I do to others I do to myself.’”

Another prominent educator, Parker Palmer, in his book The Courage to Teach, advises that “If we want to develop and deepen the capacity for connectedness at the heart of good teaching, we must understand – and resist – the perverse but powerful draw of the ‘disconnected’ life.”  As educators in all parts of the world look for ways to help their students prepare for life and work in a diverse world, spirituality becomes a natural vehicle for overcoming the inherent fragmentation between individuals, groups and institutions.  Toward this end, the EDUCATION as Transformation Project at Wellesley College was formed in 1996 and has initiated an international dialogue with two goals: 1) to explore the impact of religious diversity on higher education and the potential of religious pluralism as a strategy to address the desire of educational institutions to prepare their students for a religiously diverse world; and 2) to consider the role of spirituality at colleges and universities, and particularly its relationship to teaching and learning pedagogy, the cultivation of values, moral and ethical development, and the fostering of global learning communities and responsible global citizens.

Interest in spirituality is beginning to take shape in the world of organizational development.  Diana Whitney, writing in World Business Academy Perspectives, tells us that “Spirituality has entered organizational discourse through the back door and is now sitting in the drawing room awaiting a proper welcome.”  “The modern focus on objectivity and the separation of science and spirituality, taken to fullness, leaves people separate from one another, separate from nature, and separate from the divine.”  “Organizations are still suffering under the modern fiction of fragmentation, functionalism, and division of labor.”  Diana’s vision of spirituality includes a description of “Spirit as Sacred,” which she explains, “acknowledges the connection of all life and all energy such that actions of the part affect the whole.”  “As modern communication and transportation enables us to experience the world as one being, we see the reality of our connectedness.  As we see the effect of local actions on global existence, we wonder if perhaps we have been connected all along and just didn’t know it.”  “With this sense of wholeness and connectedness comes a deep reverence for relationships.  Spirit as Sacred places relationships at the center of social organization.”

Even the popular literature follows the same pattern.  Self magazine recently conducted its own survey on spirituality and records the following ways its readers distilled the spiritual life: “connection to a reality that is more than self and comforts me and guides us”; “belief in a higher power”; a connection to all living things and to the Earth and universe.”  The magazine further reports that, “No matter how you define it, though, hunger for the spiritual life is nearly universal: 93% of you believe that having a spiritual life is important.”

The Need for a Spiritual Renaissance
An article in the Utne Reader by Jon Spayde entitled “The New Renaissance” identifies a new breed of visionaries who “view recorded history and the growth of societies as phases of a much longer and more profound process of evolution…For them, human society in the 20th century has reached a crisis point at which our species could descend into ecocidal disaster or – if we make the right choices – bring off a sort of second Renaissance on the global scale.”  “Most of all, the new Renaissance would spark the widespread proliferation of new modes of thinking and feeling into the far reaches of global society: true partnership between the sexes; the conviction that racial and ethnic identities are complex and valuable human options, not fixed fates; and the ever-growing sense that our daily struggles serve something greater than ourselves: a universal Higher Power toward which all religions point.”

Brother Wayne Teasdale calls this spiritual renaissance “The Interspiritual Age,” and attributes its emergence to the maturing of the world’s religions.  Writing in the Journal of Ecumenical Studies, he proposes that “Global spirituality or interspiritual wisdom has become possible because of a tangible sense of community among the religions and the real necessity for the religions to collaborate on the serious challenges to the world, notably the ecological crisis.  Only spirituality can move us from within to change and become more responsible for the Earth and one another.”  “…spirituality is a resource for building a universal and enlightened civilization.”13
Indian-born Raimundo Panikkar gives us the following poetic vision of the transcendent harmony of faiths:  “The rivers of the earth do not actually meet each other, not even in the oceans, nor do they need to meet in order to be truly life-giving rivers.  But they do meet: they meet in the skies – that is, in heaven.  The rivers do not meet, not even as water.  They meet in the form of clouds, once they have suffered a transformation into vapour, which eventually will pour down again into the valleys of mortals to feed the rivers of the earth.  Religions do not coalesce, certainly not as organised religions.  They meet once transformed into vapour, once metamorphosized into Spirit, which is then poured down in innumerable tongues.”14
Exploring Spirituality
Spirituality is a connectedness that transcends our various religious traditions, which have historically placed boundaries on community.  Because everything is connected we care for each other, for the Earth, and for all its forms of life.  This is the primary relationship.  Our programs in peacemaking, ecology and caregiving all flow from this basic understanding.  By placing a priority on spirituality, we have an opportunity to explore a new dimension of relationship, moving with the spirit that seems to be emerging in every aspect of human activity. 
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