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            BEYOND THEOLOGY “Spirituality & Religion” (#108) Host: Have you ever heard someone say “I’m a spiritual person, but not really religious”?  What do you suppose they mean by that? Announcer: Production funding for this program has been provided in part by the Shumaker Family Foundation – promoting social and environmental justice, education, spirituality and the arts. Host: If you’re a fan of the “Doonesbury” comic strip by Garry Trudeau, you’re probably familiar with the character he created called Reverend Scot Sloan, described as “a fighting young priest” who hangs out at a coffeehouse and shares his unique insights on life.  Trudeau says the inspiration for that character came from two people he knew – one of them being his college roommate, Scotty McLennan.  Like the character in the comic strip, the now Reverend Scotty McLennan has lent an ear to many inquisitive young people who’ve found themselves grappling with fundamental questions about life and what they believe.  He’s written about some of these encounters in a book called “Finding Your Religion,” where he also describes a developmental framework for understanding the psychology of spiritual growth. Rev. Scotty McLennan (Dean of Religious Life, Stanford University): As a university chaplain now for more than 20 years, I’ve found that students go through stages, different stages of religious development.  And a number of them have left the religion of their childhood and are often worried about that or their friends are worried about it or their parents are worried about it … or they’re not worried about it, but in fact they’ve changed significantly.  So I find a lot of my work being with people who are struggling with new conceptions of God and wondering if they’re all right; new conceptions of how to live in the world; new understandings of what it means to be ethical. 
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BEYOND THEOLOGY
 “Spiritual ity & Rel igion” (#108)
 Host: Have you ever heard someone say “I’m a spiritual person, but not really religious”? What do you suppose they mean by that? Announcer: Production funding for this program has been provided in part by the Shumaker Family Foundation – promoting social and environmental justice, education, spirituality and the arts. Host: If you’re a fan of the “Doonesbury” comic strip by Garry Trudeau, you’re probably familiar with the character he created called Reverend Scot Sloan, described as “a fighting young priest” who hangs out at a coffeehouse and shares his unique insights on life. Trudeau says the inspiration for that character came from two people he knew – one of them being his college roommate, Scotty McLennan. Like the character in the comic strip, the now Reverend Scotty McLennan has lent an ear to many inquisitive young people who’ve found themselves grappling with fundamental questions about life and what they believe. He’s written about some of these encounters in a book called “Finding Your Religion,” where he also describes a developmental framework for understanding the psychology of spiritual growth. Rev. Scotty McLennan (Dean of Religious Life, Stanford University): As a university chaplain now for more than 20 years, I’ve found that students go through stages, different stages of religious development. And a number of them have left the religion of their childhood and are often worried about that or their friends are worried about it or their parents are worried about it … or they’re not worried about it, but in fact they’ve changed significantly. So I find a lot of my work being with people who are struggling with new conceptions of God and wondering if they’re all right; new conceptions of how to live in the world; new understandings of what it means to be ethical.
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 Narrator: In his book, Scotty McLennan presents stories of those he calls “seekers on the spiritual mountain.” Noting there are many different paths up that mountain, he contends we all pass through similar stages of spiritual development on our journey. Scotty McLennan: For our college students, it’s often between dependence and independence is where we’re finding the struggle most often -- that some students will say “I’m spiritual, but I’m not religious.” And they tend to mean that they’ve left institutional religion; they’ve left groups, other people, leaders that they say they can no longer trust, hypocritical people they say don’t really represent what they think is spiritually relevant. And they’ve moved to this stage of independence where they say “I can maybe access God deep within myself, or I can go out in nature, climb a mountain and experience through nature a sense of God.” The God for people in the independent stage tends to not be a personal God … you tend to talk about God as spirit or beauty or truth or something that’s much more … either very far out there or very deep within yourself.
 [scenes of meditation group] Narrator: Meditation provides one approach to this type of internal exploration. The leader of this particular meditation session has been practicing for more than 35 years. After obtaining a doctorate in religious studies from Stanford, Alan Wallace created the Santa Barbara Institute for Consciousness Studies. He still remembers how his own views on religion and spirituality changed as he grew up and ventured beyond the devout Christian household in which he was raised. B. Alan Wallace (Santa Barbara Institute for Consciousness Studies): I think early on I had a sense that there were deep truths in the religious heritage in which I was raised and the heart of it was so good -- I mean the whole symbol of Jesus as this very embodiment of unconditional love and forgiveness ... certainly is a very profound truth and one I would never want to relinquish ... on the one hand. On the other hand, there were elements of the theology that I just have to say I just couldn't connect with … and especially the whole issue of this is the one path, that you follow this path and you've got a real route to heaven,whereas if you are not on this path you're kind of like in a really bad place. And the exclusivity of it, I think, was a major factor of it. But there was something else as well. I mean that would be more ideological. It didn't make sense to me and it seemed so core to the message that I thought I need to find another message. But there was something too beyond that on this more conceptual level … and that was I had a pretty strong impulse even when I was a teenager that I wanted to really devote myself to something of a spiritual path and I didn't see much to do. That is, one can always become a theologian, which means you learn a certain body of knowledge and then you pass it on or you become a minister and then you pass it on. You become a missionary and you pass it on. But in terms of things you actually practice yourself and that becomes a very major aspect of just the practice itself -- it didn't seem like there was a whole lot, at least not of the sort that I was looking for. So I guess I was really looking more for a spiritual path and a path of transformation and deepening, deepening knowledge rather than simply going to a plateau of faith and then operating out of faith and basically having your practice consist of that, ethics and prayer. And as important as
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 each of those facets can be … and I do embrace them I was looking for something … I had a greater thirst and hunger. Narrator: Continuing his personal quest for knowledge, Alan Wallace took an extended break from college as he traveled to India and immersed himself in the study of Tibetan Buddhism. But it wasn’t just knowledge he was after, nor was he interested in adopting another religion … he was most intent upon cultivating the ability to focus his mind, which, as he puts it, doesn’t require allegiance to any religious creed or ideology. B. Alan Wallace: And again, I think one thing that I found a little bit disagreeable, and it's nothing particularly against any creed, but the notion that once you've learned what's in your particular sacred text -- the Bible, the Koran, the Buddhist Sutras, you've learned this, you now have all the right answers, and now all you have to do is let other people know your right answers. And if they don't have those answers, they don't have the right answers. And that whole orientation just rubbed me the wrong way, and it didn't matter whether the content was Christian or Buddhist or Hindu or for that matter science – that you just learn all these books … learn these science books and then you'll have all the right answers -- that just rubbed me the wrong way. Narrator: This type of response might be considered typical for those who reach the stage of independence – those who tend to say they’re spiritual, but not religious. And it’s not an attitude that’s unique to college students. At Riverside Church in New York City, senior minister emeritus -- Dr. James Forbes, Jr. – has often heard this familiar refrain. Dr. James Forbes, Jr. (Riverside Church, NYC): People constantly … and I’m asking them where do you go to church? They say “well, you know, I’m a spiritual person, but I’m not particularly religious.” And I wanted to raise the question -- well what do they mean by that? And I think what they mean is that living in community with rules, regulations, rituals can sometimes be so alien to their own individual sense of the path they want to follow that they’d rather think of themselves as having their own spirituality: “I’m a decent person. I have a connection with God. I try to do right. I believe that I’m accountable. Only, the trappings of religion -- I don’t want to get up and go to church. I don’t want to have to read a Bible. I don’t want to have to put up with other people whose music I don’t like. I don’t want to be with folks who want to be picketing while the rest of them want to just do meditation. If you could just leave the communal body requirement out of it, then God and I will get along fine.” I want to challenge that notion that the nature of genuine spirituality is such that there is a sense of individual connection, but if it’s deep enough people will eventually discover that to be related to God requires also a willingness to be related in community. Narrator: Turning once again to those stages of development about which Scotty McLennan writes, it’s interesting to note that this sort of connection to community corresponds to the next stage beyond independence, which he refers to as “inter-dependence.”
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 Scotty McLennan: And that’s where people who have been quite independent begin to realize the importance of community, of tradition, of being with other people -- are more comfortable with ambiguities and paradox, can hold both a personal concept of God and a very impersonal concept of God together without that being problematic for them. So that’s a stage where a lot of this does later get reconciled. Narrator: Some of those who dedicate themselves to a spiritual path come together in communities such as this Benedictine monastery in Erie, Pennsylvania. A member of this community who travels widely and lectures throughout the world, Sister Joan Chittister describes how she views the distinction between religion and spirituality. Joan Chittister (Benedictine Sisters of Erie): Religion is that construct of ideas and exercises that prepare the soul for the consciousness of God as well as the presence of God. There’s a marvelous ancient spiritual story about the disciple who goes to the Master and says, “Master, I have kept my fast and I have kept my little rule and I have kept my silence. Now will I be enlightened?” The Master said, “No.” And the disciple said, “Then what I am doing all those things for?” And the Master says, “So that when enlightenment comes, you will be awake.” Religion wakes us up to the rest of creation, to the ultimate in creation. Spirituality is my own immersion in that consciousness -- my personal responsibility to more than the rituals, to more than the system itself. Joan Chittister (speaking to audience): To be religious people, to be spiritual, we must think beyond our religions to the reasons for which all religions exist – to engender the life of God in us and around us both here and hereafter … hereafter, of course, but here as well. Joan Chittister: Living in the presence of God, feeling the presence of God, becomes a way of life. That is what spirituality is all about. James Forbes, Jr.: I guess my challenge is: religions -- when you have driven folks to claim that they only want to be spiritual, then you really got to get yourself consecrated and sanctified so that religion won’t be such a bad, bad word. And for those of you who have spirituality by yourself, dig deep into God and you will discover an impulse to reach out to your neighbor. So why don’t we just decide that it is not just religion or spirituality, but really what it is is trying to affirm the closeness of individual experience and union with God and having that overflow into corporate expression of forms that in a sense nourishes our sense that God loves us, but also God loves the world – complicated, but maybe every now and then the grace of God will meet us at the table and we were glad that we were not eating by ourselves.
 (Group singing together at Riverside Church finishes song)
 James Forbes, Jr. (speaking to gathering): Hug one another; pass the peace; go forth with joy.
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 Narrator: Looking once again at the stages of religious development, we find that the next stage beyond that of interdependence – the most advanced stage in this model -- is one in which all differences dissolve in a vibrant experience of unity. Huston Smith, the pre-eminent philosopher of world religions, describes this as the vision of a mystic. Huston Smith (Emeritus Professor of Philosophy & Religion): A mystic can see … and I use the word "see" here advisedly … not with the physical eyes, but the Buddhist symbolize it with the eye of the soul. Sufis call it the eye of the heart. The best phrase I know is intuitive discernment of the Infinite. Scotty McLennan: Very few of us ever reach that. It’s at the very top of the spiritual mountain, if you will. And it’s a stage where there’s a true sense that all is interconnected. And the mystics speak of having a direct relationship with God or if you’re a Buddhist or in a tradition which doesn’t image God, per se, you might call it … they become enlightened. They have an understanding. They reach Nirvana. But it’s a stage which is pretty hard for the rest of us to understand because we’re simply not there. One thing I do feel about these stages is that you can, I think, access each of them throughout your life before you get to them and you certainly can look back at other stages and earlier stages in your life when you’re at some other place. So I feel we, each of us, probably has had some kind of mystical experience sometime in our life -- some sense of radical unity or harmony where everything seems to be working together. Sometimes athletes talk about being in the zone that has that sort of feel to it. So I think there are ways for us to understand what the mystics are talking about a little bit, but most of us are never going to be fully there. Narrator: Even though most of us may seldom, if ever, experience this type of expansive vision, we can learn about the experiences of others who’ve done so. Every religious tradition can point to individuals who’ve touched the Infinite, in whatever language they’ve expressed that experience. They capture the imagination and inspire others to follow their lead. One such person who lived in relatively recent times was the Trappist monk Thomas Merton… Joan Chittister: I still remember when Thomas Merton…. I was a young monastic and Thomas Merton, the American monastic, was going to the East to work with monastics from Eastern traditions to find out what of their spiritual development they had in common and could learn from one another. It was a phenomenal inspiriting moment, enlightening moment, for me. How could this be? And yet it became so obvious that those monastic traditions set out, quote, “to seek God” just as my monastic tradition says -- we’re here simply to seek God. Merton’s movement, at that time perhaps quite shocking, has become an icon of global spirituality. Narrator: Moving beyond religious differences to shared experience has become a more pressing matter for many people as the religions of the world attempt to respond to the violence that’s often perpetrated in the name of religion.
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 Huston Smith: But there’s a danger. Some think … see this as an invitation for what I call cafeteria religion -- we’ll take a little meditation from Buddhism and we’ll take a little intercessory prayer from Christianity and put it all together in a do-it-yourself religion. But as Chogyam Trungpa, the Buddhist leader who founded Naropa, said … he says the trouble with the cafeteria approach is the people tend to take what they like, not necessarily what they need, as nutritionists have discovered. And that’s the problem with it. And if they think they know what they need, they would be at the end of the spiritual journey, not sojourners along the way. Narrator: “Sojourners along the way” … another way of pointing toward the notion of traveling along a path. Where will your path lead? Where has it taken you so far? Bishop John Shelby Spong thinks about these things. He recalls how attitudes toward religion and spirituality have changed since he was young. John Shelby Spong: When I grew up, to be spiritual was to be pious … to be religious. And some of the worst people I know are the most religious. They are the meanest; most hostile, most judgmental people I know. And I don’t think that’s what religion is all about. I want people to be whole; not religious. I want them to be free and full; not captured in some sort of expectation of what it means to be religious. When I grew up, if you enjoyed it, it had to be sinful. It was either sinful or fattening … one of the two. And I used to comment at watching members of my church come back from the altar where they had just received communion … they all looked like they’re in mourning … they’ve lost their last friend. And I think … we’ve sort of killed joy in the Christian church. And I think that you enhance life and you create joy … and when you do, I think that people respond because that’s life affirming. James Forbes, Jr.: Religiosity really probably has to do a lot with patterns by which people have sought to come together to live out their sense of God-consciousness and God-responsiveness. Many people opt for the spirituality because of the oppression they find in religious rules and rituals, some of the meanness they find, some of the narrow mindedness, people using religious principles to repress their freedom, having had bad experiences where people were trying to save them to come into conformity even if it meant abandoning their own sense of what integrity is. So a lot of folks have had bad experiences. They don’t want to have nothing … don’t want to have anything to do with religion. Scotty McLennan: The idea of finding your religion is helping people know that there are a variety of steps that you can take to better understand what this human phenomenon is all about and that your adult understanding of religion will of necessity be quite different from your childhood understanding … and that it’s part of maturation -- just as we grow up emotionally and intellectually, so we grow spiritually. And it’s important to understand that and to respect that and to respect it in other people. James Forbes, Jr.: And you’ll remember they say even about heaven, 12 gates to the city. Some people just want this one door. For me, don’t mess heaven up that way or don’t lock up the other doors. Twelve gates to the city: three gates on the east, three
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 gates on the west, three gates on the north, three gates on the south -- 12 gates to the city, hallelujah. Now, I need to go through one of them, but I need not deny that others have found paths other than the one that I have chosen or that history chose for me. Scotty McLennan: My mother always used to say that ultimately what’s important in life is a sense of humor and enthusiasm. And as I’ve thought about that over the years, enthusiasm … and looked up … looked it up etymologically in the dictionary, it’s entheos. It’s God within. So what enthusiasm really is … and you can see that say in Muslim Sufi dance, the whirling dervishes, the excitement of being truly having those moments of feeling that God is within you, that kind of enthusiasm. It’s a very exciting way to, I think, to think about God’s presence in life -- that sense of enthusiasm, the God within. Joan Chittister: When you watch a Merton and the Dalai Lama bow to one another … when you’re saying “the presence of God in me bows to the presence of God in you,” that’s a wonderful, wonderful spiritual moment. Then you think that maybe religion really worked for you.
 [Excerpt from the song “Holy Now”] Song Lyrics: When I was a boy, each week, Sunday we would go to church; pay attention to the priest, he would read the holy word; consecrate the holy bread; everyone would kneel and bow. Today, the only difference is – everything is holy now. Everything … everything … everything is holy now. Host: So “I’m spiritual, but not particularly religious” -- if you hear someone say that, perhaps now you’ll have a better idea about what that implies. I’m Charles Atkins, Jr. Thanks for being with us. We hope you’ll come back next time as we continue our journey beyond theology.
 (Comments during credit roll)
 Host: I’m Charles Atkins, Jr. inviting you to join me for the next edition of Beyond Theology. We’ll hear from the recognized authority on world religions -- Huston Smith. Huston Smith: From as far back as I can remember, what I once most wanted was the truth about the ultimate nature of reality. Seyyed Nasr: Truth which has survived over the ages concerning the nature of reality, of the ultimate divine reality, of cosmic reality, and the microcosmic reality -- all of them. Host: Mysticism and the perennial philosophy – coming up on the next edition of Beyond Theology.
 Topeka Copyright 2007
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