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RELIGION AND SPIRITUALITY: RIVALS 

OR PARTNERS? 

Part one 
 

The late Gerald Priestland, religious broadcaster, once said 

“Our Western world is becoming less and less  

religious but more and more spiritual”. This was born out 

by the BBC’s Millennium Survey in 2000. 52% did not 

regard themselves as belonging to any particular religion 

while 27% admitted that they were a spiritual person. 

That there appears to be a move from formal religion to-

wards what in broadest terms might be called “Spirituality” 

is born out by comparing the reduction in the number of 

people filling church pews with the extending length of the 

“Body, Mind and Spirit” shelves in our book shops. 

 This, I believe, flows from a change in consciousness 

in western society.  Dom Bede Griffiths, the Benedictine 

monk who developed an ashram in India wrote: “We are 

moving out of a materialist civilisation centred on science 

and technology into a new era in which people all over the 

world are consciously turning to a spiritual path”. The  

Jesuit palaeontologist and mystic, Teilhard de Chardin, 

wrote as early as 1939: “At the root of the major troubles 

in which nations are today involved, I believe that I can 

distinguish the signs of a change of age in mankind”. And 

even such a secular body as the UN Conference on  

Environment and Development in Rio in 1992 noted in its 

report: “The spirit inhabits the whole cosmos, gives breath 

to all life, and tunes our hearts to hear the heartbeat of the 

earth and the way of truth and beauty”. 
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THE BACKGROUND 

 

There is a trend in western society today to be more  

personal, more individualistic, and feel more self-

sufficient. There are a number of causes of this. First,  

formal education has now been widespread in this  

generation and there is such a variety of knowledge  

available of scientific developments through the media and 

the Internet. 

People also have an economic sufficiency. They do 

not have to spend their time wondering where the next 

meal is coming from. This provides leisure time for  

reading and travel and encountering other cultures. Then 

there is the enormous amount of choice of every  

commodity and of every lifestyle. People are prepared to 

make up their own minds and seek what to them is  

authentic, which means that it relates to their experience. 

Consequently people are less inclined to respect the  

authority of persons and institutions. So there is a freedom 

of expression and of lifestyle. 

Add to this a feature of our age: the acceleration of change. 

It is said that the world of today differs as much from that 

of 1930 as did the world between 30AD and 1930. The 

vast majority of what we use today has developed within 

our own lifetime. Television (1930s); plastics (1940s); 

transistors (1950s); computers (1960s) microcomputers 

(1970s); biotechnology and genetic engineering (1980s); 

explosion of information techniques (1990s). These  

inventions have radically changed human life and human 

thinking in one lifetime. 

 Philosophers say we live in a period of Post-

modernism. That is, a time of critique of our present  
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culture,  of rationalism and of science to provide ultimate 

answers. Everything is in the melting pot as we break 

through to a new consciousness. There is a lack of  

certainty about anything. 

 A characteristic of this new consciousness is that it is 

a move from analytical, mechanistic thinking (sometimes 

described as the masculine way of thought or left-brain 

thinking) to systems thinking: understanding things in  

relationship, in patterns (sometimes called the feminine 

way of thinking or right-brain thinking). The former ap-

proach was developed during the Enlightenment when 

there was an examination of particular things to make 

sense of them. It split apart what it wished to understand, 

consequently sorting things into mutually exclusive either/

or categories. If something was black it could not be white. 

On the other hand, systems thinking seeks to make sense 

of things in context, it focuses on relationships and holds 

together what it seeks to understand. It holds things in a 

mutually inclusive both/and context. Black and white can 

relate to each other. This is apparent in regard to the move 

in health from curing particular parts of the body to healing 

the whole person and taking account of the person’s way 

of life, medical history, causes of stress, diet, etc. 
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GIVING RISE TO THE SPIRITUALITY  

REVOLUTION 

 

I suggest there are three elements in particular that are 

causing a shift towards spirituality. First, a new perception 

of “God”. People today have a God-problem. Secondly a 

new understanding of Cosmology and of the relationship 

of the cosmos to “God”: a move from theism to  

panentheism. Thirdly, the increasing encounter with other 

religions. It has been truly said that religion divides while 

spirituality unites. I shall deal with each of these in turn. 

 

THE GOD PROBLEM 

There is unease about God today because our current un-

derstanding of life and our culture is out of harmony with 

what most of us were taught about God in Sunday school 

or catechism class. First, that God is the supplier of all our 

needs, sitting as it were in a cosmic phone box to answer 

all our prayers, even to the extent of interfering with the 

laws of nature. Secondly, there is the sense that God is in a 

separate box from everyday life, and so are matters reli-

gious. As some wag has said: “Christians pray to God on 

their knees on Sunday and prey on their neighbours for the 

rest of the week”. Thirdly, regarding God as the law-giver, 

the judge and the punisher.  Laws develop in a civilization 

on account of the need to have some legal structure so that 

no one is harmed and everyone has the chance to live in 

harmony. It is not like some divine 11+ exam to see if we 

pass and qualify for a heavenly reward or not. Further, God 

is not vengeful, not demanding his pound of flesh. He does 

not punish us but allows us to suffer from the mistakes we 



 

5 

make. Fourthly, that God is “up there” beyond the clouds. 

So it was thought in biblical times where those folk had a 

very limited cosmology. They believed they lived in a 

three-tier system with Hades below the earth and God 

above the sun, stars and clouds. Hence biblical expressions 

like God appearing in a cloud, that Jesus “came down” to 

earth, that he “ascended” into heaven. Certainly God  

cannot be constrained by human images of a “person” who 

is an overseer who hands down laws from on high, who 

chooses some people to be “his own”, who punishes, who 

has a “plan”, who can do whatever He wants to do, who 

resides in heaven. This concept which underpins traditional 

Christian thinking and practice (note the wording of hymns 

and prayers) is extremely primitive, tribal and outdated. In 

fact all human thinking about God will be primitive and 

bear no relation to our present world-view. 

 Meister Eckhart, the mystic of the Middle Ages, 

makes a very helpful distinction between what he calls the 

Godhead and God. The former is way beyond our human 

capacity to understand. But we need, nevertheless, to relate 

to the Godhead so we create an image which we call God. 

The image is a human creation. We envisage and relate to 

God as if He were a superlative human being with all our 

virtues to the nth degree. As humans with limited minds 

we can do no other. The Hindus make a similar distinction 

between God Unmanifest and God Manifest. Or as the the-

ologian Paul Tillich says: “The God beyond God”. It is 

comforting to know that St Paul wrote:  “Only God’s Spirit 

knows all about God” (1 Cor. 2:11). Mind, energy,  

consciousness, relationship and connectedness are contem-

porary terms with which to speak of God’s presence and 

activity. This leads us to the second element. 
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THE NEW COSMOLOGY 

By Cosmology we mean the story of the birth, the develop-

ment, the destiny of the Universe which enables us to 

make sense of our lives. It is the “big picture” in which we 

understand reality, sometimes called the “Meta-narrative”. 

How do we perceive God relating to our present-day  

understanding of the Universe in all its vastness? Current 

religious thinking understands God as interventionist. That 

is, He intervenes in our lives to answer our prayers, to send 

rain when there is a drought, to send Jesus to save us, etc. 

He intervenes from outside creation. Consequently, we 

name this  Super-natural theism. If one holds this under-

standing one is left with unexplainable questions: why did 

God not intervene to stop the Holocaust, why did He let 

that child be run over and killed, etc.? An alternative way 

is to think of God as present in creation, as the creative  

energy that keeps the Universe evolving. Theologians call 

this Panentheism which is well described by the Oxford 

Dictionary of the Christian Church: “The belief that the 

being of God includes and penetrates the whole Universe, 

so that every part of it exists in Him, but (as against  

pantheism) that His Being is more than and is not exhaust-

ed by the Universe”. (Pantheism is the belief of the eastern 

religions that all is God and God is all.) The word 

“panentheism” may be recent among theologians but the 

concept is not. The Rhineland mystic Mechtild of  

Magdeburg (1210-1280) wrote: “The day of my spiritual 

awakening was the day I saw and knew I saw all things in 

God and God in all things”. A couple of centuries later  

another mystic, Nicholas of Cusa (1400-1464) wrote: 

“Divinity is the enfolding and unfolding of everything that 
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is. Divinity is in all things in such a way that all things are 

in Divinity”. As God is empowering the natural process of 

evolution so He is empowering our creativity. Since God 

has given human beings free will we can choose whether 

to promote the evolutionary process (through right relating 

to others and to Planet Earth) or to hinder and block the 

evolutionary process. 

 The Middle Ages theologian, St Thomas Aquinas 

said: “A mistake in one’s understanding of Creation will 

necessarily cause a mistake in one’s understanding of 

God.” So long as we consider that we humans are outside, 

above and superior to the Earth (because we convince  

ourselves that we are made in the image of God) then we 

feel we can rape the Earth to satisfy our needs. Similarly, if 

we imagine that the whole history of our Universe is an 

unfolding of God’s design - that eventually what God real-

ly wanted were human beings – the ultimate arrogance, 

surely – we can treat our planet any way we want. Raping 

the earth to satisfy our needs. 
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OUR INTER-FAITH ENCOUNTER 

The third element contributing towards the move from the 

religion of our childhood to a wider spirituality is our  

encounter these days with people of other Faiths.  

Accepting that the Universe is our primary revelation – in 

other words that we do not have a special antenna to  

receive information from beyond the Universe – our under-

standing of our Big Picture is interpreted differently by 

different traditions. It is as if we are all looking at our 

world through different windows. Each religion gives a 

different explanation of the evil we cause and offers a  

different remedy. No religion has the total picture. Each 

can learn from the others’ point of view. People appreciat-

ing the goodness found in different religions are adopting a 

pick-and-mix attitude to their spirituality, drawing from 

each what they think is a valuable contribution. It is note-

worthy that we find the Golden Rule at the heart of every 

religion: “Thou shall love thy neighbour as thyself”. 
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Part two 
 

WHAT DO WE MEAN BY “SPIRITUALITY”? 

The word has a breadth of meaning. Here are some  

meanings gleaned from people on spirituality courses: 

Getting in touch with the real self 

Merging towards oneness with everything 

Unconditional love 

Finding a meaning in life 

Asking: “Who am I?” 

Being in touch with feelings 

Compassion 

To love your truth 

Questing for one’s higher self 

Sensing the Divine 

Moving towards the Absolute  

Acknowledging one’s own and others’ Divinity 

Being in the present 

The point of unity among human beings 

Harmony with all creation 

Getting in touch with the essence of our nature 

A return journey to our innocence 

Being open to the Spirit 

Cosmic interconnectedness 

Connectedness with nature 

Clearing the mind, opening the heart 

Knowing how to relate to energy 

A process of conscious evolution 

A Unity with everything that is in potential 

As different from religion, spirituality is part of our nature 

– related to our physical and psychological aspects. Being 
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part of our nature as human beings we can say it is a God 

creation. Whereas religion is a humanly invented philoso-

phy of life within which people find nourishment for the 

spiritual dimension of their lives and explore their spiritual 

journey in the company of others. Religion is communitar-

ian and of comparatively recent origin (about three  

thousand years) while spirituality is personal and as  

ancient as humanity itself. 

 In earlier times religion distinguished two kinds of 

reality, the spiritual above and the material below. It was 

concerned with the soul and considered life on Earth all 

about preparing the soul for the next life. In our present 

times spirituality is seen as answering our deepest aspira-

tions for meaning in life here and now and while acknowl-

edging a reality greater than ourselves, it is orientated to 

this life, this world. 

 Today’s understanding of spirituality has five  

characteristics. It recognises that we have a higher  

potential, we are drawn on to something more, to become 

more. It acknowledges the Other, however that is named. It 

embodies higher values. It recognises that everything in 

creation is interrelated and interdependent, especially all 

humanity. Finally, it recognises and has space for the shad-

ow side of life 

 The very word “spi-ritual-ity” contains “ritual”. It is 

lived not simply as an intellectual exercise but people find 

it requires expression in some form of ritual which may 

vary from meditating before a small shrine in the home to 

using tarot cards and crystals to lighting candles round the 

bath! 

 Spirituality is personal: belief is a private matter. It is 

a pick-and-mix from other religions. It does not seek any 
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ecclesiastical authority to approve beliefs or morals. It is 

experiential. What counts is the way we behave rather than 

what we believe – which in fact is very Biblical. It is a 

move from head to heart. We become our own mediator 

with the Divine, not requiring the medium of clergy or  

institutional religion. 
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Part three 
 

WHAT IS THE SPIRITUALITY REVOLUTION SAY-

ING TO THE CHURCH? 

 

Young people especially find that the Church is not 

providing convincing answers to their faith questions. Nor 

is it providing the means to nurture their spirituality. (How 

many churches teach any form of meditation?) Nor are 

they convinced that this or that church possesses the sole 

truth. Since they find that neither science nor technology 

nor rationality provides the ultimate answers, they feel that 

there is no objective truth, as the church claims.  

 So to be credible and useful, Christianity finds itself 

challenged to take on board today’s scientific findings and 

to give a priority to heart-felt experience over dogmatic 

belief. 

 The problems facing our world today are at root spir-

itual problems. And this the church does not seem to ad-

dress. For instance the disharmony caused by believing 

“my religion is right, therefore yours is in error”. That we 

are separate from one another: fearing people who are  

different. Living with the idea that some people are  

superior to others. The common acceptance that more is 

better: we don’t have enough and that we must compete for 

what we want. None of these are Gospel attitudes. 

 Albert Einstein is well known for saying: “We can-

not solve a problem at the same level of conscious-ness 

that created it”. We cannot overcome terrorism by  

enlarging our armies. We cannot solve world starvation by 

changing the rules of the World Trade Organisation. They 

can only be solved with a spiritual approach as was the 
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case with the Truth and Reconciliation Commission when 

apartheid ended in South Africa. 

 I believe this spirituality revolution, so unnoticed by 

the Church, is a movement of the Spirit in our times. It is 

demonstrated by the breaking through of a new conscious-

ness shown by the desire world-wide for democracy, for 

human rights, for justice; having a sense of one world, 

demonstrated by our concern for the victims of natural  

disasters at the other side of the globe, for people we do 

not know in countries we have never heard about. The  

media tell us of a human catastrophe and we reach for our 

cheque books. It is evident in the stress on the feminine 

values and awareness which challenges patriarchy,  

promotes mutual relationships, stresses creativity and  

demonstrates against militarism. And thirdly, through the 

ecological movement which unites across all religions, 

demonstrating concern for the Earth which is regarded as a 

living planet. 

 Here are wise words from a letter in 1968 by the 

French Benedictine monk who went to live in India and 

became known as Swami Abhishiktananda: “The  

deepening of the spiritual sense is the one and only cure 

for the present crisis in the church.” 
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CONCLUSION 

So we return to the question of our title. Are religion and 

spirituality rivals or partners? Surely religion should be at 

the service of spirituality since the latter is God-given and 

the former a human creation. As partners, religion should 

be the sacred expression of the spiritual. But religious  

observance can be hollow, soulless and superficial if it 

lacks spiritual experience. Similarly, spiritual experience if 

not rooted in a religion can be self-seeking and without the 

ability to develop wholesomely. 

QUESTIONS FOR PONDERING OR  

DISCUSSION 
1. Do you find that popular hymns and prayers maintain 

the notion of an interventionist God? 

2. Would Christianity be more spiritual and less  

religious if we only had the Gospels? What does that 

tell us? 

3. What would it mean to you to drop the idea that God 

intervenes in this world? 

4. How would this affect your petitionery prayer? 

5. How has your thinking been changed by the infor-

mation age and the easy access we have to all sorts of 

spiritual ideas? 

6. What signs have you noticed of a spiritual revolution 

happening? 

7. What in your church life nourishes your spirituality? 

8. What in your opinion are the best and worst aspects of 

traditional Christianity? 
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RECOMMENDED FOR FURTHER READING 

 

Robert Forman. Grassroots Spirituality. Imprint Academic, 

Exeter. 2004 

The book explains what it is, why it is here and 

where the author believes it is going. 

David Tacey. The Spirituality Revolution: The emergence 

of contemporary spirituality. Brunner-Routledge, Hove. 

2004 

The author draws from his experience working with 

students in an Australian university. But what he says 

is equally valid for all the western world. 

J. Carrette & R. King. Selling Spirituality: The silent takeo-

ver of religion. Routledge, London. 2005 

The authors provide a powerful indictment of the cor-

porate exploitation of “spirituality” and expose how 

market forces are working to corporatise our deepest 

spiritual concerns.. 

Ken Wilber. Integral Spirituality: A new role for religion 

in the Postmodern world. Integral Books, London. 2006 

Described by one reviewer as “a seminal text for 21st 

century spiritual studies.” 

Gordon Lynch. The New Spirituality I.B.Tauris, London. 

2007 

This is described as “an introduction to progressive 

belief in the twenty-first century.” The author lists 

what he understands as the characteristics of the 

emerging spirituality.   
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What is CANA? 

Christians Awakening to a New Awareness (CANA) is a 

network of people sounding the note of a newly emerging 

consciousness.  We support each other on our journeys of 

spiritual awakening, together creating vision for this new 

century. 

CANA exists to give those seeking a deeper spiritual 

awareness a safe place to experience, share and develop  

their vision. 

CANA recognises that we are all one through that of God 

within us from whatever background we come. 

CANA encourages exploration of Christian themes free 

from adherence to set creeds or doctrines. 

CANA is a group where risk becomes safe through trust 

and where exploration is key. 

CANA members have in common a wish to discover and 

live by spiritual principles, to care collectively for the 

community of life and to seek the Truth at the heart of 

all religions. 

For more details about membership, events and other publi-

cations please write to: CANA Membership, 9 Priors Rd, 

Hemingford Grey, Huntingdon PE28 9BT  

or look on our website: www.canaweb.info 
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