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            PRAISE FOR WALKING WITH THE SPIRITUAL BUT NOT RELIGIOUS

          

        

      

    

    
      It is important to have people that can dwell in the rich complexity of human life, and then guide with nuance to the heart of it. To simplicity. To spiritual path. To flow. Catherine and Gil do this — integrating tools, stories, dreams, orientations, theories, questions, and their lives. They guide and encourage life in the mystery — this is so needed today. 

      —Tenneson Woolf, co-founder, Fire and Water Leadership & Rite of Passage Journey. Author of Most Mornings and A Cadence of Despair.
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       In these days of spiritual awakening and decline in church attendance Catherine and Gil’s book is an excellent resource for both spiritual seekers and faith communities searching for new ways to meeting spiritual needs. Their years of leading Wisdom’s Way Interfaith School and pilgrimages to Ireland has given them authentic background material on which to draw.

       —Jeanette Renouf, PhD., D.Min., founder of three schools of spiritual direction as well as Tacheria Interfaith Spirituality Center, Tucson, AZ.
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      Packed with stories of spiritual experiences and wisdom from people who have left religion behind in favor of a spirituality that defies labeling, Walking with the Spiritual But Not Religious: Spiritual Companions for a Post-religious World demonstrates how seriously spiritual guides and companions must take the spiritually independent. Each of Catherine and Gil Stafford’s stories illustrates a sacred way of hearing, welcoming and responding to the Spirit as it shows up in people who have left traditional religions far behind. If your work involves holy listening, you need to encounter these stories. They will challenge you from the past and into the future.

      —Teresa Blythe, founder of the Phoenix Center for Spiritual Direction and author of Spiritual Direction 101 and 50 Ways to Pray.
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      Catherine and Gil, “Pilgrims of the Spiritual Quest” who are spiritual and non-religious, have given us an exceptional book focused on healing the soul.  Using the pilgrimage way as direction, they tell their own stories and the stories of others who have rejected contemporary religion, as they companion them in their spiritual quests. With (W)Holy Listening and The Circle Way as their ground, they explore spiritual practices that will enhance those companions on their quest.  They write with deep clarity and understanding about practices they themselves have experienced, such as the Enneagram, dream work, creation of rituals, personal narrative writing, ally work.  This is a fascinating and valuable book for all of us who are spiritual directors/companions in this “Post-Religious World.”

      —The Rev. Dr. Frank R. Williams, Board President, Tacheria Interfaith Spirituality Center
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      Catherine and Gil are master storytellers who have woven a unique and precious tapestry of wisdom and practices gleaned from the exquisite art of holy listening and full-hearted engagement in the mystery of life.

      —Iman Jamal Rahman, co-founder and Muslim Sufi minister at Interfaith Community Sanctuary

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Walking with the Spiritual but not Religious is a breath of fresh air and so needed. Having worked with people from all backgrounds this is the one area that gets talked about without honoring the unique experiences of the individual. This isn’t so much about understanding a category as it is celebrating the mysterious and wonderful way, we try to understand life. It is a book to carry with to inspire, enlighten, encourage and to find a place to know that you are home wherever you are. This is a must have for anyone companioning others as the explore their spirituality.

      —Amanda Petersen, MDiv, owner of Pathways of Grace
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        Words are just words.

        Beliefs are just beliefs.

        At best, they are pointers to the real.

        —Jeffrey J. Kripal

      

      

      Max’s text read, “A mutual friend recommended you. I don’t have any religious background, but I’ve had an experience I can’t make sense of. Could we chat over text?”

      I wrote. “Sure. Tell me about your experience.”

      “Paranormal, maybe? My mom died. Now she’s talking to me.”

      “In your dreams? Or while you’re awake?”

      “Awake.”

      “What’d she say?”

      “Be careful.”

      “What’d you think she meant?”

      “Not sure.”

      “Is there something you should be wary of?”

      “You mean like everything in the world?”

      “Indeed. But more specific. Like your personal life?”

      Walking with the Spiritual But Not Religious takes a fresh look at being a spiritual companion for those who self-identify as something other than religious—SBNR, Nones, not religious, agnostics, atheists—who have experienced something unexplainable, and those who have encountered the paranormal (religious or otherwise). Life is a pilgrimage and the two of us have walked mountainous trails with those who are rapidly becoming the most identifiable slice of Americana’s spiritual landscape. We have sat in coffee shops, pubs, and in our living room providing a listening ear and open heart, the mutuality of (W)Holy wisdom listening. We have practiced being spiritual companions for years via text, phone, email, Skype, Zoom, FaceTime, and face-to-face. We have been wherever we are needed to hold safe and brave space.

      Max’s text led to multiple Skype conversations. After a year, Max suggested we meet for coffee and we continue to connect regularly. The topics roamed the kaleidoscope of spiritual companion relationships: walking foggy paths of uncertainty, climbing breath-sucking mountains, enduring cold rain and whipping wind, all the while trusting the intuition. Max never took a walking pilgrimage with us. In fact, most of our spiritual companions have never walked pilgrimage with us. We have, however, “walked the pilgrimage way” with those trying to navigate their spiritual path while dealing with life’s everyday hills and valleys: choosing a career, changing careers, losing a job, looking for community, making decisions about whether you want a life partner or who will be your life partner, leaving your life partner, death of a life partner, parent issues, older parent issues, children, no children, the grief of not having the children you wanted but couldn’t have, illness, the fear of death, dying. We’ve also walked with those who have experienced something that defies their worldview and their words to describe what happened—the mystical, paranormal, and weird. We have walked many of these pilgrimages ourselves and with others.

      Spirituality is itself a pilgrimage, a quest, to explore the mysteries of life. Who am I? What is reality? What is happiness? What is consciousness? Religion, on the other hand, is a transaction between the institution and its followers: keep the dogma, practice the rituals, and in turn the religion will guarantee a better life on earth that leads to a positive afterlife. As pilgrims of the spiritual quest, we did not set out to create rules, establish a specific practice, or create a community for the spiritual but not religious. We have simply lived the pilgrimage life—a long walk of companionship, mutually seeking wisdom, asking questions, listening soulfully, focusing on healing the soul.

      Max, like many of our spiritual companions, could loosely be described as spiritual but not religious. A growing populace who “constitute a quiet but radical rejection of religion in all its dogmatic and dangerous forms”1—those who are not in search of “the” truth but who instead desire a reality of lived experiences with the divine, in whatever form the divine is experienced. Research continues to produce global evidence that increasing numbers of people self-identify as not spiritual but not religious. This growing phenomenon exists not only in Western culture, but broadly in the East as well.2 Interestingly, the SBNR are often written about as if they are a recent phenomenon. They are not. For example,  in early nineteenth-century America, the Transcendentalists began searching for the intersection of science, nature, and the spiritual experience—something American Protestantism could not or would not embrace. Influenced by Emanuel Swedenborg and Jacob Boehme, Transcendentalism brought together poetry, the art of the novel, and social justice under the umbrella of individual experience grounded in community. Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry David Thoreau, Margaret Fuller, Louisa May Alcott, and George Ripley were early devotees of yet another experiment in being spiritual but not religious. The threads of their thought remain in the spiritual fabric.

      Categories, though, can be off-putting, particularly for those intentionally choosing to live outside the religious marketplace. Self-identifying as not religious can be frightening for those who are questioning their religion, uncertain if they should or could walk away. From our experience, though, the not religious are:

      
        	like Max, who have no religious background, are possibly agnostic, but have an interest in some form of spirituality;

        	or were abandoned by their religion, because of gender, sexuality, divorce, political views, or a host of other differences (or “sins” as determined by their religion), but still hunger for the spiritual life;

        	or have left their religion for any number of reasons (including those above), never to return, yet still long for a spiritual experience;

        	or are agonistic, ambivalent about God, and uncertain about the spiritual;

        	or are atheist, with or without a religious background, yet have had an experience, possibly through meditation or some paranormal experience, which eludes description;

        	or some combination of the above;

        	or some other reason, known or unknown, conscious, or unconscious.

      

      Most of the self-declared SBNR we have met, regardless of why they have arrived at this conclusion, have each shared a desire to live a spiritually authentic life. “Religion is belief in someone else’s experience, spirituality is having your own experience.”3 But we have also listened with open minds to those who are curious because they have had an experience that has eluded their explanation. We believe our role as spiritual companions is to offer a space safe for our companions to become “brave”4 enough to explore the significance of their experiences, spiritual or otherwise. This is the reason we have included experiences with the paranormal into our definition of the spiritual. Safe space feels soft and is free of judgment and unwanted advice. Brave space is strong enough to preserve the circle when harsh truth is spoken. Together, safe space and brave space fan the flame of spiritual dynamics.

      Such a spirituality can appear elusive in the contemporary world where bits and pieces of the truth can simultaneously be everywhere and nowhere—a world where religions are dialethic, both true and false at the same time. Though resisting an intellectual definition, an experience of the divine can be unearthed on the pilgrim’s labyrinth, where the ground of indelible authenticity is experienced through an apprenticeship of poetic wisdom, a transmutation of personal reality that is spatial rather than temporal.

      There is a plethora of books about the spiritual but not religious. There are few written while living among them, as do the authors of this book, who also see themselves as not religious. While we have spent most of our lives living in the religious world, after years of spiritual struggle and theological deconstruction we walked away from traditional religion. We have rewritten our personal spiritual narratives. While some of the stories of our religious past still inform our personal myth, the dogma of our past tradition no longer drowns out our voices. You’ll hear more about our pilgrimage throughout this book. Our purpose in writing Walking with the Spiritual But Not Religious is fourfold.

      
        	First, we acknowledge our subtitle as reality: we are spiritual companions in a post-religious world. Religion is prevalent but has lost its relevance. It can no longer unite; it only divides.

        	Second, we want to create a safe and brave place for the not religious to explore their path—from where they are to where they want to be.

        	Third, we want to delve into what it means to accompany someone who is not religious and not confined by religious language.

        	Fourth, we want to share what practices we’ve learned along the way of being spiritual companions and what we’ve needed in our “backpack” to accompany the not religious.

      

      WHO’S WRITING THIS BOOK?

      As spiritual companions, we have walked our separate pilgrimages through professional careers in education and organized religion. Catherine is a seeker of Wisdom and a pilgrim of compassionate presence. Her journey has included being an educator for over thirty-five years as an elementary teacher, college professor, and finally a public-school superintendent. All along this trail, (W)Holy listening has been her practice. In 2012, she stepped off the public-school trail onto a new path leading her into the forests, fields, waterways, and sometimes deserts of interfaith spiritual exploration and companioning. She’s a graduate of Tacheria Interfaith School of Spiritual Direction in Tucson, Arizona. In September of 2014, Tacheria supported Catherine and Gil in beginning a sister interfaith school in Phoenix, Arizona named Wisdom’s Way Interfaith School, of which Catherine was the director until retiring in 2022. Wisdom’s Way Interfaith School continues to operate under the non-profit auspices of the Tacheria Interfaith Spirituality Center. She has also completed advanced coursework for The Circle Way. Remembering the ancient social process of the circle, we welcome everyone into safe space to explore and find their own authentic way in the world. Our wisdom school has followed the process and practices of The Circle Way, providing a map for the journey.

      Gil has spent his life working among young adults and the spiritual but not religious. He has worked as a college baseball coach, university president, and an Episcopal priest on the campus of a public university. He’s a writer and a spiritual alchemist. Life is a pilgrimage and he has taken many, including walking Ireland coast-to-coast.

      We’ve also made this journey as a married couple. As parents. Now grandparents. We know the taste of success and the bitterness of failure. Experience has formed and matured us, yet it has not given us the permission to tell anyone how to live their life. We do not have all the answers—few, in fact. Our questions mount every day. While this book is not a memoir, we are storytellers. Some names have been changed and personas hidden. Other stories, with permission, are told as is. No matter which is which, all stories are true. The storyteller? Our voices are our own: I, we, she, her, his, him, they, theirs, ours, one, yet two identifiable souls in their singularity. Many personae, one soul, yet still, many souls in separate persona. The creators of the Matrix Trilogy, Lana and Lilly Wachowski, developed the Netflix Original Series Sense8, through which they have given us a visual artistic rendering of the imagination of eight separate souls as one, each one still having their own distinctive persona. (More about the LGBTQA mind-bender television series later in the book.) Imagination is a vital ingredient for walking as a spiritual pilgrim with a spiritual pilgrim. Walking together can also bring some interesting relationship-stretching opportunities.

      For us, writing a book together has been exciting and overwhelming. We have worked at telling our stories in a way that flows from page to page as if written by one author—while, most importantly, ensuring that the other’s voice is heard as distinctly our own. From the beginning, our primary goal in writing together has been to do whatever is necessary to allow both voices to be heard clearly—while at the same time not distracting you, the reader, from the point of our book. In order to accomplish our goal, we’ve incorporated three writing techniques we believe have enhanced our storytelling.

      
        	Both our fingerprints are on every page and some of the stories and chapters will appear seamless. Here, we’ve used the pronoun “we.”

        	At other times, we will identify who the writer is, primarily because it is the storyteller’s story to tell. We might use third person or subheadings in these situations. In other situations we will start a conversation and let the storyteller take over,  using the pronoun “I.”

        	There are times when we have not identified who is telling the story, or who is in conversation with whom. We have told these stories in this fashion because either anonymity is needed and/or because both Catherine and Gil have had these conversations separately with their own companions. In other words, we’ve blended several stories into one.

      

      Primarily, we are storytellers that have woven together hundreds of experiences. Because of that, the outline of this book is not necessarily linear, nor is it a progressive process that leads to a clearly identified destination. We have not intended our book to be encyclopedic. And while we relied on a significant amount of research we definitely do not want it to read as academic. We’re in conversation with each other and with you. Your input is longed for because we don’t have all the answers—this is a story in process. Honestly, we hope you’ll write your own personal narrative as the sequel to this book. Along the way, we’ll ask questions as prompts to help you get the writing juices flowing. Our desire is to encourage and inspire you with the stories of other people just like you, who have made this journey and written their own personal pilgrimage. Some folks may be well-known and others not so much. With permission, we have written some stories and names as they were told to us. For other stories, we have been asked to change the name but not the story. In yet other circumstances, we have blended several persons’ stories into one.

      We tell stories because, when possible, it’s always nice to be able to check out the pilgrimage path before beginning. What’s the terrain we’re hiking? Is it going to be hot, or cold, or both all in the same day? Could it rain or even snow? How much water do I need to carry?  We thought we’d give you a little tour before you start.

      WHAT WILL YOU FIND IN THIS BOOK?

      This book can be something you can throw in a backpack. It’s not intended to add additional weight; instead, the book itself can act as a spiritual companion. Your own personal wisdom guide filled with techniques for your personal spiritual care. The techniques are inclusive of the physical rituals, the pluriverse of spiritual practices, and the broad umbrella of the paranormal. Among other practices we’ll explore are deep listening, The Circle Way, dream work, various forms of meditation, building rituals, and walking the labyrinth while incorporating the Enneagram. Walking with the Spiritual But Not Religious is based on our lives and work as spiritual companions. Everything we suggest, we have tried. The stories we tell have emerged from our experiences of going on pilgrimage, leading retreats, teaching in our wisdom school, and sitting face-to-face in (W)Holy wisdom listening sessions. Every story told was an actual event, though the names and circumstances may have been changed.

      Pilgrimage is an important reality and metaphor for our life. We truly live our lives as a pilgrimage—one pilgrimage comprised of smaller pilgrimages, each interwoven into the next. And we have walked our pilgrimages alongside others. But the pilgrimage of life most often has nothing to do with walking. We’ve accompanied companions in finding their way through relationships, issues with parents, parenting struggles, career changes, job loss, illness, dying, and death. We have been spiritual companions for dozens and dozens of people suffering through the trials of life while living outside institutional religion. And we’ve learned countless lessons from their stories.

      We’ve learned from the not religious by listening to them. What does it mean to be a (W)Holy integrated listener, a wisdom listener? We’ve included stories of the transformational power of the mutual relationship of being a spiritual companion. We will discuss how the spiritual companion listens with their mind, body, soul, and spirit. We’ll cover the technique of asking open-ended questions. And the importance of only giving advice when it’s asked for. We’ll talk about how to model wisdom listening for use in everyday conversations with our family, friends, and colleagues.

      Can the spiritual but not religious find a community to walk with them on their spiritual pilgrimage? And if they can’t, how do they build their own? The Circle Way will be our guide for practicing life as a community. And we’ll share real life examples of how The Circle Way has been implemented by us and some of our students in the formation of circles.

      Many of the companions who are not religious are familiar with meditation, contemplation, and mindfulness. While similar, these are not identical practices. We will begin chapter six exploring the difference between these techniques and how and when to use them most effectively. We will then build upon meditation, contemplation, mindfulness, and Carl Jung’s Active Imagination as the foundation for “Inspired Imagination,” a trance experience that leads to an altered state of consciousness, whereby encouraging the inner artist to splash color, words, and images into the personal narrative. Inspired imagination is taken from the Celtic Bard’s practice of imbas forosna, the artist’s trance that connected them to the muse, the spirit. While you may not consider yourself an artist, writer, poet, or druidic bard, we all are the storyteller of our inspired life. The artist’s trance can open the portal to discover our True Self, the protagonist of our personal narrative.

      The Enneagram is an excellent personality discovery tool. But more than that, it is a model for understanding the ever-emerging world of higher consciousness. The Enneagram is not a flat one-dimensional nine-pointed star designed to pigeon-hole our personality into one particular “number.” Instead, the Enneagram is a multidimensional sphere or series of spheres that encompasses the imagination to help reveal the past, present, and future as Now.

      The ancient path of the labyrinth is a living laboratory for the spiritual growth process and a metaphor for our spiritual experience. Walking the labyrinth is an integrated practice, which incorporates the mind, body, soul, and spirit. The labyrinth is more than a serpentine path within a one-dimensional circle—it can also expand the imagination into a multi-dimensional, even spherical journey. We’ll blend walking the labyrinth with our understanding of the Enneagram, Inspired Imagination and having conversations with those walking in the beyond.

      Dreams are stories from our personal unconscious that can illuminate our waking world: the past, the present, and the future. We’ll examine the dream life as a living narrative of our life. Our dreams are pages and chapters of our personal story. We will explore the realm of both sleeping and liminal dreams. We’ll talk about the power of dream journaling. How to interpret dreams. And the personal work of wrestling with our metaphoric demons who are often found in nightmares. Who are these images who arise in the night of the “Midnight Sun” and what story do they tell us about our unconscious life and the conscious world we live in?

      Do you feel like you’re alone on your spiritual journey? Or maybe you feel like someone is walking with you but you’re afraid to talk about it. Who are your allies in this troubling world? Are they spirit animals? Angels? Ancient guides? Dead relatives? Who walks with you and who can be your Ally in the unseen world? Ally work is an ancient practice that can be incorporated into our everyday lives.

      Without a religion to rely upon, the not religious are often left trying to figure out how to create meaningful rituals for life in community: marriage and commitment ceremonies, open marriage ceremonies, naming ceremonies, healing work, transition rituals, death, and burial rituals. And who will preside over these ceremonies? We’ll discuss how to create rituals as well as provide examples from our involvement in helping the not religious to create and put rituals into practice.

      The not religious may have left behind a religious tradition. Maybe they were abused, shunned, disappointed, disillusioned, or simply bored. Still, they feel a longing for a spiritual path—not a new religion, nor the remake of an ancient one. They often seek a connection where the ancient and the future meet. We’ll explore with our readers how to artistically process and create their personal narrative.

      TIME TO BEGIN OUR WALK TOGETHER

      We’ve led several walking pilgrimages through Ireland’s Wicklow Mountains with the young, the not so young, the spiritual, the not so spiritual, the religious, the irreligious. A few of them knew each other before we began walking, most did not. But there’s a bond built when pilgrims share a challenge together. The Wicklow Way is one hundred miles of rugged yet sublime terrain. The combination of a physical test set against the backdrop of an ancient dark forest creates the potential for magic.

      The spiritual companion is a living backpack. We’ve walked among the pilgrims, sharing stories that made us laugh, cry, sing, scream, and walk in profound silence. We “live each other’s death and die each other’s life.”5 These shared experiences are the rare opportunities for the simultaneous transmutation of the storyteller and the listener. These mutual moments have expanded the boundaries of our spirituality. And still, these glimpses of the mystical have often left us aching for a language to articulate what has happened to us. We have had to learn how to become at ease with our own discomfort so that we might hold safe space softly, lightly, for others while they spiritually thrash about trying to find their own way. And we’ve wrestled around with the imaginal daemons probably more than they have.

      Max and I were sitting under an ash tree. “I was reading this book about John Dee,” Max said. “Dee was trying to communicate with angels. My mom’s an angel now, so I thought I’d check it out. The author suggested an inverse Kabbalistic name for ALLA would be ALLALA, God is not, not.6 That took me down the Internet rabbit hole into Plato, Pythagoras, Neoplatonism, Gnosticism, Kabbalah, Hermeticism, alchemy. Crazy stuff?”

      “It’s called spiritual alchemy or negative theology. God is the absence. God is the silence.”

      “I’ve never heard God talk. Have you?”

      “You’ve heard your mom speak from the dead.”

      Silence. Max stared into the tea leaves at the bottom of his cup.

      After a bit, I continued. “Dinah has Prader-Willi Syndrome, she’s neurodivergent. When I ask her a question, she says, ‘I not, not know.’ I used to think she didn’t have an answer. But maybe she was talking about God? Maybe God is not, not. The absent God is where God is not seen, not heard, not felt, not experienced. God in the absence is maybe God’s shadow? Or maybe the Presence of the Cosmos?”

      “I not, not know,” quipped Max.

      Later that night, I blinked at Max’s text. “Do you think I’m crazy?”

      “No. But I see a therapist for my depression.”

      “I like what you said this afternoon about depression. What was it?”

      “Inspired melancholy, a holy madness both Plato and Aristotle mused could lead to divinity.”

      “So, you think a therapist could help me become a god?” Max laughed.

      “Probably not. But if they do, let me know. I might want to give them a try.”

      Spiritual companionship is a lifestyle of listening, holding in wonder—a way of being in the world, sometimes a mystery, other times a dream. Like seven spiraled pilgrimages, layers of process: mine, theirs, ours. Always asking what’s next on the spiritual path?
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            WALKING WITH THE SPIRITUAL BUT NOT RELIGIOUS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Religion is for people scared to go to Hell.

        Spirituality is for people who have already been there.

        —Bonnie Raitt

      

      

      “You ever thought about creating an app for the mystically curious? Like, if I wanted to text a mystic. Say, a question about something paranormal, something really weird. Otherworldly. What do you think?”

      “Sounds cool.”

      “No. I meant you. Will you create an app for the mystically curious?”

      “I don’t know anything about creating apps.”

      “That’s the easy part. That hard part is you being on the other end, or someone like you.”

      “I’m not a mystic.”

      “I’ll ignore that.”

      YOUNG CONTEMPLATIVES

      When a group of “Young Contemplatives” attending the Spiritual Directors International Conference were asked, “What do you consider to be the spiritual issues of our times?” None of the twelve mentioned anything about religion or church, temple, synagogue, or mosque. What they “craved” was a mystical experience, and a wise and well-prepared spiritual elder who could help them unpack the weird and the paranormal. The dozen millennials also agreed that capitalism and individualism are major issues in Western culture, as well as a lack of accessibility into the institutional circle of decision making. They said their own generation has a “total denial of limits,” while paradoxically having an aversion to pain, grief, and discomfort. Their contemporaries, the contemplatives said, are searching for new ways to claim who they are as spiritual beings. When asked what spiritual practices they incorporate into their daily lives to support themselves through their challenges, their responses included empathy for others, self-care, music, meditation, the act of presence, being in conversation with the dying, embodied practices like yoga, social justice, deep listening, and “anything spiritual.”

      The Young Contemplatives may be yearning for what religious historian and philosopher Jeffrey Kripal calls a “new imaginaire,” through which yet unseen spiritual worlds may emerge—spiritual concepts that are searching for a revisioning of the interpretations of evolution, the paranormal, the paraphysical, and the extraterrestrial.  New ideas will emerge that Kripal says will yield a “deeper spirituality of transcendent consciousness” and the “enlightenment of the body.”1 The “imaginaire” of these realities is already emerging at the intersections of quantum biology and epigenetics:

      
        
        Sophisticated revisioning of evolutionary theory in light of epigenetics (the study of how environmental factors, including presumably social and religious practice, can switch on and off particular gene expressions) and the quantum biology of extraordinary natural phenomena, like the eyes and beaks of migratory birds using quantum processes to “see” and “read” the geomagnetic field in order to navigate across the globe.2

        

      

      Spirituality is the exploration of the mysteries of life, asking “big questions” without the expectations of pre-prescribed answers with the historical baggage of religion. Our examination of the ultimate questions of life posits the potential for what Kripal defines as “secular mysticism,” which exists outside the confines of religion.3 The practice of secular mysticism leads us into the new imaginaire where we might envision an inclusive panentheistic spirituality, one that might alter how we understand our relationship with the ecosystem. We ask ourselves: How do I claim who I am as a spiritual being? What is embodied integration? What is spiritual reality? What is consciousness? What is the presence of unconsciousness? No questions go unasked.

      MYSTICS IN COMMUNITY

      Marcus is tall and trim. He wears gold rim glasses that extenuate his silver glitter eye liner. He was wearing blue nail polish on that particular day. The tattoo on his right forearm represented his journey for inner peace. He has been on a spiritual quest from the days of his earliest memories. He tried hallucinogenics, chant, yoga, Eastern Orthodoxy, Christian liberalism, Wicca and Faery traditions, tarot, magic, and Druidry. The one constant has been his desire to find a community that will accept him for who he is as a spiritual being—the wisdom of the amalgamation of his life experience.

      “Do you know of any communities?”

      “Like?”

      “You know…the elusive collection of misfits who love ritual and liturgy and copious amounts of incense and singing bowls and chanting and laughing and storytelling and the orthodoxy of living. That community.”

      “Nothing comes to mind. Well, recently I did spend two awesome days with some Kabbalists—rabbis, cantors, and rabbinic pastors who are working for the transformation and renewal of Judaism. They’ve formed an organization they call OHALAH.”

      “What’s OHALAH mean? Is that a Jewish word?”

      “It’s the Jewish acronym for the name of their association.”

      “Where did you meet them?”

      “A mutual friend suggested to one of their organizers that they invite me to their annual conference to talk about pilgrimage. But after joining them at the morning prayer service and then a period of meditation, we started talking about what it means to be transformed, transmuted. The conversation turned into a series of meditation and contemplation sessions. I’ve sat with lots of people in silent group meditation, which has a nice vibe. But I had never experienced anything before like meditating with these folks. The energy was so intense I felt like I was levitating. I swear, I know this person across from me rose off the chair they were sitting on.”

      “Where do I sign up?”

      “There was only one person at the conference who was from Arizona, and they’ve since moved out of state. I’ve looked around and I don’t think there’s a group like them here. I’m sure you could go to their annual conference. They were extremely hospitable.”

      “I’ve rarely seen you so animated,” Marcus said.

      “I’ve been thinking about going back next year. I have so many questions. But simply being in meditation with them is a mystical experience sufficient to sustain me for a long time.”

      “Have you ever thought about creating an app for the mystically curious.”

      “No. And I don’t want to.”

      “Hit a button, huh.”

      “No. I just keep getting asked that question.”

      “I just searched the App Store for the mystically curious and I got ‘No Results’. Could be a wide-open field.”

      “No one’s interested in such a thing—that’s why it doesn’t exist.”

      “Just saying.”

      The Kabbalists have a saying that if anyone declares themselves a mystic, then their parents should kill them.4 While we wouldn’t want to cause anyone to break the sixth commandment, we can understand the sincere admonition against the self-proclaimed mystic, prophet, guru, shaman, holy person, whatever. We’ve been witness to more than enough crime and abuse committed by religious leaders in God’s name and that’s not even considering cults. But when the Young Contemplatives who attended the Spiritual Directors Conference said they wanted “wise and well-prepared spiritual elders,” what exactly did they mean?

      FUELING YOUR SPIRITUAL EVOLUTION

      Chiron appeared as wise as their name might connote a very fluid person in both appearance and speech. Very poignant in presence; maybe it was the wheelchair. Their words were delivered like an axe against an icy wall: intentional, precise, swift, and ironic.

      “Have you read Maggie Nelson?5 Doesn’t matter. She uses the term ‘spiritual cripple.’ Not in defining her belief or disbelief in God, but her willingness to wrestle with the question of God. I love Nelson’s work. In the midst of her own depression, Maggie’s mentor suffers a tragic bicycle accident, leaving her beloved friend a paraplegic. Like me, except mine was a misstep off a rock climb. Anyway, Maggie spends days, weeks, months helping nurse her mentor, her friend, back to life, a new normal. Reading Nelson strikes an obvious chord with me, forces me to revisit my musings about God. I wonder: If there is a God, that God must be sitting in a wheelchair, like me. The Disabled God.6 I need a God who is embodied in this body. A posthuman body. Have you read Katherine Hayles? It doesn’t matter.

      “I don’t have any use for religion. Not after my accident. The religious said trite and hurtful things. Always the dualistic motif: God equals good. Satan equals bad. But what about bad things happening to good people? Come on, God created the tree of knowledge of good and bad—both exist on God’s behest. There’s a balance, a yin and yang. Right? God perfectly disabled; the good suffered bad.”

      I half said to myself I’d have to wrestle with Chiron’s convincing argument of God being both good and bad.

      Chiron smirked and went on. “Been wondering a lot about artificial intelligence. There’s a ton of research with implications for the disabled. It’s one thing to imagine body part replacement, but what about placing my mind in a cyborg? Transformed from crippled life to an infinite life inside a machine. Heavy stuff. Have you read Philip K. Dick? He’s your contemporary. Okay, boomer. No offense. Well maybe. Anyway, have you read the Exegesis of Philip K. Dick? It doesn’t matter. Well, maybe it does? Have you?”

      A thoughtful response is sometimes trapped in space yet absent of time. Chiron is not asking a yes or no question. Have we read Maggie Nelson, Katherine Hayles, Philip K. Dick, and The Disabled God by Nancy Eiesland?7 Chiron is asking what fuels our spiritual evolution. Are we versed enough in queer theology, disabled studies, and posthumanism? Not to respond but to hear at the level of equals.

      Chiron invoked a space of mutuality. Our internal work affected by their work. Chiron handed us some heavy stones for our pack. “Take nothing literal,” George Gurdjieff advised. Much, if not all, is a metaphor. Literal or metaphoric, permanent or transient, everyone travels life’s pilgrimage: walking, climbing a cliff, or rolling a chair. We want to ask the big questions, the questions that matter when nothing else does. Where’s the community that will let me sit in circle with them: no judgment, no back talk, no correcting or fixing. Where’s that community?

      What is Chiron asking? Who are the people the young contemplatives are looking for? The well-prepared wise elders. In the twenty-first century, what does it mean to be well-prepared? And wise?  For wisdom is earned the hard way and never self-proclaimed. True wisdom is only offered in small doses, and only given when asked for. Maybe the Mystic’s App is not such a bad idea.

      SPIRITUAL RADICALS

      The Young Contemplatives at the SDI convention were brave to take questions from a room full of boomer spiritual directors. After the third question, I realized that the elder spiritual companions were only going to tell their own stories, regardless of the question. Their ramblings had little to do with millennials other than to suggest that the cravings of the “youngers” were perceived as no different than those of the “olders.” None of the boomers who spoke made any suggestions about “new ways to claim who we are as spiritual beings.” I wondered why not.

      In an article entitled “Spiritual Radicals,” published by Spirituality and Health,8 a multi-generational group of diverse “spiritual trailblazers” were asked, “What’s next in the future of spirituality?” Of the seven, three are Christians, one Jewish, and one Muslim. One is Interspiritual and uses yoga and self-awareness to help people step outside their own community to support others. And the sixth person is a scientist, Oxford-trained philosopher Emily Qureshi-Hurst, who said, “I’m not any closer to having a faith.” Yet she was the only one of the six to provide “new ways to claim who we are as spiritual beings.”

      Qureshi-Hurst presents us with an intriguing allegory:

      Imagine a glass bottle on the beach. It breaks into a few pieces and can easily be put back together. But then the pieces are swept up in the waves. Over time the pieces become smaller and smaller and distributed over a wider area.

      The disciplines within academia are like the glass bottle that has been rolled in the tides…. Everything from mathematics to metaphysics stems from the same basic inquiry—the same original glass bottle.

      As the edges of the sea glass become smooth… so too do the boundaries of theology and science. What once fit easily together now seems like it never could have been part of the same larger whole.

      Qureshi-Hurst, who at one time was in the same camp as Richard Dawkins and Sam Harris, concludes her allegory by saying, “I hope there will always be those of us who walk along the beach picking up and reuniting that which the years have torn asunder. After all, how else could we come to know the rich and complex reality in which we live?” Her parting thought is, “There might be certain religious claims that don’t fit with science, and there might be certain scientific theories that don’t fit with particular interpretations of religion, but science and religion don’t need to be in conflict.”9

      Qureshi-Hurst and physicist Anna Pearson collaborated on an article proposing the concept of “dependent salvation”—the notion that salvation occurs only in the human mind.10 What they are exploring as the basis for this theology is an experiment supporting the quantum theory of indefinite causal order. In this experiment, “two operations A and B were shown to be in a superposition with regard to their causal order. Essentially, time, intuitively understood as fixed, flowing, and fundamental, becomes fuzzy.”

      In principle it is possible “for event ‘A’ to happen before event ‘B’ and for event ‘B’ to happen before event ‘A’.” Salvation is a future event that has already happened—it’s a Philip K. Dick construct of anamnesis (sacred memory) of the future that is scrolling back toward the already present now.

      Qureshi-Hurst and Pearson quote physicist and Anglican priest John Polkinghorne (1930-2021). Gil had the great fortune to spend some significant time with Polkinghorne, who in 2002 had just received the Templeton Prize. His book, Quantum Physics and Theology, would follow shortly thereafter. Polkinghorne often argued that in quantum mechanics, “an element of hand-waving cannot be avoided, but the key thing is to try to wave one’s hands in a suitably promising direction.”11 Qureshi-Hurst and Pearson are exploring the intersection of quantum mechanics, time, and theology in imaginative ways that can lead us into new ways of living as spiritual beings—a waving of the hand in a “suitably promising direction.”

      Quantum theories should be reserved for the experts; however, having a well-informed lay person’s understanding is critical for considering the emerging spirituality of the twenty-first century. The Copenhagen interpretation states that “a quantum state does not take on a distinct property until that property is measured and the probability wavefunction of the quantum collapses.”  This theory posits the potential that “physical reality depends on being observed or measured to take on any particular state.” What that presents to us is the stunning idea that consciousness is at the center of quantum theory.12 And Kripal says that quantum physics resonates with mystic aesthetics. Quantum theory, consciousness, and mysticism in the same sentence. Whew. With the new physics will arise “new metaphors, new images, and new comparatives…the impossible becomes possible.”

      One startling example is telepathy, which is often dismissed by the rational and the religious as well. Entanglement theory posits that once two particles have interacted they are “entangled” and will always be connected no matter where they are in the universe. “Space and time are both irrelevant, and communication is instant. Quantum reality, in a word, is nonlocal.” Kripal imagines that entanglement theory presents the possibility that communication between “entangled loved ones is not only plausible but predictable.”13

      Catherine and Gil have been married over fifty years and have on rare occasion shared a dream. We’ve also shared thoughts and ideas without having previously discussed what we were working on. That has helped us a lot in writing this book. Gil’s sister, who has Prader-Willi syndrome, still talks to her deceased mother who died in 2012: Telepathic experiences with the living and the dead. These are personal experiences; however, there is ongoing research on similar telepathic phenomena.14 But what other big questions could quantum thinking present for the spiritually minded?

      WHAT’S NEXT

      The Young Contemplatives have already been entertaining these questions and are responding with answers that are informed by science they can readily access. Mayim Bialik, neuroscientist, author, and actress on Blossom and The Big Bang Theory, and Yuval Noah Harari, author of Sapiens and Homo Deus discussed the current state of the world, as well as the future. Their 2021 mediated conversation has been shown on YouTube, a video which has had over 200,000 views. The dialogue between the two was lively, while an example of civility and respect.

      Bialik is a Modern Orthodox Jew and Harari is a secular Jew. While neither finds much of a home in the academic world, they both exert significant influence, particularly among millennials. Both advocate for scientific ethics and its influence on the future of the technological world. Bialik and Harari both agreed that science is never enough as an influencer of how people live, move, and have their being in the world. They were divided, however, on whether religion should have a role in the global conversation. Their discussion about faith centered on the concept of free will and whether it exists or not.

      In his books, Harari, a historian, dismisses free will. For him, our brain predetermines human behavior before our body acts. Our behavior, says Harari, is dependent on brain algorithms. Bialik, a neuroscientist, argued that the human is infinitely more complex—it is not just a brain in a body. We function, she insisted, as more than a rational brain. There is a distinction, she said, between the brain and the mind, which is the interplay of neurobiology, the environment, and cultural influence. She went on to say that there is always individual human variability that defies the predictability in human behavior, even in the intersection of the mind and faith.

      The connections between Bialik and Harari are many, but what defines them both is that they are excellent storytellers. People think in narratives, not necessarily in pure data. As humans, we relate to stories, understand the world through stories, and make decisions based on the stories that influence us. Storytelling must be at the heart of every meaningful encounter we have with family, friends, neighbors, allies, and enemies, but especially with the spiritual but not religious. For the story we tell today must find its narrative in the post-religious world envisioned by both Bialik and Harari. And these new stories may well be found at the intersection of quantum physics and spirituality.

      INTERSECTIONS

      Our spirituality can be influenced by our understanding of quantum physics. And in turn, then, our practice of spiritual companionship will be equally nuanced. To be present to our companion, fully in the now, is to actively imagine that which is yet to exist, but already is taking place in the time we have not observed. We may say in accordance with the quantum model noted above, that there exists the potential of the future scrolling backwards into the present. While the spiritual companion maybe doing excellent work in the now, they will always be working to listen with ears of wisdom, to ask more vulnerable questions, and to seek ways to help their companion uncover the hidden secrets of their dreams. The spiritual companion will encourage the “techniques of selfcare,” the gathering of new tools, and the discarding of those that no longer have meaning. The goal of the spiritual companion is to be fully present, a presence that encompasses the past, present, and the future.

      The art of the spiritual companion, soul craft, is never at the beckon and call of the practitioner. It is an acquired skill. Like magic that appears effortless, it only works after years of toil, training, rehearsal, and refinement. But suppose that what we hope to achieve has already been manifested in our mind—that is, the potential of the future that already exists. Our mind entangled in the mind of those who already have the wisdom and those who will have the wisdom. The spiritual companion that the young contemplatives are yearning for, those wise souls who know they know nothing but know everything they need to know to be present for those who seek their wisdom. To recognize that what could be, already is—to imagine new ways of claiming our authenticity is to claim who we already are as spiritual beings.  This is the work of tapping into the eternal wisdom so that we can release its healing energy into the world.

      “You have Netflix, right?” Eve asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “You like the Wachowskis?”

      “The Matrix?”

      “Yes. But what about Sense8?”

      “Fascinating stuff. Kind of quantum physics meets post-human spirituality,” I said.

      “Really. That’s what you think?” Eve shook her head in disappointment.

      “What’s your take on Sense8?” I asked.

      “It’s a story about a transwoman written by transwomen. As a transwoman, I feel invisible, except when someone, usually a religious someone, wants to terrorize and traumatize me. Then I want to run away and hide. But with the Wachowski’s coming out and telling their story, I feel, well, visible—in a good way. Validated as someone who is real and someone who can be loved, just for who they are. They’re telling the story of the future now.”

      “I’m sorry you’ve had to suffer so. And I’m sorry I didn’t acknowledge the personal connection for you in the Sense8 story.”

      “That’s okay. I agree the story is about quantum physics and post-human spirituality—but in Sense8 the audience must be able to conceive of quantum physics and post-human spirituality entangled within queer theory. And those watching must empathize with the pain and trauma.”

      “Tell me more.”

      “Have you seen Amrou Al-Kadhi on TEDx?”

      I shook my head.  “No.”

      “You should check them out. Amrou is British-Iraqi, Islamic, and queer. Amrou discovered that quantum theory provided a model and language for the beautiful contradiction of the multiplicity of their identity. They even found a path back into Islam through the Quran and Sufism. I love the last line of Amrou’s presentation. ‘Bask in who you are, for in multiplicity there is magic.’ It’s a beautiful story. It’s my story. Stories like Amrou’s and Sense8 give me hope. But must hope always be preceded by terror and subsequent trauma? And why is the agent of trauma usually done in the name of God? Or is God the agent of trauma?”

      IS GOD THE AGENT OF TRAUMA?

      “Dear Eve, I rarely follow up a spiritual companioning conversation via email. Obviously, I'm making an exception. Admittedly, then, this email probably has more to do with me than with you. Most of my ideas about trauma are the result of doing research for my book about my sister, Dinah, who has Prader-Willi syndrome—particularly the trauma that encircled our mother, Dinah, and God. To rephrase a Jungian analyst I've been reading, the God-image is traumatic.15 Such a statement gives some psychological weight to Walter Brueggemann’s theological idiom, “We believe in an irascible God, found in illusive texts, that requires polyvalent interpretations.” In quantum terms, we can experience the image of God simultaneously as both loving and traumatic. How so? I don't know, but just the thought of that idea itself traumatizes me. But at the same time the trauma energizes my soul with an odd cold anger that I have needed to dare go on the quest for the answer. Thanks for being brave and visible.” 

      Saying that we want to understand God is the equivalent of saying we want to understand consciousness. We do want to have a better comprehension of both. Maybe if we understood one we could solve the riddle of the other. But neither appears possible—comprehension or solving the riddle. Maybe the historical search for God has been identical to the modern search for the meaning of consciousness—two pilgrimages, same path. Strangely, though, the underlying meaning of the desire to understand God may be “provoked” by the trauma of encountering either the presence of God or the absence of God.

      Is it God who is at the root of trauma? Or is the causation of the trauma manifested from the images of God that we’ve been handed? Either the absent God who doesn’t answer our prayers or the all-too-present God that seems to have wielded the sword of destruction. What we need or desire the most feels absent, causing deep psychic pain. The absence itself, therefore, can shift the blame, and the subsequent trauma is ascribed to the God that allowed—or caused—the tragedy. The experience of the trauma of the God-image can be the “event we can visibly point to.” To cry out as the biblical poet, “My God, my God, why have you abandoned me?” and allow this tragedy to happen to me. The absence is real and the trauma feels circular, like a never-ending loop. Can the closed circle of chaos that caused the trauma be transmuted into a spiral? Can the event that creates the psychic chaos open a portal onto the labyrinth where we might go on a pilgrimage to search out meaning, purpose, even consciousness?

      Please don’t hear us wrong. We are not romanticizing trauma for the sake of saving God. Nor are we diminishing trauma’s terrorizing affects. We are not offering any sanguine platitudes. We are, however, encouraging the work of granting trauma a seat in our circle by not denying its prevalence in the human condition. We do not need to seek out trauma—it finds us in almost every aspect of life in so many ways—emotionally, psychically, physically, spiritually. But when it does come can we dare seek out what Jeffrey Kripal terms “the gift of traumatic secret.” What is the traumatic secret? We don't know. But we imagine it to be different for everyone. Both of us are still searching for the hidden pearl buried in the vast field of life. Maybe it's the pilgrimage of seeking the secret that's the secret? Dinah, the one who has suffered from much trauma, often tells us, “I not, not know.” She is a wise elder and our spiritual companion. In the “not, not” our pilgrimage still continues.

      WHAT’S NEXT, NEXT?

      We spend a lot of time pondering the unknown, which leads us into considering what’s possible, what is the potential yet to be revealed, what is the secret’s gift. Particularly, what lies ahead in the treatment of people like Dinah, who have Prader-Willi syndrome. Our imagination confronts us with the potential that syndromes like PWS may not exist in some not-so-distant future. Is that the next? How would Dinah be different if she did not have PWS? Would she be posthuman? Or superhuman?

      Should we imagine being spiritual companion to superhumans, the posthumans that replace sapiens? Aren’t superhumans just comic book fantasy?  Not according to Harari, and not considering the scientific possibilities that already exist. The potential for designer babies could eliminate all types of genetic birth issues, including Prader-Willi syndrome. Genetic manipulation could extend life by eradicating cancer, Alzheimer’s, and a host of other diseases. But with such advances comes the perpetual monitoring of the algorithms of our everyday thought, action, and life. And who will make the decisions that will lead science in the development of superhumans? The economic drive of human desire? We’ve already started down that road and every day we hand over more and more private information that influences what we buy and how we live. And who will determine the ethical implications of such decisions. Harari in Homo Deus posits that with new science arises the potential for the emergence of new religions. Will these new religions worship the designers of superhumans, or the superhumans themselves, or the science that extends and sustains life itself long beyond our current expectations? And what ethics will arise from these new religions? And will spirituality be able to stand alongside or act as an alternative to whatever new religious dogmas might attempt to regulate our lives and choices as they do now? These are the questions that provoked the Young Contemplatives yearning for wise guides. We may not know the answers, or think we’ll live long enough to be impacted by any of these potential realities. But one of us may be the spiritual companion of someone who will one day find themselves in the center of the labyrinth of a dilemma brought about by a future scientific discovery, or by the constrictions of some yet unthought of religion.
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