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      William Bloom is Britain’s leading author and educator in the mind, body and spirit field with over thirty years of practical experience,
         research and teaching in modern spirituality.
      

      His holistic background includes a two-year spiritual retreat living amongst the Saharan Berbers in the High Atlas Mountains,
         twenty-five years on the faculty of the Findhorn Foundation, and co-founder and director for ten years of the St James’s Church
         Alternatives Programme in London. He is also a meditation master.
      

      His mainstream career includes a doctorate in political psychology from the London School of Economics, ten years working
         with adults and adolescents with special needs, and delivering hundreds of trainings, many in the NHS. He was also a successful
         novelist and publisher.
      

      His books include the seminal The Endorphin Effect, Feeling Safe, Psychic Protection – and Soulution: The Holistic Manifesto. His books have been translated into sixteen languages.
      

      He is founder and co-director of The Foundation for Holistic Spirituality and the Spiritual Companions project.
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      ‘This is a marvellous book full of practical wisdom and helpful suggestions of how to nurture spiritual growth in everyday
         life. Connecting the best of the traditional religious practices of different faiths with some of the newest insights of modern
         therapeutic practice and a scientific worldview, William Bloom shows how we can become vessels for the energy of spirit. Truly
         holistic and inclusive, this book comes out of a lifetime’s practice and experience, and skillfully conveys the transformative
         power of spirituality in human life’
      

      Ursula King, Emeritus Professor of Theology and Religious Studies, University of Bristol and a Vice-President of the World
            Congress of Faiths

      ‘A really remarkable synthesis. The Power of Modern Spirituality goes straight to the top of the recommended reading list. This is a hugely intelligent book that will inspire experienced
         practitioners and serve as a warmly accessible friend to those who might describe themselves as new to this integrated understanding
         of spirituality. It is a much-needed resource and gift. This remarkable book communicates the experience that it describes.
         It literally facilitates spiritual connection, reflection and service through its words and William’s determined kindness
         from which they spring’
      

      Reverend Nicola Coombe, Director, One Spirit Interfaith Foundation UK

      ‘If ever a book were needed by our modern world, this is that book. Nothing is more needed in our world today than a spirituality
         that can reach across the boundaries that we have created between ourselves and each other and ourselves and nature, and enables
         us to create wholeness. That is precisely what Dr William Bloom has articulated in this eloquent and excellent book which
         fires hope and opens a path of healing for anyone who reads and understands its message. I strongly recommend it and will
         recommend it to all my classes’
      

      David Spangler, President of the Lorian Association and author of Apprenticed to Spirit

      ‘William Bloom disentangles spirituality from religion and lucidly distils its essence for everyone. A wonderful and accessible
         text that will serve as a manual for spiritual seekers for decades to come’
      

      Dr David Hamilton, author Why Kindness is Good for You and The Contagious Power of Thinking

      ‘Brilliant, erudite, intellectually delightful, practical, logical, honest … In an age of beliefs which are often ill-formed,
         misguided, self-serving and nonsensical, this book succeeds in making sense of the word “spirituality” and applying it lucidly
         to our lives. William saves not only our souls but our hearts and brains too. Read it and buy one for everyone you know …
         Everyone who calls themselves “spiritual” should read this book so they know what they are talking about. This book will bankrupt
         me because I want to buy one for everyone I know’
      

      Isabel Losada, author The Battersea Park Road to Enlightenment

      ‘This is a milestone book – it marks a new era in human development. William Bloom has taken on the huge challenge of defining
         post-modern spirituality and pulled it off with aplomb’
      

      Stephen Russell, The Barefoot Doctor

      ‘William Bloom’s excellent book succeeds in being both passionate and solidly grounded in experience. The frequent accusation
         that the emerging spirituality of our times is superficial and ill-disciplined will be difficult to sustain in the light of
         this deeply reflective book which is scholarly, rigorously researched, practical and beautifully written. It also bears ample
         witness to the dedicated pursuit of spiritual wisdom in the context of a compassionate life. Its list of resources and further
         reading is in itself immensely valuable. It should be of great value to spiritual companions and explorers of many kinds’
      

      Brian Thorne, Emeritus Professor of Counselling, University of East Anglia, Lay Canon of Norwich Cathedral

      ‘I love this book. It’s what is needed by a wide-ranging audience right now in these fraught times – a clear and authoritative
         voice and message. Concise, well-defined and easily understood, William Bloom helps us to formulate new ways of being and
         experiencing reality’
      

      Nick Clements, Honorary Professor of Community Arts, Staffordshire University

      ‘William Bloom has gifted us with a deep and beautiful book, full of wisdom and kindness, which speaks clearly to the spiritual
         needs of our times. We are living through an exciting period in the history of spirituality. Like most aspects of human culture,
         spirituality is evolving at an ever-accelerating rate. This book is an important contribution to the emergence of a vibrant
         new way to appreciate the great Mystery of Life’
      

      Tim Freke, co-author of The Jesus Mysteries, Lucid Living and How Long Is Now?

      ‘William Bloom writes with authority, breadth of vision and inclusiveness whilst avoiding being preachy. This highly readable
         text is easily accessible and informative. This book is a really good primer for those wanting to engage with the modern spiritual
         search and also supporting others who are doing so. Rooted in his own rich story, many years of experience and teaching across
         faith boundaries, he offers abundant wisdom, practical advice and everyday exercises which help the seeker walk the journey
         with feet solidly planted on the ground. This is a refreshing counterpoint to so much of the self-obsessed, new age spiritual
         literature. The Power of Modern Spirituality is rooted in ethical values and development not just for personal satisfaction, but for a greater connection with others
         and a deepening of service in the world. Bloom’s inspiring approach shows how being spiritual does not have to mean a retreat
         from reality, rather with intelligence and humour he illuminates the benefits that arise from a deeper and more empowered
         engagement with it’
      

      Reverend Stephen Wright MBE, Professor of Nursing and Chairman of Sacred Space Foundation.
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      Preface

      It is March 2011 and in front of me is the questionnaire for the UK Census. I am looking particularly at the section entitled
         ‘What Is Your Religion?’ I can tick ‘No Religion’, ‘Christian’, ‘Buddhist’, ‘Hindu’, ‘Jewish’, ‘Muslim’, ‘Sikh’. Or I can
         write something in the seventeen spaces for individual letters allocated to ‘Any other religion’.
      

      I might meet a similar question in a hospital form or a job application. Well, what is my religion? Part of me would like to tick all the boxes and then write something like ‘spiritual but not religious’ or ‘I
         respect the essence of all spiritual traditions’, but those are all longer than the seventeen spaces allowed me. Personally,
         I like the word holistic in this context, but that may not be the right word for you. A friend of mine likes the word universalist. Other friends and colleagues say that the essence of modern spirituality is its diversity, so it is wrong anyway to try
         to name it in one box or one word.
      

      But one thing is certain. Whatever it is called, there is a new spirituality emerging and, if you have any instinct for or
         curiosity about this fresh approach, then this book is, I hope, for you. My purpose here is to describe its major features
         and how it can be practised in daily life.
      

      Over the decades I have taught and worked with many open-minded and open-hearted people from education and the caring professions,
         so it is my intention that this book serve too as a useful text for people who for professional reasons need to understand
         spirituality in a modern context. This warmly includes clergy and members of traditional faiths, as well as secularists and
         those of a pagan disposition.
      

      But, whether you are professionally interested or enquiring for personal reasons, my heartfelt hope is that you find the content
         of this book as inspiring and useful as I have found the research and exploration for it.
      

      William Bloom 
Glastonbury, 2011
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      Equal Partners in This Wonderful Cosmos

      
      In January 2009 a scholarly paper in Psychological Bulletin included a provocative claim that religious believers manage better in life. Analysing eight decades of rigorous research
         and entitled ‘Religion, Self-Regulation, and Self-Control’, it concluded that believers performed better, had better health
         and greater happiness, and lived longer than non-believers.
      

      
      The authors were academics and not aligned with any particular faith. They had no interest in persuading people to adopt one
         religion or another. It was a dispassionate assessment based on thorough research. Their paper ended by suggesting possible
         explanations for why religion seems to work so successfully, such as self-control and effective goal setting, but the authors
         were honest about the fact that they did not really understand their conclusions and that further research was needed.1

      
      This is tantalising, isn’t it? Eight decades of research. Believers perform better, have better health and live longer. But
         this rigorously researched paper self-confessedly had no clarity as to why this is so. There is a further tantalisation, too,
         which creates an immediate tension. Here we have something that can help us enhance our lives. Thank you. Yes, please: of
         course we would love to manage our lives better, be happier and live longer.
      

      
      But we have this challenge, which is that it all comes tangled up with religion. Hmm. This is delicate. Thank you, but no,
         thank you. We want the benefits of religion and spirituality, but we do not necessarily want to buy into a set of beliefs,
         get into a faith box or join an organised group.
      

      
      So there is something useful and wonderful here, but we do not know what it is – and, even if we did know what it is, it might
         entangle us in stuff that is not quite so wonderful.
      

      
      This is an intriguing puzzle and the purpose of this book is to solve it. Can we perform an alchemical act and extract the
         golden essence? Can we have the benefits without getting caught up in the deficits? I believe this is possible. We can indeed
         extract what is valuable in spirituality in a way that is accessible and understandable to people of all and no faiths. We
         can make it clear and practical, inspiring and meaningful, of profound benefit to ourselves and those around us. In order
         to do this, however, we need to perceive and appreciate what lies at the very heart of religion, and separate its essence
         from its form. Sometimes this is described as the difference between religion and spirituality – between the organised institutional
         beliefs of religion and the individual personal spiritual experience.
      

      
      The real task, therefore, is to understand what the many forms of personal spirituality have in common, regardless of their
         culture and circumstances. To express it more provocatively, suppose, for example, we were able to meet Jesus or Buddha in
         person, without all the superstructure of the beliefs and organisations that then ensued. What would be the similarities in their personal spirituality? Or on a lesser scale, what
         might be the spiritual common ground held by St Francis of Assisi and Nelson Mandela and the Burmese opposition leader, Aung
         San Suu Kyi?
      

      
      This book is about discerning that spiritual essence, clarifying it, and making it practically accessible and doable by all
         of us.
      

      
      The benefits of spirituality

      
      The benefits of religion and spirituality are, as the scholarly paper suggested, worthwhile: ‘Believers perform better, have
         better health, greater happiness and live longer …’ In fact, there are many boons to spirituality that I want to list for
         you, but I hesitate.
      

      
      I hesitate because I do not want to be accused of spiritual materialism. I do not want to commoditise spirituality and turn
         it into just another twenty-first-century self-help product or app that promises to make you feel better. I am not comfortable
         with that kind of spirituality. This week, I offer you a new meditation practice. Next week, it will be a new recipe or trainers
         or golf clubs or saints’ bones. This book is not in that kind of business. It is in the business of developing our hearts,
         deepening and expanding our awareness, and building a just, creative and benevolent world.
      

      
      Yet Lord knows it is understandable why people – you and I – would want a quick fix. Especially today, caught in streams of
         never-ending information, relentless change and stimulation, life continuously challenges us and it would be a blessing if
         there were easy relief. But there are already many sources of temporary relief: a good meal, friends, shopping, a holiday,
         sport and arts. Unfortunately, the respite they bring us does not last long and surely we deserve better than just the occasional oasis of relaxation and contentment. Spirituality promises something deeper
         and more enduring.
      

      
      How about a life that is filled with meaning and purpose, and a deep rumbling excitement at the sheer exhilaration of existence
         and your being part of it? How about a sense of personal integrity and a joy that passes all understanding? How about a form
         of personal development that is the best and most interesting process in the world? How about being a presence that reassures
         and brings healing?
      

      
      Spirituality can bring us:

      • connection with the wonder and energy of all life;

        • values and the fuel to be good, do good and serve others;

         • development of heart, compassion and consciousness;

        • a mindful, solid and inspiring strength to carry us through good and bad times;

        • a sense of meaning, personal integrity and purpose independent of material success and the opinion of others;

         • an embedded sense of wellbeing to support physical and mental health; and

         • a deep enjoyment of life that is also fully present to its challenges and suffering.

         
      Three golden keys

      
      But naming all those positive assets still leaves us with the big question. We know what the results look like, but how do
         we actually achieve them?
      

      
      In one of my classes on modern spirituality I asked the students, ‘What is spirituality for you?’ Their answers included:
         less materialism; compassion; consciousness; self-awareness; love; quest; death of self; trust; discernment; open-hearted;
         wholeness and full connection with God; self-respect; care and healing; true purpose; peace; harmony; simplicity; letting
         go; understanding; freedom; wisdom.
      

      
      These are all inspiring things, but, again the issue is, how do we actually achieve them? What do we actually have to do?
         What is the activity and practice? There is a difference between listening to music and making music, between eating and cooking,
         between being a spectator and being engaged. What we are focusing on here is the engagement and activity.
      

      
      In this book I suggest that, if we look carefully at spirituality in all its many forms, we will find three key practices,
         three golden keys, that sit at the heart of all of them. Moreover, I suggest that these three practices were not invented
         by spiritual teachers in order to help us, but are innate and part of us just because we are human.
      

      
      Whether you know it or not, you do spirituality just because you are alive.

      
      My major purpose in this book is to support you in being aware of what you already do naturally and instinctively. I then
         want to give you further support so that you have the understanding and skills to deepen and fully integrate your spirituality.
      

      
      So what are these three key practices? Let me answer by posing three questions to you:

      • In what kind of circumstances do you most easily connect with the wonder and energy of nature and all existence, and feel
               your heart touched and your consciousness awakened?
            

         
            • When is it easiest for you to retreat from activity, pause and reflect on your life, so as to manage your life and next steps?
            

         
            • What are your highest values and how do you express them as a form of service for the community of life?

    
      Don’t you do all of these already in some way?

      
      Connection – sometimes, surely, your heart is touched and you connect with the wonder and energy of life.
      

      
      Reflection – sometimes already, you pause and reflect on your life and actions, and ponder how to change and improve.
      

      
      Service – and sometimes, of course, you have a clear sense of what is right and what is wrong, and you act so as to do good for others.
      

      
      There you have them – three key behaviours at the heart of spirituality and to be found in all traditions and approaches.
         One of the pleasures of my life is those moments when students or colleagues realise that they are already doing what they
         think they have to learn: ‘Ah, I’m doing it already! I’m already connecting with the wonder and energy of life. I know when
         my heart is touched and I can sense my compassion arising and my mood softening’; ‘Yes, I often pause and look at my life.
         The more honest I am, the better. This builds my kindness and my ability to care’; ‘I know my values and I live by them. I
         honour compassion, freedom and social justice.’
      

      
      Connection. Reflection. Service. The flow and structure of the book is centred on these three key practices, clarifying them,
         making them more conscious and showing you how to explore and strengthen them.
      

      
      But let me be clear. All of this is to be developed and lived by you according to your own unique and authentic understanding.
         If there is one thing I have had to learn and celebrate about our spirituality, it is that everyone is an independent and
         sovereign individual. Just as you choose your friends, choose your food, your clothes or your career, so you also may freely
         choose and create your own spirituality. Your spirituality is your creation. And my purpose here is to support and encourage
         your authentic spirituality and avoid boxes of belief, expectation or conformity.
      

      
      Centring and kind watchfulness

      
      What you will find in this book is the distillation of forty years’ personal practice and thirty years of teaching and researching,
         exploring what actually works for people. It has all been tried and tested over years, so that everything in it can be done
         as part of your normal and regular life. Because I work with students and colleagues from many different backgrounds and cultures,
         I am also confident that this approach is universally supportive, regardless of your belief system.
      

      
      There is nothing here that will require spiritual extremism from you. There is no need for you to copy the fifth-century St
         Symeon, the Stylite who lived on top of a column in northern Syria for thirty-nine years in order to develop his holiness.
         Nor that you emulate the eleventh-century Tibetan yogi Milarepa, who lived in seclusion, eating only nettles until he turned
         completely green.
      

      
      I am very realistic about the fact that most of us work and pay bills, have relationships and family, queue at the supermarket,
         have mortgages and careers, and wrestle with the challenges and pleasures of the human condition.
      

      
      I am also a passionate advocate of deep democracy and believe in the absolute spiritual equality of all people – no castes,
         no elites, no privileges or special ordinations. As a writer and teacher, therefore, I am dedicated to exploring and explaining
         the essence of spiritual experience and spiritual development in a language that is transparent and speaks to everyone.
      

      
      At the same time, having affirmed our democratic and equal relationship, the usefulness of someone like me is that I can save
         you unnecessary time and effort. I am not going to abandon you to experimentation and having to reinvent the wheel. In particular,
         I can remind you of the core skills that are absolutely necessary for anyone wanting to manage their own development on the
         spiritual path.
      

      
      This is like painting, music or any craft. You can be as eccentric and as unique as you like, but nevertheless you need to
         understand your materials and tools. In this respect, for example, you can be as individualistic as you like in your spirituality,
         but, like all of us, you do need to know how to press your pause button, centre into your heart and switch on an attitude
         of kind watchfulness. No matter what kind of spirituality we practise, we all need those basic skills, or else we flounder.
      

      
      So, while I will encourage you throughout the book to maintain your individuality, I will also simultaneously be explaining
         these essential basic skills and prompting you to use them. I will lay all of this out as explicitly and as clearly as I possibly
         can, so that you can develop your spiritual practice in the same way as you might diligently attend to any other part of your
         life. And I really want this approach to support you, whatever your temperament.
      

      
      Again, one of my pleasures is when people recognise that they are already utilising these skills: ‘Yes, I know how to pause, detach and be kindly watchful’; ‘So being centred and grounded is when I’m not running around like a headless
         chicken and can stand there, calm in the midst of chaos. OK, I’ve done that’; ‘So that’s what’s happening when I sigh and yield to the sheer beauty of being alive. I can feel my connection with the wonder and energy.’
      

      
      My story

      
      In the next chapter we will explore more fully the unique historical circumstances out of which modern spirituality is born,
         but before that it is right and appropriate that you know about my own background and history, and how I developed what is
         presented in this book.
      

      
      It is always good for people to know and understand the background and character of a teacher or expert, because these factors
         will certainly influence their teaching. At the same time, this book is about you and your spirituality, so, if you choose
         to jump this biographical section about me and go straight into the next chapter, you will miss nothing that builds the knowledge
         of this book and I will happily meet you there.
      

      
      Yes, I am experienced in spirituality, with many books written or edited on the subject, courses taught and projects directed.
         Yes, my history includes a two-year retreat and a daily meditation practice over forty years. And, yes, I have been a spokesperson
         over many years for modern spirituality in the media and conferences. But strip away the activities and products, and there
         I am, on my own, like all of us, wrestling with myself, struggling to become more loving, more connected and more conscious.
      

      
      I am the classic example of a man teaching what I want and need to learn.

      
      I was brought up in central London. My parents were intellectual humanistic agnostics, hostile to religion, my father from
         a Jewish and my mother from a Lutheran background. As a child, like many children, I could easily feel the wonder of nature
         and the cosmos. I looked at the blue of the sky and wondered whether it was the blue of God’s eye. I wondered, too, why people went to temple or church, rather than enjoying the awesome dome of the heavens. At the same time, at nursery,
         my heart was opened and my compassion touched when I saw an awkward child being bullied. I instinctively knew that this was
         wrong and she needed care.
      

      
      Alongside my occasional insightfulness and kindness, I was also rebellious, judgemental and arrogant. Decades on, I still
         have these two traits inside me – kindness and rebellion – but they are today mediated by a kind watchfulness that was developed
         first of all by three years of psychoanalysis in my twenties, then by a doctorate in psychology and decades of daily practice
         in meditation.
      

      
      My childhood sense of life’s magic was reinforced in 1960s London, where I was lucky enough as a teenager to be pollinated
         by flower power with its ethos of love, its embrace of Eastern and tribal spiritualities and its adventurous exploration of
         anything – yoga, meditation, psychotherapy, psychotropic substances, chanting, dance – that expanded consciousness. This life
         style, however, developed into a serious interest and I began to study religion and spirituality in earnest, particularly
         fascinated by the similarities of mystic Christianity, Jewish Kabala, the Sufi tradition of Islam, Zen Buddhism and Tibetan
         shamanism. At the same time my career as an author and publisher, although successful, did not give me satisfaction, so I
         committed fully to spiritual enquiry and took two years self-directed retreat in the High Atlas Mountains of southern Morocco
         to study, reflect, pray, meditate and become closer to nature.
      

      
      After I returned to London I never expected or planned to be a teacher of spirituality, but started to do it informally, mainly
         sharing meditation and centring strategies in my early thirties. I then co-founded and for ten years co-directed the Alternatives
         lecture and workshop programme in St James’s Church, Piccadilly, London, a programme that became the UK’s leading platform of modern spirituality. During that decade I
         hosted hundreds of the world’s best-known authors and teachers in the field of spirituality. If I wanted to learn about a
         particular tradition or understand a practice, I was in a position to invite their experts to London and experience their
         approach.
      

      
      I estimate that I must have personally experienced more than five hundred different approaches to spiritual and personal development.
         This may seem overwhelming to some readers, but I was an enthusiast. Someone who loves cars or literature or cuisine will
         also explore widely. It was a wonderful education.
      

      
      At the same time, following on from my three years of psychoanalysis, I investigated and benefited from the wide variety of
         therapies now available, including spiritual healing, talk therapy, co-counselling, gestalt, bodywork, breath work, transpersonal
         psychotherapy, hypnotherapy, sweat lodges and more. I mention all of these not as an indication of my neediness, but to illustrate
         that I have tried the best I can, as part of my professional development and due diligence, to get as full a picture as possible
         of what is available and useful. These many strategies have also hugely supported my growth. In particular they helped to
         integrate my buzzing mind down into my body, feelings and emotions; or, to put it in more spiritual language, they helped
         my soul land in the temple of my body.
      

      
      Alongside my own books and articles, I have edited or co-edited four anthologies and encyclopedias of modern spirituality,
         which have helped, too, to keep me fully abreast of our modern diversity.2,3,4,5 I love editing books, devising educational programmes and providing platforms for spiritual variety to be enjoyed.
      

      
      Achieving some clarity

      
      In the midst of this wonderful variety, I also had to clarify my thinking about modern spirituality and bring some coherence
         to it, because I was regularly called upon to represent it at seminars and conferences, where I often met intelligent criticism,
         scepticism and sometimes hostility. I wear as a badge of honour being the only speaker to be booed at the United Nations 1998
         Oslo Conference on Freedom of Belief when I represented a modern approach to spirituality. A group of clergy objected to my
         suggestion that everyone, just because they are alive, is connected to the wonder and energy of existence. In their opinion,
         God alone decided, through grace, who and who is not spiritual.
      

      
      I also experienced many confrontations when I represented modern spirituality to the media, especially on BBC Radio 4 talk
         programmes such as Sunday and The Moral Maze. To begin with, I experienced embarrassment and disempowerment because I was inarticulate and could not effectively represent
         this modern movement. Today, after exploring and clarifying the ideas presented in this book, I am ready and available for
         rigorous debate. I am, for example, very active in a campaign suggesting that when you encounter forms and questionnaires,
         perhaps in a hospital, that ask ‘What Is Your Religion?’, you might use the word ‘holistic’ – being shorthand for an open-hearted
         approach that respects the essence of all spiritual approaches (see Glossary for many terms that appear in this book).
      

      
      In parallel with all this, over the last twenty-five years I have developed a series of trainings, workshops and courses in
         modern spirituality, exploring the essence of spirituality when it is stripped bare of its religious beliefs, symbols, mythologies
         and metaphors. Of particular relevance is a project that I started in the 1990s called the Open Mystery School, which then developed
         into the Spiritual Companions project, a training in a multifaith and holistic approach to spirituality and pastoral care.
         These two programmes were crucial in clarifying the concepts and practices presented in this book as we explored, for example,
         what lies at the heart of worship, or ceremony, or meditation, or the creation of sacred space, when the surrounding beliefs
         are dissolved. These courses attracted many feisty and independent-minded students and colleagues, many of whom were also
         educators and professional carers. They were perfect companions, ensuring that the courses were practical, clear and ethical.
      

      
      Out of these explorations emerged a course book, which has been completely rewritten and transformed into the book you are
         now reading, and also a set of guidelines, called the Spiritual Companions Guidelines, which you will find in Appendix A.
      

      
      One of the most important insights that emerged out of all this educational and spiritual research was the realisation that,
         regardless of our level of experience, we all need to be doing the same things. It might seem, for example, because I have
         been meditating and teaching spirituality for decades, that I should be practising differently from people who have just started
         consciously walking their spiritual path. But, whether we are apparently experienced or apparently a beginner, the essence
         of spiritual work is always the same: love and compassion, consciousness and awareness, values and service.
      

      
      As you read this book, therefore, I hope that you experience a sense of equality, companionship and collegiality.
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      New Opportunities in a Changing World

      
      For some people, I know, it is provocative even to claim that there is such a thing as a modern or new spirituality. They
         would say that spirituality has always been the same and always will be. And I reply that is partly true, but there have been
         such startling changes in our culture, society and understanding of life that it really is a new situation. Historically,
         all the world religions emerged out of and reflected the societies and cultures of their times. None of those cultures resemble
         today’s world.
      

      
      In this chapter, I want to clearly describe the circumstances that have birthed modern spirituality and influenced it. I also
         want to look at some of the challenges it can also bring to us, such as confusion and a lack of clarity when we are faced
         with so many choices.
      

      
      Sceptics may assume that, because modern spirituality is a child of the modern world, it is necessarily tainted by all the
         materialism and noise. But this is untrue. Modern spirituality is essentially a child of the many good things about modernity,
         many of which we may take for granted. We need to be clear about the social circumstances out of which all the traditional
         faiths arose and how different they are from today. Go back a thousand years and let your imagination fully engage with what
         it was like. Illiterate. Uneducated. Unrepresented. No democracy. Little travel. Slavery. Sexism. Average age, thirty-five.
         Most children died in infancy or before the age of five. Uncertainty about food and survival. No media.
      

      
      Imagine, then, the power and charisma of those who had education, an aura of confidence and a gift for oratory or storytelling.
         And then look at today’s circumstances, at least for almost half the world’s population, and allow yourself to imagine what
         kind of spirituality you might expect to arise from this radically new environment.
      

      
      Literacy and education are basic human rights. You are a free person in a democratised society and no one tells you what to
         do or believe. You are now independently knowledge-rich and participate in a world of free-flowing information. In your hands,
         in a smart phone or some other gizmo, you have a digital world of knowledge, opinions and messages. Fed and housed, you have
         time for more than just survival.
      

      
      These are spectacularly different circumstances from the cultural milieux out of which Judaism, Hinduism, Buddhism, Christianity
         and Islam emerged.
      

      
      The global village of free-flowing information

      
      This free flow of information to an educated mass population is crucial. We have come a long way from men chiselling messages
         on stone or painstakingly copying manuscripts for a literate elite. With a solar-powered tablet any one of us anywhere has
         access to the world of almost all knowledge, certainly to all the world’s sacred scriptures, ceremonies and strategies that were
         previously separated by geography, secrecy and language.
      

      
      In schools today, children learn about the beliefs and rites of all the world’s religions. In healthcare and wellbeing, you
         may be using strategies from spiritual practices such as yoga, martial arts or meditation that were previously unknown in
         the West, and even in the East were restricted to an expert elite of specialists. Indigenous spiritualities and shamanic traditions
         from tribal peoples all over the world are also now accessible.
      

      
      A few centuries ago dominant opinion would almost always come from high representatives of the local church, temple or mosque,
         usually in alliance with the dominant political force, monarch or emperor. Today, the major faiths have innumerable competitors
         commenting on the meaning of life, from the worlds of psychology, feminism, sociology, philosophy and science, as well as
         many journalists and freelance commentators. Anyone with a media profile can comment on the big questions of life, and phone-ins
         and digital chatrooms give us all the opportunity to participate.
      

      
      Immediately you can see how this is bound to change the form of religion. Historically, the world’s great religions, East
         and West, tended to be centred on the single teaching of a single person, with a hierarchy of monks, priests and scholars
         maintaining and developing the lore.
      

      
      In the contemporary situation, on the other hand, you are a free agent able to explore a wide variety of different approaches.
         These new cultural dynamics encourage you in individual spiritual self-management, supported by diverse knowledge and resources.
         This is publicly exemplified in the books and television documentaries of those, some of them clergy, who pursue their spiritual
         path through exploring different faiths.1,2,3 You may have seen the adventurous Anglican vicar Peter Owen Jones pursuing his spiritual enquiry in the programme Extreme Pilgrim, spending time with holy men in China, India and Egypt.4 Or the journalist Elizabeth Gilbert, conducting her spiritual development in Eat, Pray, Love through various disciplines.5

      
      Self-determination and diversity

      
      And there is more. The last two centuries have also seen a new understanding of what it means to be human. At its most profound,
         this perspective asserts that we are all evolving and developmental beings, always in the process of change and growth. We
         are not just animals, or slaves, or sinners, or victims of karma, chained to our social station of caste and class. It is
         a basic human right that we be educated and able to develop and fulfil our potential.
      

      
      You therefore have the freedom to make your own crucial decisions about your life. Best practice in medicine, for example,
         is about empowering you to self-manage your own health and wellbeing, using the medical profession as a wise partner rather
         than a dominant authority. You research your own illness, learn about the options and then discuss the best way forward with
         your doctor.
      

      
      You can see this too in the way that news and editorial are no longer monopolised by an elite of professional media commentators,
         but are balanced by the information emerging from diverse social networks and new-media streams. At any time you want, you
         can feed news and commentary into the media through the blogosphere and social networking, and also directly to producers
         and editors.
      

      
      Education is also changing. Walk into most classrooms today and you will find small groups of children working together around tables, instead of sitting in regimented rows receiving
         knowledge from an expert. Even large corporations, previously models of top-down hierarchical authority, are evolving into
         networks of executives communicating as equals as they face shared goals and challenges.
      

      
      All of this is the learning and communications culture of the new global village. Information flows feely and people are involved
         in self-managed decision making about their lives and futures – all people, not just an educated or power-based elite.
      

      
      Belief, faith, religion and spirituality are not separate from this new environment. Brought up in these circumstances, you
         would naturally want to create and build your own spirituality and beliefs, in the same way as you have freedom in the rest
         of your life. Modern spirituality directly reflects this liberated individuality taking place within a new world of information
         and knowledge.
      

      
      Of course, all of this is bound to be challenging for those who are instinctive conservatives and have previously been comfortable
         respecting fixed and traditional hierarchy and authority. To anyone whose main allegiance is to a particular tradition, this
         new situation may understandably cause concern, but more than a hundred years ago the Hindu teacher Swami Vivekananda addressed
         them. When the first World Parliament of Religions was held in Chicago in 1893, he told the story of a frog who lived in a
         well. This frog then met another frog, who lived in the ocean. The frog from the small well refused to believe there was anything
         more special than his well. Vivekananda suggested that traditional religions were sometimes like that frog in the well. They
         needed to appreciate the greater ocean.
      

      
      This new democracy, self-determination and variety of choices do not mean that we reject wise and experienced help. It just
         means that we are liberated from deference, into partnership. We are not children, and it was never psychologically healthy to be infantilised by priests, gurus, institutions or belief
         systems.
      

      
      There is also a wonderful silver lining to this multifaith awareness, especially when children learn about other people’s
         religions and beliefs, which thankfully happens today in most multicultural education around the world. Previously, people
         were suspicious and hostile to other spiritual approaches just because they were strange and new, but this new education engenders
         familiarity and mutual respect. This approach is, for example, clearly supported by UNESCO,6 which asserts that an understanding of diverse cultures and religions is a core element of sustainable education. Equally,
         in countries such as France and the United States, where there is a constitutional separation between state and religion,
         there is nevertheless also a clear appreciation of the need to learn about the world’s faiths.
      

      
      One of the keynotes of a modern society is its relaxed and appreciative attitude towards diverse cultures and beliefs, and
         its respect for individual choices. All of this is a blessing to be cherished as we remember those fundamentalist cultures
         where spiritual and other freedoms are still repressed.
      

      
      The accusation of no values

      
      But, with all this freedom, individualism and diversity, modern spirituality can also look shallow and ephemeral, like a supermarket
         with shiny options from all over the world that seekers, like magpies, can buy to decorate their nests. A bit of Dalai Lama
         here. Some Celtic Christianity there. Some Kabbala on the wrist. Indeed, at its worst, you can find strategies claiming to
         be ‘spiritual’ that overtly promise financial wealth and material success, completely disdaining ideas of compassion and consciousness.
         So it is not surprising that some people look at all the contemporary therapies, strategies and spiritual paths on offer and despair at its apparent selfishness.
      

      
      It was not pleasant for me, for example, when one of my heroes, Archbishop Trevor Huddleston, consistently ignored me when
         I worked in the rectory of St James’s Church, Piccadilly, where he lived for a while in the small top-floor apartment. He
         was one of the most politically engaged and courageous of Anglican priests, a founder of the anti-apartheid movement and a
         force for good. I kept passing him on the stairs of the rectory and I always greeted him politely, but he would turn his eyes
         away or grunt.
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