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  Introduction

  



  ‘Spiritual, Not Religious…’ The case of spirituality without religion

  When someone tells me that they are not really religious, but that they are a very spiritual person, I want to punch their face. Hard. But I don’t; partly because it is a poor way to recruit students, and also because it is probably wrong. And I am a coward who fears retaliatory pain. But it does annoy me hugely. It annoys me because confusion is distressing – and when people tell me this, I really don’t know what they mean. I do know what they mean in a socio-cultural sense. They are indicating to me that they don’t want me to mistake them for one of those ‘crazy’ religious people – the sort who believe that they are right and other people are wrong, the type who is tainted by religious extremism and fundamentalism. They want me to recognise them, though, not as a shallow egotist with a mere mechanistic world-view, but as someone with depth and sensitivity. In this latter desire, ‘spirituality’ seems to the label-du-jour.

  But beyond its use as a socio-cultural identification, I am unsure what empirical content to ascribe to the ‘spiritual, but not religious’ statement. Does it mean that the utterer has beliefs, but doesn’t practice them in any way? Perhaps not. Maybe they mean that they are some type of syncretist who follows a path of their own faith-conflations – but I can’t be sure. Largely I am confused, as I understand religion as a spiritual activity, and crucially, see spirituality as fundamentally religious in nature. I would suggest that to be spiritual, you have to be religious. Before I can move on here to a critique of spirituality, it would appear a certain amount of clarification will be required.

  What does this label mean?

  Trying to thrash out a definition of what ‘spiritual’ might mean turns out to be a thankless and largely fruitless undertaking. Jeremy Carrette and Richard King note: ‘There are perhaps few words in the modern English language as vague and woolly as the notion of ‘spirituality’’.1

  By itself, this is not a problem, ‘love’ can be pretty hard to define, and that is not enough to have us rejecting that it can mean something, and maybe, on a good, day, something positive. It is perhaps worth trying to get some sense of it, as Carrette and King recommend, by its usage. Perhaps the two most pertinent and persistent deployments of the term are as an element within two recurrent phrases. The first, proudly sat in bookshops next to ‘Paranormal Romance’ and ‘Painful Lives’ is the category ‘Mind, Body & Spirit’; elsewhere we are often assaulted by the term ‘Contemporary Spirituality’. Both these uses give us an insight into the meaning that users of the term ‘spiritual’ wish to imbue it with.

  In Biblical manner, let the last be first – and we can return later to the Mind, Body, Spirit-world at greater length. The term ‘Contemporary Spirituality’ is intriguing, as it is broader than one might imagine. Indeed, to stay in a new-age mindset, it is rather holistic, encompassing both newer, less formalised and collectivised forms of religious practice, and attempts to breathe new life into existing, more traditional religious traditions. You will find a wealth of volumes, should your reading stray into catalogues from both popular and academic theological publishers, on contemporary Christian spirituality.2 While Christianity appears to lead the field in this area, other faiths also describe themselves in terms of their either being a form of, or via an engagement with Contemporary Spirituality. We can read this as religious attempts to understand what it means – in the world we currently inhabit – to believe in a world which exceeds the material – a world of things both visible and invisible3. This is, in some ways, what the task of Theology has always been. When I arrived in the academic department I currently work in, I found myself working predominantly (to my slight surprise) with Theologians and experts in Church history – and one of my initial concerns was to work out what the hell Theology actually was – and the phrase that struck me as having the most explanatory efficacy – that really seemed to capture what it was that they sought to achieve – was ‘faith seeking understanding’. In this sense – Theology is the attempt at finding out what it means if we accept certain foundational propositions. If we take on board specific fixed points – what does that do to the world, and our relation to it?

  While I am not a rampant advocate of Christian Theology, or similar traditions in other faiths, they do seem to have an edge here on the Mind, Body, Spirit (MBS) approach – in which there is often the danger that there are too few fixed points from which to work. If all is open, provisional and truth is too syncretically constructed, the substantive challenges that plague Theologians seem to evaporate. While advocates of MBS spirituality might see this as an advantage, I will argue that this pick ‘n’ mix, or buffet approach to your beliefs is exceptionally problematic.4 If beliefs are problematic, challenge preconceptions, appear to clash and contradict, then rather than the grindingly difficult work of theological exegesis, or hermeneutic analysis and painful reflection – you can just swap out the offending belief. Were I a cynic, I would go as far as to suggest that the spiritual quest for the Mind, Body & Spirit movement largely constitutes an attempt to blend traditions to suit one’s lifestyle aspirations, rather than following a faith which makes you uncomfortable –and which is hard to believe, challenges your desires and goals for your life and asks more of you that you ask of it. By end of this book I hope to have persuaded you that this harsh-sounding characterisation is not only true, but that its consequences are wider, and potentially harmful, than we might initially suspect.

  Medicine and Spirituality – A definitional aside

  When reading about contemporary notions of Spirituality, one thing of note was how many of the sources online for defining and discussing spirituality were drawn from those involved in conventional medicine, looking for ways to provide more holistic care by meeting the spiritual needs of their patients. The USA’s National Cancer Institute actually had one of the clearer definitions:

  spirituality:

  
    Having to do with deep, often religious, feelings and beliefs, including a person’s sense of peace, purpose, connection to others, and beliefs about the meaning of life. 5

  

  This is a rather intriguing quote – and it captures many of the more positive aspects of what is sometimes classed as spiritual. It did strike me, though, that its contents were just as amenable to a post-spiritual reading. If we excise the reference to religion – I feel that philosophy, as practice rather than mere academic discipline, perhaps when supplemented by insights from psychology, might fit equally well. It is about feelings and beliefs – and relates to our connections to others, is directly concerned with the meaning and purpose of life, and extent to which peace is, or is not, desirable or attainable. These goals of reflection and deep consideration can be achieved entirely without the need to invoke some concept of ‘spirit’, which not only adds nothing to the content here, but which might actually endanger the undertaking. The way in which discourses of spirituality endanger the task of making sense of our lives, and our connections to others, is explored throughout the rest of this volume.

  At the Huge Naidex event, a Healthcare exhibition and trade fair at the NEC in Birmingham, a module of Continuing Professional Development (CPD) for Healthcare workers on Spirituality6 offers a discussion of the nature of spirituality, and makes reference to a huge, and growing, body of literature in this area. In the blurb for the session, the author states:

  
    Spirituality gives each person intrinsic worth, and this is expressed through engagement in meaningful and purposeful activity.

    So, again, it can be seen that our spirituality enhances the occupations we choose to undertake and gives meaning to these activities as in, for example, our feelings as we hold a new-born baby, design a garden and watch the plants grow, and meet with a familiar religious community to worship God together. 7

  

  What is interesting here is the sense that if we experienced these events, be it baby-holding or garden-design without a spiritual aspect to our lives, the implicit claim would be that we would have less of an experience – that spirituality is a value-added component of life. It is also offered as of pragmatic benefit – referring to the well-known study by Mueller, et al in Mayo Clinic Proceedings8. What is intriguing is that the Mueller study (a very detailed review of other studies, with close attention to detail) sets aside the question of truth altogether. It looks and asks a Nietzschean question: what is the impact on health of holding particular points of view? The study , Religious Involvement, Spirituality, and Medicine: Implications for Clinical Practice, is not unaware of this, and notes that this may well be the result of a Placebo effect. 9 An interesting line creeps in towards the end that rather made me think:

  
    The spiritual history helps the physician discern the spiritual needs of patients. Furthermore, such inquiry is a form of spiritual care in that it allows patients to voice their spiritual and existential concerns. 10

  

  What is here is the phrase ‘spiritual and existential’ – and I wonder whether for the ill, these are not the same, and to echo my previous point – we could strip out the notion of the spiritual without any loss at all? You can take an auto-biographical narrative from someone which touches on their concerns, sense of self, or meaning et al without presupposing that this is a ‘spiritual’ undertaking. Now – of course a patient may choose to introduce what they see as a religious / spiritual aspect into this – and in this context, that is very much their prerogative – but to presume that that this existential task is intrinsically spiritual seems exceptionally presumptive, exclusive and troubling.

  A Dark Trinity

  My overall aspiration here is not merely, or at all really, to dispute the existence of a ‘spiritual’ component in the psycho-physical phenomena of human beings11. Neither is it to rehearse increasingly tired, and tiring, arguments about a supposed clash between atheists, secularists and theists. What I find both more compelling, and more urgent, is the extent to which discourses of spirituality, from new-age’ Mind, Body and Spirit’ (MSB) advocates, and to a minor extent from within established traditions who propagate an account of their own ‘contemporary spirituality’, are intellectually and culturally harmful. I would go further, and at the risk of sounding alarmist and bombastic, suggest that these discourses are a form of poison that taints not only critical and social realms, but also does violence to our potential to be authentic, happy(ish)12 and fulfilled human beings.

  The three main concerns of this book then are the impact of spirituality on critical intellectual thinking, on our sense of the social and political, and the impact on the human potential for happiness and fulfilment. Throughout much of the first two chapters, I argue that the way in which spirituality is conceived of, represented and manifested clouds our ability to think clearly and makes unhelpful interventions in our understanding of the nature of truth.

  Secondly, the inward turn, to the self, to journey on the spiritual quest, often involves a rejection of the mass of detail in the world and a re-evaluation of material, worldly concerns as somehow squalid, shallow and beneath the spiritual aspirant. The sinister consequence, I suggest, of this is that spirituality can be an engine of depoliticisation. There is often a critique within contemporary spirituality of consumerism, seeking happiness in things, and of an unthinking life of sensual self-indulgence. I, like many others, see value in such a critique – but fear that spirituality is a dead-end of a response. It is a response that is a fleeing from these things – not an engagement with them. Spirituality cedes the world to the worldly. It misses the opportunity to renegotiate the nature of what it is to be worldly, and of the world. Fleeing down an avenue of detachment from the world, we are at danger of not only leaving political and social justice behind us, but along with the flight from reason alluded to earlier, there is a danger of descending into a self-regarding and relativistic sentimentality, driven by a solipsistic emotionality.

  To complete this dark trinity, I will claim that immersion in, and affiliation with, the contemporary spiritual milieu is unlikely to make us either happier or more fulfilled. That it is a dead-end of bad-faith for human fulfilment. What I propose is that spirituality fulfils, although with more troubling consequences, the same precise existential function as train-spotting, stamp-collecting, triathlon competing, and home-improvement television. That is, it is an attempt to obscure from view that which lies directly ahead of us: our own death. In spirituality there are two aspects to this death-denying – metaphysical and psychological. The metaphysical is more plain, but also more disingenuous. It is the claim that we have an (eternal) spirit, which will survive the death of the body (and brain) and live on in a non-material realm. Beyond mere concerns with the philosophical coherency of such assertions, I have grave doubts as to the confidence of those who allege that they possess such views. Do people really believe that they will survive their own death? It may be a psychological failing on my part – but I find it almost impossible not to believe that such beliefs are not filled with dread and doubt. Confidence in post-mortem existence is deeply troubling, and I suspect it may not, except in perhaps a few deeply-conditioned religious practitioners, even exist.

  On a psychological level, and this is where the connection to obsessive ‘hobbies’13 comes in, the preoccupation with the spiritual life, and living it as a ‘lifestyle’ fills the mind with details. It floods us with ideas, revisionist religious histories, techniques to learn, specialist vocabularies to acquire, and prevents us thereby seeing what we wish not to see. I am all too familiar with this, prey to ‘enthusiast’ magazines, and their innovative and welcoming deployments of specialist nomenclature14. The MBS type of spirituality seems wholly awash with this.15 Everywhere there is terminology, product, and detail; be it at the very commercial Spirit and Destiny magazine end of the spectrum, or in the specialist healer’s supply catalogue. Mind, Body and Spirit Fairs are found, like a rash, over the land. What they offer seems like a parody or mirroring of academic activity: lectures, seminars, books, journals and conferences. Along with this, the aspirant is offered an alternative account of history, a new lens through which the past can be seen.16 That’s a lot to take in – and will do the job as well as any doll-house furniture or hiking equipment catalogue.
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