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			PREFACE

			I was born with the themes of this book buried like seeds in my heart. I hold the religious traditions in the highest regard, have always given art a central place in my life, believe in a spiritual existence in a secular world, and find joy in the erotic life—these ideas are so etched in my being that it feels natural to write about them.

			I tell many stories from my own experience and from the lives of people past and present. The people of the past I mention feel very much alive to me. They’re not ghosts, not just names but real people who tried as hard as you and I to make sense of life and to live it as well as possible. They are on my own list, my community of the past who speak loudly to me. Perhaps you’ve read about them in my books before. I have to keep quoting the ones who mean so much to me.

			The living people I mention are also my teachers. In most cases I try to be as accurate as possible in representing them. As for people who come to me for counsel and consultation, I’m always careful with privacy issues. In this book I may disguise them by using different names and changing certain details so they can’t be traced. In a few rare cases I blend two or three people who share the same life issues to make a richer story. You should be able to tell when I’m citing people directly and when I’m disguising them.

			If James Hillman is more prominent than usual in these pages, it is because he died as I began writing. We had been close friends for thirty-eight years, and the intimate conversations we had, especially toward the end of his life, made a big impression. As the book took shape, my father also died, and his spirit was strong in me as I navigated my way through a challenging topic. I owe more than I can say to these remarkable men.

		

		
		

	
		
			Introduction

			[image: ]

			THE PLANET IN THE WINDOW

			The world is changing so fast that some days I feel dizzy from it. I’m a youthful spirit living in an aging body, trying to keep up with the changes around me. In one way or another, religion has always been a big part of my life, and that, too, is changing in ways I couldn’t have predicted ten years ago. The question is: Should I try to live without it? Should I resist change and keep my religion traditional? Or should I rethink what religion is all about?

			I’ve always believed in a strong, exciting secular life, given a soul through a deep, spiritual outlook and an active religious practice. I’ve thought of myself as a religious humanist. But religion is not only changing; in many areas it is disappearing, going the way of bookstores, print newspapers, and landlines. I resist the advancing secularism and want to put up a fight for religion, but a religion essentially and radically reimagined for our time. That reimagining is the gist of this book.

			We don’t seem to appreciate how deeply we are affected by changes in science, technology, and culture. Today there is little room left over for religion. Science wants to answer all your questions, and technology wants to make life livable. But you still get depressed and anxious. You feel the absence of purpose and meaning. Whether you like it or not, you have a soul that complains when you neglect it. And that soul needs religion. It’s not an option.

			Nothing is more important than bringing soul to everything we do. But there can be no soul without a vivid sense of the sacred, without religion. Since both “soul” and “religion” are difficult words to get hold of, maybe this is the place to offer some definitions: In my in-depth understanding of the word, religion is our creative and concrete response to the mysteries that permeate our lives. When I refer to religion as an institution or organization, I’ll be explicit, calling it formal religion. My intention is to deepen our understanding of the religious traditions, but I’m aware, of course, that they can get in the way of the deep religion I’m seeking.

			I use the word “soul,” another mysterious word that eludes definition, the way it comes up in everyday speech. We talk about people, places, and houses that have soul. Soul is the unreachable depth, felt vitality, and full presence of a person or even a thing. A person with soul gives you the feeling that he has really lived and has a strong personality. For millennia theologians and philosophers have said that the world has soul, too.

			Soul is the invisible, mysterious, and softly radiant element that infuses your being and makes you human. Like plasma in your veins, it gives you a sense of meaning, feeling, connection, and depth. If you have soul, you have a visible glow and are alive and present. When people encounter you, they see a real person.

			Without soul, we and our world are dead. Without soul there is no real substance and value, no possibility for love and care, no heart and no real power or tenderness. Without soul we live shallow and metallic lives, not really touching each other and not engaged with the world. Without soul we feel a hollow emptiness and a vague sense of being lost. Without soul many act out their unconscious passions in antisocial behavior. When you encounter them on the street, they look past you, because there is a vacancy where the soul should be. Without soul we become preoccupied with ourselves, because it’s the soul that gives us a real life.

			When I think of a place having soul, I remember the old homestead near Auburn, New York, where my family settled after emigrating from Ireland in the nineteenth century. The weathered barns and sheds, the rusty rakes and plows, the cozy, musty house without running water and the antique smells of the kerosene stove and closed-up rooms—in my memory the place reeks of soul.

			People often focus on the spiritual side of religion: beliefs, morals, eternity, and the infinite. But religion also has a soul. Like the old farmhouse, religion has its rich history of evocative teachings, paintings, architecture, music, and stories. It can feed the soul as well as inspire the spirit. What I remember most about my Catholic childhood is the smell of beeswax candles and smoky incense and mysterious chanting in Latin. To my soul, sensing was more important than understanding. Sensations remain in my memory, inspiring affection for the religion, while the teachings and admonitions fade.

			 • • • 

			As I was in the thick of writing this book, my father died—two months after celebrating his one hundredth birthday. I loved and appreciated him every day of my life. He was a devout Catholic, and at his death my brother and I had to confront an unexpected problem: We couldn’t find a local priest whose schedule allowed him to conduct the funeral.

			If you had told me when I was a young man that the churches would be closing their doors and the seminaries and convents emptying, I wouldn’t have believed it. The emptying and graying of the churches feel much like climate change—something big and ominous is happening to us.

			I see the effects of this in my work as a psychotherapist. People come to me with deep-seated problems: They’re not sure what it means to be married, they’re having trouble with their children, they’re depressed, they drink too much or depend on drugs, or they despair of finding work that’s rewarding. They live in a world where a psychiatrist gives them pills to blunt their emotions and where anything but a literal, scientific explanation for life’s mysteries faces ridicule. It’s a world where formal religion, even at its best, has been squeezed out.

			The disappearance of religious feeling goes hand in hand with a loss of soul, because at its best, religion speaks to the soul and feeds it. Traditional religion may well need an overhaul from top to bottom, but personal religion is a requirement. It is the indispensable foundation of an intelligent, openhearted approach to life.

			Religion with a Soul

			When you’re religious in a deep way, you sense the sacred in things—a faint and mysterious pulse. Both in the world and in yourself you catch sight of the numinous, a hint of something more than human. In developing a religion of one’s own, it’s important to cultivate an eye for the numinous, a sacred light within things or an aura around them, the feeling that there is more to the world than what meets the eye. You don’t have to be naïve or literal about this; it’s simply a capacity in human beings to catch a glimpse of the infinite in the finite world, or deep vitality and meaning in what would otherwise be hollow and only material.

			Spirituality may be abstract and largely internal, but traditionally the word “religion” implies some kind of action, often one that is symbolic or ethical—one reason I prefer the word “religion” over “spirituality.” Personal religion is both an awareness of the sacred and concrete action arising out of that awareness. When you realize that something is sacred, say a special stream or lake or even old farm buildings, you may want to protect them from destruction. Deep religious realizations lead to specific responses.

			Take the tragic mass shootings that shock people into spontaneous religious action. They place candles, bouquets, and sometimes handmade angels at the place where the violence occurred. You also see crosses and flowers on the highway where there has been a fatal accident. These are personal religious responses to a mysterious and tragic act that can’t be dealt with rationally. These rituals come from the direct inspiration of people trying to deal with something they can’t fathom. They help restore the original spirit of the place and render it sacred, and often bring soul back to a community.

			A New Secularism

			I have been involved with formal religion all my life. I grew up in a devout Catholic family and then left home to study for the priesthood. For thirteen years I enjoyed life in a religious community, as a solemn-professed brother with the Servites, an Italian order founded in the thirteenth century. Servites live together in priories and convents but also have work outside, such as serving a parish or teaching at a school. The men are not strictly monks but friars. As a student for the priesthood I didn’t do outside work, and so my life with the Servites was almost identical with that of a monk. At twenty-six I left the order and eventually abandoned formal religion. Yet, almost every day I miss my former life in a monastery. I don’t regret my decision to leave it or to end my preparation for the priesthood, because in retrospect it’s clear that I was destined for a different form of religious life that is equally intense.

			I went on to pursue doctoral studies in the field of religious studies. Although I no longer wore a black habit with a rosary dangling off my belt and no longer meditated every morning and evening in a highly polished wood choir stall with sleepy confreres around me, my interior life became more deeply religious. At this point, forty years later, I feel more religious and even more Catholic than ever before, although you would see few external signs of it.

			As I describe my personal religion during the course of this book, I draw on several sources: my years in a monastery, my studies of religion, my practice of psychotherapy, my ongoing study and writing. They are all part of my personal religion. I’ve moved further away from organized religion and much deeper into my own personal mode of spirituality. It may be more accurate to say that I have changed significantly in my relationship with the spiritual traditions. Today they are an essential part of my personal practice, though I am not an active member of any. The more traditions I study and borrow from, the deeper my spiritual life becomes.

			Strangely, my personal religion becomes more individual as I study the various traditions. In the past, when I restricted my vision to Catholicism, I had almost no spiritual individuality. But now that I’m open to many traditions, paradoxically I have an intense personal experience of religion.

			In the past twenty-five years my personal religion has been enriched by my wife’s own religion, largely a mixture of her native Catholicism and her chosen Sikhism. I don’t want to become a Sikh, but I’ve been affected by her devotion. Most mornings we take a walk with our dog and she talks to me about her theological ideas, her Sikh understanding. I don’t want to join her in this, but I’m affected. Her views influence my religion, which is always changing and developing.

			I can recommend this practice to you. If you have a spouse or friend pursuing a spiritual life different from yours, and this person is willing to talk with you without trying to convert you, listen. You need all the information and help you can get to make a religion of your own.

			This book comes from my own experience, the emergence of my own spiritual life over many years. I have lived it and now want to show others how it can enrich life, give it meaning, and make ordinary days worth living. I want to proclaim that nothing is not sacred. I want to promote a religion that is felt and not just thought out, meaningful and not just emotional, my own and not just an ancient tradition. I’m convinced that this kind of personal religion, as real as the Vatican and as holy as the Dalai Lama, could offer a solution to the problem of faith in the modern world.

			 • • • 

			Every day I add another piece to the religion that is my own. It’s built on years of meditation, chanting, theological study, and the practice of therapy—to me, a sacred activity. But I use my own inspirations, knowledge, taste, and understanding to give shape to this religion that suits the person I am today. I’m a more mature person, I hope, than that boy of thirteen who became a monk, and I need a religion for a grown man in the maturity of his years.

			I don’t want to convert anybody to my way, and I don’t want followers. Yes, if you want to learn more about what I’ve discovered you can study with me, but my hope is that you will create a religion of your own. I’d reverse the missionary urge: Instead of converting others, I’d like to help them find their own path.

			Many people, like me, have a background in formal religion or are attached to a particular tradition. You can shape a religion of your own by going deep into your tradition, understanding its more subtle teachings, not being too literal in your interpretations of it, and feeling free to take it in directions that have meaning for you. The main thing is not to be passive with it but actively engaged. It can be a rich resource and a good starting point.

			When you decide to create your own religion, you will want to study the traditions of the formal religions with a fervor you’ve never known before. You’ll discover how valuable they are and how much beauty and wisdom lie in their art and texts and stories and rituals and holy images. You’ll want to learn from Buddhist sutras and the Gospel teachings and the Sufi poets and the sayings of Lao Tzu and Chuang Tzu. You will be amazed at the beautiful precision of the Kabbalah and the acute spiritual sensitivity of the Qur’an—all because you know what it’s like to search for spiritual insight and express your spiritual feelings.

			You may also discover, as I did, that so-called secular literature and art complete your spiritual education. You won’t know what religion is until you read Emerson and Thoreau, Emily Dickinson, Samuel Beckett and Anne Sexton, D. H. Lawrence, Wordsworth, and W. B. Yeats. You won’t know how to be spiritual until you finally know how to listen to J. S. Bach and Arvo Pärt. You will be astonished at what the painters Lucas Cranach and Rene Magritte can offer your religion. These, of course, are some of my favorites.

			Spiritual Creativity

			This new kind of religion asks that you move away from being a follower to being a creator. I foresee a new kind of spiritual creativity, in which we no longer decide whether to believe in a given creed and follow a certain tradition blindly. Now we allow ourselves a healthy and even pious skepticism. Most important, we no longer feel pressure to choose one tradition over another but rather are able to appreciate many routes to spiritual richness. This new religion is a blend of individual inspiration and inspiring tradition.

			The idea for this book began with a visit to Walden Pond, which is only an hour’s drive from my house, where, on the Fourth of July, 1845, Henry David Thoreau began his experiment in living alone to discover himself and jump-start a meaningful life. I was homeschooling my daughter and we went to Walden to give her a taste of the transcendentalists of New England. It was on a quiet early spring day that we stood silently inside the replica of Henry David Thoreau’s cabin and then walked the perimeter of the small lake.

			Thoreau belonged to no formal religion and yet his simple act of moving out of town, not unlike the Christian fathers going off to the desert, and building his cabin on the lake became an iconic deed. He started a movement: shifting from the mammoth religious institutions to an inspired and educated personal religion.

			On this visit I had a little daydream of Thoreau making the short journey from the town of Concord to the outpost of Walden and building his ten-by-fifteen-foot cabin in the spirit of the old cathedral builders. They were building a house for God, as was Thoreau in his more modest way. In the end, he wrote a small bible, Walden, a verbal companion to his tiny cathedral that contains a myriad of mundane details as a perfect background for profound insights into the spiritual life. You could do no better than to read his words again and again, placing them next to Tao Te Ching and the Gospel stories and some poems from Rumi and Hafiz. But the main task would be to emulate Thoreau and follow your own inspiration and build your own “cathedral,” however personal and freely adapted, and create your own Bible and Walden.

			Thoreau walked two miles to find a spiritual center, while astronaut Edgar Mitchell traveled more than 280,000 miles. He found personal religion in a spacecraft heading home to Earth from a visit to the moon. Sitting in his small space vehicle on his way back during the 1971 Apollo 14 mission, Mitchell suddenly had an awe-inspiring view of his “blue jewel-like home planet.” Looking at it, he said he had a “glimpse of divinity.”

			There he was, a highly skilled, intricately wired, and suited-up astronaut sitting in a cramped, computer-controlled space vehicle, surrounded by the high-tech paraphernalia of his day, having a near-mystical experience. Later he would write: “The sensation was altogether foreign. Somehow I felt tuned in to something much larger than myself, something much larger than the planet in the window. Something incomprehensibly big.”1

			Mitchell’s comment was not a simple metaphor tossed off in the excitement of the moment. The vision he had in space changed his life. He developed a whole new way of looking at the world and became a leader in a new kind of knowledge, noetics, that he himself described as being on the cusp of religion and science. His story, a parable for our time, hints at how we might discover a new and more effective way of being religious in an era of science.

			Mitchell is uncertain whether to name his experience religious and mystical. I would have no hesitation. The point is not whether we are confronting the fact of divinity or a truth, but whether we have broken through our usual materialistic worldview. Religion is about transcending, going beyond. It’s more a verb than a noun. The point is not to find something but to break through. Mitchell’s words about being in tune with something incomprehensibly larger than himself describes a genuine religious experience of wonder, and wonder tears open an otherwise closed cosmos.

			Secular Religion

			Like a sleep-inducing spray in the air, the secularism of our culture numbs us. We breathe it every day and come to take it as only natural. It’s so attractive that we don’t notice as it slowly removes all sense of mystery, deep wonder, and awareness of a great Something Else or Somewhere Else that could sustain religion. Gradually and silently we become hyperactive secularists or slump into being religious people with a thick wall between our secular lifestyle and our religious beliefs. Bereft of a deep religious imagination, we don’t know how to deal with the challenges of life. As I said, I see the impact in therapy.

			A few years ago a woman e-mailed me saying that she’d like a private consultation. Sarah breezed into my room smiling, talking nonstop, gushing over her opportunity to tell her story. She had no complaints, nothing of importance to talk about. But then her mood changed. She was silent for a while. Tears came to her eyes, and she told me about the times she overdosed on pharmacy drugs and slit her wrists. I encouraged her to talk.

			She had a high-paying job, a beautiful condo in a desirable city location, and opportunities to travel. But she couldn’t maintain a close relationship. In telling me her story, she’d approach some crucial reflection and then laugh and say it was probably a mistake coming to see me. I wondered if she was relating to me in the same way she attempted an intimate relationship.

			After the first session—there were many afterward—I had mixed feelings. I liked her as a person and was aware of her pain. I felt that her chief problem was a spiritual one. She was lost in the breeziness of her secular existence and couldn’t land anywhere. Nothing was sacred. Nothing could stop her long enough to reflect sufficiently on her life. Even our sessions were a challenge, because her self-protection took the form of avoidance in intense, unconvincing happiness—a syndrome of our time.

			Sarah had no religion in her, nothing to give weight and meaning to her actions. She didn’t know whether to cry or laugh because she was so cut off from the foundations of her life. I was reminded of Paul Tillich’s sermon “The Shaking of the Foundations”: “When man has rested complacently on his cultural creativity or on his technical progress, on his political institutions or on his religious systems, he has been thrown into disintegration and chaos; all the foundations of his personal, natural and cultural life have been shaken.”2 Later, Tillich would recommend basing religious awareness on our “ultimate concern,” thus creating a religion of our own. So far, I hadn’t heard anything like an ultimate concern from Sarah.

			My revered religion professor Stanley Romaine Hopper used to say in his seminars that until we discover a new deep myth to live by, we will be at the mercy of pseudomyths. I would just substitute the word “religion” there. We are assailed by people ordained by the society to convince us of its beliefs and values, leaving us with a pseudoreligion. They wear white coats, the way spiritual priests and leaders through the centuries have done; they speak a canonical language; and they consider those who don’t agree with them infidels. Doctors I’ve spoken to don’t agree with me, but I suspect that the stethoscopes they wear around their necks are vestiges of the former religious nature of their position. Spiritual leaders of many traditions wear chains and crosses and beads in the same way.

			So, what are our choices? One option is to stay with the shallow religion of the materialistic sciences and another to go back to the formal religions that so many have abandoned. We could also make do with some vague and bland notion of spirituality. I opt for religion rather than secularism, but I think we need a religion that comes out of our hearts and minds and is tailor-made to our own values and sensitivities. This new approach looks to formal religions for insight, but it takes root and flourishes in an individual life.

			When I speak of a religion of one’s own, I’m not talking about a selfish, ego-centered, loosely patched together spiritual concoction. I’m recommending a courageous, deep-seated, fate-driven, informed, and intelligent life that has sublime and transcendent dimension. It can be shared in a community. It can be accomplished inside or outside a traditional religious organization. It is suitable for pious members of a religious group and for agnostics and atheists. To be religious even in a personal way, you have to wake up and find your own portals to wonder and transcendence.

			My client Sarah didn’t have any of these portals. She was caught within the narrow confines of a religion-free life. She had no idea that to live in a domain that is only secular is to lose touch with your soul, that “vast background of our being,” as Emerson called it.3 If you become cut off from that background, life doesn’t go along as usual: You go crazy.

			A Sacred Milieu

			Until my mid-twenties I followed the current thinking of the Catholic Church. My individuality would only appear superficially and at rare moments. Interestingly, three highly individual theologians inspired me to deep spiritual change. I didn’t really wake up spiritually until I began reading the blacklisted Jesuit paleontologist and spiritual visionary Pierre Teilhard de Chardin and the Lutheran theologian Paul Tillich and was studying the New Testament with the now-respected and controversial John Dominic Crossan. Later, when I left the religious order and seminary that had been my life for thirteen years, I abandoned the faith of my fathers and mothers and was a seeker for a long while.

			Chardin pictures physical evolution eventually entering a spiritual phase. Spirituality is not something added on to physical life but is the natural world spinning out its fate. For Chardin, we are naturally spiritual, and the physical world has beautiful and powerful spiritual potential. Today people like to quote Chardin: “We are not human beings having a spiritual experience. We are spiritual beings having a human experience.”

			Chardin spoke of the “divine radiating from the depths of matter.” When I was studying him, I was still in a priory, where I was taught to see the most ordinary aspects of that life, from reading to pruning fruit trees, as spiritual work. I was getting the message from many quarters and it inspired me and set the direction of my life. I still live by that standard.

			Now I see the sacredness of the ordinary world as an important part of making a religion of one’s own. The key figures I call upon are men and women who treated the natural world and everyday activities as sacred. Georgia O’Keeffe didn’t paint Madonnas; she painted flowers and skulls, but she portrayed them with such vibrancy and symbolic innuendo that their sacredness is inescapable. Glenn Gould, a Canadian pianist and interpreter of Bach, didn’t promote a particular religion, but he spoke of “the presence of divinity” in certain music that he played with reverence and stunning vitality.

			Ordinarily we might hear these statements as casual metaphors, but I take them seriously. They suggest a new kind of theology, one that is not limited to any tradition or organization, that appreciates the sacredness of the secular, and that rises out of personal experience.

			And so we arrive at another key principle of the book: You can discover the sacred and the divine inside or outside a church or other spiritual organization. You may be inspired by spiritual pioneers to discover your own sacred elements in life and the world and thus shape your own religion.

			Where Is God in All of This?

			“Where is God in all of this? Isn’t religion based on belief in God?”

			God is everywhere in it, but not in the usual ways. I understand that human beings need tangible, sometimes personal images for their more ethereal ideas and beliefs. Most people would deny that their God is an old man with a beard sitting in the clouds. But the theologians and mystics make every effort to describe God in the purest terms possible. They don’t want the object of their devotion to be an idol, a too-limited notion of the infinite. Toward the opening of Tao Te Ching you’ll find this stark and challenging line: “The Tao that can be expressed is not the everlasting Tao.” Jewish writings, for their part, intentionally avoid the word “G-d,” using instead “Yahweh” or “I am who am.”

			Personally, I’m cautious to the extreme in my use of the word. I sometimes just use the letter G. I often feel as though I need a long footnote to disclaim any naïve or too human and concrete an idea. To me, G is a mysterious reality that I discover only in my deepest reflections and meditations.

			I can speak of God under unusual circumstances and “glimpse” God in nature and in certain events in human life. I can pray to God and can address God directly in times of urgent need or fear. But in every case I try not to restrict the idea of God by the limitations of my intellect and my small life.

			I don’t like to fill in what I don’t know with poor substitutes for knowledge. I’ll use traditional language when it offers a greater, deeper, and more beautiful expression. I’ll speak to God out of extreme need. But I don’t want to make little of God by pretending God is a “he” pulling strings in the sky. I’d rather not use the word if it’s going to be so small and inadequate.

			And so my religion has the word “God” in it, but it is used so sparingly, you’ll have trouble finding it. I feel comfortable talking to atheists, because my idea of God is full of atheism. Like an atheist, I recoil from common appeals to God that are unrefined and lack the proper mystery and awe. Most atheists attack a naïve, too-concrete idea of God and assume that religious people are at the opposite end of their continuum. For the most part, I agree with them. We need to grow up out of that kind of religion. But the mystics around the world are not so naïve. Generally, they have a more sophisticated notion of God, and I prefer theirs over the atheists’.

			I am influenced by many pious mystics from the far and recent past. Medieval theologian Meister Eckhart said, “I pray to God to get rid of God.” Twentieth-century martyr Dietrich Bonhoeffer observed, also paradoxically, “God would have us know that we must live as people who manage our lives without him.”4

			I’d rather live with glimpses of God than sightings. A sense of the divine oozes out of an extraordinary presentation of beautiful nature or art. We might even sense God in a special manifestation of ugly violence: Oppenheimer’s famous quotation on the occasion of the atomic-bomb explosion in the New Mexico desert: “I am become Death, the destroyer of worlds.”

			 • • • 

			Since this entire book is about making a concrete response to the mysterious and to honor the most profound, most important aspects of life, it is, in my view, all about God, even if I don’t use his name much. In fact, the name of God might well take away from the sense of divinity I want to evoke. God is in the space between sentences. God is the unspoken and unwritten. God is who is summoned but not seen.

			If you say too much, you chase away precisely what you’re trying to evoke. I’m reminded of the ancient formula: God is a sphere whose center is everywhere and circumference is nowhere. You need both insights into the nature of God: God is everywhere and God is nowhere. Theologians have referred to this as the apophatic approach or the via negativa—the way of negating. You look until you see nothing tangible, and that is God.

			The religion I am putting forward is not the domesticated, tame, rehearsed, and constantly repeated variety. It is ever revealing and renewing itself. When I say that it is your own, that’s what I mean. It is not someone else’s summary of what you should do and be. It is the constant new revelation of the deep truths that can shape your life.

			Religion Is Concrete

			As I write, I sit in a room in my home designed as a writing studio. It looks out on a small circular pond with a fountain in the middle, every part suggesting the squaring of a circle, a traditional theme in religions and in alchemy, where symbolically it evokes the incarnation of the invisible, the square of the body intersecting the circle of spirit. One of the main themes of this book, finding the sacred in ordinary life, lies hidden in the symbol of that foundation. In this room, which looks quite monastic, I’m surrounded by books and figures from many different spiritual traditions. I had the room built according to ancient musical proportions. We discovered after it was completed that it works beautifully as a sounding box for a small music system—the speakers are up high near the ceiling. All of these details reflect my religion—not my Christianity or Buddhism or Sufism, but my personal, concrete religion, my own way of engaging the mysteries that hide behind the ordinary, my own inspired way of incarnating the spirit.

			From my desk I can see out the window into the garden and watch butterflies and bees doing their quiet work all day long. I wonder why the Greeks used the same word for “butterfly” and “soul.” Two alarmingly fast-growing, colorful fish swim constantly in the pond beneath the lily pads and in apparent harmony with the frogs that like to perch on the base of the fountain. Fish have long represented the thoughts and fantasies and emotions that swim within us. The garden is a large, beautiful outdoor terrarium, a universe in miniature in which, like the rivers of Paradise, the water flows and splashes. It is an emblem of life at its purest.
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			A New Natural, Secular Spirituality

			“Reality” overwhelms one walking home beneath the stars and makes the silent world more real than the world of speech—and then there it is again in an omnibus in the uproar of Piccadilly. Sometimes, too, it seems to dwell in shapes too far away for us to discern what their nature is. But whatever it touches, it fixes and makes permanent. That is what remains over when the skin of the day has been cast into the hedge; that is what is left of past time and of our loves and hates. . . . So that when I ask you to earn money and have a room of your own, I am asking you to live in the presence of reality, an invigorating life, it would appear, whether one can impart it or not.

			—VIRGINIA WOOLF, A ROOM OF ONE’S OWN
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			THE SPIRITUAL TRADITIONS TODAY

			Every manifestation of the sacred is important: every rite, every myth, every belief or divine figure.

			—MIRCEA ELIADE5

			The Lord is my shepherd” is a beautiful psalm, but people are tired of being sheep. Fewer are willing to do whatever the priest, rabbi, or minister tells them. Fewer want to pack into a crowded church and go through the motions of a meaningless rite. Fewer want to curtail their sexual interests because a celibate or a sexually repressed or obsessed cleric tells them to. Fewer women want to remain second-class observers to a male hierarchy. And so many of the churches are emptying and graying.

			For some, the answer is to resist changes in culture and insist on old-time religion. Others see no need to keep any kind of religious or spiritual practice, whatever form it takes. Both approaches have their dangers: You can be brainwashed in one and too shallow in the other. A third group is looking for a new alternative. I recommend a new and deeper way of being religious, not just spiritual, that can satisfy both believers and seekers.

			Roughly four out of five people in the world are affiliated with an organized religion, and they, too, need a fresh approach that is more personal and engaging. Even they feel an urgent need to shape themselves into spiritual beings and not just follow a creed or go through the motions.

			If you are among the twenty percent who are atheists and agnostics, you, too, can create a concrete spiritual way of life—you probably don’t want to use the word “religion”—and you, too, can benefit from the spiritual traditions and religions without believing in them. They are there for you as much as for their followers. You can be proud that you are among the 20 percent of enlightened humanists and yet humbled at the beauty of the ancient traditions.

			Skeptics call this freer approach to the religions of the world “the cafeteria approach,” “salad-bar religion,” or “spirituality sprawl,” sampling a little of this and a little of that. I happen to enjoy cafeterias and salad bars and don’t mind the comparison. There’s no reason why you can’t go deep into the teachings and even the practices of a formal tradition without surrendering to the whole religion. In my case, key ideas from Taoism, Greek polytheism, and Zen Buddhism, added to my substantial Catholic experience, make for a rich treasury from which to draw images, stories, teachings, and wisdom. The sheer beauty of architecture, music, the visual arts, and other artistic representations in the traditions makes them even more valuable.

			My father was a devout Catholic, in many ways liberal in his thinking and yet traditional in his practice. One year for Christmas I gave him a book on Asian religions. He read it right away and told me it was one of the best and most important books he had read. Over the years he read it several times and never tired telling me how much he appreciated it. His own Catholic piety increased as he moved closer to his one hundredth birthday, and yet his affection for that book never diminished. I figure that if my hundred-year-old father, to whom I affectionately refer as the “philosophical plumber,” could be a good Catholic and study Taoism seriously, anyone can.

			Many Traditions, Many Wisdoms

			Spiritual traditions around the world, large and small, have two major gifts to offer: wisdom and beauty. Those who understand religion as truth etched in granite probably wouldn’t make much of these soft benefits. For them, religion is about hard conviction and absolute correctness. But you can build a life on wisdom and beauty, cherishing insight into human experience and the glorious expression of that insight in art and craft. The first approach may make you crusty and inflexible, but the second may make your life beautiful.

			This is one of the main differences in the new personal religion: going deep rather than being right. This means studying your tradition or others that attract you and following them in your own way sincerely and wholeheartedly. The point is not to join the right group, but to find resources that will take you deep into your search and give you penetrating insights.

			My own guides include the Tao Te Ching, the Gospels, stories of the Greek gods and goddesses, teachings of the Zen masters, Sufi poems, Native American epic songs and tales, and the writings of the New England transcendentalists. These solid sources collectively give me the insights I need to be on sure footing in my spiritual life.

			To these I also add secular writings that go so deep in their reflections on human experience that I place them alongside the sacred texts. For me, the plays of Samuel Beckett and the poems of Rainer Maria Rilke and Emily Dickinson stand out for their stark portrayal of the ultimate concerns that confront each of us. The sensuous and penetrating poetry of our contemporary Jane Hirshfield is rich both in traditional and natural spirituality. The list of poets and playwrights who verge on the holy is a long one.

			The writings of C. G. Jung, especially his deep autobiographical memoir, Memories, Dreams, Reflections, along with his work on alchemy and the spiritual traditions, serve as a basic theology and psychology. Just as theologians like Paul Tillich help me expand my Christian background, Jung helps me ground my personal religion. I can also continue to find support in the many Jewish sources available today, for me in particular Rabbis Lawrence Kushner and Harold Kushner, and, of course, always Abraham Joshua Heschel.

			The spiritual traditions offer the basics of a religious life. They tell you how to live and how to envision a meaningful world. You can search them out, study them, and adapt them for your own purposes. If you study them, not necessarily like a scholar but like an earnest searcher, you will not be a dilettante. You will be a serious student of the religion you are creating for yourself.

			Reading Is a Spiritual Practice

			I recommend reading the classic spiritual texts from around the world, especially those that particularly appeal to you. Read them slowly and carefully—meditatively. In many formal religions reading is a spiritual practice. Portions of the New Testament were read aloud as early as the first century AD. In Christianity, too, we find lectio divina, reading as a kind of meditation. In Islam reading the Qur’an6 is a devout spiritual practice, surrounded by a precise spiritual etiquette. You shouldn’t even handle a copy of the Qur’an unless you purify yourself first. I remember, as a Catholic altar boy of eleven, holding a leather-bound copy of the Missal against my forehead while the priest read from it during a solemn high Mass. In Judaism the great honor given to the scrolls of the Torah also demonstrates the sacred importance of books and reading. Sikhs give great honor to the Guru Granth Sahib, a collection of traditional writings teaching the Sikh way of life.

			You can practice your own lectio divina, reading for spiritual insight rather than information or entertainment. Select a short text from a classic source and slowly read one phrase after another. Read it more than once, perhaps aloud, so that you can let the word enter you sensually. Let the meaning and the beauty of the language impress itself on you. You may have to try different translations until you find one that works for you. Or, as I do, you may use several translations at once, trying one after another. Let the nuances of the texts give you a layered notion of what is being said.

			You could create a special shelf of books, sources for your spiritual reading, books that you hold sacred. Mine includes the Bible, the Qur’an, a special translation of the Psalms, Jane Hirshfield’s inspiring collection Women in Praise of the Sacred, Jung’s autobiography, and Homer’s Odyssey. You can do the same on your electronic reader, giving these books a special place. You can read them regularly and reverently. The Christian lectio divina practice involves four acts: read, meditate, pray, and contemplate. You read thoughtfully, then you turn over the thoughts in your mind. Next, you engage in dialogue with the divine, and then you open yourself to the world around you. Really open yourself.

			My lectio divina would be slightly different: read slowly, reflect on the words, let them take you to a deep place, take a message or lesson from that place. Go into the world with your imagination educated and primed by the images of your meditative reading. If prayer seems appropriate, let it take place after the four steps.

			A Key Idea in Each Tradition

			Each spiritual tradition has certain key ideas to offer to your overall spiritual understanding. I turn to the Tao Te Ching to be reminded of what David Hinton translates as “dark enigma.” I know this phenomenon well in my life. I tire of hearing about the light from spiritual types, because it seems to me that the great mystery is darker than it is bright. You don’t encounter it only in the light of pure hope and bliss. At times, you have to approach the darkness and the puzzle of your life and go through torments of self-confrontation. You may also feel the finger of the divine at work at the onset of cancer or the loss of a child.

			I turn to the Gospels for other specific accents in the spiritual life. There I find a list of four special instructions: 1) Be a healer. 2) Deal with the demonic. 3) Respect your neighbor but not just those in your circle. 4) Wake up and stay awake. This last step is the deep, personal, and existential meaning of resurrection. These are real challenges, first given by Jesus to his close followers as they went on their first mission.

			From the Sufi poets I learn to be inebriated with the divine that is all around me. To seek divinity, they say, is like standing in a lake and feeling thirsty. They show me how to dance like a planet circling the sun, embodying the attraction of every being to its source of life.

			From Saint Francis, who may have been influenced by the Sufis, and from Native Americans I learn to relate to the natural world as to family. Brother sun and sister moon. The grandfathers and grandmothers in the sky. I feel connected rather than detached from the world, living on an enchanted planet rather than one that has been merely explained and exploited.

			In the Jewish Kabbalistic tree I behold yet another series of archetypal passions framed in a beautiful tightly bound pattern of flow and tension, contraries and tandems, and the movements upward toward spirit and downward into the soul.

			Most of all, in the elaborate tales of the Greek gods and goddesses, of nymphs and strange animals, I learn how deep ordinary desires and fears reach and how they relate to each other. I watch how the spiritual interplays with the depths of the soul, how the religious and the psychological work in the same spectrum. Polytheism is not only a belief in many gods, but devoted attention to many often contradictory sacred moments in ordinary life.

			The spiritual traditions educate and enrich the imagination. Without them, how could we possibly see the great range of powers that push us in all directions as we try to make sense of life? Each tradition gives us a clue about how to address a particular aspect of the mysteries that challenge us, especially the big one of how to make sense out of a life that doesn’t go on forever. Almost all offer some version of the paradox by which we most fulfill ourselves by caring for others. The word might be “compassion,” “charity,” “seva,” or “selflessness”: They all point toward a capacity for empathy.

			The tale of the Good Samaritan in the Gospels is not a lesson about helping someone in need, being a “Good Samaritan” in the usual meaning of the phrase. It’s about responding to someone in need when that person is not usually within your scope of compassion, someone who is not a relative or an immediate neighbor, someone who is not only not in your circle but is definitely on the fringe or even someone you think of as a foe. That radical kind of awareness and freedom from self-centeredness is the measure of compassion.7

			Borrowing Ideas and Practices

			The spiritual traditions don’t have to sell us their precious cargo but can lend it to us. Language, ideas, techniques, methods, and rituals are all there to be borrowed. We can learn from many different traditions how to meditate, how to honor special days, how to venerate remarkable people, how to go on pilgrimage, how to pray, how to fast and abstain, how to gather in sacred community, how to forgive and heal and offer gratitude, how to marry and lay our loved ones to rest.

			The traditions are rich with ideas and examples of how to take care of the spirit and soul throughout the arc of our lives. In these important matters we don’t have to rely entirely on our originality, because we have plenty of powerful instructions and models. All we have to do is adapt them to our times and our situation. It makes a big difference whether you feel free to borrow this wisdom or feel you have to buy into it.

			For a number of years when my children were younger we held a small ritual in our home occasionally on Sundays. We’d shift the furniture around in our living room, and neighbors and a few friends joined us. Generally we borrowed the simple form of the Mass but never considered that what we were doing was the Mass. We had readings from many different spiritual and meaningful secular sources and sang songs from around the world. We made every effort to be inclusive, not sexist, and nonauthoritarian. We also took time to discuss the readings and always invited the children to participate in everything we did, including the discussions. Animals were also always present, attentive, and curious.

			I knew that the ritual we had in our home had ancient roots in early Christianity and even further back. I used that venerable form as the basis of our gathering, its structure. But on that skeleton we put some interesting pieces from our own imagination. For instance, we included “sacred” readings from secular novelists and poets and spent a half hour discussing the readings. We also baked bread and used a bottle of good wine for the “communion.” We had friends from many different traditions present, and they all seemed to respond positively to the form, even though it wasn’t native to them.

			We often ended with a song or poem from Native American literature or from Ireland. You can’t beat the Celtic prayers for a sense of community with all beings. I also have a penchant for Sufi poems that evoke a sense of ultimacy and absolute divinity not anthropomorphized.

			I’ve been at rituals that seem like a long string of prayers and rites from one tradition after another. But our gathering didn’t feel that way to me. We did sample many different sources, but the overall effect was a new, unified ritual that was ours and not just a string of pieces taken from the world’s religions. Above all, it was a religion of our own and it felt like ours, even as we connected to ancient rites and prayers.

			The Spirituality of Daily Life

			I encounter many people in therapy who need more spirit in their makeup. Spirit is the element that wants to perfect, purify, and transcend. It directs our attention to the future, the cosmos, and the infinite. It is abundant in education, progress, and vision. It allows us to advance and move upward in all our pursuits. It directs our attention away from ordinary life, the body, and sensual existence. Soul is the opposite: It lies embedded in our struggles and pleasures, in our ordinary circumstances and relationships, and in the emotions and fantasies that lie deep. We feel our soul stir at family gatherings and visits home, in deep friendships and romantic relationships. Comforting dinners and friendly lunches—food in general—makes the soul come alive. People often bring their soul issues to therapy and yet may need better ideas and a vision for their lives.

			Christina, for example, is a bright and intelligent woman who owns a shop where she sells handmade goods produced by artisans in her region. People love her store, and they are grateful for all that she has contributed to her community.

			But Christina is unhappy. She’s in love with a local lawyer, who is not too happily married and has three children. Christina pines for him. They’ve had an on-off affair that is thrilling for a short while and then falls apart. As in many situations like this, the lawyer is ambivalent. Christina reaches deep places of depression and feels like giving up her shop and moving away. She doesn’t know what to do.

			Christina is one of those people swamped by her emotions, clouded by what Jung might call “anima moods.” She seems immersed in the liquid of love, unable to breathe and see the greater picture of her life. She lacks a philosophy of life, a way of understanding events, and a list of priorities—her own livable value system. Such a philosophy of life would be a spiritual achievement for her. Just as a formal religion might offer a bigger picture, a personal philosophy can also help.

			I didn’t say to Christina, “You need a philosophy of life.” Instead, I worked with her in developing such a philosophy. I asked her what was more important, her shop or her out-of-reach lover. I wasn’t looking for an answer but for an examination of her values, which would lead to her philosophy of life. We explored the roots of her business enterprise and the roots of her dissatisfaction in love.

			Christina’s condition was complicated: She had never taken her emotions seriously and had grown up without maturing in that area. She was sophisticated about making a living and being creative in work but unsophisticated in love. In other words, while her community skills were sharp, her emotional intelligence was mush.

			As we talked, not about her lover but about her vision of life, over time her attention to the lawyer waned. After a few months, she came to me wondering what that was all about. She had expanded her shop and found a man who was really available to her. They got married and worked at the business together. I thought that this last detail was significant because it represents a concrete union of love and life.

			Spirit can offer some necessary dryness to a soul dampened with desire and attraction. It puts air into a stifling romantic entanglement, whether it’s a relationship or a need for adventure. A great vision puts the small frustration into context and allows the rest of life to break free and flow. The soul needs spirit, as much as the spirit needs the humanizing influence of the soul.

			What I appreciate in author David Chadwick’s wry stories of his strenuous efforts to learn Zen Buddhism in Japan is his understanding that soul and spirit go together.8 David goes to Japan to find Zen as practiced in the much-revered monasteries. He’s looking for guidance from the tradition. He gets it, but it comes mixed in with so much interpersonal conflict and cultural confusion that he has to extract it like gold from ore. Maybe that is the lesson for us: Don’t take the traditions as they’re offered. Struggle with them, work hard at extracting only what is valuable in them, and be ready to discard the dross.

			He writes about relationships in the monastery, the neighbors, visitors, his romantic partner, and his very human failures. In my mind, the story of his experiences in a Japanese Zen monastery doesn’t show a failure, as his title suggests, but subtle and complicated success. In Zen and in soul work, failure is often the superficial façade of deep success, or it’s a way to the kind of success that matters. Of course, David knows this. He usually writes with tongue in cheek, full of irony and every other form of wordplay.

			I asked David to answer a few questions about his spiritual search and the way he formulates his current ideas about formal religion. His response was brilliant but long. I can give you only a few sentences: “The modern rational
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