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Preface - Why this book has been written

This book is yet another example of that literary genre that is both widely despised and extremely popular – a self-help manual. In this case it has even less “street cred:” it has been written by someone with no relevant formal qualifications.   Most damning of all:  its subject is spirituality – a favorite topic of personal development practitioners of all degrees of authority and reputability.

In a preceding volume, The Peroration, I have examined issues related to the macrocosm: the vast universe in which we live. In the present volume, I will shift the attention from the dwelling, the environment, to its inhabitants: the individual souls navigating the perils of this unelected existence.  

The search for personal independence

RELIGIOUS ORGANIZATIONS have long claimed to have answers to the most frequently asked questions about:
	The nature of the human being

	The purpose of the creation or emergence of the human species

	The governance of realms both material and immaterial

	Death and the fate which awaits humanity after death

	Appropriate and inappropriate behaviour.  


Accordingly, churches and their representatives have recommended that people seek their advice and guidance about dealing with these issues.  However, today people have developed a healthy suspicion of overweening corporate instrumentalities, and many prefer to seek their own understanding without interference from accredited purveyors of  “truth.”  Churches are being seen increasingly as corporate entities whose prime focus is on protecting their standing in the community and ensuring their survival.  

Surveys conducted by reputable survey agencies have consistently demonstrated that people across the world are abandoning organized religions in steadily increasing numbers.  A small but significant number convert to hard atheism or a resolute agnosticism.  A larger number of people are now describing themselves as “spiritual but religious”.  However, the common basic element is a commitment to a process of self-realization that is built on personal exploration, rather than subscription to the practices and beliefs purveyed and regulated by a church or religious community.   

Here are some key findings of the National Public Opinion Reference Survey conducted by Pew Research Center in the USA between May and August, 2021.  The details of the percentages of respondents who would broadly be described as unaffiliated to any organized religion were as follows:
	Year

	Atheist

	Agnostic

	Nothing in particular

	Total


	2021

	4

	5

	20

	29


	2020

	4

	5

	19

	28


	2019

	4

	5

	19

	28


	2018

	4

	5

	16

	25


	2017

	4

	5

	16

	25


	2016

	4

	4

	16

	24


	2015

	4

	4

	16

	24


	2014

	3

	4

	16

	23


	2013

	3

	3

	14

	20


	2012

	2

	3

	14

	19


	2011

	2

	3

	14

	19


	2010

	2

	2

	12

	16


	2009

	2

	3

	12

	17


	2007

	2

	2

	12

	16



These figures indicate that, considered as a religious cohort, the unaffiliated now form the second largest “denomination” in the USA.  Over the same period (2007 – 2021), the percentage of self-identified Protestants declined from 52 to 40 and that of Roman Catholics from 24 to 21. 

According to the 2021 national census in my own country, Australia, the most common religious affiliations were:

Christianity  -  43.9%
No religion  - 38.9%
Islam - 3.2%
Hinduism  - 2.7%
Buddhism - 2.4%
The figures represent a substantial progressive increase in disaffiliation over the past 40 years.  In 1971 86.2% of Australians self-identified as Christian and 6.7% as unaffiliated.  In 1991 the percentages were 74 and 12.9 and in 2011 61.1 and 23.1.

In European countries, a similar increase in disaffiliation has become apparent.

As indicated in the figures from the Pew Forum study, the non-affiliated are not necessarily non-believers.  Many have fashioned their own spiritual beliefs and practices by drawing inspiration from a variety of sources.  The attraction of the numinous and the desire for experiences that transcend the cold reality of daily life have fascinated humanity from the dawn of time.  It is natural that people would continue to seek to explore the non-material aspects of life, and to develop theories about the existence and properties of non-physical reality.  Such investigations still fall into the broad category of religion.

In this regard, the religious impulse and the practice of formalized religions need to be distinguished.  Many people seek answers about religion and allow themselves to be satisfied by the regulated forms of doctrine and ritual that are propagated by recognized denominations.  However, an increasing number of people are finding that these pre-formatted responses to profound existential issues are severely wanting, and are seeking solutions from a much wider range of sources.

Another factor which is threatening the monolithic power of the major religious groups is that members are today much more likely to complain about abusive activities and practices.  One of the most persistent and questionable claims about the dramatic increase in allegations of sexual abuse in the Catholic Church between 1970 and 1990.  The Church had admitted that there was a minor epidemic of such cases but claims that procedures have now been established to prevent such abuses from occurring in the future.  A more accurate assessment is that sexual abuse and pedophilia have been endemic in the church for centuries, but towards the end of the Twentieth Century victims felt much more empowered to take action against their abusers.  The church has clearly been weakened both financially and politically by the proliferation of these claims and a barrage of law suits.  Another source of instability has been internal challenges to the authority of prelates by members who chose to stay in the faith community while rejecting doctrines and ordinances which they consider unreasonable or prejudicial.
Two basic religious methodologies

RELIGIONS CAN BE DIVIDED into two basic classes according to their eschatology:
	Procedural: devotees believe in the existence of a permanent blissful post-life state to which they desire admittance.  Hence, life becomes a moral obstacle course, followed by a judgement that will either elevate people to paradise or consign them to eternal punishment.

	Liberating:  life is a process of attaining realization, which will enable the devotee to reach an elevated state, in which dependence on any form of materiality is transcended.


The major procedural religions are Christianity and Islam, and the main religions that focus on liberation are Hinduism and Buddhism.

Procedural religions presuppose an essential spirit/body duality, in which the body is considered the vehicle or instrumental mechanism and the soul is the non-material animating principle.  It is accepted that the body is temporary and destined for dissolution and assumed that the soul is immortal. The process of spiritual development is usually called salvation.

Liberating religions may assume the existence of a soul, but do not build their practices upon it.  In the final state of realization the clinging to a personal identity is extirpated and the necessity for any kind of vehicle, material or immaterial, is obviated.  All realms, however lost-lasting, are seen to be temporary, and the full state of realization lies beyond even beyond the primary dichotomy of existence and non-existence.

Non-Expert Living subscribes to the spiritual principle of liberation rather than salvation.  



Structure of this book

IN THIS BOOK, I WILL discuss the issue of spirituality in all its guises and offer suggestions about how to incorporate it into a truly “non-denominational” lifestyle. First, we will examine the concept of spirituality itself, and the manifold way in which it can be defined and experienced.  In this discussion I will identify two antithetical world views which form the basis of doctrinally opposing philosophical and religious systems.  The next section examines the soul, that mysterious entity that is believed by many to encapsulate the “true self.” In this section I will review the various habitations of the soul during earthly life and after death, and describe how “matters of the soul” have progressively lost significance in more recent times.  The following section covers the stories of spiritual exemplars,  saints and sages from many different traditions who have been considered icons of spiritual achievement. Finally, I will present some strategies for incorporating a meaningful and practical form of spirituality into daily life.
For the convenience of readers, the next section is a summary of the principles of Non-Expert Living.



The Principles of Non-Expert Living

NON-EXPERT LIVING IS a syncretic self-help system, the principles of which have been drawn from various sources, most notably classical Buddhism.  A full discussion of the elements of the system can be found in the first book in this series, The Art of Non-Expert Living.

Buddhist Principles

THE THREE SIGNS OF Being
These are the essential characteristics of all entities in the phenomenal world.  They illustrate the essentially transient and insubstantial nature of all manifested things.

	Impermanence – everything is in a state of change

	Misery (Discontent) – the drive to satisfy wants or achieve goals

	Absence of self-nature – lack of an enduring essence of personality


The Three Fires

These are the fundamental drives that influence the process of decision-making.

	Attraction

	Aversion

	Ignorance







The Four Noble Truths

These represent some of the most foundational and best-known principles of Buddhism.  The focus is on understanding the state of the individual, rather than devoting oneself to, and being instructed by, a cosmic divinity and its representatives. 

	Man is trapped in a ceaseless round of suffering;

	The cause of this suffering is unsatisfied desire;

	The path to true happiness is through the cessation of desire:

	This ultimate happiness can be achieved through the Noble Eightfold path. 



The Noble Eightfold path involves: 


	Right Understanding

	Right Intention

	Right Speech

	Right Conduct 

	Right Livelihood

	Right Discipline 

	Right Mindfulness 

	Right Meditation


In this context, “right” means fitting or appropriate, rather than satisfying an externally devised, doctrinaire moral standard.

Although the process is described as a path, it does not mean that each element should be acquired or studied in progression.  Rather, in each of these areas, the practitioner should seek to achieve the best expression of each of these qualities from the start.

The Five Skandhas or Aggregates.

These are the constituent parts of a functional sentient entity in the phenomenal world.

	Form – the body

	Sensation – input from sensory stimulation

	Perception – mental processes generated from sensory data

	Volitions (tendencies) – habitual temperamental inclinations e.g. anger, fear, 

	Consciousness – awareness of the self as an independent entity.


Form is the structure which enables the expression of the other skandhas.  When the form dissolves into nonentity, the other skandhas cease to be operative.

Additional Principles

THE FOLLOWING VIEWS have been drawn from general life experience.  Like any conclusions based on personal opinion, they are open to challenge, but, collectively, I believe, they represent a solid basis on which to build a happy and productive life.

Subjectivity


All experience is subjective.  We can only know that which has become apparent to us through the operation of our senses and cogitations. The truth is what we perceive to be true – it is not a monolithic external artefact that remains unavoidable and unchanged for eternity.  Even if there were a form of objective and inviolable truth, we could only perceive it through the veil of our own cognitive biases. Such perception would be a personal interpretation, not a comprehensive grasp of this unchanging body of knowledge.

Meaning/purpose

Meaning and purpose are created by the individual and are derived from personal experience.   Of course, environment and received tradition are also potent influences on the derivation of meaning.

Governance

There is no force or entity “out there” which has a plan for the universe or any of its inhabitants.


Information sources


All sources of information are assessed using the same benchmarks.  Scripture is subject to the process of evaluation as any other form of literature and the pronouncements of pastors and church leaders are viewed in the same light as those of other political and social commentators.  Canonization of literature lends it an unjustifiable level of validity and veracity.  No literary artefact is inerrant.

Knowledge


We know what we know, but cannot perceive the internal process of attaining that knowledge. While we may understand the formal process of education, we cannot directly observe the process of gaining knowledge and instituting it into spontaneous practice.  For example, we can learn a language, but the awareness of having mastered it only comes after mastery has been achieved.


Karma


Every act has its necessary consequences.  These are actuated by instinctive reactive forces rather than objective moral norms.  All acts are finite occurrences, the consequences of which are proportionately finite.  

Life path

People are often encouraged by mentors to seek a vocation or life path which will lead to a climactic conclusion, or peroration, in which the reasons for their success or lack of it will become clear. However, in actuality, life is inevitably a random process – one never knows where one will end up.

Non-expert living assumes that all events form part of a cyclic progression, which is capable of perpetual reiteration and which may have no beginning or conclusion.


The Afterlife


The universe exhibits an apparent continuity, but the nature and timing of changes in the future are essentially matters of speculation. However, the least likely possibility appears to be that humans will be finally locked into an eternal state of psychological stasis after death. It is possible that there are dimensions and beings of whose existence and activity we are currently unaware, and that we may develop an awareness of such in the future. However, the present is the only temporal space in which we can move, act and plan. 


Raison d'etre


The primary aim of Non-expert Living to enable people to achieve reconciliation with the past, and understanding of the future, is by thoroughly, assertively, and joyfully exploring the Now. 



Getting started

ALL PHILOSOPHICAL SYSTEMS have a foundational starting point, upon which a structure of propositions is built.  Such founding principles are necessarily presuppositions, and hence not susceptible to proof, but may be supported by a body of evidence.  The robustness of a system is established by three factors:
	by the way in which each principle builds upon the one that underlies it;

	economy of presuppositional material;

	absence of contradictory exceptions.


For the optimum management of life it is natural to seek the principles that have the greatest explanatory value.  Deriving such principles requires a consistent and comprehensive system of epistemology.  Reliable explanations enable us to navigate our universe securely, to develop an understanding of nature, to create technologies to improve our lifestyle, to build advantageous social and political systems and to understand our nature as individuals.

All living things have some understanding, even it be subconscious, of the constituents which support their continued existence.  Any organism which ignores such directives is doomed to rapid extinction.  Most creatures will take extreme measures to stave off death, even if they have to endure the most painful and dispiriting circumstances.

As human society gradually became liberated from a perilous life of pure subsistence,  and developed sophisticated modalities that offered protection against many of the perils of nature,  a new concept developed:  leisure.  In the broadest view, leisure is not merely  the opportunity for play, but encompasses that vast space in which elective activities can be pursued.  People had opportunities to “take their time” and hence the liberty to reflect and speculate.  A prime area of such intellectual activity is the exploration of existential realities, typified by such questions as:

	What are the rules of the game of existence?

	Who are the players?

	How did it all start?

	How will everything end?

	What is the nature of the universe?


The result of these speculations is the development of the many and various forms of epistemology. This intellectual discipline is essentially the theory and study of knowledge, and defines the methods by which we come to comprehend reality.  All science, art, philosophy and social activity is based on the presupposition that people can comprehend events and principles to the degree that they can understand their origination and consequences.  

The experiential aspect of epistemology is necessarily personal: every individual has his or her own distinct way of knowing things.  However,  most people accept that it is not possible to know everything, and hence become dependent on the constructed systems of knowledge and the cultivated judgements of recognized sources of authority and expertise.  

However, most systems of knowledge can be reduced to a few general principles.  In both organisms and bodies of knowledge complexity arises from a proliferation of detail:  it is not a defining part of the structure.  In sports, it can be observed that in expert performance the processes are simple and direct, shorn of any obstructing or conflicting element.  The swing of the master golfer is a concrete unity, in which the movement of the club and the addressing of the ball flow in natural synchronicity.  In the frenetic conclusion of a major concerto the violin virtuoso hits the right notes in the right order to produce a compelling euphony.  The mathematical genius does not see an ugly mass of strange figures on a blackboard, but rather the expression of a quantitative process leading to an appropriate conclusion.

Can we then expect to be able to derive a simple set of principles by which we can reliably order our lives and understand the universe in which we find ourselves?  The extreme complexities of philosophy and theology might lead one to suspect that this is not possible.  However, this lack of confidence largely arises from the expectation that such principles must be difficult to find, and hence one would need to resort to the guidance of recognized experts.  Among such authority figures can be found pastors, gurus, theologians,  life coaches and retailers of self-help modalities.  While submission to the direction of a mentor may be essential in many areas of activity, such as learning to play a sport or a musical instrument,  in the business of running your own life, handing authority over to an external expert or organization can be dangerously disempowering.

In the sciences, methods for verifying the credentials of experts and assessing the quality of their output are well-established and reliable.  Similarly, the quality of the skills and performances of talented exponents of the various art forms can be readily assessed.  By contrast, there is no common agreement about the validity of theories about spirituality or the effect of spiritual practices.  For example, among theologians belonging to the same church there is often fundamental disagreement about elements of the faith, such as justification and soteriology.  The major religions disagree on central issues like the nature of God and the correct way to establish a relationship with him/her.  Religious apologists seem to view their task as twofold;

	Establishing the unique validity of their views;

	Exposing any contrary view as foolish, false and untenable.


Some apologists add a third and more sinister aim to this programme: to extirpate any heterodox religious modalities, and strive for the imposition of the “one true religion,” as in the case of the Christian Nationalist movement.

A further claim of many of the representatives of religion is that invariable objective truths exist, and that their particular sect represents the optimum expression of such truths.  This approach has resulted in the canonization of scripture and, depending on the particular sect, canonization of certain spiritual commentaries.  A canonized text is held to be absolutely and eternally true, and any difficulty in understanding it or following the precepts it ordains is held to due to shortcomings in the believer rather than errors in the text.  The fierce advocation of biblical literalism among reformed Protestants is well known, and shows no sign of abating.  For Muslims the Quran is held to be the literal word of God and the essential manual for most aspects of life in Islamic society.

In 1864, Pope Pius IX, concerned with the rising tide of liberalism in Europe which threatened the political authority and autonomy of the Roman Catholic Church,  promulgated a celebrated encyclical, Quanta Cura.  In this admonitory document the pontiff inveighed against doctrines which he considered pernicious and widespread. Appended to the encyclical was a Syllabus of Errors, a catalogue of eighty propositions which he considered false and dangerous.  Included are a number which pious Catholics of today would consider reasonable, even axiomatic,  such as:

15. Every man is free to embrace and profess that religion which, guided by the light of reason, he shall consider true.

37. National churches, withdrawn from the authority of the Roman pontiff and altogether separated, can be established.

55. The Church ought to be separated from the State, and the State from the Church.

78. Hence it has been wisely decided by law, in some Catholic countries, that persons coming to reside therein  shall enjoy the public exercise of their own peculiar worship.

80. The Roman Pontiff can, and ought to, reconcile himself, and come to terms with progress, liberalism and modern civilization.

Shortly after his accession to the pontificate in 1878 Pius’ successor, Leo XIII, allowed an expansion of theological debate among the clergy.  Alarmed at the resultant expression of heterodox views, he promptly responded in 1879 by issuing the encyclical Aeterni Patris, which stated that Thomism – the philosophy and theology of Thomas Aquinas – was to form the basis of theological instruction throughout the church. 

In 1907 the fiercely conservative Pope Piux X issued his largest and most celebrated encyclical: Pascendi Dominici Gregis (On the Errors of the Modernists).  In this context, modernism may be defined as the view that truth is relative rather than objective, and that the understanding of reality evolves with education and experience.  Pius severely criticizes philosophers like Hegel and Kant, seeing them as unjustifiably reductionist and disrespectful of divine revelation.

All these texts reflect the worldviews of the writers of the time.  Aquinas’ view of both earthly and posthumous existence was predicated on his understanding of the world as he saw it.  In a universe in which the earth was seen as the largest object and man as the highest expression of the created order it was natural to assume that the universe was created for man and that his posthumous destiny should be a major preoccupation of every thinking person.  

History shows that the attitudes of Julius Caesar, Aquinas and his contemporaries, religious leaders and philosophers throughout the ages have varied according to the prevailing general worldview.  Morality, the protocol of correct and appropriate behaviour, appears to be a flexible phenomenon,  guided by a general perception of the needs and obligations of the human being, rather than by the direction of a supreme deity.

An obvious example of the malleability of worldviews is the evolution of attitudes towards slavery. Arguments still continue to rage over the issue of slavery as presented in both the Old and the New Testaments.  Religious apologists regularly claim that biblical slavery was essentially a benign and strictly regulated system which addressed the needs of impoverished Israelites. On the other hand, many sceptics point out that the same texts permit the unrestricted and permanent enslavement of foreign populations.  

Many have posed the question: “Why did Jesus not condemn slavery?”  After all, he taught that all people share equal, inherent dignity as beings created in the image of God.   The answer is obvious:  Jesus was a man of his time, and lived in a world in which slavery was a universal practice.  It would not have occurred to anyone in the Roman Empire to question the legal validity and indeed the economic necessity of slavery.  

And the practice of slavery continued largely unabated for another 1900 years.  In 1452 Pope Nicholas V issued a Papal Bull entitled Dum Diversas, which authorized King Afonso V of Portugal to fight, subjugate, and conquer "those rising against the Catholic faith and struggling to extinguish Christian Religion" in a militarily disputed African territory. The document consigned defeated warring enemies to "perpetual servitude". This and the subsequent bull (Romanus Pontifex), issued by Nicholas in 1455, offered the Portuguese moral justification to freely acquire slaves along the African coast as they saw fit. In a later papal bull, Inter Caetera (1493) Alexander VI authorized Spain to colonize, claim, and rule any newly-discovered lands in the Americas. The bull provided religious justification for enforced colonialism and the displacement and enslavement of indigenous populations

Even as late as 1866, Pope Pius IX approved the issue of an instruction by The Holy Office (formerly the Inquisition) which contained the following statements: 

Slavery itself, considered as such in its essential nature, is not at all contrary to the natural and divine law.

It is ruled not to be contrary to divine law for a slave to be bought, sold, exchanged, or given.

Previously, in 1864, the pope, who was the son of an Italian aristocrat, had expressed his hopes for the victory of the slaveholding South in the American Civil War.  

However, as the end of the century approached, most countries had formally abolished slavery and, accordingly, the papacy changed its attitude about this thorny issue.  In 1890, Pope Leo XIII issued the encyclical Catholicae Ecclesiae which called for the total eradication of slavery and established an annual collection for the missions to actively combat the slave trade and ransom enslaved individuals.

Pope John Paul II (reigned 1978 – 2005) made a number of groundbreaking apologies for the Catholic Church's historical role in colonial abuses, forced assimilation, and the suppression of indigenous cultures.  On the following occasions, the pope issued formal apologies to specific groups who had suffered such abuse:

	Visit to Australia (1986)

	Visit to the Dominican Republic (1992)

	Jubilee in Rome (2000)


However, none of us can afford to be complacent about our current level of moral and social rectitude.  We may be sure that future generations will criticize us for the continuation of social customs that we find acceptable but which they have come to see as abhorrent.

Therefore, the question arises:  given that our experiences and the attitudes that arise from them are essentially subjective, is there an objective spirituality built on principles which are universal and unchanging?  

Of all religious traditions the most pared-down and economical in expression and practice is Zen Buddhism.  The classic Chinese Zen masters took the abstruse philosophy of Indian Buddhism and refined it to the utmost degree of practicality.  In his book The Practice of Zen Chang Chen-Chi writes:

The ingenious Zen masters used colourful phrases and expressions to illustrate the Prajna-truth. Tou-tow is a very good example. Tou means "to penetrate or break through," to means "to release or to strip off." To break through the walls of clinging and to strip off dualistic conceptions is the only way to obtain Enlightenment.

A thorough “stripping down” of spiritual conceptions will lead us naturally to two fundamental pillars of Buddhist philosophy:

	The three signs of being

	The five skandhas


The three signs may be defined as the physics of existence – the most economic expression of ontology.  The five skandhas can be seen as the physics of the individual – the fundamental exposition of components of a living entity.  Using the investigative tools of these two concepts we can conduct a surgical examination of spirituality.

The path to spiritual understanding is a personal journey.  If a man uses a staff to help complete a journey, the reality of the experience is held in the man’s mind, not in the staff.  Similarly, scripture and ritual may help point a person in the right direction, but their value lies in the capacity of the individual to understand them.  As Solomon prayed (1 Kings 3:9): “Give therefore thy servant an understanding heart.”  Once the student has mastered a subject reference to the textbook is no longer necessary.  According to the principles of Non-Expert Living, the true aim of spiritual endeavour is self-discovery rather than admission to a posthumous paradise.
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Chapter One - What Is Spirituality?


The Problem of Definition

The definition of spirituality has varied throughout the ages and has been particularly subject to the influence of cultural evolution. It is one of those terms that many people use and almost no one defines with precision - and for good reason. The word carries within it a history of contested meanings, shifting emphases, and competing claims that makes any single definition inadequate to the full range of what it has been taken to mean. To ask what spirituality is, is to ask a question whose answer depends, to a very considerable extent, on who is asking it, in what cultural context, and for what purpose.
The Cambridge Dictionary provides a generic definition, one that would generally be accepted by most people outside the bounds of religious fundamentalism:

Spirituality is the quality that involves deep feelings and beliefs of a religious nature, rather than the physical parts of life.

The Collins Dictionary goes into more detail, offering three related senses: the state or quality of being dedicated to God, religion, or spiritual things or values, especially as contrasted with material or temporal ones; the condition or quality of being spiritual; and a distinctive approach to religion or prayer, as in the spirituality of the desert Fathers.

These definitions are useful as starting points. They establish the basic contrast - between the spiritual and the material, the non-physical and the physical, the inner and the outer - that runs through virtually every use of the term. Wikipedia adds historical depth:

Traditionally, spirituality referred to a religious process of re-formation which "aims to recover the original shape of man" (Kees Waaijman), oriented at "the image of God" as exemplified by the founders and sacred texts of the religions of the world. In modern times, the term has spread to other religious traditions and broadened to refer to a wider range of experiences, including a range of esoteric and religious traditions. This may involve belief in a supernatural realm beyond the ordinarily observable world, personal growth, a quest for an ultimate or sacred meaning, religious experience, or an encounter with one's own "inner dimension."

Because of the general spread of religious toleration - denounced by Pope Pius IX in 1864 as the heresy of indifferentism, a reaction that tells us rather more about the institutional anxieties of the papacy than about the phenomenon it was condemning - spirituality is seen today primarily as an expression of personal orientation rather than adherence to a particular creed or denomination. In this broader context, the definition offered by Dr Maya Spencer in a paper presented to the Royal College of Psychiatrists captures what most people mean today when they use the word with due deliberation.

Spirituality, in Spencer's account, involves the recognition of a feeling or sense or belief that there is something greater than oneself - that there is something more to being human than mere sensory experience - and that the greater whole of which we are part is cosmic or divine in nature. It means knowing that our lives have significance in a context beyond a mundane everyday existence at the level of biological needs that drive selfishness and aggression. It involves exploring certain universal themes - love, compassion, altruism, life after death, wisdom and truth - with the knowledge that some people, such as saints or enlightened individuals, have achieved and manifested higher levels of development than the ordinary person. Aspiring to manifest the attributes of such inspirational examples, Spencer suggests, often becomes an important part of the journey through life for spiritually inclined people.

This is a generous and inclusive definition, and it has the considerable virtue of being sufficiently broad to accommodate the full range of what people actually mean when they describe themselves as spiritual. It does not require the acceptance of any particular doctrinal framework. It does not demand membership of any institution. It does not privilege any tradition over any other. What it does require is a certain quality of attention - a willingness to take seriously the possibility that the dimensions of human experience extend beyond what can be weighed, measured, and empirically verified.


Two Cosmological Models

TO UNDERSTAND THE DIVERSITY of human approaches to spirituality it is necessary to recognise that they are rooted in two fundamentally different cosmological worldviews - two utterly different ways of understanding the structure of reality itself.
The first is the linear model, in which events occur in a unique and unrepeatable sequence - the universe has an absolute beginning and an absolute end, and history is the unfolding of a narrative whose direction and destination are fixed. Events in this model are understood primarily as causes rather than results. The second is the cyclical model, in which events are the results of the ceaseless interplay of complementary forces - the yin and the yang traditionally associated with Chinese cosmology - in a process that does not necessitate the presupposition of an absolute beginning or an absolute end.

Speaking very broadly, Judeo-Christian religions operate on the linear worldview, and Eastern religions on the cyclical. In some Hindu traditions cosmological beginnings and endings are presupposed, but these are generally presented as individual occurrences within an eternal cycle - the universe breathes in and out across vast timescales, but the breathing itself never stops.

These diametrically opposing views have generated equally divergent understandings of what spiritual life is for and what it ultimately achieves. In the Judeo-Christian linear model, spiritual expression is governed primarily by what is permitted or required by ecclesiastical or revealed authority - the soul has a definite origin, a single lifespan in which to meet the conditions of salvation, and a fixed eternal destination determined by its performance in that single episode of opportunity. In the Eastern cyclical mode, spirituality is generally based on personal perception and progressive development, subject to the guidance of those recognised as adepts or acknowledged masters - a journey that may extend across many lifetimes, without the existential urgency of a single unrepeatable term of material existence.

The linear model is, in a sense, driven by the yang principle - action, achievement, result, resolution of tension. The afterlife in this model is a state of permanent, changeless resolution.  Development, expansion, growth and decline - the fundamental processes associated with the yin domain - are absent from both heaven and hell. Both are created states with definite beginnings, and their claimed infinity is therefore a limited infinity, bounded by the act of creation that initiated them.

The cyclical model, by contrast, is genuinely open-ended - it extends in both directions beyond the bounds of time.  It accommodates the full interplay of yin and yang in an ongoing process that never reaches a final fixed resolution. It is, arguably, the only model that permits a genuinely infinite expansion of consciousness and being, unconstrained by the predetermined conclusions of a linear narrative.

It is not surprising that each model has generated radically different spiritual traditions - and it is with these traditions, in their extraordinary diversity, that this book sets out to study.


The Relationship Between Spirituality and Religion

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN the term spirituality and the terms it most closely resembles - religion, faith, belief, and practice - deserves careful investigation. These terms are related but not interchangeable, and the distinctions between them have become more significant as the cultural landscape has shifted.
Religion, in its most common usage, refers to an organised system of belief, practice, and community - a structured framework within which the spiritual impulse is given institutional form, doctrinal content, and communal expression. Faith refers to the personal assent given to the claims of such a framework - the willingness to accept as unassailably true, on grounds that are not primarily empirical, a set of propositions about the nature of ultimate reality. Practice refers to the specific activities - prayer, meditation, ritual, charitable action - through which the spiritual life is conducted and sustained.

Spirituality, as the term is most commonly used today, sits both within and beyond all of these. It can include organised religion, personal faith, and regular practice. However, it can also operate without any of them. A person who describes himself as spiritual but not religious is typically indicating that he takes seriously the possibility of a non-material dimension of existence, and orients his inner life in relation to that possibility, without subscribing to any particular institutional framework. He may draw on elements of several traditions, or on none of them. He may have a regular contemplative practice, or he may not. What he does have is an orientation - a basic view of his own experience and of the universe - that takes the non-material seriously and incorporates that seriousness into the way he lives.

In country after country, surveys consistently reveal a growing population of people who have disengaged from organised religion while retaining, and in many cases actively developing, a personal spiritual life. The non-affiliated are not, in general, irreligious. They are the independently spiritual - people conducting their own inquiries, drawing their own conclusions, and fashioning their own frameworks from the very wide range of material that the global cultural marketplace now makes available.


The Nature of Spirit

THE PERSONAL QUALITIES that are considered to be spiritual have traditionally been assumed to have their origin and seat in the non-material essence of a being. The intellectual and moral attributes of a person - wisdom, compassion, integrity, the capacity for self-transcendence - were held to be reflections of an indwelling spirit, deemed to be free of many of the limitations of physical reality. This non-material essence was what the ancient Greeks called the psyche - the mind, or the deepest thoughts, feelings, and beliefs of a person.
The Catholic Encyclopedia of 1913 offers a more expansive definition of spirit:

As the use of this term shows, the principle of life was often represented under the figure of a breath or air. The breath is the most obvious symptom of life, its cessation the invariable mark of death; invisible and impalpable, it stands for the unseen mysterious force behind the vital processes. Accordingly, we find the word "spirit" used in several different but allied senses: as signifying a living, intelligent, incorporeal being, such as the soul; as the fiery essence or breath (the Stoic pneuma) which was supposed to be the universal vital force; and as signifying some refined form of bodily substance, a fluid believed to act as a medium between mind and the grosser matter of the body.

In the New Testament the word spirit signifies sometimes the soul of man in its highest part ("the spirit is willing", Matthew 26:41), sometimes the supernatural action of God in man, and sometimes the Holy Ghost ("the Spirit of Truth Whom the world cannot receive", John 14:17). The range of these usages reflects the genuine complexity of the concept - a complexity that will be found to persist across every tradition examined in this book.

It is generally considered that the concept of spirit was developed by primitive human beings to address two fundamental concerns: the apparent proliferation of discarnate forces that animate nature, and the desire to remain existent after the death of the body. Whether this developmental account exhausts the significance of the concept, or whether it constitutes a genetic fallacy that mistakes the origin of an idea for its validity, is itself one of the deepest questions that any serious examination of spirituality must confront.


The Jewish View

IN CLASSICAL JUDAISM, the approach to spirituality is less concerned with mystical absorption into the divine and more focused on the encounter between a personal God and a covenant people. The spiritual life is inseparable from law, community, memory, and ethical action.
Hebrew scripture presents the human being as animated by neshamah - the divine breath God breathed into Adam (Genesis 2:7). Jewish tradition developed this into a layered understanding of the soul: 

	nefesh (vital life-force) 

	ruach (spirit or emotional self) 

	neshamah (the higher intellectual and moral soul),.


In Kabbalistic thought, two deeper levels - chayah and yechidah - represent the soul's intimate union with God. The soul is not imprisoned in the body but partners with it: physical life is itself sacred.

Uniquely, Judaism locates the spiritual life within halacha (the path of Jewish law). Observance of mitzvot (commandments) is not mere legalism but the primary means of encountering God - each commandment is an opportunity for devekut (cleaving to God). The mystical tradition - reaching its fullest expression in the Zohar (13th century) and the Lurianic Kabbalah of the 16th century - explores the soul's relationship with the Ein Sof (the Infinite God) through the sefirot (divine emanations). Across all its expressions, Jewish spirituality remains tethered to three inseparable realities: 

	Torah (divine instruction) 

	Avodah (worship and service), 

	Gemilut Chasadim (acts of loving-kindness). 


Encountering God and serving humanity are, ultimately, one and the same act.


The Hindu View

HINDUISM - THE OLDEST religion still widely practised - offers perhaps the most philosophically elaborate understanding of spirit and spirituality in any world tradition. Its tradition is vast and pluralistic, spanning thousands of years and encompassing radically diverse schools, yet unified by certain foundational convictions about the nature of the self and its relationship to ultimate reality.
At the heart of Hindu spirituality is Atman - the innermost self, the pure witnessing consciousness underlying all experience. The Atman is not the body, mind, or ego but the eternal, unchanging awareness that observes them. The spiritual life begins when a person stops identifying with the outer layers of existence and recognises the deeper self within.

Brahman is the ultimate reality - infinite, eternal, pure being-consciousness-bliss (Sat-Chit-Ananda). The central question of Hindu philosophy is the relationship between Atman and Brahman. Advaita Vedanta (Shankaracharya) declares them absolutely identical - "Aham Brahmasmi" ("I am Brahman") - and the experience of separation is maya (illusion). In the pantheistic and universalist interpretation offered by modern teachers like Paramahansa Yogananda, the spirit is held to be a generic, all-pervading presence of which individual beings are particular expressions. Yogananda uses the image of a giant gas burner with many individual jets: there are many flames but only one source, from which all derive their being. The individual soul will, in the end, be drawn back to its source when it realises its real identity.

The contrast between the relative brevity of human life and the vastness of the cosmic timescale led to the development of the concept of reincarnation: the soul endures through a long succession of lifetimes, during which it gradually casts off its attraction to the world of material change. The wheel of transmigration continues to turn, but the advanced soul has developed a liberating intuitive wisdom: it realises that its enduring identity is fundamentally changeless and not defined by the fluctuations of circumstance.

The goal of Hindu spiritual life is moksha - liberation from samsara (the cycle of rebirth driven by karma). This is not escape to an ideal realm but the recognition of what the soul has always been - free, eternal, and identical with or intimately related to the ground of all being. Spirituality is ultimately the soul's remembering of its own nature.


The Buddhist View

BUDDHISM PRESENTS ONE of the most distinctive and challenging views of spirit and spirituality in world religion. It is distinctive because it begins by questioning the very existence of a permanent self or soul, and challenging because it locates the source of suffering precisely in the assumption that such a self exists.
The foundational Buddhist teaching most relevant to spirituality is anatta (non-self) - the doctrine that what we take to be a permanent, unchanging soul or self is in fact a constantly shifting process of five skandhas (aggregates): form, sensation, perception, mental formations, and consciousness. None of these is permanent; none represents a component of a fixed self. This view is not nihilistic - Buddhism does not deny the validity of experience - but it radically reframes the nature and object of spiritual life.

While Buddhism rejects a permanent soul, it places great emphasis on mind (citta) as the primary reality of experience. The Buddha's opening words in the Dhammapada declare: "Mind is the forerunner of all actions." The mind can be defiled - clouded by greed, hatred, and delusion - or purified and illuminated through sustained spiritual discipline. The Noble Eightfold Path is Buddhism's comprehensive spiritual programme, spanning ethical conduct (sila), mental discipline (samadhi), and wisdom (prajna).

The ultimate aim of Buddhist practice is not transport to a posthumous realm of bliss but Nirvana - literally "extinguishing": the cessation of craving, aversion, and delusion, the blowing out of the fires that maintain the cycle of suffering. This state is not annihilation but the relinquishing of the conviction of a separate self. In Zen this state of realisation has been described by the term jijimuge - the "unimpeded interdiffusion of all particulars" - a formulation that points toward an intimacy with reality that no language can adequately express.

Alan Watts commented wryly that the Buddha had failed in his mission in a specific sense: for evangelistic purposes, his uncompromising doctrine had to be curated into something more conventionally accessible, and accordingly many of the doctrines and ritual commonplaces of Hinduism were gradually incorporated into Buddhism - including the afterlife, reincarnation, and clergy. It is a supreme irony that the most cultivated and rigorous form of spiritual investigation in human history, which is represented by the original teaching of the Buddha, led to the conclusion that nothing in the world of manifestation has an enduring self-nature - a conclusion so radical that even the tradition which preserves it has found it necessary to soften its edges.


Two Models of Spiritual Life

MOST RELIGIONS APART from Buddhism have doctrinal structures built on the presupposition that the soul - the immaterial essence of a person - will survive the death of the physical body and will retain memories of earthly experiences. The body perishes; the soul does not. This is, in broad outline, the framework within which the great majority of human spiritual thinking has been conducted for most of recorded history.
In Christian mind-body dualism, the soul is held to be immortal and is considered to be the operator of the body, acting as a driver steers a vehicle or a rider controls a horse. At death the soul is separated from the body and enters a spiritual or non-material realm where it will reside forever. The quality of its accommodation will depend on moral qualifications assessed by God after physical death. Those who pass the test will dwell in ineffable bliss; those who fail will be condemned to eternal torment. A further dimension is added by the doctrine of the resurrection: at the final universal judgement, the defunct body will be raised and reunited with the soul, amplifying exponentially both the bliss of the saved and the torment of the damned.

Islam posits a similar eschatological scheme. The concept of posthumous judgement can in fact be traced much further back - to ancient Egypt, from which it was adopted into Zoroastrianism, and subsequently incorporated into Judaism during the Babylonian exile, before becoming a fundamental doctrinal element first of Christianity and then of Islam. Its persistence across such diverse cultures over such a long period of time is itself a datum requiring explanation - whether as evidence of an enduring spiritual truth or as testimony to the depth and universality of the human anxiety about death and accountability.

In both Islam and Christianity, the spiritual life - in the sense of the cultivation of qualities and practices held to be conducive to the soul's welfare - is essentially preparatory: it is the work of readying the soul for the judgement that follows death, and of aligning the will with the divine requirements whose satisfaction determines the soul's eternal destiny. This may be described as the procedural model of religion. Life becomes a moral obstacle course, and the spiritual life is the process of negotiating that course successfully. The ultimate destination is fixed and known in advance: paradise for those who succeed, perdition for those who do not. The framework provides a clear account of the nature of the soul, what it is designed for, and what awaits it. It gives moral seriousness to the choices of daily life and offers the considerable consolation of a guaranteed positive outcome for those who conform to its requirements.

The conceptual difficulties with this framework are, however, significant. A God who creates billions of human beings, the vast majority of whom he knows in advance will fail to meet the conditions of salvation and will therefore be consigned to eternal torment, is a God whose omnibenevolence requires considerable theological ingenuity to maintain. The specific requirements for salvation have proved, across the centuries, to be a source of ongoing division, conflict, and mutual condemnation so extensive and so bitter as to raise serious questions about the moral coherence of the entire arrangement.

In the universalist Hindu and pantheistic traditions, the soul's journey is understood in fundamentally different terms. Here the spiritual life is not preparatory but developmental - not the process of meeting external requirements in order to gain admission to a predetermined destination, but the process of progressive awakening to what one already is and always has been. This may be described as the liberating model of religion. The goal is not salvation but realisation - not admission to a permanent blissful state established by an external deity, but the direct recognition of one's own nature as already and always identical with the source of all being. Spiritual practice, in this framework, is the cultivation of the quality of attention that makes the realisation of union with the divine possible.

The Buddhist tradition takes this insight to its most radical conclusion. It does not posit the existence of a permanent personal soul at all. What appears to be a self is, in the Buddhist analysis, a temporary and contingent process - a dynamic pattern of physical and mental events that gives rise to the appearance of a unified and enduring identity despite the fact that no such entity actually exists. The spiritual path, in this framework, is the progressive investigation of this compelling illusion, and the gradual release of the investment in maintaining it. Spirituality is not the soul's journey home but the mind's awakening from a dream in which it never needed to believe.

Conclusion - A Working Definition

SPIRITUALITY MAY BE broadly defined as that domain in which non-physical entities have their abode and from which they exert their influence. By extension, it includes those activities and forms of expression considered emblematic of an incorporeal entity - the practices, orientations, and qualities of attention through which the individual engages with the non-material dimensions of his own being and of the universe he inhabits.
This is deliberately broad, and it is intended to be. It is broad enough to accommodate the full range of what has been meant by the term across the diversity of human cultures and traditions, without privileging any particular framework or foreclosing any genuine inquiry. The Jewish practitioner who finds God in the careful observance of commandment and the Zen meditator who seeks to dissolve the self that performs them; the Christian mystic whose prayer is the surrender of the personal will to divine grace and the Hindu yogi whose meditation leads to the recognition that the personal will was never real - all of these are engaged in what deserves to be called spiritual practice, and all of them deserve to be taken seriously.

It is also a definition that raises as many questions as it answers. 

	What, precisely, are non-physical entities? 

	In what sense do they have an abode? 

	How do they exert influence on the physical world? 


These are not questions that admit of easy answers, and the story of human attempts to answer them - from the most sophisticated theology to the most popular forms of contemporary self-help - is a history of considerable intellectual ingenuity.  However,  examination of these question, using tradition methods of investigation has not, so far, succeeded in achieving any universally accepted resolutions.

The approach of this book is not to pretend otherwise. It is not to offer yet another confident account of the nature of the non-material world and the entities that inhabit it. It is, rather, to examine what can be said, with reasonable confidence, about the dimensions of human experience that the word spirituality has traditionally been used to describe.  A wide spectrum of sources,  historical, religious and psychological,  has been investigated. Armed with the requisite knowledge, we can then consider how an honest engagement with those dimensions might be incorporated into the living of an ordinary human life in the contemporary world.

That is a modest ambition. However, in a field that has long been dominated by extravagant claims and premature certainties, modesty is perhaps the most spiritual quality of all.


Chapter Two - Spiritual Experience


Defining the Territory

"SPIRITUAL EXPERIENCE" is a phrase that encompasses an extraordinarily wide range of phenomena - from the world-shattering vision of the Hebrew prophet overwhelmed by divine glory to the quiet, almost wordless moment of a monk watching a winter tree and finding himself, unexpectedly, in the presence of something he cannot name. Before we can examine the diversity of what has been claimed and reported under this heading, it is worth establishing what we are actually talking about.
Spiritual experience, in its broadest sense, can be considered to have two distinct but related aspects. The first concerns the state experienced by the soul after death - the posthumous adventures of consciousness beyond the boundary of physical existence, which will be examined in a later chapter. The second - and the focus of this chapter - concerns those exceptional states of awareness available to human beings while still alive and embodied: the moments in which ordinary consciousness appears to be interrupted, expanded, or transcended, and in which the person undergoing the experience reports contact with a dimension of reality that their normal perceptual and cognitive faculties do not access.

In the context of religious and spiritual tradition, such experiences are typically gathered under the term revelation - a communication from, or direct encounter with, the divine or the ultimate. But spiritual experience in the broader sense extends beyond the specifically revelatory to include a spectrum of altered and elevated states that range from the mystical visions of the great saints, through the philosophical ecstasy of the poet in contemplation of nature, to the blissful dissolution of the meditator in deep samadhi, to the unexpected, unrepeatable moments of grace that occasionally punctuate the experience of people who would not describe themselves as particularly religious at all.

What these experiences share - across the diversity of their cultural contexts, their triggers, their content, and their interpretations - is a cluster of characteristic features that recur with sufficient regularity across the historical and ethnographic record. These features typically include:

	an elevated feeling of peaceful detachment from ordinary concerns 

	an apparent expansion of consciousness beyond the boundaries of the individual body and personality;

	a vastly increased sharpness of perception in which the most ordinary objects appear invested with extraordinary significance and beauty;

	a pervasive sense of joy or bliss that bears no relationship to any external cause;

	occasionally auditory or visual impressions that appear to the experiencer to originate from a source beyond ordinary sensory experience. 


A revelatory experience may include one or more of these characteristics in varying combinations and intensities.

The Apostle Paul and the Damascus Road

AMONG THE MOST FAMOUS and consequential spiritual experiences in the history of Western civilization is the encounter of Paul (formerly Saul) of Tarsus on the road to Damascus - an event that transformed a zealous persecutor of early Christians into the most prolific and influential theological thinker in the history of the Church. The account in Acts 9 describes a blinding light from heaven, a falling to the ground, and a voice demanding: "Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?" The most significant element of this experience was auditory - the voice from the heavens complaining of persecution and identifying itself as Jesus, whom Paul had been engaged in suppressing. Paul's companions are described as hearing the sound but seeing no one; Paul alone received the full communication and was left blind for three days.
This experience exhibits several of the characteristic features of revelatory encounter at their most intense: 

	the overwhelming external stimulus (the light) 

	the physical prostration indicating the body's response to psychic overload 

	the auditory message from an apparently external source

	the subsequent radical transformation of the experiencer's life and orientation. 


Whatever its ultimate metaphysical status - and Christians, sceptics, and neurologists have offered a range of different interpretations across the centuries - its psychological reality and its consequences for the history of Western civilization are beyond dispute.

The Damascus road experience also illustrates a feature of spiritual experience that the tradition has consistently emphasized: its uninvited character. Paul was not seeking revelation; he was pursuing a programme of religious enforcement directly opposed to the tradition that would claim him. The experience came upon him - overwhelming him, overturning his intentions, and redirecting his entire life in a direction he had been actively resisting. This involuntary, irruptive quality is one of the most commonly reported features of genuine spiritual experience across traditions: it comes to the person rather than being produced by them, and its content frequently contradicts the experiencer's expectations and preferences.

Personal Testimony

THE AUTHOR OF THIS volume has had the particular privilege - or perhaps the particular limitation - of a largely ordinary spiritual life: 
	years of participation in religious ritual and practice of prayer

	sustained intellectual engagement with the traditions

	the study of innumerable accounts of extraordinary experiences in others. 


Personal spiritual experiences of the more dramatic kind have been disappointingly rare. Two, however, stand out as genuine and instructive.

The first occurred during a period of acute personal difficulty. Taking a walk in an effort to clear a troubled mind, there came a sudden, vivid impression - almost as clear as an audible voice, yet clearly interior - that all current problems would be resolved. The impression carried a quality of certainty and authority that bore no relationship to the objective circumstances, which gave no particular grounds for confidence. The spirits were lifted; practical steps were taken; and the confidence, somewhat to the experiencer's own surprise, proved justified. Whether this was a genuine communication from some transcendent source, an upwelling from the deeper resources of the unconscious mind, or a fortuitous coincidence of subjective impression and objective outcome, it is impossible to say with certainty. What is beyond doubt is that the phenomenological character of this incident— the sudden intrusive clarity, the sense of a message received rather than a thought generated - was qualitatively different from ordinary cognition.

The second experience was more profound and more philosophically instructive. On waking one morning there came a remarkable feeling of detachment from all the usual furniture of personal identity - a blissful awareness of unconditioned freedom. It seemed that nothing to do, nowhere to be, totally unshackled from any sense of personal history or possession. The feeling was of weightlessness, almost bodilessness - as though the real nature of the experiencer was a pure essence of being, prior to all the accumulated layers of personality, history, obligation, and circumstance that normally constitute the sense of self. Then, with a crushing sense of disappointment, there came the solidifying of the body around this bare awareness - the reimposition of materiality, the return of the day's demands and the consciousness of the soul-constricting routine of ordinary life.

If the wish had been to understand the soul as pure spirit, this experience could have served as evidence of precisely that. For a few moments, the awareness that is normally fused with - and apparently inseparable from - the personal self appeared to exist in its own right, prior to and independent of all personal content. Whether what was experienced was the soul in its essential nature, or simply a neurological anomaly of the hypnopompic state between sleep and waking, or some combination of both, the experience itself was entirely real and carries philosophical weight regardless of its ultimate explanation.

The Physiology of Spiritual Experience

ONE OF THE MOST SIGNIFICANT and in some ways uncomfortable findings of modern research into spiritual experience is that it can apparently be triggered by a wide range of purely physical conditions having no obvious connection with religious practice, moral development, or spiritual aspiration. This discovery does not necessarily discredit spiritual experience - the fact that a window can be opened by mechanical means does not mean that the light which enters through it is not real - but it does complicate the picture considerably.
The atheist biblical scholar Richard Carrier has reported having a mystical experience of the intrinsic oneness of the universe while serving with the US Coast Guard. The cause was entirely prosaic: thirty-six hours without sleep. The experience itself, however, was by his own account indistinguishable in its phenomenological character from the classic descriptions of mystical union reported by the great contemplatives of every tradition. This is a finding replicated across the literature: extreme physical states - severe sleep deprivation, prolonged fasting, extreme exertion, hypoxia, high fever, intense pain - can produce states of consciousness that bear all the characteristic marks of what the traditions call spiritual experience.

The mechanism appears to involve the disruption of the brain's ordinary filtering and organising functions - the processes that normally constrain awareness to what is immediately relevant to biological survival and social functioning. When these functions are inhibited, whether by physical extremity, pharmacological intervention, or the graduated techniques of contemplative practice, the ordinary boundaries of individual consciousness become permeable, and the experiencer reports access to dimensions of reality that are normally screened out.

An article in the National Library of Medicine, examining "Altered States of Consciousness during an Extreme Ritual," notes that extreme rituals - body-piercing, fire-walking, and similar practices - are anecdotally associated with altered states of consciousness, defined as "a qualitative alteration in the overall patterns of mental functioning so that the experiencer feels that his/her operations of consciousness are radically different from ordinary functioning." The many different types of altered states include meditation, hypnosis, mental absorption, drug-induced states, spiritual possession, and religious ecstasy. What this taxonomy reveals is that the state itself - the altered quality of consciousness - can apparently be produced by very diverse means, and that its content and interpretation are shaped by the cultural and psychological framework the experiencer brings to it.

Mortification and Vision in the Christian Tradition

MANY OF THE CHRISTIAN saints who received visions were also noted for practising extreme mortification - the deliberate imposition of physical hardship in the service of spiritual development. The connection between physical suffering and visionary experience was not lost on the tradition, but it was treated with considerable caution by the most theologically serious commentators.
The prime purpose of ascetic discipline, as understood by the mainstream of the Catholic mystical tradition, was not the inducing of spectacular spiritual experiences but rather the seeking of union with Christ through voluntary suffering and the purging of the effects of sin. Visions, locutions, and consolations - the pleasant emotional and sensory accompaniments that can attend spiritual practice - were treated with systematic suspicion precisely because their attractiveness was seen as a potential distraction from the harder and deeper work of genuine transformation.

John of the Cross (1542–1591), one of the greatest analysts of spiritual experience in the Christian tradition, is particularly sharp in his condemnation of seekers who mistake the pleasant by-products of spiritual practice for its substance. In Dark Night of the Soul he writes with considerable acerbity:

"They waste their time in the search after spiritual consolation, and are never satisfied with reading good books, taking up one meditation after another, in the pursuit of sensible sweetness in the things of God. They who are bent on sensible sweetness, labour also under another very great imperfection: excessive weakness and remissness on the rugged road of the cross; for the soul that is given to sweetness naturally sets its face against all the pain of self-denial."

This critique is penetrating and remains relevant far beyond the specifically Catholic context in which it was written. The seeker who pursues spiritual experience for the quality of the experience itself - for the bliss, the expansion, the sense of significance and connection - is, in John's analysis, still fundamentally oriented around the ego's desire for gratification, however refined and spiritualized that gratification may appear. The genuine dark night - the painful, apparently barren stripping away of all consolations, both worldly and spiritual - is in his view a far more reliable sign of genuine spiritual progress than any number of ecstatic visions.

The same insight appears, in different language, across the Eastern traditions. The Buddhist tradition's consistent warning against attachment to jhanic states - the pleasurable absorptions accessible in deep meditation - mirrors John's caution almost exactly. The meditator who becomes attached to the bliss of deep concentration has found a subtler but no less binding form of attachment than the person enslaved to sensory pleasure.

Brother Lawrence and the Transforming Vision

AGAINST THE DRAMATIC backdrop of Pauline visions and Johannine dark nights, the experience




Ajahn Brahm and the Alchemy of Pain





Samadhi - The Supreme Eastern Experience








Ramana Maharshi - Spontaneous Liberation





English mysticism - Henry Vaughan






Secular Mysticism 

Wordsworth and the Life of Things



Tennyson and the Dissolution of Self



	the transcendence of ordinary mental functioning, 

	the direct perception of the impossibility of death, 

	the paradoxical clarity that accompanies the apparent dissolution of the thinking mind, 

	the sense that what is being experienced is not a loss of reality but its most complete and undeniable disclosure.





The Common Thread






Chapter 3 - Spiritual Practice


	The characteristic appealing silence of churches and chapels

	The rhythm of ritual

	Sensory cues like the spreading of incense

	Mantra

	Reflection on religious iconography




Hinduism




	namakarana (naming ceremony)  - equivalent to baptism

	upanayana (sacred thread ceremony) - equivalent to confirmation or Jewish bar mitzvah

	vivaha (marriage)  -  equivalent to matrimony

	antyesti (cremation), where the soul is released for its onward journey – equivalent to the last rites (extreme unction)



	Mantra (sacred sound) 

	yantra (sacred geometric diagram) 

	tantra (sacred ritual techniques)




Yoga



	abhyasa (sustained, devoted practice) 

	vairagya (dispassion or non-attachment). 




	Yama (ethical restraints) - non-violence (ahimsa), truthfulness, non-stealing, celibacy, and non-possessiveness. These are not merely moral rules but the removal of mental disturbances caused by harmful action.

	Niyama (observances) - cleanliness, contentment, disciplined practice (tapas), self-study (svadhyaya), and surrender to God (Ishvara pranidhana). The inner life is ordered and oriented toward liberation.

	Asana (posture) - for Patanjali, asana means simply a stable, comfortable seated posture for meditation. The vast elaboration of physical postures belongs to later traditions.

	Pranayama (breath regulation) - the systematic control of the breath, which directly governs the flow of prana (vital energy) and profoundly affects the mind's stability.

	Pratyahara (withdrawal of the senses) - the senses are drawn inward, away from external objects, like a tortoise withdrawing its limbs. The mind is no longer pulled outward by sensory stimulation.

	Dharana (concentration) - the mind is focused on a single point - a mantra, a flame, a deity, or the breath - and held there despite distractions.

	Dhyana (meditation) - when concentration becomes continuous and unbroken, it deepens into meditation proper - a steady, flowing awareness of the object without interruption.

	Samadhi (absorption) - the final limb, in which the distinction between meditator, meditation, and object of meditation dissolves. In the highest samadhi (asamprajnata), even the last traces of mental content subside and pure consciousness shines alone.




Kriya Yoga







Buddhism




	prostrations expressing humility and reverence 

	offerings of light and incense 

	circumambulation of sacred sites 

	recitation of sutras.







Changing gear


Roman Catholicism































Protestantism


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	






















	Genuine religious experience is real and necessary - cold, merely intellectual Christianity is not the biblical norm

	Experience must be tested by Scripture - the Word is the norm for all experience

	The Holy Spirit is the agent of all genuine encounter with God

	Transformation is the fruit - authentic experience changes the person




Islam





	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	









































Modern Secular Spiritual Practice






	astrology

	crystal healing

	channelling of spirits 

	past-life regression 

	energy therapies















	Ethical: can the administration of mind-altering substances for personal spiritual gratification be justifiable morally or professionally?

	Medical: had the usual experimental safeguards been applied for these experiments?

	Psychological: have the experiences of the experimental subjects regularly resulted in permanent and desirable changes in personality?

	Religious: can the experiences of the experimental subjects be accepted as truly spiritual?  Do they challenge the integrity of the experiences of recognized saints?








Chapter 4 - Spirituality – the Evidence


	Right Understanding

	Right Intention

	Right speech

	Right Conduct

	Right Livelihood

	Right Effort

	Right Thought

	Right Meditation 















The Spiritual Path




Grace

	God has been continually offended by the sinful behaviour of humanity, starting with the disobedience of Adam;

	Such offences deserve condign punishment;

	There are ways to placate God’s wrath and enjoy an eternal blissful union with him in the afterlife;

	Failure to assuage the wrath of God will result in unending posthumous torment for the sinner.





	God has been offended by the sinful behaviour of humanity, sin being any attitude, utterance or act which upsets him;

	Such offences deserve condign punishment;

	There are ways to placate God’s wrath and enjoy an eternal blissful union with him in the afterlife;

	Failure to assuage the wrath of God will result in unending posthumous torment for the sinner.



The Catholic View











The Protestant View





















	Regular participation in church services

	Tithing

	Daily bible reading

	Religious instruction of children

	Evangelistic activities




Dealing with sin – the Catholic way









	Contrition – an expression of sorrow over the wrong committed

	Penance/Reparation -  activities providing compensation for the deleterious effects of sin 

	A strong resolve to avoid occasions of sins in the future. 




	Perfect contrition – this is generated purely by love of god and remorse at having offended him.

	Imperfect contrition – this is generated solely by fear of punishment for sin i.e. ending up in Hell.






	Prayer and penitential works

	Indulgences






	A plenary indulgence is the full remission of the temporal punishment due to sin.

	A partial indulgence is the remission of a part of the temporal punishment due to sin.







	visiting certain churches, shrines or other holy places; 

	giving alms; 

	reciting certain prayers.



The Eastern View







The Evidence of Spiritual Advancement





Miracles













	Breeding of multicoloured livestock - Genesis 30:37–4

	Aaron’s rod is turned into a serpent – Exodus 10:7-12

	The Ten Plagues – Exodus Chapters 7 to 14

	The parting of the Red Sea – Exodus 14:6, 21 - 31

	Manna from Heaven – Exodus 16:14-35

	Balaam’s talking donkey -  Numbers 22:28

	The fall of Jericho – Joshua – 6:6-25

	The sun and moon remaining stationary at Gibeon – Joshua 10:12-14 

	The death of Uzzah for touching the Ark – 2 Samuel 6:7

	The big fish – Jonah  Chapter 2

	The Jews in the Fiery Furnace – Daniel 3:19-27

	The writing on the wall – Daniel 5:22-31

	Daniel delivered from the Den of Lions – Daniel 6:16-23
















Spirituality today






Chapter Five - The Non-Expert Living View


The Foundation


	impermanence (anicca), 

	the unsatisfactoriness or creative dissatisfaction inherent in conditioned existence (dukkha), 

	the absence of integral or fixed identity (anatta). 




A Necessary Clarification




The Parable of the Strawberry






Birth, Life, and the Forest





The Limits of What We Can Know



	revelation - the direct communication of divine knowledge to a specially prepared or appointed recipient; 

	tradition - the accumulated wisdom of a community across generations; 

	scripture - the written record of such revelations and traditions, held to carry an authority exceeding that of ordinary human testimony; 

	the direct regulation of human knowledge by an omnipotent deity who chooses what to reveal and what to conceal. 




Brain Chemistry and the Chicken-and-Egg Problem


	that the mystical sense of cosmic unity is simply the result of disrupted activity in the parietal cortex; 

	that the divine presence felt in prayer is the temporal lobe misidentifying an internal process as external; 

	that samadhi is a particularly elaborate form of dissociation. 






The Three Signs and Their Practical Implications







The Five Skandhas as a Map of Experience







Yin, Yang, and the Living System




Beyond the Limits - Staying Open
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