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I

"Spirituality" is a term that returned to our central vocabulary about twenty-five years ago.  My first reaction was critical.  I feared its individualistic emphasis and its close connection with a consumerist culture.  It seemed quite alien to the Bible.  It had its roots in the monastery, and Luther had rejected it in favor of "faith".  It sounded very much like the "religion" of which Karl Barth was so critical. Why should Protestants now seize it with such enthusiasm?  Was it not better to emphasize discipleship?

On the other hand, as a process theologian I could not fail to be interested in experience.  That is what process thought is all about.  And the interest in spirituality was in part an insistence that actual experience is important.  The concern underlying it was the unsatisfactory character of ordinary experience for so many people and the need for a transformation of that experience.  A process theologian could well share that concern.

Accordingly, I tried to work with the new interest in spirituality.  I taught courses and wrote articles on the subject, hoping to broaden the concept so that we could recognize that our self-giving involvement with other people in the world could be understood as profoundly spiritual.   I argued that the human spirit should be understood both in its distinctiveness and in its intimate connection to other dimensions of the human psyche.  I called for an integrated personal existence centering in the spirit, understanding the human spirit in a Niebuhrian way as the capacity for self-objectification or self-transcendence.  I argued that true Christian spirituality involved global consciousness.

But my efforts to enlarge or extend or transform what students meant by "spirituality" had little success.  What people wanted and identified in this way was something very individual and interior.  The hunger for spirituality was a reaction to the immersion in a world of others with all the pressures and irritations that places in our way.  Public life and social responsibility needed some counterpoint in privacy and inner discipline.  This was what was called, and called for as, "spirituality".

Since this was what Protestants in general had turned away from centuries earlier, it is not surprising that the older Protestant churches (with the partial exception of the Quakers) were not in good position to respond.  This was not really because most American Protestants had kept alive the Reformation understanding of faith.  Instead, they had come to understand the interior life in psychological terms and, to a considerable extent, had substituted these for the vocabulary of faith.  But the quest for spirituality could not be identified with that for psychological health.  Furthermore, Protestant church life was that of a community, and most Protestant worship had minimal space for individual interiority.  With the decline of pietism, the American churches had largely given up on instructing their members in private religious disciplines.  As a result, more and more people said they were spiritual but not religious, meaning that what they found in ordinary Protestant church life seemed largely irrelevant to their spiritual hunger.

If the meaning of spirituality is inescapably wed to the emphasis on the individual, the private, and the interior, then one may deplore its limitations, but one need not minimize its importance.  Regardless of the history of Protestantism, there is no question but that privacy and individuality and inner discipline can play an important part in human life.  What we do with our interiority can be damaging as well as helpful; so we should not celebrate all forms of spirituality.  But clearly spirituality calls for our attention.





II

What we find when we attend to spirituality is great diversity.  There are many proposals as to how best to form our interior lives.  Some people have explored one after another.  Others touted one, and one alone, as right for all.  In general, judgments were determined by how the various practices made the practitioner feel.  But some were convinced of the rightness of one practice even though they understood that the payoff might be long postponed.

As a process theologian, I have tried to interpret what goes on in various spiritualities using Whitehead's model of occasions of experience.  To view some of the options in their relation to one another through a single coherent lens may make it easier to judge among them or to see how they can be combined.  Today I propose to share some of my conclusions.





III

I'll begin with Buddhism.  Whereas the Bible and the Abrahamic traditions are not primarily to be understood as forms of spirituality and do not make spirituality central to the ways of life they propose, Buddhism can reasonably be understood as focused on spirituality.  Each school of Buddhism has its distinctive meditational practices and disciplines; so a Buddhist scholar could devote many lectures to this diversity.  I am not a scholar of Buddhism, and I will limit myself to some sweeping generalizations.  If you think they don't apply to all forms of Buddhism, you are, no doubt, correct.  It is enough for me if they do apply to some major forms that Westerners have found attractive.

The Buddhist goal is to experience reality as it really is.  Buddhists are convinced that this enlightenment is profoundly liberating.  We live in a world of illusion, and much of what is lacking and painful in our lives results from this distortion.  To be free from this is to attain wisdom and compassion.

Buddhism is particularly attractive to a Whiteheadian because its teaching about reality is so congenial.  Buddhist schools agree in rejecting the idea of substance that is so pervasively built into our language and perceptual habits.  We see ourselves as surrounded by long-lasting objects such as tables and human bodies and trees and other people.  We project meanings on these and attach ourselves to them.  Since in fact nothing is permanent, this leads to suffering  

Still more seriously, we experience ourselves as substances enduring through time.  As a result we feel guilt and shame for past actions and anxiety about what we will do and what will happen to us in the future.  We try to hold on to what we have, and we feel threatened by others.  We project all kinds of meanings on ourselves as well as on other people, meanings that lead to disappointment or humiliation.

In reality all is in flux.  Nothing exists in and of itself. Each momentary event is the coming together of the world at that point.  This process is named pratitya samutpada, which can be translated as dependent origination.  When we truly realize what we are and what the world is, that is, when we actually experience the world, and especially ourselves, in this way, we are freed of all attachment and attain a blessed serenity and freedom.

There are many disciplines that help move us in this direction.  One is that of simple attention to what is taking place in experience at each moment.  One notes what is happening and, instead of letting it shape one's feelings, one lets it go.  The experience is the togetherness of these feelings, and if one releases them, then the next moment of experience can be what it is without the burden of interpretation.

To demonstrate the difference between this kind of experience and ordinary experience, I like to tell the story of an experiment conducted in a Catholic university in Tokyo several decades ago.  Representatives of three groups were selected and hooked up to devices to measure brain activity.  One group was of people like me, who engage in prayer and meditation without special disciplines.  The second group was composed of practitioners of Vedantic yoga.  The third was a group of Zen nuns.  

All were asked to engage in their normal practice.  Then after a few minutes a raucous buzzer was sounded for a few seconds.  A few minutes later, and then at irregular intervals, this was repeated.  The question was how the members of the three groups would react.

The first group reacted as a psychologist would expect -- quite strongly the first time and with diminishing intensity subsequently.  The yogis did not react at all.  The Buddhists reacted a little to the first buzz and just the same to the subsequent ones.

The explanation is evident.  Undisciplined people like me who are trying concentrate on their prayers are quite irritated by an unpleasant sound.  We are annoyed by its repetitions as well, but we gradually accustom ourselves to them and take them in stride, knowing that they are part of the experiment.  The yogis, in marked contrast, have shut out the exterior world and its stimuli altogether.  They cultivate a consciousness that separates them from the surrounding world.  The Buddhists are attentive to all that happens but simply let it happen as it happens.  They are free from any other goal than to let things be what they are.  They attach no meaning to the raucous noise beyond its sheer occurrence.  Hence they respond to it in just the same way each time.  

Buddhists can accent other implications of their basic ontology.  Thus far I have emphasized the "no self" doctrine and impermanence.  Buddhists can also speak of the True Self.  The True Self is the all-inclusive self.  That is, at each moment one includes the world.  There is no separation between the private self and the remainder of things.  Thus one's true interests are the interests of all.  Selfishness and self-centeredness disappear with the illusion of the false self and are replaced by universal compassion.

There are still other directions in which one may move that have been less emphasized in Buddhist circles.  One is a kind of nature mysticism.  If my experience in each moment consists of the many others, and most of these are not human, I can experience myself as part of the natural world.  This kind of realization has probably been more important in the West, because most of our religious and philosophical traditions have alienated us from nature.  The less alienated East did not require special disciplines to help people locate themselves within nature.

I should make it clear that Buddhists know that there is a strong tendency to identify ourselves as persons existing through time.  They have shown, rightly from a Whiteheadian perspective, that in fact there is no strict identity of personal existence.  There is a new experience in each moment, and there is no substance underlying these experiences.  But Buddhists do not question that ordinarily there is a very close relationship between successive moments of personal existence.  Popular doctrines of karma in particular presuppose this continuity through time.  Buddhist disciplines, however, work to weaken this connection because, Buddhists think, this strong connection is based on illusory beliefs and is a root cause of suffering.





IV

From a Whiteheadian perspective, the absence of any substantial identity through time does not necessarily lead to disparaging an emphasis on personal identity.  We do inherit most of what we are in each moment from antecedent moments of personal experience.  Although much of this inheritance is damaging, much of it can also be beneficial.  There can, therefore, be spiritualities based on enduring personal existence in distinction from those that focus on momentary existence.

Some of these emphasize interpersonal relations.  There is a Native American saying that we should not judge another until we have walked for two days in the other's moccasins.  The discipline required here is, of course, imaginative identification with the other.  What is it like to be where the other is, with that person's responsibilities and hopes, that person's biography, that person's network of relationships?  

Such discipline is not relevant only to judging others.  It is also an intense expression of love.  In less costly ways, one can discipline oneself to think of each other person one encounters as a subject, a center of experience, rather than in terms of how that person appears to oneself.  One can extend this to other living things.  By emphasizing otherness as well as relationship, this differs from the typical Buddhist sense of the true self in its inclusion of all.   The point here is that the other is not an object to the self but a subject like oneself deserving of the same care and concern.  This way of thinking requires the affirmation of the positive value of continuity in the formation of personal existence.

The discipline I have described aims in part to make oneself as a person more understanding of others and more loving.  This presupposes the possibility of cumulative spiritual growth.  Of course, there are other ways in which one may want to grow.  One may aim to broaden one's horizons and deepen one's analysis, so that one may be more effective in acting for the common good.  One may aim to overcome fears and anxieties that block one's expression of love.  One may aim to become better able to receive from others even when that makes one more vulnerable.  There are many, many goals of spiritual growth with their accompanying disciplines.





V

One important discipline of spiritual growth has been developed under the influence of Karl Jung.  This is based on an elaborate analysis of the depths of the psyche.  It is sometimes explained in terms that reify archetypes and other elements of the psyche in ways that a process theologian cannot accept.  However, the phenomena lend themselves to a Whiteheadian explanation and, quite independently of Whitehead, some Jungians have moved in this direction.

In Whitehead's view the entire past plays some role in the formation of each occasion of human experience.  The most important part of this past is the human past.  Within that past, some patterns have been repeated in human experience millions of times.  These repetitions cumulatively constitute this pattern as distinctively effective in each of the occasions of experience that inherits from them.  In depth analysis, one can find images expressive of these patterns.  These are the archetypes, and one can understand that through spiritual maturation these archetypes come to play different roles in the individual's psychic life.  





VI

The spiritualities I have described thus far are primarily mind-disciplines.  There are others that emphasize the body.  This makes good sense for a Whiteheadian, since the integrated flow of experience that we think of as ourselves derives most of its content from events in the body.  To change the body is to change experience.  To achieve a relaxed and harmonious bodily condition enables the body to contribute to the well-being of the psyche and even to the attainment of extraordinary psychic states.  One can derive from Whitehead's model no detailed knowledge of what bodily postures and movements are most conducive to desired states of the psyche, only that this is a topic well-worth exploring.  This exploration has been carried furthest in India and China.

Whereas in India and China the relation of mind and body is generally understood as interactive and holistic, the emphasis on bodily determination of the psyche in the West can lead to chemical manipulation of experience. Instead of engaging in time-consuming disciplines, Westerners are prone to seek to change experience by taking drugs.  In most cases these are ingested, but it is also possible to find practices that cause the body to produce them naturally.

 There is no doubt that drugs alter experience.  There is also no reason, from a Whiteheadian perspective, to suppose that what is experienced in this way is unreal.  On the contrary, Whitehead showed that our ordinary experience obscures the deeper relationships that form us in order to highlight that to which we need to attend for practical purposes.  Some chemically altered states of consciousness appear to bring to the fore the deeper experience that has been overlaid and obscured by evolutionary processes.

The intimate relation of psyche to body depicted in Whitehead's model allows us to understand and encourage spiritualities that focus on the other direction of this relationship.  Especially in the nineteenth and twentieth century, reflecting the influence of idealistic philosophy, the condition of the psyche has been shown to affect the condition of the body.  Thoroughgoing idealists argue that the body itself has no existence independent of the mind, so that changing one's thought can solve any problem in the body.  Whiteheadians have little patience for this extreme view.  For us, bodily events are just as real as psychic ones.  But just as bodily events profoundly influence psychic ones, so also psychic events profoundly influence bodily ones.  Psychic or spiritual healing is a reality, and we are open to believing even quite astounding claims about the effects of psychic activity on physical processes in the body.





VI

Thus far I have described spiritualities that are nontheistic or, at least, not dependent on a theistic understanding.  It is important for theists to recognize the variety and richness of such spiritualities.  We have in the past sometimes so identified spirituality with the relation of the individual to God that we have failed to recognize the many valuable forms of spirituality that do not depend on belief in God, even though some of them sometimes lead to that belief.

Nevertheless, Whitehead's model, which I am using, gives a large place to God and to human experience of God.  It is time to turn to that dimension of the model and to the spiritualities it explains and supports.  

So far we have talked about how the many become one in each momentary experience.  We have seen that of the many that become one, in personal existence the most determinative are usually past personal experiences and the events in the person's body.  This allows, as we noted, for spiritualities that take more seriously the otherness of other persons, than Buddhism usually does.  It encourages the I-thou spiritualities more characteristic of the West as well as the psychosomatic ones richly developed in China and India. 

But Whitehead emphasizes that the many that become one in each moment are not limited to the past occasions that make up the world for each new experience.  If they were, then the present experience could be nothing more than the product of the past.  There would be nothing left for the new occasion to decide.  There could be no freedom and no real novelty.  Something else enters into the composition of each new occasion of experience.  Whitehead calls this God.

God's role in each occasion is to offer it possibilities not derived from the past but relevant to that past.  God calls each human occasion of experience to actualize the richest possibility in that new moment.  This richness is both for immediate enjoyment and for its contribution to the future.

If God is calling us moment by moment, this suggests a spirituality of discernment.  How can we distinguish that within our experience which is God's call from the many competing voices that are derived from the past?  

We should not overstate the problem.  On the whole, one who seeks to respond to others in love and to serve the common good generally knows what to do.  The Whiteheadian point is that this knowledge is not entirely rational.  One does not simply follow rules.  One often senses more than one can explain.  The disciplines of love discussed above increase that sensitivity and the ability to respond beyond one's conscious knowledge.  Believers in God as known in Jesus Christ are not left in blank ignorance of what they are called to do and be, and a Whiteheadian can suppose that as one orients oneself toward others there is subtle but effective, largely unconscious, guidance from God.  Since God's guidance is primarily moment-by-moment, it calls for spontaneity more than for spiritual disciplines for its response.

Nevertheless, Christians have every reason to desire clearer guidance and greater assurance that the intuitions they follow are of God; and those who follow disciplines designed to open themselves to such guidance have contributed much.  Two groups have developed methods that seem particularly appropriate to a Whiteheadian: the Jesuits and the Quakers.  In both cases an attitude of open receptivity is cultivated.  The assumption, as with Whiteheadians, is that God is immediately present and directive.  It is also assumed that the discrimination of God's call from all the hunches, prejudices, hopes, and ambitions that flood experience is not easy, but, still, is possible.

Both also make another assumption that seems very appropriate to a Whiteheadian.  Although discrimination is possible, it is never certain.  Our capacities for self-deception are great.  The deeply inward individual quest for guidance is followed by sharing in the community.  The individual should take the response of the community very seriously.  Individual idiosyncrasies are less likely to shape the community judgment.  Of course, there is nothing infallible about this either.

This spirituality of discernment reflects the normal condition of Christian believers.  Although God is present in every occasion of experience, God is not the one who decides.  The occasion decides how fully it is to be informed by God's call.  Hence, there is a clear distinction between the human self and God.  The focus is on God's purpose for one's life.





VII

There are other forms of theistic spirituality that seek to experience God in God's more inclusive actuality.  These are often called mystical.  Fully mystical experience is much less common than the sense of being called and guided.  But for a Whiteheadian its occurrence is understandable.  God is in fact being felt in every occasion.  For the most part that feeling unconsciously objectifies God in terms of the divine aim for the occasion.  But there is no necessity that God be felt only in that way.  Some report occasions on which a presence is felt, reassuring and loving.  Sometimes this comes abruptly as a pure gift, but there are also those who practice disciplines designed to make such experience more likely.

Mystical experience can seek another result, one of identity.  This is more problematic both from a biblical point of view and a Whiteheadian one.  But a Whiteheadian can understand a condition that could be interpreted in this way.  

In the spirituality of discernment it was clear that the center of the human experience is distinct from the role that God plays in that experience.  The goal is to distinguish God's call from all else with the intention that decisions be guided by God.  But it is not impossible that God's presence in the occasion play the role of decision-maker.  There would then be no "I" distinct from God.  The occasion's deciding center would be God.  The feeling of union with God in this sense would not be an illusion.





VIII

These distinctively theistic forms of spirituality are not necessarily more appropriate for Christians than the nontheistic ones.  We are called to serve our neighbors.  In doing so we serve God.  Finding ways to attain the inner peace we need in order to be effective in this service is entirely legitimate.  Cultivating love for the neighbor, especially the neighbor who is not personally attractive to us, is a direct fulfillment of Jesus' teaching.  Indeed, understanding that these nontheistic spiritualities enable us to respond better to God's call may deepen our appreciation for them.  

The fact that there are so many spiritualities – including many I have not mentioned – should free us to pursue those that we find truly helpful and at the same time free us from any sense of requirement to pursue any spiritual discipline.  We are justified by faith, not by practices.  There is always a danger that practices be treated as law.  People who find a practice helpful sometimes try to impose it on others.  Others feel guilty because they do not have a regular discipline.  Faith frees us to practice a spiritual discipline.  It also frees us not to practice any. 





IX

Since this is intended as one way of introducing process theology, in conclusion, let me remind you of the model of reality that underlies my discussion of several spiritualities.  The world is made up of events, not "things" as they are usually understood.  A momentary human experience is the kind of event to which we have immediate access.  Such a moment draws together features of the world it inherits, especially its own past and events in the body.  Through these, and also more immediately, it is influenced by other people and the natural world.  The experience occurs and passes, becoming part of the world that flows into future experiences.

Personal experience consists of a flow of such momentary experiences.  The successors inherit with special fullness from past moments of this flow.  A person is quite distinct from other persons and things.  Yet it is equally important to recognize that the relation to one's own past is not fundamentally different from the relation to others.  Persons are members one of another.  We participate in constituting one another.  We are all social products.

It is equally important to see that although we are largely constituted by the past that flows into each momentary experience, we are not simply the product of that past.  In each moment there is something more.  There is a decision about how to order and supplement the received past.  That is where freedom and novelty appear.  That decision is possible only because each occasion not only inherits from the past but also receives novel possibilities for its own constitution.  This is God's presence in the occasion.  God calls us to be and do what is best in the very concrete and limited situations in which we find ourselves.  Our task is to respond fully to God's call.

For me, one great strength of Whitehead's philosophy is that so many diverse types of experience can be explained by it.  That means that we can learn much about reality as a whole and about ourselves from practitioners of all these disciplines.  We can be grateful for their multiplicity and that we now live in a world in which we can be appreciatively aware of this multiplicity.  

If I am then asked what kind of spirituality a process theologian favors, I find it hard to answer.  I suppose the answer will be: the one that most helps you to love and serve God and creatures.  If you need no special discipline in order to do that effectively, you are still quite free to explore and experiment.  You are also free to live the life of love and service, trusting in God, without special disciplines.
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