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Reader’s Guide

The distinction between that which is religious and
that which is spiritual is far from clear-cut and far
from being an either-or type of distinction. For
example, the Dalai Lama is both a religious figure and
a spiritual exemplar. We have therefore purposely kept
the concepts of religious and spiritual together in organi-
zing the encyclopedia’s Reader’s Guide. We have also
placed each entry into a category that best defines its
relationship to the religious and/or spiritual. However,
given that some entries are representative of more
than one category, we have placed in parentheses the
name of the category to which the entry also closely
applies. We hope this Reader’s Guide provides some
sense of the scope and range of the characteristics and
contexts that are involved in religious and spiritual
development. We also hope that this Reader’s Guide
helps to frame what might be missing from this ency-
clopedia—as explained in the Introduction—as well
as where the study of religious and spiritual develop-
ment may turn in the future.
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Introduction

In the 18th and 19th centuries, religion and spirituality
were supposed to be replaced by science and reason—
or so many thought. But that did not happen, and today,
religion and spirituality play a major role in people’s
lives and in determining world affairs. So to be informed
about today’s world requires being informed about
matters pertaining to religion and spirituality. This is
especially the case in a pluralistic global society that is
growing increasingly “connected.” No longer are dif-
ferent religious groups found only in far-away places,
to be experienced only in books or through word of
mouth. Instead, we now live in communities and nations
where multiple religions and multiple spiritualities are
practiced. Furthermore, many of us have access to
radio, television, newsprint, and the worldwide Web,
allowing us, with the turn of a knob or the click of a
switch, to immerse ourselves in other cultures. We now
are brought face-to-face with religious and spiritual
diversity.

Despite the world becoming a global village, reli-
gion and spirituality still elicit negative stereotypes
and foster fear, hatred, and even war. And yet, religion
and spirituality also foster peace and unity. Today,
then, perhaps more than ever, it is especially impor-
tant that we understand one another by understanding
one another’s faith traditions and equally critical that
we understand positive, healthy, religious and spiri-
tual development. We must seek to bridge divides,
counteract negative stereotypes, and explode destruc-
tive myths so as to set the conditions that connect us
to all our fellow humans.

This encyclopedia joins a recent trend in research
and scholarship aimed at better understanding the sim-
ilarities and differences between world religions and
spiritualities, between expressions of the divine and
between experiences of the transcendent. It does so,
however, with a focus on the development of religios-
ity and spirituality.

XXiii

Spiritual development and religious development
are about identity development and how, across the
human life span, one sees oneself in relation to that
which is considered divine or transcendent. While reli-
gious development is usually about identifying one-
self with a particular religious tradition, its practices
and beliefs, spiritual development is about becoming
a whole person, someone who stands for something
that defines and gives meaning to being human. The two
may overlap—so that what is spiritual is also religious—
but they need not. There is religion without spiritual-
ity and spirituality without religion.

Due to the work and contributions of scholars
and academics, much has been learned about what it
means to be human and about the process of human
development. We have learned that individual devel-
opment involves the interplay of multiple contexts,
contexts that interact in dynamic ways across the life
span. No two people share the same biology or the
same combination of contexts and experiences, so every
person has a unique developmental history. The same
is true for religious and spiritual development. Owing
to the innumerable contexts that influence individual
development throughout the life span, religious and
spiritual development must be understood as different
for each person.

Furthermore, given that the contexts that affect
religious and spiritual development are innumerable,
it is impossible to capture the entirety of their expres-
sions or influence within one encyclopedia. In deciding,
then, on what entries to collect, we narrowed down a
seemingly endless list of possible entries to present a
sample of contexts and experiences that are central for
at least some people, in some parts of the world, some
of the time. We do not assume that all people are
equally affected by or touched by the same contexts.
We do assume that people of different ages, genders,
faiths, and ethnicities are more or less affected by the
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contexts discussed in this encyclopedia at different
times in their lives. Therefore, we cannot reiterate
enough that the entries collected in this encyclopedia
are offered as a collection of contexts that potentially
impact individual and group religious and spiritual
development. We were intentional in making the
selections we did. Their diversity represents the diver-
sity in religious and spiritual development.

This encyclopedia covers a wide range of topics—
from ideas, to places, to people. Furthermore, the topics
come in all sizes—from small topics, such as particular
cultic practices, to large topics, such as major religions.
Some will say that we have included that which should
be excluded and excluded that which should be
included—and to a certain extent, they may be right.
However, once again, our intent was not to achieve a
perfectly balanced and representative sample of entries,
because it is difficult to say what such a sample would
look like and, most certainly, each reader will have his
or her own interests and definition of a balanced and
representative sample. Rather, our intent was to provide
a sample of entries to help the reader become better
informed about the complexity of factors involved in
religious and spiritual development, so as to become
better able to function in a pluralistic society and better
able to support personal spiritual growth.

With a recent heightened level of interest in the
study of religious and spiritual development, we imag-
ine that in the future we will come to learn more about
the individual and shared characteristics and contexts
that influence the development of spirituality and reli-
giosity. As such, a future reference work on this topic
may have a very different list of entries than the col-
lection we present. We welcome this change and look
forward to what further research will contribute to the
study and practice of healthy religious and spiritual
development.

This encyclopedia does not, then, teach all there is
to know about religious and spiritual development,
but it can help point the reader in the right directions,
so that the reader can become better informed. We
hope the reader will use this encyclopedia that way—
as a pointer, or, to change the metaphor, as a window
into the many fascinating and complex phenomena
and people that figure centrally in discussions of the
development of religiousness and spirituality. We also
hope the reader will use this encyclopedia for per-
sonal growth, to help answer those personal questions
that, if left unanswered, can stunt or arrest spiritual
growth.

—Elizabeth M. Dowling and W. George Scarlett



ABORIGINAL SPIRITUALITY,
AUSTRALIAN

The spirituality of Aboriginal people in Australia
is traditionally associated with specific tracts of land
in diverse ways. The ancestral spirits permeate social
life, and individuals within each group develop a gen-
uine sense of belonging with the spiritual and physical
landscapes. Within individual regions, various social
groups possess certain traits in addition to their spiri-
tual beliefs. They have a shared language or dialect and
economic system, and particular songs and ceremonies
that belong to their specific clan. Descent groups
occupy particular environments and come to be asso-
ciated with specific territories. Children at birth are
taught which descent group they belong to and what
part of the land is theirs to be part of and protect.
They are taught songs and told stories about their
ancestors.

There have been perhaps 300 language groups in
Aboriginal Australia. Today, many of those languages
no longer exist. There are approximately 20 languages
still spoken by more than a few people. As none of the
languages were written, many have been lost forever.
Clans or other descent-based groups comprised the
social frameworks within each. Descent groups acted
as guardians of the land inherited from their ancestors.
By belonging to a clan, individuals are provided with
a birthright, a passport to a portion of the land, shared
customs, and the obligation to comply with the rigor-
ous rules of the social structure that accompany clan
membership. All children learn these rules at an early
age. At each stage of development, they are expected

to know and behave in certain ways in relationship to
their own family, the land, and their spiritual relation-
ship to both.

Clans consist of men, women, and children who
are considered to be descendants of the same ancestor
or ancestors, but whom at any one time, are scattered
throughout a number of different lands. All clan members
within a language group are related, even if distantly,
and all relationships are recognized and respected.
Unwritten rules govern how people are addressed
by one another and what behaviors are appropriate for
each relationship and each age group. These social
relationships and rules are all part of the laws of the
Dreaming.

At birth, children possess their own spiritual
presence, and the rest of the group already knows their
kinship ties. They are given a special name at a cere-
mony. From their earliest days, children live within
their kin structure and are gradually taught how to
behave toward other people. They have special kin-
ship terms and relationships. For example, it is com-
mon for the mother’s brother to occupy the most
important place in the life of a male child, guiding the
young boy along the early steps towards initiation and
manhood.

An extended family usually lives at the same camp
and moves about the territory as a group. Kinship is a
crucial element in the structuring of social and spiri-
tual relationships in Aboriginal societies. Kinship is
of prime importance throughout Aboriginal Australia,
and is applied to all people inclusively. It is part of the
spiritual relationship to the land and their ancestors.

In traditional societies, everyone with whom an
Aboriginal person comes into social contact is likely
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to be recognized as some kind of relative. Every
individual is connected to everyone else by descent,
marriage, or some other form of affiliation. To an
outsider, the network of relationships and obligations
might seem complex. Nobody remains outside the kin-
ship system, and all are required to carry out their
obligations and responsibilities toward others and the
land. No one is forgotten. If children are left orphaned
or adults widowed, they are incorporated into the kin-
ship system. This in turn connects all to a spiritual
life. In its simplest form, the notion of kin is based on
the idea that a man calls his brother’s children son and
daughter. In turn, they address him as father as they do
their biological father. A man’s sister’s children are
considered son and daughter.

Traditionally, spiritual beliefs permeate every
aspect of life. The spirit helps the individual
pass through a series of important life events or rites
of passage. The laws are laid down in the Dreaming.
The Dreaming is a term used to describe the
spiritual, natural, and moral order of the cosmos.
Each life segment brings with it a set of rights and
obligations.

Children spend a lot of their time in the company
of other youngsters and various adults, especially
members of the extended family. They enjoy great
freedom as long as their actions do not harm anyone
and they obey instructions such as staying clear of
dangerous and sacred places. Proper respect to elders
and family is to be shown at all times. Many of the
proper ways of behaving are conveyed to children
through stories and songs around the campfire. These
stories vary from region to region and are passed on
orally. The stories have several levels. The first stories
were for children and all community members. The
same story may vary in information for different ages
and contain sacred information. Art and drawings are
also used to convey spiritual information linking
always to the land.

Creation stories follow a general pattern, all related
to the land and landscape. Before creation, the land
now called Australia was a barren place, devoid of all
human life. In the Dreamtime, Ancestral Beings came
down from the stars and rose from the earth. They
moved across the land, singing into existence an intri-
cate network of rivers, deserts, mountains, forest,
animals, and birds. They stretched to the sun announc-
ing; “I am Ant!” “I am Snake!” “I am Kangaroo!” “I
am Emu!” As they called out the names they created
sacred songs that brought aspects of the land into

being. Each region would be influenced by several
powerful figures and those Ancestral Beings would
then continue to support and resource the communities
living within that area. When their work was done, the
Ancestral Beings sank into the earth or returned to the
sky, ready to be called upon by prescribed ritual.

Australian Aboriginals understand that they act as
custodians of the land, and are therefore responsible
for protecting the world of the spirit beings that cre-
ated the land and still live in mountains, waterholes,
trees, rocks, and sky. The Ancestral Beings are hon-
ored and called to protect the land by prescribed
rituals of the elders. The places on the earth where
Ancestral Beings brought forth life are still known as
sacred sites.

The all-pervasive powers of the Ancestral Beings
of the Dreaming are present in the land and natural
species, and reside within individuals. Particular groups,
tribes, or clans fulfill their responsibilities, working
within a highly complex structure that incorporates
spiritual belief, sacred law, ceremonies, kinship, and
places in a particular area with which they have been
associated for many thousands of years. It is associ-
ated with their day-to-day survival in provision of
food and medicines, ritual songs, objects, and graphic
designs.

One of the best-known sacred sites in Australia is
Uluru (Ayers Rock), on the land of the Pitjantjatjara
people, which is of particular significance to the Mala
(Wallaby) and Kunia (Carpet Snake) clans. There
are many other sacred sites throughout Australia. In
simple terms, sacred sites are like churches. Each site
has particular meaning and significance and special
ceremonies and ways of behaving associated with
it. Often their location and significance are closely
guarded secrets and cannot be shared with outsiders.
It is not proper to discuss sacred sites with everyone,
as some sites are only to be shared by men and some
sites are only for women. Men’s and women’s busi-
ness are scrupulously segregated, but of equal power
and importance in traditional societies.

Land represents the mainspring of the psyche and
well-being of the people who inhabit a certain terri-
tory. Communities and individuals are still directly
responsible for the protection of the land under their
guardianship. This responsibility or custodianship
forms the basis of much of the conflict that continues
to exist between Aborigines and those who operate in
a way that abuses the sacred obligations placed on
those who inhabit the land. Land can never be sold or
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traded, as it represents a sacred bequest from the
Ancestral Beings and the Dreaming.

Specialized knowledge of any territory, such as
details of ritual and the more intimate details of the
particular relationship of any community to their tra-
ditional lands, is jealously guarded. It is considered
sacrilegious to share privileged information with out-
siders. From an early age children are taught relation-
ships and knowledge about their role in learning and
passing on rituals and information belonging to their
particular family group.

Aboriginal law is very sacred and complex.
Ceremonial objects used in rituals to do with the law
are revered, and kept in the possession of either the
“clever man” or “clever woman.” It is a serious trans-
gression of the law to look upon them, even by acci-
dent. Aboriginal elders are “wise men and clever
women” who have the sacred responsibility of acting
as guardians of the land and the sites created by the
Ancestral Beings. They believe that disturbance of
a sacred site by entering without the appropriate
ceremony represents a violation of that trust that has
been handed down for hundreds of generations, long
before Australia was settled by others. All children are
taught to show respect to their elders.

The Ancestral Beings are still relevant today. Day-
to-day activities are carried out within the framework
of that original structure created many thousands of
years ago. They continue to inspire, protect, support,
and govern daily life of traditional Aboriginal people,
and are recognized by all Aborigines, even those who
have grown up in cities. The Dreaming has deep and
sacred meanings. It is inaccurate to refer to Dreaming
stories as fables or folklore, as the Dreaming is not
fictitious to many Aboriginal people.

This traditional and complex culture was in no
way prepared to encounter white explorers and settlers
from alien cultures with a vastly different belief system.
The colonizers believed that Australia was an empty
continent, or ferra nullius, which is Latin for “a land
belonging to no-one.” It was established as a concept
in European international law in the age of European
colonization. Nyoongar elder Yongar Mungan tells the
story of Aboriginal leader Yellagonga who, when greeted
by Captain James Stirling in the southwest of Western
Australia, “He bowed and offered his country and
resources to the settler.” It was thought the settlers were
countrymen who had returned from the spirit world.

Today, many Aboriginal people in Australia still
honor their traditions. All people in Australia know

that to the first people of Australia the land was filled
with an intricate web of Dreaming. “We walk together
on sacred ground. Black feet, white feet, footprints,
soft upon the land. The Tjukurpa (Pitjantjatjara word
for Dreaming) moves beneath our feet. The landscape
is alive.”—Anon.

—Jane E. Lawton
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ADVERSITY, OVERCOMING

Adversity refers to hardship and misfortune.
Although what constitutes hardship and misfortune
may vary from one person to another, there are gen-
eral stressors considered by most to be conditions
defining hardship and misfortune. Stressors come in
two types: acute and chronic. Acute stressors are major
life events such as the loss of a loved one, a divorce,
and a major accident causing bodily harm. Chronic
stressors include long-term neglect (by parents, peers,
others in general), poverty, and permanent physical and
mental disabilities. Religion often serves as a means
to cope with such adversity.

The research on coping distinguishes between
three types, namely, self-directing, deferring, and
collaborative types. The self-directing type refers to
when people rely mostly on themselves to cope; the
deferring type refers to when people take control by
giving control over to God; the collaborative type
refers to when people collaborate with God, that is,
see both themselves and God as actively participating
in the coping process.

The self-directing type of coping is associated with
a greater sense of personal control and higher self-
esteem. An example of self-directing coping is having
a sense that God will support one’s decisions on how
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to cope, but the decisions themselves are one’s own.
The deferring type of coping is associated with lower
self-esteem, less planning and problem solving, and
greater intolerance for the differences found in others.
An example of the deferring type is when individuals
pray for God to do something miraculous. The collab-
orative type of coping is similar to the self-directing
type in that it too is associated with greater sense of
personal control and greater self esteem. However, with
the collaborative type, there is an active give-and-take
between the individual and God. For example, an
individual may pray for support and strength needed
to solve certain problems defining his or her adverse
situation.

No matter what type of coping, all follow similar
steps. First, there is a major life event, followed by an
appraisal and then some coping activity that focuses
either on fixing a problem or on improving some
emotional-psychological condition. Appraisal plays a
central role in the coping process. In making an appraisal
of their adverse circumstances, individuals can see the
same circumstances very differently. For example, when
told they have a cancerous tumor, individuals can appraise
their situation as a challenge to take on or as a hopeless
situation that they have to accept. These different
appraisals determine what strategies will follow.

Religion can play an integral role in coping with
adversity. Indeed, after tragic events, sometimes
turning to religion can seem the only way to cope.
Religious coping activities are numerous, and include
cultivating relationships with members of a faith com-
munity, including the clergy, as well as cultivating a
relationship with God. They include cognitive change,
such as finding a lesson or meaning in adversity;
emotional change, such as feeling dependent on God;
behavioral change, such as leading a more caring life;
and social change, such as investing energy in social
causes. It is difficult to determine how many people
turn to religion in order to cope with adversity. How-
ever, research has shown that for many people in
adverse circumstances, religion is indeed relied on for
coping.

—Meredith Posner

See also Coping in Youth
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ALCHEMY

The word alchemy is itself of Arabic origin,
although its original significance is lost. Forms of
alchemy have been practiced over many hundreds of
years by the Greeks, Egyptians, Chinese, Indians, and
Arabs, but in Europe it reached the peak of its popu-
larity with a proliferation of new texts on the subject
in the 16th and 17th centuries. It was practiced by figures
as diverse as John Dee, Francis Bacon, Thomas Vaughan,
Robert Boyle, and Isaac Newton. The popular image
of alchemists was of secret brotherhoods and individual
fraudsters (Ben Jonson’s satirical play The Alchemist
and Pieter Bruegel the Elder’s drawing of the same
name illustrate this), but it was not until the growth of
modern science in the 18th century (to which alchemy
had itself made no small contribution) that interest
began to decline.

The Swiss psychoanalyst Carl Jung introduced
a new approach to alchemy in the 20th century. He
noted a close correspondence between the dreams and
fantasies of his patients and the writings of alchemists,
particularly in terms of recurrent symbols and images
(such as sun and moon, king and queen, toad, dragon,
eagle, and rose). He considered that alchemical litera-
ture could be explained in psychological terms, and he
viewed the symbols as manifestations of a “collective
unconscious.” Although Jung’s own life and work were
profoundly influenced by his contact with alchemy,
the impact on psychoanalytical theory has so far been
limited.

Alchemy, sometimes known simply as “The Art,”
is an esoteric mixture of ancient wisdom and quasi-
scientific experimentation. Essentially it is about trans-
formation, particularly the purification and perfection
of base, unrefined materials. The transformation may
be at a physical or spiritual level. At a physical level,
it is usually expressed in terms of the attempt to trans-
form base metals into gold, and it involves complex
procedures in the laboratory. It may also be about trans-
formation from sickness to health, or from old age to



Altars 5

youth. At the spiritual level, the various alchemical
processes in spiritual transformation may be symbolic
of the attempt to perfect base human nature; the trans-
formation and purification occur as a result of the spir-
itual experiences encountered on the journey through
life.

Many key alchemical terms have meaning on
the physical and spiritual levels simultaneously. For
example, conjunction (sometimes called the alchemi-
cal marriage) refers in the laboratory to the fusing of
mercury and sulphur, but at a spiritual level (espe-
cially in the writing of a Christian alchemist like
Jakob Boehme) it refers to the soul’s union with God;
it is variously symbolized by the marriage of a king
and queen, by sexual union, by astrological conjunc-
tion (e.g., of the sun and the moon) and by the figure
of the hermaphrodite.

The goal of the “sacred philosophy” of the alchemists
was to produce the Philosopher’s Stone, which could
then be used as the agent of all kinds of transforma-
tion, including turning base metals into gold, pro-
longing life, and curing the sick. The Stone could
take a variety of forms, including powder or liquid,
and was also known as the Elixir or Tincture. The
alchemical process was thus to turn the prima mate-
ria (“ordinary matter”—although of course there was
much debate about what was the best substance to
start with) into the Philosopher’s Stone by separating
it into its components, purging its impurities, and
reconstituting it in perfect proportion in its refined
form. There was no precise formula for achieving this
result. The alchemist had to create a model of the uni-
verse (or of human consciousness) within a sealed,
preferably egg-shaped, glass vessel or flask. Through
a complicated succession of gradual heating and
distillation, the transformation of the prima materia
could take place. The transformation required the
“death” of the body or original substance, the ascen-
sion of the “soul,” the reuniting of the two in a new
way and the fixing of the volatile elements thus
generated.

The sequence of 12 stages of the laboratory process
are described by the 15th-century English alchemist,
Canon George Ripley, as calcination, solution, separa-
tion, conjunction, putrefaction, congelation, cibation,
sublimation, fermentation, exaltation, multiplication,
and finally projection (i.e., the use of the Stone for
transformation). The whole operation is described in
the symbolic language of birth, marriage, death, res-
urrection, battles, dragons, birds, and celestial bodies.

In a spiritual sense, the prima materia on which
the alchemist works is himself, and (at least from a
Christian perspective) Christ is the perfect Philosopher’s
Stone. When the alchemist seeks to free the soul (mer-
cury) and spirit (sulphur) from the body (salt) and to
reunite them in a purified form, he is seeking to purge
himself of the impurity of sin, so that he can be made
again in Christ’s image. The alchemical process thus
helps an understanding of God’s will and purpose
in creation. Many 17th-century Christian writers and
poets use images drawn from alchemy to convey deep
spiritual truths. George Herbert, for example, in his
poem “The Elixir,” claims to have found in the princi-
ple of doing every action as if for God “the famous
stone that turneth all to gold.”

—J. Mark Halstead

See also Art, Visual; Herbert, George; Jung, Carl and Post-
Jungians
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ALTARS

The Oxford English Dictionary defines altar as a
block, pile, table, stand, or other raised structure, with a
plain top, on which to place or sacrifice offerings
to a deity. The altar can be a place where incense
is burned in worship. Nearly all world religions and
faiths have use of an altar. The classical Hebrew sense
of the altar is as the meeting place between heaven and
earth. The physical altar becomes the place of meeting
between the Creator and humanity. It is the place of
sacrifice and of communion. The altar is always a very
special place of devotion and deepest respect.

In many religions, the altar began as the place of
sacrifice. This altar would have been temporary and
erected for the moment. Offerings were made to a
deity, including fruits, vegetables, animals, and even
humans (in some societies and times). Once a faith
tradition or religion became a bit more permanent,
the altar was eventually turned into a very permanent
structure located inside a sacred building, temple, or
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church. Only the ritually trained were allowed to
come to the altar. Barriers and railings were set up to
keep out those not fully trained to minister at the altar.

Christianity sees the altar on many levels. The altar
is where simple gifts of bread and wine are placed
for Eucharistic worship. The altar becomes the table
of the Lord. The Last Supper of Jesus sees a meal
becoming a time for theology. The altar and/or table
now takes on deeper meaning. Just like in any family,
a special meal with family gathered takes on a deeper
meaning. The table indeed becomes an altar. Great
care is taken to set the table/altar, special vessels are
used on the table/altar, and stories are shared (sacred
scriptures are proclaimed). Once at the table, people
tend to stay there. Being allowed at the big persons’
table is seen as an initiation into adulthood. The meal
is more than just a sharing of food. Even though one
may take great pride in a beautifully set table/altar, it
is the experience of communion with one another that
is of prime importance. After Jesus’ resurrection from
the dead, it was at table that he revealed himself to his
followers, in the breaking of the bread. Again, it is the
table/altar that becomes a place of action and of con-
vergence between believers and the deity.

More recently, a split in understanding of the
altar has developed. The altar has become a place for
meals, remembrance, and community. The older idea
of altar as the place of sacrifice is fading away in some
circles of believers. The altar is now seen as the table
of the Lord where the community gathers. Some com-
munities try to hold on to the multiple ideas of altar.
Some would see the altar as the place of sacrifice, the
Lord’s Table, and a place of nourishment and strength
for the community gathered. The altar can be a table
of joy, a place of communion and peace, and a source
of unity and friendship.

There is one final aspect of altar that is slowly being
forgotten. The altar has also been a place of memorial
for a person who died for the faith or the deity. The
graves of special people had altars erected on them in
some religious faiths. The purpose of this altar was to
be a memorial of the martyr’s death. In fact, in most
Roman Catholic churches, altars have to have a relic
(an object of a saint) placed into the altar. Some ancient
churches are built over the remains of an early believer
(e.g., the central church of Roman Catholicism, the
Vatican in Rome, is built on Saint Peter’s remains).

Today, most communities would see the altar as a
place of gathering of the believers. It is a place where
the mystery of God’s gift unfolds, and the community

is nourished and fed. The altar should be seen as a
place where all are welcomed, where the poor find
justice, victims of oppression find freedom, and the
whole of humanity is reunited with its Creator.

—Rev. David M. O’Leary

See also Christianity; Churches; Eucharist; Judaism; Sacrifice

ANGELOU, MAYA

I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings (1969) is a pow-
erful, inspirational childhood autobiography by Maya
Angelou, the well-known literary, artistic, and spiritual
figure. The book spans her early childhood through
adolescence, most of it spent in the South in the 1930s
and 1940s. The author’s voice is primarily the first-
person vantage point of a child. The opening scene is
Easter Sunday in church, with young Maya squirming
in the children’s section; spiritual and religious issues
permeate the book. Angelou captures many common
paradoxes of living, and explores the role of faith and
spirituality in reconciling these tensions. Pervasive
through the book are influences of race, gender, socio-
economic status, geographical region, and historical
era. This autobiography contextualizes spiritual devel-
opment. Every page speaks a human voice, and thus
captures the authenticity of the personal and institu-
tional in a child’s spirituality.

Throughout the book, Angelou illustrates how
children’s many social contexts—family, church, school,
peers, neighborhood, and so on—all influence spiri-
tual development. Spirituality’s life-affirming role in
the African-American community is made particu-
larly evident in Maya’s childhood during which she
lived in a small, segregated town in Arkansas. The val-
ues, worldviews, and disciplines in the faithful com-
munities of which she is a part uphold her spiritual
journey. However, other communities (such as Maya’s
time in St. Louis with her mother) are lacking in spir-
itual grounding, and Maya’s development suffers. In
both communities, Maya’s spirituality is crucial in her
resilience against tough odds.

A crucial figure in Maya’s life is her maternal
grandmother, Momma, who raises Maya and her older
brother in Stamps, Arkansas, after the children’s neg-
ligent parents in California sent them packing. Momma
shares her theology in verbal assertions, such as God
“never gives us more than we can bear” (p. 132) and
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“God is love. Just worry about whether you’re being a
good girl then he will love you” (p. 47). Momma’s
authoritarian behavior, demands for cleanliness and
obedience in the name of God, and her own daily spir-
itual disciplines provide a powerful model for Maya’s
observational learning of spirituality. Momma begins
each day with morning prayer and she regularly
invokes God to cope with stressors. A traumatic inci-
dent occurred when unkempt, impudent white girls
approached Momma to mock her, a display of disre-
spect that Momma would never tolerate from her own
family. Young Maya watched helplessly as her grand-
mother stood her ground, and did not defend herself
but instead quietly uttered under her breath. Maya, the
young spiritual apprentice observing her grand-
mother’s faith in action, could hear her elder singing,
“Bread of heaven, bread of heaven, feed me til I want
no more.” Maya saw that faith serves as a shield against
the slings and arrows of a hard life, and she concluded
that “whatever the contest had been out front, I knew
Momma had won” (p. 27). This indelible experience,
witnessing how faith allows one to endure suffering
and enables one to salvage spiritual victory from the
jaws of defeat, gave Maya a deep metaphor to grasp
the essential theme of death and resurrection.

While Momma provides spiritual discipline and
strength, Maya’s older brother, Bailey, provides an
unconditional love that creates in Maya a more bal-
anced, healthy spirituality. Bailey is Maya’s compan-
ion and supporter. In a most eloquent passage (p. 19),
Maya writes: “Of all the needs . . . a lonely child has,
the one that must be satisfied, if there is going to be
hope and a hope of wholeness, is the unshaking need
for an unshakable God. My pretty Black brother was
my Kingdom Come.” While Momma embodies God’s
omnipotence and absoluteness, Bailey incarnates
God’s unconditional, loving acceptance. Others, too,
contribute to Maya’s spirituality, such as Louise, Maya’s
first childhood friend, and Mrs. Flowers, the aristocrat
of Black Stamps who makes Maya “proud to be
Negro” (p. 79).

Angelou’s journey illustrates developmental trends
in faith development (e.g., Fowler). In middle child-
hood, Angelou has a “mythic-literal” faith “absorbed”
from her family; Deuteronomy with its rigid laws
is her favorite book of the Bible. Later in childhood,
Maya experiences growing skepticism and questioning
about her community’s faith norms. As Maya approaches
adolescence, a revival meeting (chapter 18) generates
doubt in her, as she is confused by worshipping God

in a tent with a dirt floor, and she wondered, “Would
God the Father allow His only Son to mix with this
crowd of cotton pickers and maids, washerwomen and
handymen?” The book is a window into the child’s
soulful struggles with the worth of herself and her
people in God’s eyes. The book continues through
adolescent struggles, and a more personal “individuative-
reflective” orientation begins to emerge as she wrestles
with sexuality, vocation, self-esteem, and changing
interpersonal relations.

This wonderful autobiography is a study of
resilience, of the child’s capacity to not only survive
but even thrive amid adversity. Maya’s spirituality,
shaped by many forces, is the fertile soil in which this
resilience grows. This is a superb book for a mature
adolescent group, although sections describing
Maya’s sexual abuse as a child and her adolescent
sexual explorations will disturb some. Boyatzis and
Braxton, among other sources, may help educators,
parents, or youth ministers use Angelou’s book. Child-
hood autobiographies have become popular, and many
emphasize spiritual themes, including Kimmel, Scot,
and Hampl. Each eloquently depicts the inextricable
links between childhood and adolescent spirituality,
and the family, church, community, and time and place
in the American landscape. Amidst this fine literature,
Angelou’s book is perhaps the finest case study of
spiritual development.

—Chris J. Boyatzis
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ANGELS

In English, the word “angel” comes from the Greek
word angelos meaning messenger. In Christian, Islam,
and Jewish beliefs, angels are said to be supernatural
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beings above ordinary mankind, or citizens of inner
space. As messengers from God, their function is to
praise and to serve God and mankind, helping in many
different ways those in harmony with them. Also
known as Prets, Devas, Bhuts, and Devtas, angels are
believed to be everywhere, although they have never
been known to incarnate in human form. They remain
mostly invisible, and are sexless by nature. Without
apparent feelings, through their service they express
love and compassion for humans in distress. In watch-
ing over virtually every aspect of human activity, there
are also records of them being on hand in order to help
the creative progress of activities that are serving a
spiritual purpose. This especially applies to those on
earth ready to become more conscious and responsi-
ble for their own spiritual development.

“Angel” is a generic name for a vast host of invisi-
ble beings said to populate the seven heavens. Some
people express angels as thoughts of God. There is
no one correct way of perceiving angels or beings of
light. In so far as they reflect and amplify our own
condition, they can appear in as many ways and in
many colors. Most are said to be so dazzling that their
forms look as if weaved out of fluid light beams.
Although some of the Higher Beings have been seen
to be as tall as the sky, angels are said to be in the
same line of evolution as earth’s nature spirits of the
fairy kingdom. To define elusive angel forms could be said
to be as difficult as defining electrons is for the quan-
tum physicist. Better to experience them directly.

In the first centuries of the Christian era, many
known as heretics called on angels for help, just as
pre-Christian “pagans” had been blamed for calling
on the many gods of the old religion, paganism. In
Latin religio paganorum means “peasants’ religion.”
Thus, for centuries the Church forbade the “ignorant”
faithful to give the angels names. From its religious
rites it also banned anything that could evoke them,
preserving only the names of the four main archangels
familiar to Jews, Christians, and Muslims. Although
their names Michael, Gabriel, Raphael and Uriel are
male, most commentators see all angels as having no
specific human gender. And virtually all the world’s
systems of religious belief include celestial beings in
their cosmologies, their scriptures containing refer-
ences of angelic interventions.

Moving down from the Supreme Creator or God,
angels are organized in a celestial hierarchy, by means
of classifications generally accepted by commentators
of many faiths including the Cabbalists and angel

historians. Not all traditional institutions or academics
have agreed on the order and content of these hierar-
chies and, indeed, the spelling in English of many
angels often varies. However, Dionysius the Areopagite,
a disciple of Saint Paul in the sixth century, described
three categories or spheres of angels, with three orders
in each. Using this model of nine orders of service,
angels who serve as heavenly counselors are in the
first sphere and contain the seraphim, cherubim and
thrones, all of which contemplate God’s goodness and
reflect his glory. A brief description of the nine orders
of angelic beings follows.

1. Seraphim: Singing the music of the spheres,
these angels are among the most wise and dedi-
cated in their love of God. Although remote from
human experience, they are said to help regulate
the movement of the heavens. The heavenly
hosts might seem to work in graded ranks.
However, it is more helpful to see them all work-
ing as one so that the seraphim, who seem fur-
thest removed from us on earth, also work with
the God in each human being. For example,
Isaiah in his vision saw the six-winged seraphim
above the throne of God, and one of them carried
a burning coal to his mouth to purge his sin.

2. Cherubim: Contemplating God’s Laws, cheru-
bim are the guardians of light. No matter how
remote they seem, their light, as from the stars,
filters down from the heavens and touches our
lives on earth. Some astrologers claim that there
are 72 angels, in groups of 18. These control all
four elements, each angel governing 5 degrees of
the Zodiac. Overseeing the element of Fire, 18
angels control action, illumination, and transfor-
mation. Eighteen angels control the element of
Water, expressed as emotion, love, desire, and
passion. For the element of Air, another 18 angels
oversee practical intelligence and communica-
tion. Helping human prosperity, security, and
abundance, 18 angels oversee the element of
Earth. As for birth, the single word cherub, por-
trayed as a winged baby with a chubby, rosy face,
is mentioned in the Christian bible, Genesis 3:24.

3. Thrones: Thrones represent the first order in the
third sphere. Think of these angels as celestial
solicitors. They implement the laws mentioned
above. In dark days, it is good to remember that,
as well as being companion angels with each of
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the planets, the Earth angel, guardian of this
world, can be especially solicitous to those in
spiritual need.

. Dominions: These heavenly beings govern the
activities of all angelic groupings below them.
They also integrate the spiritual and material
worlds. Although they serve the laws and orders
of God and thereby prescribe action, they rarely
contact individual souls. Nonetheless, their ser-
vice is very much in tune with the constraints of
physical reality.

. Virtues: From the Divine Source, essential ener-
gies come from good deeds. Thus, those who
work with these beings can become infused with
great spiritual energies necessary at this time
for our present home planet, Earth. Virtues are
beyond and before powers (see next category).

. Powers: These beings are the keepers of collec-
tive consciousness and cosmic history, as well
as bearers of the conscience of all humanity.
The angels of birth and death are therefore
included here. Like the leaves of a tree draw
down the powers of sunlight into the soil, so
these light beings draw down the energies of the
divine plan. Multifaith in service, they work
with and for all that exists, holistically, without
fear or favor. Their intention is to help the spiri-
tual evolution of this planet. Thus, they govern
the operations engaged in by both the Thrones
and the Dominions.

. Principalities: In medieval angelology, these
were known as guardian angels, not of human
individuals, but of large groups such as nations
and the welfare of their cities. Even today’s
multinationals, as in worldwide corporations,
have such protection as appropriate to their con-
sciousness and spiritual development.

. Archangels: Many religions tell of spiritual
beings that have never incarnated. Those most
mentioned are the archangels. They oversee
the actions of human leaders. The four main
archangels familiar to Jews, Christians, and
Muslims follow:

e Michael, the messenger of divine judgment,
usually depicted with a sword to subdue Satan
(represented sometimes as a dragon), to cut
away evil. As the Guardian of Peace, he also

holds a pair of scales suggesting, perhaps, that
balance in all matters is the ultimate wisdom.

e QGabriel, the messenger of divine mercy and
Revelation is often depicted holding a lily
to represent at the Annunciation, purity, and
truth. Sometimes seen with an ink well and
quill, his function is as the heavenly commu-
nicator of the Word of God. Not only did he
visit the Virgin Mary in the form of a man,
Gabriel also visited Mohammed as he slept,
with the angel’s feet astride the horizon in
order to dictate the Koran.

e Raphael is the bringer of divine healing, his
right forefinger pointing toward heaven.
Often he is shown as a pilgrim with a gourd.
In front of him leaps a curative fish. By way
of saving a suicide, such a fish has been
known to leap out of water when some unfor-
tunate—but blessed—soul on a riverbank is
thinking of drowning himself. Raphael also
holds a staff or caduceus entwined with a
snake to symbolize healing.

e Uriel, as the radiant regent of the sun, is the
bearer of the fire of God, and is seen with a
flame in his open hand. He rules over thunder
and terror so that, like lightning, the knowl-
edge of God can be delivered to the people of
the earth. Helping to interpret and decode our
inner voice, prophecy and wisdom are also
his domain. He can appear holding a scroll,
or with a book at his feet that he gave to
Adam with all the medicinal herbs in it.

e The Recording Angels are often referred to by
those who wish to consider that all deeds on
earth are seen and accountable. Metatron might
be considered the most earthly of archangels.
Taken up to heaven as a wise and virtuous man,
he is now depicted holding a pen or quill while
recording human deeds in the Book of Life.

. Angels: As indicated above, angels can appear in

many forms and have many different functions.
In India, for example, they are known as pitarah.
Although dealing less with individuals these
household deities are perceived to protect families
against illness, famine, drought, and other disas-
ters. To the Australian aboriginal, the wajima rep-
resents the spirit of an ancestor. For the Pueblo
peoples of the American Southwest, the kachina
is known as a guiding, beneficent life spirit.
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In Kabbalism, the Tree of Life contains a complete
system expressing angelology, the nature of human-
ity’s origins and relationship to God, including the
doctrine of reincarnation. In the Jewish Kabbalah
(or Qabalah), this traditional mystic map represents
physical creation. Increasingly today, it is also used in
relationship to Tarot cards and to astrology.

In the study of astrology, 18 angels are said to
control the element of Earth. Eighteen more angels
control Fire (indicating action, illumination, and trans-
formation). Eighteen control Water (indicating emo-
tions, love, desire, and passion). Eighteen control the
element of Air (indicating practical intelligence and
communication). Those interested in the symbolism
of numbers, as in numerology, will notice that reduced
to their lowest denominators, all the numbers men-
tioned here boil down to a nine. Since multiples of
nine always reproduce themselves, as in 9 X2 =18;
1+8=09, this divine number represents eternity.
Given that the unnumbered hosts of angels are said to
be beyond human calculation, perhaps one of the best
known accounts of angels concerns Jacob and his
ladder teeming with these light-filled angelic beings.
However, not all angels have stayed heaven bound.

Fallen Angels: The line between a good angel and a
bad angel, or demon, can seem unclear. For example,
the angel Samael has been seen as a force for good in
one era and as a devil in the next. This could depend
on how their supernatural “power” is perceived. Lucifer,
after all, has been called the Angel of Light as well as
the Devil. As personified powers mediating between
the divine and the human, fallen angels are those who
chose no longer to obey the laws of God. But perhaps
not all is lost. William Blake, the poet-philosopher
and mystic artist, states that Lucifer will return to
God’s throne once “the soul emerges from the illusion
of evil...”

Guardian Angels: Children of all ages and through
all civilizations have been aware of their guardian
angels. Intimate as unseen breath, they watch over our
spiritual growth throughout our lives until enlighten-
ment is eventually achieved through all the light
and heavy lessons to be encountered on earth. Uncon-
ditionally, they love and cherish, guide and protect us.
Alert always to our needs, they are especially helpful
in the moments we open ourselves in relaxed accep-
tance of their divine presence. The guardian angel of
youth carries bow and arrows and a slingshot to indicate

athletic prowess. A fun-loving and positive approach
to life is thus encouraged, celebrating youthful quali-
ties that can thrive in all those who stay young at heart
throughout their entire lives.

All loving beings in this world who help others,
even starving animals in the wild who do not attack
good people, can be said to be “angels.” In terms of
human service to the suffering, consider Florence
Nightingale. Nursing dying soldiers during the
Crimean war, she was known as an angel of mercy, a
title that relates to nursing staff even today. She was
certain that not just war wounds eventually kill, but
that lack of hygiene in living conditions caused fatal
diseases. Further, she stated that when the human
spirit is in a state of dis-ease, it is because the laws of
God are not being obeyed.

‘Angel aides’ says William Blake
‘Gently help Seekers for God’s sake.’
In light beams they bask

Unseen till we ask.

Best blessings let each human make.

—Christopher Gilmore

FURTHER READING

Ambika, W. (1995). The angel oracle. London: Connections.

Corten, T. (1992). Discovering angels. Oxfordshire, UK: Caer
Sidi Publications.

Daniel, A., Wyllie, T., & Ramer, A. (1992). Ask your angels.
London: Piatkus.

Watson, D. (1993). A dictionary of mind and spirit. London:
Optima.

Harvey, C. L. (2002). An Angel for the new education. Soul
Educator, 9 (25), 4.

Twitchell, P. (1977). Letters to Gail (Vol. II). Menlo Park, CA:
[Nluminated Way Press.

APOCALYPSE

In popular usage, the word apocalypse refers to
a cataclysmic event that results in the devastation or
utter destruction of humanity. However, the technical
use of the term is reserved for a genre (or type) of lit-
erature found in the biblically based religious tradi-
tions (Judaism, Christianity, and Islam). Examples of
this literature surface in times of anxiety, when a com-
munity is experiencing great change or persecution.
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The authors use evocative imagery and stock literary
techniques to encourage their readers to remain true
to the faith as the day will soon come when God will
intervene and restore order. On that day the faithful
will be rewarded, and the wicked will be punished.

Apocalypses receive their name from the Revela-
tion (apokalypsis in Greek) of John, found in the
Christian New Testament. However, the Revelation of
John is not the only apocalypse, nor is it the first.
Scholars who seek the origins of apocalyptic literature
look to the writings of two sixth-century B.C.E. Jewish
prophets: Ezekiel and Zechariah. Writing at the time
of the Babylonian Exile (587-538 B.C.E.), when the
Jerusalem Temple had been destroyed and many of the
residents of Judah (southern Israel) had been deported
to Babylon, the authors of these texts describe ecstatic
visions in which they are transported to the throne of
God and shown that the current tribulations will end
and Israel will be restored to peace and prosperity. The
Judahites were indeed returned to their homeland.

In the second century B.C.E., writers drew upon
the techniques of Ezekiel and Zechariah to describe
new visions to provide hope for their readers. The
book of Daniel and the noncanonical / Enoch, both
written in response to attacks on Jewish culture by the
Syrian king Antiochus IV Epiphanes (ca. 175-164
B.C.E.), are the first true apocalypses. These texts are
similar in form to Ezekiel and Zechariah but include
additional literary techniques that are used in later
apocalyptic texts such as Revelation. These tech-
niques include pseudonymous authorship (the vision-
ary, and thus the narrator of the text is a legendary
figure of the past); an other-worldly journey (the
visionary is taken on a journey through the heavens
and/or to the throne of God); an overview of history
(from the beginning of time to the period of the vision-
ary, followed by detailed “prophecies” of the recent
past from the visionary’s time to the time of the book’s
composition, and then a set of ambiguous prophecies
of the real author’s own future); eschatology (descrip-
tions of the “end time” when God will destroy the
author’s and his community’s enemies and bring about
a new age of peace and prosperity); elaborate imagery
(angels and demons proliferate, and various kings and
kingdoms are represented symbolically as composite
beasts); and a promise of personal salvation (those
among the community who have died will be rewarded
for their faith in the afterlife). All of these techniques,
though often misunderstood by modern readers, can
be found in other literature of antiquity. Their general

use, then, ensured that readers of the time would be
able to “de-code” an apocalypse, and see in it a plea
to remain faithful until the time when God will bring
an end to the current tribulation.

The influence of apocalyptic literature extended
into the first-century C.E. when several charismatic
preachers called on God to rid Judea (formerly Judah)
of its latest rulers: the Romans. One such preacher was
John the Baptist who, the New Testament gospels tell
us, criticized the Judean aristocracy and warned of a
“wrath to come” (Matthew 3:7; Luke 3:7). John was
executed, but before his death he was able to groom an
apparent successor in Jesus of Nazareth who, borrow-
ing imagery from Daniel, spoke about “the Son of Man
coming in clouds” (Mark 13:26) at the end of the age.

The apocalypticism of the Jesus movement carried
over into letters written by the apostle Paul (ca. 50-65
C.E.). In these letters, Paul describes the resurrection
of Jesus as the “first fruits” of a general end-time res-
urrection of the faithful.

Apocalytic literature continued to develop in
Judaism after the beginnings of the Jesus movement.
Texts found among the Dead Sea scrolls, such as the
War Rule, provide evidence of first-century Jewish
apocalyptic thought.

As Christianity gradually separated from Judaism,
Christians encountered persecution and martyrdom
for their beliefs and actions. Faced with the possibil-
ity of losing adherents, Christian writers employed the
apocalyptic genre to strengthen the faith of their com-
munity. Revelation, for example, is believed to be a
response to the persecution of Christians under the
emperor Domitian, and the noncanonical Apocalypse
of Peter, with its gruesome tour of Hell, was written,
most likely, to prevent Christians from joining the
Jewish revolt of 135-137 C.E.

Apocalyptic expectations temporarily waned after
the persecution of Christians ceased in the fourth cen-
tury. But Muhammad, the seventh-century founder of
Islam, drew upon apocalyptic motifs when he warned
the citizens of the Arabian city of Mecca that their
behavior would be punished on the forthcoming Day
of Judgment. Shi’i Muslim groups make particular
use of apocalyptic ideas. Seeing themselves as the
object of persecution by the Sunni majority, Shi’i
Muslims wrote that the rightful leader of the Muslim
community will return to establish universal justice
and usher in the Day of Judgment.

Even though apocalypses focus on events close to
the time that the text was composed, many contemporary
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readers continue to see in them indications of the
coming “apocalypse.” Such apocalyptic expectation
reached its height during the Cold War. At that time,
anxieties about worldwide nuclear destruction led
Christian preachers and authors (such as Hal Lindsey,
The Late Great Planet Earth, 1977) to seek relief in
apocalyptic texts, and inspired filmmakers to draw upon
and transform apocalyptic motifs to craft biblically
based horror films (such as The Omen series).

When anxieties about the Cold War ceased, apoca-
lyptic ideas receded, although today some Christian
denominations—most notably Jehovah’s Witnesses,
Seventh-Day Adventists, the Church of Jesus Christ
of Latter-Day Saints (Mormons), and the Worldwide
Church of God—retain a strongly apocalyptic world-
view, as do the occasional radical apocalyptic (or
“millennial”) groups such as the Branch Davidians
of Waco, Texas. However, these groups have always
been in the minority. The norm has always been to
create or focus on apocalyptic literature as the need
arises, in response to times that challenge a commu-
nity’s capacity to hope.

—Tony Chartrand-Burke

See also Dead Sea Scrolls; Eschatology; Jesus; Muhammad
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APOCRYPHA/
DEUTEROCANONICAL BOOKS

The 16 extra books found in the Greek translation
of the Hebrew Bible are known as the Deuterocanonical
Books by Catholic and Orthodox traditions and as the
Apocrypha (meaning “hidden”) in Protestant traditions.
Originally written in Hebrew, Greek, and Aramaic,
this collection includes the history books of the

Maccabees, which outline the successful rebellion of
the Jews against their Greek (Seleucid) overlords, the
establishment of a sovereign Jewish political and reli-
gious state under the Hasmoneans, and its eventual
demise under Rome in 63 B.C.E. They also include
wisdom books similar to Proverbs (the Wisdom of
Solomon and Sirach), stories such as Tobit, Judith,
Susanna, Bel and the Dragon, an extra psalm (Psalm
151), and the Prayer of Manasseh. These books reflect
Jewish life and theology from approximately 300
B.C.E. to 70 C.E.

—Jane S. Webster

See also Bible, Jewish; Catholicism; Christianity, Orthodox
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AQUINAS, THOMAS

Thomas Aquinas is a towering figure in the history
of the Dominican Order of friars in theology and
philosophy. The exact date of his birth is not known,
but most sources state that the year was 1225, and the
place was the castle of Rocca Secca, midway between
Rome and Naples. Early in life, he planned to join
the Order of Preachers, the Dominican friars. This did
not please his family, who conspired to keep him from
joining the Dominicans. They even kidnapped him
and locked him in a castle tower for over a year.
Thomas Aquinas was still drawn by the Order’s intel-
lectual apostolate and the mendicant way of life. In
1244, he joined the Order. The rest of his brief life was
divided between Paris and Italy, studying, lecturing,
and writing. He did this until his death at age 49, in
1274. His greatest writing was the Summa Theologica,
completed in 1266. This massive work fills five vol-
umes and addresses Aquinas’s very mature thought
on all the Christian mysteries. The format consists of
questions, objections, and authoritative replies in each
article, providing a very concise summary of his view
on the matter under discussion. His Summa Theologica
became the model and standard theological text in
many schools and universities.
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The Summa Theologica was written as a systematic
exposition of theology. It is divided into three parts, of
which the second is further subdivided into two. The
first part deals with the reality of God and creation.
It also includes a treatment on human nature and the
intellectual life. Aquinas strongly maintained the pri-
macy of the intellect over the will. The second part
deals with the moral life, considering the final end
of humankind and the general moral themes of virtues
and vices. The final section concerns Jesus the Christ,
and the sacraments of the Roman Catholic Church.

Aquinas was very adept at using Aristotle’s and
Plato’s philosophical insights, patristic writings, and
clear reasoning. His oral teachings and his writings on
theology, philosophy, and scripture were equal to the
work of several people in his day. Sources state that
he dictated to four or five secretaries at the same time.
Throughout his life he was always very modest and
unassuming. A man of deep prayer and spiritual
insight, he saw himself as devoting his life to God
through theological scholarship. Yet, he also lent his
intellect to helping the everyday believer. He wrote
commentaries for the average person on the basic
prayers, including the Creed, the Our Father, and the
Hail Mary.

He was canonized a saint of the Roman Catholic
Church in 1323. A later honor was bestowed on him in
1567, being declared a doctor of the Church, because
of his writings, and is now known as the “angelic doctor”
because of one of his writings on angels.

In his day, his writings were not immediately or
universally accepted. A commission was appointed
to examine his writings, as his use of Aristotle was
suspect. Aristotelianism was seen as radical and
unorthodox. The use of non-Christian philosophers
like Aristotle and Plato brought the attention of
Church authorities. Three years after Aquinas’s death,
21 theses of Aquinas were condemned as in error by
the bishop of Paris. Yet, through the centuries, the
Roman Catholic Church has embraced his writings,
theology, and liturgical music as accurately relaying
the true faith. His Summa Theologia was the greatest
monument of the age. It was one of only three refer-
ence works laid on the table of the assembly at the
Council of Trent, the other two books being the Bible
and the pontifical decrees. In the revised calendar of
feasts in the Roman Catholic Church, the Thomas
Aquinas feast day is celebrated on January 28.

—Rev. David M. O’Leary

ART, ISLAMIC

Islamic art does not mean art with a specifically
Islamic subject matter, but rather art produced by
Muslims. There is nothing in Islam that corresponds
to Christian iconography. Indeed, there is a conscious
avoidance of painting with a religious theme, whether
portraits of the Prophet Muhammad, his companions,
or his wives, or incidents from the Qur’an or the life
of the Prophet. Human figures do not feature at all
in the decoration of religious buildings or in copies of
the Qur’an, mainly because there, in particular, they
might distract worshippers from the true object of
their prayers and spiritual meditations. However, none
of this should be taken to imply that Islamic art is
not religious, or that it does not derive its inspiration
from the Qur’an. On the contrary, beauty is perceived
as a divine quality in Islam, and art opens up a pathway
to contemplative knowledge whose ultimate object
is divine beauty. A hadith (saying of the Prophet)
reminds Muslims that, “Allah is beautiful and he loves
beauty.” Artistic creativity (when given expression
within the boundaries permitted by Islamic law) is
considered a God-given skill that should be used to
celebrate His greatness.

However, these are not the only differences
between Western and Islamic art. In Islam, a work of
art is not judged in terms of its assumed originality,
for continuity of style and imitation of predecessors
are equally important. Little attention is normally paid
to the individual genius of the artist or his personality,
mood, or psychological state. Indeed, these things are
as far as they could be from the spirit of Islamic art.
The most important thing about a work of art is not
who produced it, but what spiritual values it conveys,
or what spiritual vision it embodies.

Indeed, the whole conception of art in Islam
differs from Western conceptions. Figurative painting
(whether on wood, canvas, or wall), print-making,
and sculpture are generally not valued, because they
tend to imitate nature, whereas Islamic art is more con-
cerned to represent the meaning and spiritual quality of
things rather than their physical and material form. For
this reason, Islamic art has rarely valued perspective
or three-dimensional work, and has preferred, rather
than reproduce natural forms, to transmute or transfigure
them into something more abstract or stylized. There is
no distinction of worth in Islam between fine art and
applied art. The three most valued forms of art are
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1. Calligraphy (particularly Arabic words from the
Qur’an

2. Architecture

3. Decorative arts and crafts (particularly wood
and stone carving, pottery, glassware, mosaics,
metalwork, carpets, and bookbinding, and the
illumination and illustration of books, especially
in the Safavid and Ottoman traditions)

Every object from the religious building to the
humble household utensil has to be endowed with some
beauty. Apart from calligraphy, the two most common
forms of ornamental decoration are the arabesque
(ornamental leaf and branch designs) and complex
geometrical patterns. The unending repetition of these
patterns reflects Allah’s infinite nature and the interre-
latedness of all His creation. The study of Islamic art has
often traditionally been considered the best way to
understand the spiritual dimension of the Islamic culture
as a whole. This is perhaps because its balance, har-
mony, and unity convey an inner truth without requiring
complex rational evaluation or explanation. The incor-
poration of Western values into contemporary Islamic
art has diminished its distinctive identity and has some-
times been lamented as leading to a loss of spirituality.

—J. Mark Halstead

See also Islam; Qur’an
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ART, VISUAL

Virtually all cultures have used art for religious
purposes. The drawings in Paleolithic caves seem to
have served a spiritual purpose. Some of the animals
depicted are drawn with exaggerated features that
make them take on a supernatural power, which sug-
gests, for the artists, that the animals had religious
meaning. The ancient Egyptians used art to please
their gods and to ensure long life. Since ancient times,
indigenous cultures and religious traditions everywhere
have used artistic objects and images in rituals and in

transmitting the stories that express their faith. Art,
then, has been a central means for expressing all things
religious.

However, art carrying religious themes has not
always expressed or conveyed what might be called
spiritual meaning, while art without religious themes
has often done so. The distinction rests on whether the
artist and viewer experience in art what is commonly
referred to as transcendence—a higher power or
insight into a deeper meaning of life. An example of art
expressing spiritual feelings without any specific reli-
gious meaning is the images drawn of daily work in a
field and of everyday life in general—as can be shown
in many of the French impressionists’ paintings. For
many, these images take on spiritual meaning.

For religious purposes, art has been used for reli-
gious rituals, for teaching, and for expressing spiritual
feelings. Art used to enhance the ritual aspects of
religion can be found almost anywhere. For cen-
turies, vessels and jewelry have been made for use in
religious rituals. The Ijebu of Yoruba use ritualistic
containers in the form of animals to exhibit particular
animals’ strengths. More cultures than can be named
use masks in religious ceremonies that may represent
sacred animals, gods, or goddesses. During religious
ceremonies, some cultures have individuals put on
masks representing gods or goddesses to assume their
spiritual powers.

In preliterate societies, art has been an impor-
tant way to teach. For example, at the height of the
Renaissance, images were made to teach illiterate
persons about the characters, events, and stories in the
Bible. Another favorite subject was that of saints, who
were often depicted on triptychs for use as personal
altars. This was a time when the only art that was
commissioned was about religion, and so much of the
art from this period was religious without expressing
something spiritual.

Art in places of worship is often intended to elicit
feelings of awe and reverence. For example, in the
Sistine Chapel, the viewer looks up at a huge mural on
the ceiling that is obviously meant to overwhelm the
viewer with its image of a very powerful God.

Many cultures use art to tell stories central to their
religion and to commemorate various gods. A walk
through any museum collection of African or Aztec
art is apt to show artifacts and images on bowls depict-
ing such stories with religious themes.

Religious symbols are often carried around in
everyday life as people wear a symbol of their faith
in their jewelry. These visual representations allow
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people to hold their religion close to them wherever
they go. Art, then, provides concrete, visible, and even
portable manifestations of a person’s faith.

Despite the distinction between religious and
spiritual art, the intent behind most religious art is both.
Tibetan sand paintings are among the clearest and most
consistent examples of art that is both religious and
spiritual. The images, which are made by a mosaic of
tiny bits of colored sand carefully placed over many
days, include typical Tibetan iconography. After the
sand painting is finished, it is swept up and placed
in the river, a spiritual act symbolizing life’s imperma-
nence, one of the central messages in Buddhism.

In the 20th century, the emphasis in art has been
less on the religious and more on the spiritual. Spiritual
art becomes personal, and relies more on the viewer’s
internal experience. When religious icons are removed
from art, spirituality may actually be more accessible and
more easily communicated across faiths and cultures.
Wassily Kandinsky talks about art that is essentially
timeless in its spiritual meaning. For Kandinsky, the suc-
cessful spiritual artwork is internal and timeless.

Religious art and art with spiritual meaning has
played and still plays an essential role in the faith of both
communities and individuals. The images and objects
may change, and the balance between religious and
spiritual may change as well. However, what remains
constant is the central importance of art as a means for
expressing transcendence and life’s meaning.

—Chantal Fountain-Harris
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ASCETICISM

Asceticism is a lifestyle of rigorous self-discipline,
often using some form of self-denial and/or simple
living as the means for spiritual improvement and
development. The word itself is rooted in the Greek
word ascesis, emphasizing a disciplined lifestyle. The
ancient Greeks used it in reference to both athletes
and philosophers. Athletes were ascetic in the sense
that they were disciplined to train hard every day in
preparation for competition. The term was used of

philosophers when discussing those who, for the
sake of wisdom, spent more time in contemplation, and
avoided what were considered more worldly pursuits,
for the purpose of developing character and virtue.

While the practice of asceticism is generally
equated with healthy religious and/or spiritual devel-
opment by those who practice and preach it, through-
out history there are many stories of asceticism gone
awry wherein, for example, with the hopes of achiev-
ing a closer relation to that which is considered divine,
an individual or group took the practice of asceticism
to the extreme, risking good health. As such, the prac-
tice of asceticism and the benefits that come with it
are often debated and disputed.

One example of a Greek philosopher who empha-
sized the ascetic life was Pythagoras, a Greek who
sought to instill virtue in his followers through a
very disciplined lifestyle. The hope was that as persons
gave up their illogical pursuit of passions, they gained
character and wisdom and no longer sought after more
worldly pursuits. Both Stoics and Cynics were also
considered ascetic as they emphasized a disciplined
lifestyle in which one progressed in virtue and moved
away from a variety of vices because of a disciplined
lifestyle. Ascetic discipline continued to be a theme in
many Greek philosophical circles well into the second
and third centuries C.E.

Asceticism has long been a part of most major
religious traditions as well. Most religions have groups
who seek spiritual wisdom through some form of self-
discipline and self-denial. In Hinduism, Brahmins
have long emphasized the ascetic lifestyle Some of
their practices were extremely rigorous including the
practices of rolling on the ground for hours at a time,
and standing on tiptoes throughout the day, as well as
remaining exposed to the extremes of weather for long
periods with little or no clothing. Judaism has had var-
ious groups that practiced forms of asceticism through
very austere lifestyles. Most notable were the
Nazarites who were noted for their separation from the
rest of society, avoidance of wine and any by-products,
and never cutting their hair. Buddhism also has an
ascetic emphasis, but in a more communal setting than
the Brahmins. For the Buddhists, there is not necessar-
ily the desire to progress toward God or some other
spiritual being, but to reach the state of nirvana
through a lifestyle that emphasizes chastity, honesty,
and the avoidance of intoxicating drinks.

In early Christianity, ascetic practices were often
seen as preparation for martyrdom. In the Roman
world of the first through the third centuries, Christians
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faced the very real possibility that they would be
martyred for their faith. Therefore, the Church wanted
all believers to be ready in both body and spirit for
their coming test. Ascetic disciplines such as fasting,
celibacy, and prayer were all thought to be ways that
one could unite body and soul with God.

As the prospects for persecution dimmed with the rise
of Constantine in the early fourth century, another approach
to the ascetic life developed. Ascetics began to move out
into the deserts of Egypt and the wilderness of Syria seek-
ing God. Again these men and women sought God’s
wisdom through a very disciplined life, unencumbered
with the day-to-day routines of life in the more inhabited
regions of their world. Anthony of Egypt is the first liter-
ary figure of this Christian movement. He was a young
Alexandrian who, upon hearing a sermon to give up all he
had and follow God, dispersed his family’s wealth and
went to live the ascetic life in the Egyptian desert at the end
of the third and beginning of the fourth century. His life is
chronicled in the Life of Anthony penned by Athanasius,
the bishop of Alexandria, Egypt during that time.

Asceticism in Christianity began to move in a
more communal direction with the coming of the Middle
Ages. Especially with the formation of religious
orders in the West, the ascetic life became somewhat
institutionalized, particularly in Benedict of Nursia’s
Rule of the sixth century.

Asceticism has almost always involved self-denial
and a very austere life, but has also served as an equal-
izer in many traditions. Persons from all socioeconomic
groups have heard its call. In Christianity in particular,
it has given women an avenue for leadership, as there
have been many exemplary women ascetics in the
Christian tradition. Asceticism continues in most reli-
gious traditions through the present age, and contin-
ues to serve as a trigger of religious and/or spiritual
development.

—Gary R. Poe
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ASSETS, DEVELOPMENTAL

Although there is increasing evidence that religion
and spirituality can protect young people from problem
behaviors, increase resilience, and promote thriving,
the mechanisms underlying this association are unclear.
The developmental assets framework offers a tool for
exploring these links. Developed by Search Institute
in the 1990s as a synthesis of research in adolescent
development, prevention, resilience, and related fields,
the framework identifies 40 experiences, relationships,
opportunities, skills, and other qualities that form a foun-
dation for healthy development (Table 1).

Studies of adolescents across North America show
that developmental assets are a powerful predictor
of their health and well-being, regardless of their race
or ethnicity, socioeconomic status, or gender. The more
assets that young people have, the less likely they are to
engage in a wide range of high-risk behaviors (e.g.,
substance use, violence, and antisocial behavior), and
the more likely they are to engage in thriving behaviors
(e.g., valuing diversity, exhibiting leadership, and serv-
ing others). In addition, developmental assets are asso-
ciated with religious and spiritual development on
conceptual, empirical, and application levels.

CONCEPTUAL

In addition to the obvious connection to the
religious community asset (#19), the connections
between developmental assets and spiritual develop-
ment are evident when one recognizes spiritual
development as involving a search for connected-
ness, meaning, purpose, and contribution. Explicitly
relevant assets include (see Table 1 service to others
(9), caring (26), equality and social justice (27),
sense of purpose (39), and positive view of personal
future (40).

EMPIRICAL

Religious adolescents report consistently higher
access to developmental assets, engage in fewer risk
behaviors, and report higher levels of thriving indica-
tors. Adolescents who are active in a faith community
have, on average, five more developmental assets than
those who are not active. In addition, the more assets
that young people experience, the greater the likelihood
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that they are to participate in
religious community and to
place high importance on reli-
gion and spirituality. It is likely
that developmental assets
mediate the influence of religion.
This role may be explained in
part by the consistent expecta-
tions to contribute and to main-
tain a positive moral lifestyle
that are embedded within reli-
gious traditions and communi-
ties, the intergenerational and
peer support that young people
experience, and the sense of
meaning and purpose that
shape a positive identity and
spiritual life.

APPLICATION

In addition to its role in
examining the relationship
between religion and spirituality
and overall healthy develop-

Table 1 Search Institute’s 40 Developmental Assets
External Assets Internal Assets
Support Commitment to Learning

1. Family support

Other adult relationships
Caring neighborhood
Caring school climate

Nk we

6. Parent involvement in schooling

Empowerment

7. Community values youth
8. Youth as resources
9. Service to others

10. Safety

Boundaries and Expectations
11. Family boundaries
12. School boundaries
13. Neighborhood boundaries
14. Adult role models
15. Positive peer influence
16. High expectations

Constructive Use of Time

17. Creative activities
18. Youth programs

Positive family communication

21.
22.
23.
24,
25.

Achievement motivation
School engagement
Homework

Bonding to school
Reading for pleasure

Positive Values

26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.

Caring

Equality and social justice
Integrity

Honesty

Responsibility

Restraint

Social Competencies

32.
33.
34.
35.
36.

Planning and decision making
Interpersonal competence
Cultural competence
Resistance skills

Peaceful conflict resolution

Positive Identity

37.
38.

Personal power
Self-esteem

ment, the asset framework has 19

been widely adopted as a tool 20. Time at home

Religious community

39. Sense of purpose
40. Positive view of personal future

to assist faith communities in
understanding and strengthen-
ing their roles in nurturing
young people’s faith and spiri-
tual lives in the context of overall healthy development.
In addition to the pilot projects and resources devel-
oped by Search Institute to promote this application,
a number of other organizations, such as the U.S. Con-
ference of Catholic Bishops, have utilized the asset
framework as a tool for strengthening their engage-
ment with children, youth, and families.

—Eugene C. Roehlkepartain

See also Search Institute
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ASTROLOGY

Astrology has long been a controversial subject.
As a method of predicting the future and dictating
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personality traits based on an individual’s time and
place of birth, it was long ago discarded in favor of
modern science. As long as astrology is approached
from a literalistic viewpoint, it carries too many con-
tradictions for the modern scientific consciousness to
accept. Any example can be cited of two very differ-
ent people born at precisely the same time, as thou-
sands are across the world every moment, and this
seems to be enough to disqualify astrology as any
kind of meaningful concept.

But a literalistic perspective is not the only possi-
ble approach. The subject is of interest to historians,
mythographers, and others for academic reasons, and
it still appeals to millions of aficionados around the
world for the insight it can bring to the ever-popular
quest for self-discovery. Due to this alone, astrology is
relevant to the subject of modern spirituality.

HISTORY

Mythographer Joseph Campbell suggests that
the original awareness of the cosmos, arrayed with its
diamond patterns of starlight, came as a result of the
adoption of agriculture as a lifestyle at the dawn of the
Neolithic era, at approximately 7000 B.C.E. Attention
to the marvelously regular patterns of the stars helped
to fix the best timing for planting and harvesting. Past
this handy practicality, it was only a matter of time
before the mythic imagination began to project famil-
iar images onto the sky, connecting the dots in a grand
vision that remade the stars into god carriers. Thus,
the ancient art of astrology was developed in nearly
every developed civilization of the ancient world,
including Egypt, the Middle East, Persia, India,
China, and the empires of Mesoamerica. There is pos-
sibly no more graphic example of the erection of a
sphere of psychic protection in what the sociologist
Peter Berger entitled the “Sacred Canopy.” The pretty
star patterns of the night sky came to represent a glo-
rious sacred canopy of dancing gods, leaping beasts,
and fleeing enemies, helping to demarcate a people’s
all-important sense of place in the world.

The Western system of astrology was inherited
from the Babylonians, and later embellished by the
Greeks and Latins. Each of the planets was named
after a prominent god, and as such, their titles were
bequeathed to us to this day. Originally called the “zodi-
akos,” or “circle of animals,” the ancient system merged
with many currents of influence in the Hellenistic era
in a process often referred to as “syncretism,” as myriad

sources mingled to produce an array of new systems
including astrology, alchemy, Tarot, Kabbalah, hermetic
arts, and many more.

Emerging Christianity was certainly not immune
from this phenomenon of syncretism. As historian
Jean Seznec details, the early Church both adopted
aspects of astrology, such as the prominent role played
by the star of Bethlehem in leading astrologers from
the east to the birth of their savior, but also repudiated
it. Astrology embodied the concept of unalterable fate,
which went against their concepts of free will and
irresistible grace. Still, astrology continued to enjoy
extreme popularity through the Renaissance, as popes,
kings, and great ladies such as Catherine de Medici
employed professional astrologers, and all the major
universities hosted chairs in astrology. In Seznec’s
words, this demonstrates well “to what extent the
church yielded to the prevailing superstition.” How
else can we explain, he asks, the role played by the
constellations of the zodiac in the decorations at the
Vatican?

If Christianity leveled some of the original blows
at astrology, the rationalism and empirical sciences
of the early modern era seemed to finish it as any kind
of viable explanation for one’s fate and place in the
world. But the 20th century witnessed a revival of
interest in mythic forms, along with the introduction
of metaphorical and symbolic methodologies, such
as those featured in many perspectives from the New
Age movement, to the revival of neopaganism, to the
symbolic interpretations of the psychologists. Jungian
archetypal theory has played an especially significant
role in the revival of interest in astrology and other
symbol systems of the ancient world, for the arche-
typal expressions they contain, rather than for any
literal influence on day-to-day life.

And in 20th-century currents of thought, not
even the literal applications of astrology can be so eas-
ily dismissed anymore, now that quantum physics has
uncovered a whole new world of correspondences
among particles, gravitational currents, and the
strange influence of thought. In an era when we can
easily document the gravitational pull of the moon, we
can no longer summarily dismiss what might be more
subtle, but no less genuine, gravitational and wave
patterns emanating from various spatial bodies and
sectors of the sky. The new paradigm pictures our
world as permanently bathed in a very real cascade of
cosmic forces, affecting every inhabitant of the globe.
Although of course the specific understandings are
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quite different, still, this vision might not be so
drastically removed from the sacred canopies of the
ancients who imagined the same globe as bathed in a
continual stream of cosmic influences.

Twentieth-century astrologers, such as Walter
Koch, Dane Rudhyar, Michel Gauquelin, Marc Edmund
Jones, Evangeline Adams, Lois Rodden, and Noel Tyl
have passed the ancient art of astrology down to the
contemporary era. The current practice of astrology is
carried out with extreme mathematical sophistication,
as every minute measurement and aspect of the inter-
active dance of the stars is scrutinized to produce
untold thousands of lines of analysis. The resulting
system is a hybrid phenomenon, as classical deities
are merged with images drawn on the sky. But typi-
cally, astrologers do not receive an education in clas-
sical mythology, nor do most mythographers and
classicists turn their attention to the “superstition” of
astrology. Hence, astrologers are not always in a posi-
tion to recognize the appropriate deities involved in
their art.

THE SYSTEM

An individual’s “sun sign,” that is, the position of
the sun relative to the earth on one side and the con-
stellation along the ecliptic behind it, is only the most
basic identifying marker in astrology. To obtain the
full picture, a zodiacal “chart” is constructed for each
individual, and for specific events, by diagramming
the precise positions in the sky of all the constellations
and planets at a given moment. Special significance is
attached to certain sectors of the sky for the moment
of birth, especially the “ascendant” or “rising sign,”
the constellation on the eastern horizon, and the “mid-
heaven,” the zenith point directly above. Whatever
sign or planets that happened to be in these sensitive
sectors at the moment of birth will be read as having
an important influence on that individual’s life and
character. Also, astrologers are not always aware of
their blind spot. All the planets are “read” for their sig-
nificance except one—the earth, the planet we are rid-
ing on while projecting our fanciful images onto the
sky. The sun sign is opposite to the placement of the
earth, so each sign’s opposite, the “earth sign,” must
also be taken into consideration to yield thorough
results in an astrological reading. Similarly, individu-
als born “on the cusp,” between two signs, need to
have both those signs’ qualities applied in order to see
the special combination that person represents.

Signs and Planets,
Houses and Elements

The system’s orienting point is the date of the ver-
nal equinox, around March 20, when the sun annually
enters the constellation Aries, the Ram. This is the
first sign, then, and considered the first “house” or
sector in the universal system, on which all other
charts are then superimposed. Each house will be
assigned specific aspects of life. In the case of the first
house, these include personality itself and physical
appearance. Each constellation along the ecliptic is
associated with a specific deity, and through that god’s
personality elements, a complex of factors is identi-
fied. In this way, the first house, Aries, is ruled by
Mars, god of war; hence the “warlike” qualities of the
Aries personality such as the enthrallment of battle,
debate, argument, and competition, and the powerful
nature of the Aries in general. Aries is considered a
fire sign, as each constellation is correlated with one
of the four elements. Fire signs include Aries, Leo,
and Sagittarius; earth: Taurus, Virgo, and Capricorn;
air: Gemini, Libra, and Aquarius; and water: Cancer,
Scorpio, and Pisces.

The second “house” is Taurus, the Bull, ruled by
Venus, goddess of love. As an earth sign, Taureans
will have a strong connection to the earth, and the
qualities of fertility, sexuality, and sensuality. They are
practical and “down to earth,” but they can get bogged
down, as if “stuck in the mud.” The concerns of
the second house include physical comfort, money,
finances, and support systems. In this sign, the hybrid
nature of the astrological system can be seen. The sign
is ruled by Venus. But when the image of the bull is
added, an entirely different deity emerges, the bull-
god, Dionysus, or Osiris of ancient Egypt. This god’s
complex symbolism must be included for thorough
assessment of this type.

The third house is the realm of Gemini, the Twins,
ruled by Mercury. Among many other things, this god
is a trickster and a thief, lending many Geminis a fas-
cination with the shady side of life. The third house
is said to rule over the area of communication of all
types, media, short trips, and so on. The image of the
Twins adds the characteristic of a dual nature. The
sign’s air nature links it to the world of intellect and
ideas, and shows the connection to birds, flitting about
from branch to branch, from subject to subject, as
Geminis will often feature the famous short attention
span.
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The fourth house is Cancer, the Crab, ruled by
the Moon goddess, whose phases lend Cancerians a
moody, changeable, unpredictable nature. Nurturing,
parenting, and issues of home life are the characteris-
tic areas ruled by this house. The crab demonstrates
the Cancer’s love of hoarding and hiding things,
especially feelings. Cancers will typically hate to have
anyone else invade this inner sanctum of secrets, tram-
pling on the soft inner parts inside the crab’s protec-
tive shell.

The fifth house is Leo, the Lion, king of the jungle,
ruled by the Sun god, Apollo in Greek myth, though
since there is no planet with this title in our solar sys-
tem, he is another unrecognized mythic presence in
astrology. As children of Apollo, discus thrower, Leos
are typically very athletic, active, ambitious, and dri-
ven. This sector rules over children and childhood, as
if to eternalize the era when we all played in the sun
with a carefree, fun-loving attitude. The famous sunny
personality of the Leo will be the result. As their regal
connections hint, Leo can believe he or she is, or should
be, the center of attention.

The sixth house is Virgo, the Virgin, demure and
shy, yet feeling the need to be of some real service
to others. The sixth house rules over this concept of
service, the actual workplace, and also health, making
nursing and healthcare professionals among its classic
exponents. Virgos’ classic defining characteristic is their
busybody nature and attention to tiny details, making
them efficient and organized, but often considered
picky by others.

The seventh house is occupied by Libra, the
Scales of Justice. This is the domain of relationships
of all sorts, friendship, love, and also enemies. Libra
is refined, and fascinated by the works of civilization,
especially its art forms and the elegance of language.
The sign’s air nature will lend the native a tendency
to want to keep it light. Ruled by Venus, goddess of
beauty, the Libran will have a highly developed aes-
thetic sensibility, sometimes tending toward vanity.
But here is another missing presence, as the image of
the scales carries a totally different deity, Athena,
goddess of justice. The keen Athenian interests in
political affairs and dedication to fairness and justice
are often overlooked. Many Librans are lawyers or
judges, as the scales of justice represent their domain.

The constellation of Scorpio, the Scorpion, is next.
Its eighth house placement correlates it to issues of life,
death, and rebirth, as this is the season of the death
of the plant life. As such it is ruled by Pluto, god of

death. Scorpio natives are the most intense of all the
signs. They can fly into a rage and are known by their
scorpion’s sting of cutting words and uncensored truth-
telling. Yet they bear the profound wisdom of the crone
goddess of the underworld, Hecate. Before Pluto was
discovered in 1930, astrology assigned rulership of this
sign to Ares, based on the concept of the war god’s
forceful personality and ruthless nature.

The Scorpionic heaviness gives way to the soaring
ambitions of Sagittarius, the Centaur, occupying the
ninth house. This sector rules over matters relating to
philosophy, religion, law, writing, publishing, and travel
to faraway places. The Sagittarius is the great wanderer
and adventurer. Ruled by Jupiter, the native expresses
the buoyant optimism, jovial nature, and commanding
presence of this grandest of the planets. Sagittarius’
inquisitive nature and eternal search for truth will lead
them to explore many interests, but their pronounced
impatience and lack of discipline will make starting
things very easy, but finishing anything a life-long quest.

Capricorn, the Goat, resides in the 10th house, the
realm associated with career, ambition, society, and
authority of all kinds. The Capricorn native is serious
and dedicated to duty and service toward society. The
concept of the work ethic could have been designed
with the Capricorn in mind; noses always to the grind-
stone, they do not always know how to loosen up and
enjoy life. Work and duty keep them insulated and in
control, protecting them from having to feel. This type
can be plagued by a sense of unworthiness, as they con-
tinually seek approval from others. The sign is tradi-
tionally ruled by Saturn, who represents the boundaries
and restrictions, and the very principle of discipline that
Jupiter seeks to escape. Capricorn’s children are the
functionaries and protectors of the social order.

Again a different deity is hidden when the particulars
of the zodiacal image are added: it is a hybrid goat and
fish symbol, and named for the cornucopia, the horn
of plenty. Capricorn natives might be glad to find out
that this complex of mythic references points to a much
more fun-loving god than Saturn, namely Pan, the wood-
land goat god. Pan rules over the whole pastoral lifestyle,
which included herding, hunting, and fishing; hence the
fusion of goat and fish. Saturn’s ancient connection to
agriculture adds yet another dimension of complexity to
the sign of Capricorn. It is the great father of the zodiac,
working hard to provide nourishment and serving as the
authority figure for all his children.

As we move to the 11th house, Aquarius, we move
out to the faraway planet Uranus, another more recent
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discovery of the 18th century. Ancient astrology
assigned its rulership to Saturn, suggesting an aged
quality to this sign. Here the traditional aspects of the
Saturnine personality are merged with the revolution-
ary spirit of Uranus, as the forces of tradition and
innovation combine. An air sign, Aquarius, the Water
Bearer, represents the development of the higher mind
and the refined products of civilization, in this case,
science and technology. The Aquarian spirit is inven-
tive, innovative, futuristic, and infused with the grand
optimism and promise of science. The 11th house is
considered to rule over the vast masses of society,
one’s country, neighborhood, and circle of friends. The
great humanitarians of history are so often Aquarians,
caring for the generalized masses, but sometimes
unable to fulfill needs in ordinary life and truly offer
love to an individual person.

The 12th house is Pisces, the Fish, two entwined
swimmers, one pointing up toward higher conscious-
ness, the other downward into the vast, unfathom-
able unconscious. The Piscean is plunged into the sea,
at home in the deep unconscious. In fact, many of
Neptune’s children prefer that dreamy environment
to the harsh light of day in the physical world. Natives
will be subject to the mood swings, glassy compla-
cency, and sudden, irrational tempests of the sea. The
12th house stands for the collective realm, the vast uni-
verse. As such, the Piscean native will be characterized
by a pronounced need to experience the transcenden-
tal. Neptune’s soft tones and soothing rhythms lead the
native to prefer to live in a fantasy realm, and to never
remove their rose-colored glasses. As such their down-
fall is their tendency toward dependencies of all types,
such as drug and alcohol addiction.

Aspects, Transits, and More

Many patterns and correlations between planets and
signs emerge as their interactive dance is charted. The
signs sharing an element, earth, air, fire, or water, mea-
sure as “trine” in relation to each other, the most har-
monious of all relationships. Planets and signs that fall
at 90-degree angles to each other are “squares” and are
considered the toughest relationships. “Oppositions”
are 180-degree angles, which are difficult but uncanny
in carrying a combination of opposites. These angle
measurements, or “aspects,” can be applied to relation-
ships between people and also within a person’s own
character. If the sign on the ascendant is a square to the
position of one’s sun, the result is a person somehow in

inner conflict. A chart featuring many trines will mark
a fortunate person who faces little opposition in life.
Prominent positioning of the planets will lead some to
be ruled by the darker or more violent planets, called
“malefics,” including Mars, Saturn, and Uranus,
whereas others can count themselves lucky to be ruled
by the milder sensibilities of the “benefics,” especially
Venus and Jupiter.

The details of the work involve charting “transits,”
as the current movements of the planets always affect
or “touch off” aspects related to the placement of the
planets and signs in one’s natal chart. Progressions
must also be taken into consideration, as the complex
puzzle construction never ends. Compelling questions
engage astrologers, such as the issue of “generational
astrology,” as the very slow-moving outer planets visit
one constellation for decades, binding entire genera-
tions together in values and personality aspects. With
work enough to challenge many schooled intellects for
centuries to come, it is only to be regretted that such a
fascinating and useful field as astrology should have to
suffer from a social stigma that views it as illegitimate.
Consideration of the symbolic significance alone of the
myriad elements involved, makes it a subject most wor-
thy of serious attention by reflective, educated students.

—Sharon L. Coggan

See also Neo-paganism
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ATTACHMENT FORMATION

Understanding the impact of the parent—child rela-
tionship awakens our deepest concern, for we intuitively
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perceive that initial bonds with others affect who
we are for our entire life. Our physical, emotional, and
spiritual connections constitute what is called attach-
ment. Attachments are enduring emotional bonds whose
existence provides the cornerstone for the develop-
ment of trust and intimacy in human relationships
throughout life.

These early bonds can also affect our ability and
capacity to trust God and have faith. The dynamics in
our earliest bonding experiences provide the template
upon which we build intimate connections with all
others—God included. Our former relationships estab-
lish the foundation for our current relationships.

The relationship between attachment theory and
faith is not definitive; however, one’s ability to develop
trust in God is driven by one’s early attachment expe-
riences. The healthy dependency that we feel toward
our parents can develop into a more general healthy
feeling of dependency on God. Just as children per-
ceive their parents as good caretakers who they want to
know and love, as adults God is experienced in a per-
sonal way as this symbol of the good. That transfer of
trust is the result of healthy attachment in early child-
hood. To understand that process, it is important to first
understand attachment in a child’s first years.

Attachments first occur between the child and his
or her primary caregiver, whether parent or caretaker,
that is, whomever the child is exposed to most often.
Research in child development demonstrates that
without successful bonding during the first 2 years
of childhood, the child’s personality can be harmed.
Children deprived of nurturance, who have not formed
personal, human bonds during the first 2 years of life,
show permanent difficulty establishing meaningful
relationships in later childhood and throughout their
adult lives. In other words, the quality of care pro-
vided in the first 2 years has a significant effect on the
child’s relationships for the duration of his or her life.
Of course, this fact does not diminish the importance
of continued care throughout childhood and adoles-
cence for the full development of a person.

The substantial literature called ‘“‘attachment
theory” explains how the relationship between a
dependent individual—the attached person—evolves
between one or more nurturing providers, or the
attached figures. Based on the newborn’s bonding
experience, three attachment styles have been charac-
terized that extend into childhood and well beyond:
secure attachment, avoidant attachment, and ambiva-
lent attachment.

In general, the securely attached child’s caretaker
is warm and sensitively attached, producing a secure
adult who usually has securely attached children; the
avoidantly attached child’s caretaker is emotionally
unavailable or rejecting, developing into a dismissive
adult, and usually has avoidantly attached children;
the ambivalently attached child’s caretaker is unpre-
dictable or chaotic, growing into a preoccupied adult,
and usually has ambivalently attached children.

The lack of nurturing experiences early in life gives
rise to both damaged emotional developments and the
reenactment of dysfunctional homes. Poor attachments
lead to a spectrum of behaviors described as “attach-
ment disorders”—from shyness to antisocial behav-
iors, which often create a “snowball effect” as poor
child care often leads to the child becoming a neglect-
ful parent for his or her own children. Emotionally
paralyzed children often become parents of emotion-
ally paralyzed children, as they seek to care for their
children in the same way that they were not cared for.

Studies show that children who have spent most of
infancy in an environment lacking human partners or
sufficient conditions for sustained human attachment
later demonstrated measurable impairment in three
areas: attachment to parental figures, intellectual
functioning, and impulse control—particularly con-
trol of aggression. Therefore, there is a connection
between attachment and both how personalities form
and how early struggles with caretakers resurface in
later relationships.

To nurture healthy attachment, children must feel
that the world is a positive place and that they have
value and importance in that world. Parents must suc-
cessfully form a deep connection with the child and
convey their presence. They must demonstrate through
their actions (1) their attention to the child’s signifi-
cance and value, (2) their recognition of the child’s
needs and wants, and (3) their love and its uncondi-
tional quality.

The quality of the parent—child relationship
launches a series of developmental experiences that
become visible at the various stages of development in
childhood and adolescence. Boys and girls may have
different developmental experiences, and as a result
acquire skills differently through their particular inter-
actions. As children grow, their maturation becomes
focused. Between ages 6 and 12, children generate a
strong sense of self, develop defense mechanisms
against stress, and explore their growing intellectual
capacities. In the absence of a strong bond, restrictions
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occur in both play and attentive behavior. The inability
to express the self gets transferred to social situations
and often leads to social isolation, antisocial behavior,
or unrealistic expectations of others.

During the changes of adolescence, ages 13 to 21,
identity formation is enhanced by identification with
others. The range of emotionality and confusion about
self and others is expressed through the quality of inter-
actions with others. Transitions occur dramatically and
often in the multiple spheres of development; the mat-
uration of self shows distinct growth in biological,
intellectual, moral, emotional, sexual, social, and spir-
itual spheres. The adolescent feels engaged with many
but often committed to none. Emotionally deprived
teenage girls may act out their fantasies of having a
baby and become pregnant. They vicariously identify
with the baby’s need for love and nurturance. Many
often reinvolve their own mothers in caring for their
babies, in an effort to receive the care from their own
mother that they missed in childhood.

Studies indicate that most infants form attachments
to both parents at about the same time, but that by the
second year of life, boys, in fact, prefer to interact with
their fathers. They begin to seek out and imitate the
father’s activities and behaviors as expressing identifi-
cation. Findings show that mothers and fathers gener-
ally represent different types of experiences for infants,
suggestive of the fact that both parents have simulta-
neously independent and interrelated influences on
infant development.

Research about attachment formation has made clear
that relationships with childhood caretakers influence
religious behavior and our relationship with God. Those
with secure attachments to God, defining the relation-
ship as comfortable and providing happiness and satis-
faction, experience greater life satisfaction, less anxiety,
depression, and physical illness than those with anxious
attachments to God that are characterized as experienc-
ing God as inconsistent or unresponsive to needs. Those
with anxious attachment to God or avoidant relation-
ships tend to display emotion-based religiosity, marked
by relatively sudden religious change, compensating for
insecure relationships by becoming more religious or
finding a new relationship with God. Avoidant attach-
ment sufferers find God impersonal, distant, and having
little intent in the person.

In secure attachment, God provides a secure base
through a relationship supporting confidence and
strength to face the challenges of daily life, in addition
to being a counsel, offering care at times of crisis. While

we do not know the processes by which attachments
influence health, inevitably the reduced perception that
resources outweigh pressures appears as an advantage.

When parents acknowledge their child’s importance
and abilities, they in turn recognize the child’s “true
self,” and those intrinsic gifts that cultivate dignity,
identity, and direction. By introducing children to their
own innate qualities of the “true self” (spontaneity,
reasoning, free will, creativity, spirituality, discern-
ment, and love) and guiding them as they deepen their
critical connections (their evolving relationships with
self, others, and God), a child becomes equipped with
resources necessary for healthy attachment in later life.

Promoting early attachment helps transition
children positively into mature adults who are capable
of engaging in caring and supportive relationships.
Strong attachment also provides solid foundations
upon which children can build healthy spiritual rela-
tionships with God. Nurturing spirituality through
prayer and participating in a spiritual community are
useful ways for establishing links as well as transi-
tioning between parental bonds and spiritual bonds,
these links of attachment are important for healthy rela-
tionships with self, others, and God.

—John T. Chirban
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ATTITUDINAL DIMENSION
OF RELIGION

The scientific study of religious development dur-
ing childhood and adolescence has helped to sharpen
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the understanding of religion as a multidimensional
concept. The attitudinal dimension of religion has
emerged from such research as a particularly power-
ful and important key to understanding the influence
of religion and spirituality on the development and
formation of young people.

Since the late 1920s, attitudes have been of central
concern to several streams within social psychology.
Although there is no unanimity among social scien-
tists regarding the way in which attitude should be
defined, the main consensus is to regard attitudes as
concerned with affect rather than with cognition or
behavior. Attitudes are concerned with how people
feel about things, rather than with what they believe
about things or with what they actually do in relation
to things.

Furthermore, attitudes are understood to be funda-
mental, deep-seated, and covert predispositions.
Attitudes are hidden below the surface. In that sense
they cannot be seen with the naked eye but have to be
inferred from the stable patterns of behaviors and opin-
ions that they help to shape.

Attitudes are often shaped and formed below the
level of the young person’s consciousness. Attitudes
are shaped by experience, beliefs, and actions. As
covert predispositions, once shaped, attitudes may be
quite difficult to reformulate. Unless consciously and
critically examined, attitudes shaped during childhood
and adolescence may persist for much of adult life. It
is wise, therefore, for those concerned with the reli-
gious and spiritual development of children and ado-
lescents to take attitude development seriously.

In understanding the attitudinal dimension of reli-
gion, it is helpful to distinguish this dimension from
three other dimensions generally referred to in dis-
cussion of religious development during childhood
and adolescence: affiliation, belief, and practice. The
dimension of religious affiliation refers to the religious
group with which the young person identifies either
at the level of faith group (say, Hindu or Sikh) or at the
level of denomination within a faith group (say, Baptist
or Catholic). The dimension of religious belief refers
to what the young person believes, either in terms of
content (say, life after death), or in terms of style (say,
conservative or liberal). The dimension of religious
practice refers to what the young person does, either
publicly (say, attend church or synagogue) or privately
(say, perform prayers or read the scriptures).

In comparison with these other three dimensions
(affiliation, belief, practice), the attitudinal dimension

is able to get to the heart of the young person’s
religion and spirituality. Affiliation is to some extent
socially shaped by family of origin and may say little
about the young person’s personal choice. Beliefs
are shaped by different traditions and live in the mind
rather than in the heart. Religious groups may be
divided by beliefs, but united by attitudes. Practices
(especially public practices) are shaped by many exter-
nal pressures: One young person may attend church in
response to parental pressure, while another may stay
away from church in response to peer group pressure.
Attitudes (an affective response for or against reli-
gion) are personal and special to the individual young
person).

The measurement and assessment of attitudes was
significantly shaped by two pioneering psychologists
around 1930, L. L. Thurstone and R. A. Likert. Subse-
quently, others have refined the science, and psychol-
ogists of religion have benefited from this general
development in social psychology.

In the 1970s, Leslie J. Francis initiated a research
program concerned with the assessment of attitude
toward Christianity during childhood and adoles-
cence, employing the Francis Scale of Attitude
Toward Christianity. This research began in the
United Kingdom, and has since been extended by
others in Australia, Canada, France, Germany, Hong
Kong, Netherlands, Norway, South Africa, United
States, and elsewhere. More recently, similar instru-
ments have been developed to assess attitudes within
other faith traditions, including the Katz-Francis
Scale of Attitude Toward Judaism, the Sahin-Francis
Scale of Attitude Toward Islam, and the Santosh-
Francis Scale of Attitude Toward Hinduism. These
instruments enable studies originally conceived in a
Christian context to be replicated and extended in
other faith contexts. Cumulatively, these studies have
illustrated the centrality of the attitudinal dimensions
of religion in shaping a wide range of aspects of
the personal and social development of children and
adolescents.

This research has examined the factors that can pro-
mote or inhibit the development of positive attitudes
toward religion during childhood and adolescence,
including parental religious practice, socioeconomic
status, contact with church, type of school attended,
friendship networks, patterns of television viewing,
pop culture, and basic factors like gender, age, and
personality. This program of research has also exam-
ined the factors that can be influenced and shaped by
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positive and negative attitudes toward religion, including
issues like abortion, altruism, beliefs about the world,
conservatism, evolutionary theory, gender orientation,
intelligence, mental health, moral values, pro-social
values, purpose in life, scientism, self-actualization,
self-esteem, and suicidal ideation.

The empirical evidence from this research demon-
strates that a positive attitude toward religion plays an
important role in youth/human development. In turn a
range of personal and contextual factors play an impor-
tant role in shaping an individual’s attitude toward
religion.

The attitudinal dimension of religion has therefore
proved to be an important key to understanding the influ-
ence of religion and spirituality on the development
and formation of young people. Those who care for
and hope to better understand the religious develop-
ment of young people and/or the healthy development
of young people need to take seriously the attitudinal
dimension of religion.

—Leslie J. Francis
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AUTISM

Autism is a developmental disability that is usually
diagnosed in early childhood. There is a spectrum of
autistic disorders ranging from classical autism to the
higher-functioning pervasive developmental disorder.
These disorders are characterized by (1) impairments
in the ability and desire to form basic social relation-
ships, (2) abnormal communication and language
skills, and (3) limited or nonexistent imagination, and
rigid patterns of behavior with a desire for sameness.
Although the exact cause of autism remains a puzzle to
researchers, many scholars claim that there is a genetic
component to the disorder.

Similar to the complex phenomenon of autism,
the concept of spirituality also remains a challenge to
define. The experience of spirituality remains depen-
dent on individual experience. That is, spirituality can
mean different things to different people. Spirituality
can involve belief of a higher power, or a way of life

defined by a particular religion. It can also involve a
feeling of being one with the environment and others,
or a guiding sense of meaning or value in life. For
some, it may include a desire to understand and express
their purpose in life, and understand their place in a
greater spectrum. It can include the experience of
love, joy, pain, sorrow, peace, contentment, and wonder
about life’s experiences, and to care about and respect
all living things.

Overall, both autism and spirituality are multi-
faceted concepts that remain relatively unexplored
within the disciplines of social sciences and educa-
tion. Even less understood is the concept of spiritual-
ity as it relates to autistic children and their caregivers.
This lack of definition leads to further questions
regarding how researchers and educators can address
these issues in children. It is important to explore the
connections between the two concepts as a better
understanding of the spiritual experience for autistic
children may provide insight into the inner worlds of
these children and assist them in developing a sense of
spirituality.

The study of spirituality and autism is particularly
difficult due to the nature of the disorder. Autism is a
disability that involves impairment in psychological
connection and affective engagement with others, the
skills necessary for spiritual awareness with others.
Since most spiritual experiences involve relating, how
can autistic children participate in spiritual activities?
Furthermore, autistic children have language impair-
ments, making it difficult for them to communicate.
These communicative deficits present a problem for
those children attempting to participate in spiritual
activities where many of the teachings are explained
through written texts, such as the Bible.

Another challenge in experiencing spirituality for
autistic children is their difficulty with understanding
and representing abstract concepts. Much religion is
based on theological principles. Since they are unable
to think in abstract terms, religion may seem imposed
by an institution detached from their own reality. This
experience can be frustrating, as one autistic individ-
ual described religious experience as being like “an
outsider looking in.” If a concept of spirituality is to
exist for autistic children, it must respect the culture of
those who cannot understand the concepts of univer-
sality and abstraction easily.

Although there are many challenges for autistic
children’s experience of spirituality, several forms
of therapy aimed at increasing the autistic child’s
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emotional responsiveness are used today, and may
in turn foster their ability to experience spirituality.
For example, music therapy has been shown to greatly
improve autistic children’s communication, and may
help to promote a sense of spirituality. Music is a form
of expression to most people to varying degrees. It is
comparable to verbal language in its variety, subtlety,
and power to affect communication in the emotional
realm. It is particularly useful with nonverbal individ-
uals as it does not require the use of language. By
aiding in their communicative abilities, it may assist
autistic children to express themselves and their
spirituality.

Therapy with animals such as dogs or dolphins
has also been used to assist autistic children. Animal
therapy has been useful in encouraging pro-social
behaviors, by decreasing self-absorption, and making
autistic children more aware of their social environ-
ment. By improving children’s social, communication,
and emotional skills, autistic children may be better
equipped to experience and express spirituality.

A sense of spirituality can be very enriching to the
life of an autistic child. Based on the developmental
challenges the autistic child faces, it is important that
it be considered in terms of the context of the individ-
ual’s emotional, cognitive, and spiritual environments.
Spirituality must also be rooted in their personal, cul-
tural, and religious experiences. If this can be accom-
plished, then spirituality can play a positive role in the
lives of autistic children.

—Amanda Varnish and Sandra Bosacki
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AWE AND WONDER

There is wide agreement that awe and wonder
occupy a central place within spirituality, particularly
the spirituality of young children. The two terms
capture something important about their curiosity and
fascination with things, their extraordinary capacity to
enter into fantasy and exercise their imagination, their
intense awareness of immediate experiences and emo-
tions, and their innocent raising of profound questions
about the meaning of life. Yet the terms themselves
are far from straightforward. It is not immediately
clear what sort of responses they describe, whether
these responses are natural or learned, whether they
are essentially religious concepts, or what educational
value, if any, they have. It is not even clear whether
the two terms are synonymous.

Of the two terms, perhaps “wonder” is the more
straightforward. It refers to a feeling of surprise and
admiration, evoked by an experience that is in some
way inexplicable or that surpasses expectation. We
wonder at things that go beyond our finite selves, and
the emotion thus reminds us that there is more to life
than those things we can easily understand. We feel
wonder not only when we are confronted with some-
thing exceptional or spectacular (like one of the “seven
wonders of the world”), but also when we experience
something of the mystery of life or when we suddenly
achieve fresh insights into familiar things (like the
color of a flower or the awareness of love). By
reminding us of our own limitations, wonder may lead
to humility, reverence, and an appreciation of things
that are greater than ourselves. But it can also evoke
curiosity and a desire to learn. Wonder may therefore
be a starting point for both scientific and philosophi-
cal investigations, a point made by Aristotle in his
Metaphysics.

Like wonder, the concept of awe includes feelings
of solemn admiration and reverence, whether directed
towards a superior or divine being or in response to
something vast or splendid in the natural world. But
in the case of awe, these feelings may also involve a
sense of fear, especially the fear of something vaster
than oneself that may impinge on one’s life and leave
one helpless. The intimate connection between fear
and awe is illustrated by the fact that in many lan-
guages, including Hebrew and Greek, the same word
is used for both concepts; recent English translations
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of the Bible (such as the Revised Standard Version)
often use the term ‘“awe” in preference to the
Authorized Version’s “fear” to describe the appropri-
ate human response to God (e.g., 1 Chron. 16:25;
Matt. 17:6; Heb. 12:28). Awesome fear may also be a
response to the ravages of nature, to wanton destruc-
tion, or to death, loss, suffering, separation, and despair,
especially where these are experienced by the inno-
cent and the helpless.

At first glance, therefore, it may seem possible
to construct a continuum of feeling in which “awe”
occupies a central place, with “admiration” and “won-
der” on one side and “fear” and “dread” on the other.
But closer examination reveals awe as a more com-
plex concept, inspiring wonder and fear, admiration
and terror, at the same time. The experience of awe
thus provides spiritual insights into the precarious
nature of human life, human insignificance, and
powerlessness, and the fact that our destiny does not
lie entirely in our own hands. By providing a deeper
understanding of the potential and limitations of the
human condition, the emotion of awe contributes to
our spiritual development.

For some people, such feelings may be shadows of
the awe that is felt in the presence of God, the awe that
inspired Carl Boberg to write

O Lord my God, when I in awesome wonder

Consider all the works Thy Hand hath made,

I see the stars, I hear the mighty thunder,

Thy pow’r throughout the universe displayed;

Then sings my soul, my Saviour God, to
Thee:

How great Thou art, how great Thou art!

(Translation by S. K. Hine)

This emphasis on the importance of wonder,
reverence, and awe as a response to the divine is partic-
ularly seen in the work of the theologian Rudolf Otto
(1869-1937). He claims that all humans can experi-
ence a nonrational aspect of religion (the “holy”) as a
result of their innate capacity to respond to the “numi-
nous” (or divine mystery).

If the emotions of awe and wonder contribute
to our understanding of the place of humans in the
broader scheme of things, they clearly have educa-
tional value. It is easy to encourage young children to
be aware of jewels in a raindrop or the vastness of the
night sky, to use fantasy techniques to become a bird
soaring in the sky, or to see a flower as if for the first
time. The telescope and the microscope both open up
a range of experiences to which young children will
naturally respond with awe and wonder. As they grow
older, awe may also be inspired by an awareness of
evil and suffering and the capriciousness of fate, and
the study of tragedy (which according to Aristotle
evokes awe and pity) is one example of a way of using
this awareness to promote spiritual, emotional, and
moral growth. Perhaps our current overuse of words
like “wonderful” and “awesome” indicates a hunger
for a certain kind of human emotion, a craving to
probe deeper into the beauty, pain, and mystery of the
human condition.

—J. Mark Halstead






BAPTISM

Baptism is a Christian ritual that involves washing
water over the head or entire body of someone who
is publicly entering the church. Whether the baptism
is done by dunking someone entirely under the water
(a practice common among Baptists) or sprinkling
water on someone’s forehead (a practice common
in the Roman Catholic Church), water is important
because of its presence in the baptism of Jesus and
because of its symbolic qualities.

The ritual is rooted in the practices of John the
Baptist who used baptism as a way to help people
seek forgiveness from their sins (Matthew 3:1-12,
Luke 3:1-14) and in Jesus’ own baptism at the hands
of John the Baptist (Matthew 3:13—-17, Mark 1:9-11,
Luke 3:15-17). The church continues the practice not
only in imitation of Jesus’ life and ministry, but also
in fulfillment of Jesus’ final command in Matthew
28:18-20 to “[g]o therefore and make disciples of
all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father
and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them
to observe all that I have commanded you; and lo,
I am with you always, to the end of the age.”

Baptisms are almost exclusively performed by
ordained clergy. Although the details of a baptism vary
a lot across denominations, the clergy will somehow
put water upon the person’s head (by sprinkling, pour-
ing, etc.) or whole body (by dunking). The vast major-
ity of clergy will then say, “I baptize you in the name
of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.”
While baptizing in the name of the Trinity is the most
common and most historically practiced method,
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some denominations baptize “in the name of Jesus,”
and some pastors baptize in the name of the “Creator,
Sustainer, Redeemer” or other alternative formulas.
After baptizing a person or group of people, the con-
gregation will then make a pledge to welcome the
baptized into their community and help that person
grow in his or her faith.

Baptism is an important part of Christian life. It is
considered a sacrament in all churches that have sacra-
ments, and is therefore a “means of grace,” or process
through which God’s grace is given to a person. In
some churches, only adults or persons considered old
enough to make decisions for themselves (usually this
means that they must be an adolescent) are eligible for
baptism because it is a life-long commitment to live a
Christ-like life and be a part of the church. In their tra-
dition, baptism is something that should be remem-
bered and understood before it is done. Adult baptism
is most common in what are generally considered to
be “conservative” or “evangelical” traditions, such
as Baptists, Church of God, or Pentecostal. In other
churches, infants may be baptized as well as adults. In
these traditions, baptism is understood to be a life-long
commitment to live a Christ-like life and to be a part of
the church; however, they feel that this is a promise
that a parent can make on behalf of a child. In these
traditions, which tend to be considered “liberal,”
“mainline,” or ‘“‘sacramental,” a person is given the
chance later in life to go through a process called “con-
firmation” in which they confirm the vows made for
them at their baptism. Churches that do not baptize
infants will generally have a “commissioning service”
in which the baby is presented to a congregation who
then promise to raise the child in the faith.
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Christians draw meaning from the properties in water
as they understand baptism. Water is used to wash—
similarly, baptism is understood as a cleansing of one’s
soul from the marks of sin. Water is life-giving—
similarly, baptism is understood to be a life-giving rit-
ual. Through baptism, people are permanently brought
into the community of faith that will help them lead a
more fulfilling life. Water is also dangerous, and people
cannot breathe under water. Because of this, in Scripture
(i.e., Rom. 6) and the church tradition, baptism is seen
as a death with an immediate new life. Baptism, there-
fore, is an enormous commitment. Through baptism, a
person loses her or his own life, and the life then
belongs to God and the church.

—Rev. Michael J. Baughman

See also Christianity; Grace; Sacraments
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BAPTISTS

Baptists are one of the largest Protestant groups
in Christianity. Defining Baptists is a difficult task
because one of the hallmarks of Baptists is their diver-
sity. Baptists in the United States alone are divided
into some 50-plus major groups with a total member-
ship of well over 20 million people. They are divided
by such concerns as ethnicity, theology, and cultural
issues. Divided as they are, they share a common her-
itage as well as practices and beliefs. The Baptist reli-
gion represents well the diversity of contexts that are
potentially involved in the origin and development of
a religion.

HISTORY

Baptist beginnings are associated with John
Smyth (1554-1612), a Separatist Puritan minister in
England. As a Separatist, Smyth was convinced that
the Church should be separate from the English
Crown. As a Puritan, he believed that the Church of
England needed further purification from the remain-
ing vestiges of Catholicism. His views were con-
trary to the Anglican Church of that time, and rather
than face persecution, he fled to Holland with his
London congregation. While there, he was influenced
by Mennonites, who converted him to their view of
believer’s baptism. Believer’s baptism is the belief
that infant baptism is not biblical, and therefore
should be discontinued. In its place they argued for
what they believed was the biblical model for baptism
in which a new convert first professed his or her new
faith and then was baptized. In practice, this meant
that usually only adults or teens would be baptized,
never infants. This was a radical notion since infant
baptism had been practiced almost exclusively for at
least a thousand years. Smyth is responsible for artic-
ulating two core Baptist principles—this idea of
believer’s baptism, and the idea of religious liberty.
He also founded the first Baptist church while in
Holland.

Thomas Helwys (1550-1616), another minister
who fled to Holland with Smyth, helped in the found-
ing of the first Baptist church. When Smyth decided to
join this Baptist church with the Mennonites, Helwys
decided that he did not want to participate and wanted
to remain separate. So, in 1611, Helwys returned to
England where he founded the first Baptist Church in
East London. In 1612, his work A Short Declaration
of the Mystery of Iniquity was published. In this work
Helwys articulates the first claim in English for
absolute religious freedom. He stated that King James
had no authority over the spiritual matter of persons’
souls. Because of his views, Helwys was eventually
imprisoned where he died in 1616. His associate John
Murton continued the work of Helwys, and by 1644
there were forty-seven Baptist churches in England
preaching believer’s baptism and religious liberty.

Henry Jacob began another strain of Baptist life
(1563-1624) in 1616. Jacob was pastor of a Puritan
church. He did not want to completely separate from
the Anglican Church, but he did begin to embrace
believer’s baptism. His theological background, like
that of many Puritans, was greatly influenced by the
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theology of John Calvin. Referred to as Reformed
theology, these Puritans embraced such theological
ideas as predestination (all human destinies, in this
life and the next, are predetermined by God) and lim-
ited atonement (the atoning work of Christ is limited
to only the elect, those predetermined before the
beginning of time). These views were not acceptable
to the earlier Baptist churches started by Smyth and
Helwys, who were more influenced by Arminian theol-
ogy (named after Jacob Arminius who argued against
Calvinism and for the place of human free will). This
disagreement over free will or predestination is the
first division among Baptists. While they agreed on such
things as religious liberty, and especially on believer’s
baptism, they disagreed about the idea of free will and
how deterministic God was.

Baptists in the Smyth-Helwys tradition came to
be known as General Baptists, arguing that the atoning
work of Christ was a general atonement available to all
people who would accept it. Baptists in the Henry
Jacob tradition came to be known as Particular Baptists,
arguing that Christ’s atoning work was only for a par-
ticular group, those elected predetermined before the
beginning of time. This tension between the General
Baptists and the Particular Baptists still exists today.

Early Baptists were more concerned with the
theology of baptism and the spiritual state of the one
being baptized than they were with the actual practice.
By 1640, Richard Blunt, who was in the Particular
Baptist vein, became convinced that total immersion
of the new convert was the correct biblical symbol of
remembering the burial and resurrection of Jesus. By
1641, baptism by immersion was the standard practice
in several Baptist churches in the London area.

A Baptist presence arrived in North America at
about this time in the person of Roger Williams
(1603-1683). Williams was a Cambridge-educated
Puritan chaplain who came to Boston in 1631. He
began preaching a message of separation of church
and state in the nonseparating Massachusetts Bay
Colony. By 1635, he was banished from the colony for
what were termed ‘“‘erroneous views,” such as sup-
porting the Native Americans’ rights as owners of the
land, that Anglican ministers should not be listened to,
and that civil magistrates’ power extended only to “the
outward states of men.”

Williams left Massachusetts in 1636, and sought
and received a Royal Charter to found the Rhode
Island colony in 1644. This colony, founded on the
ideal of religious freedom, was the home of the first

Baptist church in North America, founded in 1639 in
Providence. He continued to debate the issue of reli-
gious liberty with John Cotton of the Massachusetts
Bay Colony, most notably in his The Bloudy Tenet of
Persecution, written in 1644. Williams welcomed all
persons to Rhode Island, believing that people should
be free to worship whomever and however they wanted,
or to choose not to worship at all. Because of his
insistence on religious liberty, the first Jewish syna-
gogue in North America was founded in Providence,
Rhode Island as well. By 1700, there were approxi-
mately 10 churches with around 300 members in
the New England colonies. New Baptist churches
continued to develop in both England and the North
American colonies. As more churches were estab-
lished, Baptists began to join together in associations
of churches. General and Particular Baptists continued
to feud in England, with the resulting establish-
ment of a variety of associations and confessional
statements.

The Baptist experience in North America was
similar to that in the British Isles during this period.
The first organization of Baptist churches in North
America came in 1707 with the Philadelphia Baptist
Association. This association was formed by five
churches in Philadelphia, and eventually produced the
Philadelphia Confession of Faith in 1742, based
almost solely on the Second London Confession.
This Association and Confession was very influential
in Baptist life in North America for years to come.
Baptists in North America also struggled with the
debate between the more Arminian-minded and the
more Calvinistic churches. The Great Awakening in
the middle of the 18th century served to polarize the
issues between these two groups. As in most other
groups, such as the Anglicans and the Presbyterians,
there were supporters of the Great Awakening and
those opposed to its efforts. This led to splits in most
of these groups, and the Baptists were no different.

The more revivalistic Baptists, those favoring the
Great Awakening, came to be known as the Separate
Baptists. They were more Arminian in their beliefs,
and placed a strong emphasis on evangelism, while
believing that humans could respond to the preaching
of the Gospel. They were the equivalent of the General
Baptists in England. Those opposing the Awakening
and its revivals were known as Regular Baptists.
They were more Calvinistic in their beliefs and argued
that no human efforts could lead one to salvation.
They were like the Particular Baptists in England who
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argued that humans were incapable of making such
decisions because all humanity inherited the sin initi-
ated by Adam and Eve. God had preordained before
the beginning of time those chosen for heaven and
those left behind. No amount of human efforts, evan-
gelistic or otherwise, could change that eternal decree.
Baptist Churches began organizing Associations accord-
ing to these theological differences.

Two of the most influential Associations after
Philadelphia were formed in the South. William
Screven, who had strong connections with the
Calvinistic Baptists of the Philadelphia Association,
started the first Baptist church in the South. He
founded a Baptist church in Charleston, South
Carolina in the early 1690s. By 1751, a Charleston
Association of Baptist churches was formed. This
“Charleston tradition” as it came to be called, was
the source of Calvinistic thought in Baptist churches
in the South well into the 20th century. In 1758, the
Sandy Creek Association of Baptist churches was
formed in Sandy Creek, North Carolina. This
Association was initiated with the preaching of two
preachers, Shubal Stearns (1706-1771) and Daniel
Marshall (1706-1784), both of whom had been influ-
enced by the Great Awakenings in the New England
and middle colonies. Eventually these two traditions
would set aside their theological differences to
organize around the purposes of missions, evangelism,
education, and the formation of the Southern Baptist
Convention in the mid-19th century.

Baptists continued to grow from that point on
with a strong emphasis on global missions. There
were always tensions over issues like the Arminian/
Calvinist debates, but most Baptists decided that
the call to send missionaries was greater than the
debates that separated them. This foreign missionary
emphasis derived from the work of Luther Rice
(1783—-1836) and Adoniram Judson (1788-1850),
who originally went to India in 1812 as missionaries
of the Congregationalists from the New England area.
While in the field they came to accept the idea of
believer’s baptism by immersion and decided to
become Baptists. Judson went on to Burma, and Rice
returned to the United States to seek funding for their
efforts from the Baptists. In the process, he toured the
country seeking financial support for their work, and
under his leadership started the ‘“Baptist Society
for the Propagation of the Gospel in India and other
Foreign Parts.” This became the root of what became
a national organization of Baptist churches in 1814

called “The General Missionary Convention of the
Baptist Denomination in the United States of America
for Foreign Mission.” It was also known by its shorter
name, “The Triennial Convention,” because it would
meet for business every three years.

The work of Baptists continued to grow and thrive
both in the United States, and around the world in the
19th century. From 1814 to 1844, Baptists increased
360%, while the U.S. population as a whole only
increased 140%. In 1845, the Triennial Convention
became the American Baptist Missionary Union.

All of this came to a halt with a great split in the
mid-19th century over the issue of slavery. All denom-
inations faced splits during this time, but most were
reconciled later. Not so with the Baptists. As tensions
rose between North and South, Baptist bodies, both
North and South, took sides. Finally, in 1845, Baptists
in the South split from those in the North, forming
the Southern Baptist Convention. With this move, the
Baptists’ two largest bodies were formed out of the split
of the main group, and Baptists were left with the
Southern Baptist Convention and the Northern
Baptists. Unlike the Methodists and Presbyterians
who split over slavery but eventually reunited, these
two Baptist bodies have never rejoined. To this day,
there is still a Southern Baptist Convention, the largest
body of Baptists, and the American Baptists, which
was once the Northern Baptists. In addition, there are
still some 50-plus other Baptist groups in the country,
as well as national Baptist groups in countries all
around the world.

BELIEFS AND PRACTICES

Baptists can be identified by their unique beliefs,
organizational structures, and worship practices.
Two major beliefs have dominated Baptist thought
through the years. Believer’s baptism and the separa-
tion of church and state are two key components to a
Baptist identity. Primarily, Baptists have always been
motivated by the concern for all of humanity to
become baptized believers. Through efforts of evan-
gelism, foreign missionaries, and educational institu-
tions, Baptists have sought to find ways to emphasize
conversion to their understanding of Christianity. This
understanding is a rejection of infant baptism empha-
sized in most mainline denominations, and an empha-
sis on bringing persons to a crisis point where they
accept the atoning work of Jesus on their behalf, and
then publicly profess this through the initiatory act of
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baptism. In Baptist theology, it is not the baptism
itself that works conversion, but the individual’s pro-
fession that she or he now accept the atoning work
of Jesus. Baptism is a symbolic and obedient act that
publicly confirms the interior spiritual condition of
the one being baptized.

Growing out of the Separatist tradition in England,
and having faced persecution both in England and the
North American colonies, Baptists have always
argued for the separation of church and state. This was
not important as a political principle for Baptists, but
has always been a theological point for Baptists. As
Roger Williams argued in colonial Massachusetts and
based on the New Testament, the state does not have a
role in the spiritual well-being of its citizens. The best
thing that the state can do is to create the environment
where all faiths are free to worship and accept new
members, without aid or deterrence from the state.
Baptists have often argued that people should be free
to worship however they want, or not to worship at all.
Any faith dependent on the state is not truly depen-
dent on God, and therefore is not true to the essence
of Christianity.

Baptists claim that the only authority outside of God
is the Bible. They are a highly biblical people when it
comes to religious authority. They often claim as their
mantra, “no creed but the Bible.” By this they seek to
refute long-standing traditions and a more hierarchical
authority structure such as popes and bishops. They
developed confessional statements, but they were
always tempered by a high regard for Scripture.

Baptists are organized around a congregational
form of ecclesiology or church government. This is in
reference to their recognition that all members of a
congregation are equal, and no one individual requires
special authority to serve in a leadership role. The term
that they developed for this is “soul liberty,” or what
others call the “priesthood of the believer.” The idea
here is that each individual Christian is equal in the
eyes of God and requires no priestly intermediary.
Therefore, clergy are usually not dressed in any litur-
gical vestments, and many members of a church
can be involved in the leadership of a church.
Additionally, each Baptist church is an independent
and autonomous entity. There is no bishop or board
outside of the church body that makes decisions or
provides leadership. Each church is independent and
free to call their own pastors, to work with other
churches or not, and generally to establish their own
ministry patterns.

Baptist worship follows what is generally referred to
as “low church.” There is no set liturgy, and churches
are free to structure their worship however they see fit.
Early in their history, spontaneity was often an ideal in
Baptist worship services. Ideally, anyone can preach
and preside over the serving of what Baptists usually
call the Lord’s Supper. This is in place of Communion
or the Holy Eucharist in other traditions. Since Baptists
do not believe that there are any sacraments, their under-
standings of the practices in the church are somewhat
different than other traditions. There are two ordinances,
baptism and the Lord’s Supper, but they are both described
in more symbolic terms.

There are differences here among Baptists in both
understanding and practice, but for the most part,
Baptists hold to a more symbolic and less sacramental
view of these worship activities. Neither of these prac-
tices is considered essential for the salvation of the
individual Christian, and their place in the church is
often described more as a memorial to past events,
than having any present-day spiritual efficacy.

Because of their strong missionary vigor beginning
in the late 18th century, Baptists today can be found
around the globe. Baptists continue to be the largest
Protestant group in the United States, and continue to
send missionaries around the world. Yet they continue
in their various sectarian ways, split still over
issues like the Calvinistic-Arminian debates that have
haunted them through the centuries. Baptists continue
to emphasize believer’s baptism, and many still call
for the separation of church and state. Divided as
they are, though, they still continue in the tradition
from which they came, and they continue to spread to
all parts of the globe.

—Gary R. Poe

See also Baptism; Baptist Youth, Religious Development in;
Presbyterian
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BAPTIST YOUTH,
RELIGIOUS DEVELOPMENT IN

The Baptist family of churches arose out of the
Protestant Reformation and Anabaptist movements of
the 16th century. The first Baptist churches were founded
in Holland (1609) and England (1611). In the United
States, the First Baptist Church in America was estab-
lished in Providence, Rhode Island by Roger Williams
in 1638-1639. In the first decade of the 21st century,
Baptist denominations have more than 37 million adher-
ents who live throughout the world.

Although a noncreedal and individualistic people,
Baptists have nevertheless upheld certain defining
values, including separation of church and state
(religious liberty), soul freedom (the right and obligation
of the individual to express his/her own understanding
of the Christian life), the autonomy or self-governance
of the local church, a commitment to live according to
the standards of the New Testament, regenerate church
membership (only those who can testify to a personal
saving experience may join the church as a member),
and believer’s baptism by immersion. These defining
features have influenced how Baptists have sought to
promote the spiritual formation and development of
children under their care.

Translating these concepts to the arena of childhood
spiritual formation, Baptists have developed and prac-
ticed four core principles that facilitate the spiritual
development of youth. Baptist spiritual formation

encourages the individual child to seek and encounter
God for himself/herself, to read and learn from the
Scriptures, and apply its insights on a personal level, to
join with others in order to journey faithfully, and to
accept God’s call as expressed through Christian service.

THE INDIVIDUAL'S ENCOUNTER
AND JOURNEY WITH GOD

The Baptist adherence to the principles of separa-
tion of church and state, autonomy of the local church,
and soul freedom create a religious environment that
encourages the individual person to take responsibility
for his/her spiritual development. Coercion from gov-
ernmental (secular), ecclesiastical (denominational), or
even familial sources is vehemently opposed by Baptists.
In terms of spiritual formation in youth, Baptists there-
fore seek to provide maximum freedom for children
to grow in their understanding of the Christian life.
Specifically, this entails a tension between being
encouraged to commit one’s life to Christ on one hand,
and being protected from premature commitments to
God or the church on the other.

The Baptist faith emphasizes the need to confront
one’s sinfulness and to accept forgiveness of those sins
by acknowledging Jesus Christ as one’s Savior and
Lord. Baptists do not speak in terms of original sin (an
innate sinfulness passed down through generations),
but instead emphasize that each person inevitably suc-
cumbs to temptation and falls short of God’s standards
of holiness. Once children reach “the age of account-
ability” (defined as knowing the difference between
right and wrong, or the beginnings of conscience), they
are considered morally responsible for their behavior.
This is a psychospiritual awakening or development,
and thus not strictly chronological. In practice, most
Baptists would say this transition takes place between
the ages of 4 to 6. Prior to reaching the age of account-
ability, children are considered innocents, and are not
held liable, in spiritual terms, for their actions.

Baptists therefore believe that infants and very
young children who die are granted eternal life in
heaven without the need for expressing a personal faith
commitment to God (which they are too young to do),
or for undergoing church rituals such as infant baptism.
In place of infant baptism, Baptists practice a ceremony
variously called infant/child or parental dedication.
Inspired by the Biblical dedications of Samuel and
Jesus, infant/child or parental dedication involves the
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parents presenting their infant or child to God and to the
church during a worship service. The parents declare
that they will raise their child in the Christian faith
by personally modeling its values and by encouraging
their family to be active in the life and witness of the
local congregation. Although the focus is on the child’s
spiritual future, the onus of responsibility is placed on
the adults. The congregation also commits itself to pro-
viding for the spiritual nurture of the child. Prayers are
then offered for both parents and child.

As the child grows in spiritual awareness, it is
hoped that he/she will decide to make a personal com-
mitment to God through Jesus Christ. The church’s
ministries (Sunday School, children’s sermons, and
worship services) are mobilized to encourage the
development of a sensitive conscience and a desire to
seek God’s presence in their lives. Grace, mercy, and
forgiveness represent the offer of God’s love and care,
in response to the message that God expects human-
ity, both individually and corporately, to embrace
justice and righteousness.

Baptists are perhaps most famous for their practice
of baptism by immersion as the symbol of embracing
the Christian journey and identifying with Jesus’
death and resurrection. For Baptists, baptism is a
public act of personal faith in which a person declares
the intention to become a disciple of Jesus Christ and
to live out the Christian journey by joining with
other believers (by becoming a member of a specific
church). In most Baptist churches, children are
encouraged to take this step when they are able to
articulate their commitment to Christ and understand-
ing of the basics of Christian beliefs and practices.
In practice, this usually is reserved for those who are
in their early teens, but some congregations will per-
mit younger children who display a more precocious
grasp of the faith to be baptized as well.

BECOMING A STUDENT
OF THE SCRIPTURES

As a Biblicist movement, Baptists have histori-
cally emphasized the authority and centrality of the
Scriptures for informing how believers should live out
the Gospel of Jesus Christ. In 1824, Baptists created
the Baptist General Tract Society, which later was
renamed the American Baptist Education Society, and
helped create the American and Foreign Bible Society
in 1837. Baptists are avid and dedicated students of the

Scriptures, and seek from it principles for spirituality
and morality.

Children as well as adults are expected to engage
in ongoing Bible study in order to further their spiri-
tual formation and development. Baptists have placed
particular stress on the promotion of Sunday Schools,
youth group programs, Bible clubs, and summer vaca-
tion Bible schools. The goal of this educational empha-
sis is not merely intellectual knowledge, but the gaining
of wisdom and the deepening of spiritual commit-
ment. Baptists read and study the Bible in the pursuit
of personal application of timeless Scriptural truths so
that ongoing spiritual transformation may take place.
Recounting the stories of Biblical role models is a
favored teaching methodology in Baptist youth classes
because it encourages youth to emulate the faithfulness
of the spiritual giants of the Bible. Although less promi-
nent in the Baptist tradition, non-Biblical sources can
also be used to educate youth about the spiritual life.
John Bunyan’s classic allegory of the Christian journey,
The Pilgrim’s Progress, is a well-known text (Bunyan
was a Baptist minister who lived between 1628 and
1688).

JOINING WITH OTHERS
TO JOURNEY FAITHFULLY

Baptism, as a symbol of the individual’s desire to
journey in the Christian way, also serves as the indi-
vidual’s official incorporation into the community of
believers. In the Baptist tradition, the emphasis on the
individual’s relationship with God is counterbalanced
by the recognition that one needs the companionship
of others to negotiate the challenges of the spiritual
life, and this is why participation in congregational
life becomes an integral aspect of Baptist spirituality.

The Baptist practice of prayer serves as a case
in point. On the one hand, each Baptist member is
expected to develop, cultivate, and maintain a personal
prayer discipline. On the other hand, conversational
prayer in the presence of others—the Baptist prayer
meeting—is a core feature of classic Baptist church
life. In contrast to the more contemplative forms of
prayer, Baptist prayer experiences tend to emphasize
a spontaneous conversational style in which members
take turns praying for the needs of one another.
Children are introduced to this form of prayer at an
early age, and are expected to practice it as soon as they
begin talking.
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ACCEPTING GOD'S CALL TO SERVE

The Baptist emphasis on personal spiritual devel-
opment also incorporates the dimension of sacrificial
service. To follow Christ as a disciple entails serving
the world even as Jesus served others. In the Baptist
tradition, therefore, ministry is not just the fruit of a
positive spiritual life. It is a vital aspect of it.

This ministry can take many forms. It may involve
evangelism, worship leadership, teaching, hospitality,
and various forms of community involvement and
social action. In Baptist churches, children are expected
and encouraged to express the notion of the “priest-
hood of all believers” by testing their gifts and talents
in the service of others. Inviting others to church and
to a consideration of the claims of the Baptist faith,
singing in the choir or playing musical instruments,
helping to disciple younger children, and sharing their
testimonies at their baptism are just some of the ways
Baptist youth are encouraged to unite faith with deeds.
Such activities are considered both ends in themselves
as well as aspects of an ongoing spiritual formation in
anticipation of serving the church and the world as
adults.

—Rev. Dr. Lee B. Spitzer
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BARTLETT, PHOEBE

Phoebe Bartlett (1731-1805) experienced an
emotional religious conversion at age 4. She became
the most famous exemplar of childhood piety in late
Puritan New England after the colonial minister
Jonathan Edwards described her transformation in a
popular treatise. Her conversion occurred amid the
religious revivals in western Massachusetts led by

Edwards (1703-1758), early America’s most impor-
tant Calvinist theologian and pastor of the First
Congregational Church of Northampton. Bartlett and a
young woman, Abigail Hutchinson, were Edwards’s
(1738) principal case studies in A Faithful Narrative
of the Surprising Work of God, which provided a
model script for later evangelical Protestant revivalists.
Four-year-old Phoebe’s story began in the spring of
1735, when she took a keen interest in the religious
talk of her 11-year-old brother, who had recently
experienced the life-changing conversion that New
England Puritans demanded as evidence of a person’s
election to salvation. Soon Phoebe was retreating
five or six times a day to her closet for secret prayer.
During one of these sessions, her mother over-
heard her begging the Lord for forgiveness of her
sins. Emerging from the closet in uncontrollable
weeping, Phoebe resisted her mother’s efforts to comfort
her until suddenly she stopped crying and exclaimed,
“Mother, the kingdom of heaven is come to me!”
(Goen, 1972: 200). In the months that followed, she
continued to grow in holiness, strictly observing
the Sabbath and counseling other children in spiritual
matters. She also showed great love toward her pastor,
as Edwards himself reported. His account does not
describe her adult life, although parish records indi-
cate that she was not admitted to full communion until
shortly before her marriage in 1754, a common prac-
tice among adults in Puritan New England.
Edwards’s narrative of Phoebe Bartlet’s conversion
reflects the ambivalence toward children’s religious
experience in late Puritan culture. On the one hand,
Edwards and other orthodox clergy believed that
children and adults inherited Adam’s sin, and thus
deserved eternal punishment. In sermons preached to
special meetings of children, Edwards emphasized
God’s anger at their sins and warned them of the dan-
ger of dying in childhood before being born again in
Christ. On the other hand, Edwards saw children as
capable of genuine saving faith and took their spiritu-
ality seriously. During the 1734-1735 revivals he
admitted 20 children under the age of 14 to full com-
munion, a practice shunned by earlier ministers.
Edwards’s views of children have had a similarly
mixed influence on later Protestant culture. On the
one hand, his writings provided subsequent evangeli-
cals with a weapon against the Enlightenment’s rejec-
tion of original sin and other Augustinian doctrines.
On the other hand, his idealization of childhood (and
female) piety ironically paved the way for Victorian
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Protestantism’s sentimental views of human nature
and domestic piety.

—Peter J. Thuesen

See also Narrative; Christianity
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BELIEF AND AFFILIATION,
CONTEXTUAL IMPACTS ON

In any human life, many factors help to determine
the multiple contexts that influence one’s religious
affiliation and beliefs. Certainly, one’s religious affili-
ation will impact one’s religious beliefs, as will one’s
beliefs influence decisions made throughout life about
religious affiliation. To better understand the impact
of context on religious affiliation and beliefs in child-
hood and adolescence, it is important to also consider
how contexts interact with individual developmental
characteristics. A person’s age, gender, ethnicity, nation-
ality, and family background all help to form all inter-
act with a young person’s context to define issues of
religious development and identity.

It is also important to consider that adolescence can
be a time of religious doubt, a time when young people
pull away (often for just a short while) from affiliating
themselves with the religious beliefs and tradition of
their family, or indeed any religious tradition and/or
beliefs at all. The experiences and interactions that one
has with the contexts which influence religious affilia-
tion and beliefs will have a significant impact on if and
how doubt affects a young person’s religiosity. A few
of these contexts which can influence religious affilia-
tion and belief are considered below.

Young people typically identify/affiliate with the con-
text of those closest to them (e.g., the religion of their
parents) and share their religious beliefs. Participating

in the religious traditions and beliefs of one’s parents
involves young people growing up in religious com-
munities and peer groups—all of which influence a
young person’s connection to that tradition. Some
young people are brought up in families where reli-
gious beliefs are strong and where participation in
religious worship and practice is part of family life. In
other families, religious beliefs may be weak and
attendance at a place of worship will be rare or nonex-
istent. Some young people may be part of families and
religious traditions that present a positive image of
God and others may be exposed to a more authoritar-
ian and punishing image of God. These environmen-
tal or contextual experiences are just a few examples
of the many that might impact a young person’s reli-
gious affiliation and beliefs.

Contexts that impact religious affiliation are
broader than one’s immediate familial environment.
Some young people are brought up in an environment
where everyone around them belongs to a single reli-
gious community. Others are brought up in a society
where there are a range of religious communities and
beliefs: as a result they will likely meet people from
different religious communities who hold different
beliefs and attitudes to their own. Some young people
grow up in a society or culture where religious belief
is strong. In other societies and cultures belief in reli-
gion may be weak. Some young people are educated
in schools where one single religion is taught. Some
are educated in schools where a variety of religions
are taught. Others attend schools where religion is not
taught at all.

An example of the differences in religious belief
and affiliation that can be found within a country is
identified and explained in research that finds that
young people living in Great Britain who are from
families that originally came from the Indian subcon-
tinent are likely to have a stronger religious affiliation
than a Caucasian young person in Great Britain.
Hence, it is not surprising that most young Muslim
Asians in Great Britain seek out and become involved
in religious practice and traditions (e.g., attending a
religious school—a mosque school—where they learn
Arabic, the Qur’an, and about Muslim religious tradi-
tions) more so than their white peers.

When looking at differences in religious belief
and affiliation across countries, it is helpful to com-
pare the experiences of young people in Great Britain
with their same-aged peers in the United States and, as
well, with their peers in Jordan, a predominantly Muslim
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country in the Middle East. A survey carried out in
Great Britain in 2000 examined the strength of
young people’s religious beliefs. Twenty-nine per-
cent of young people in state schools said that they
believed that God existed. Forty-four percent said
that they did not know whether God existed, while
28% said that they did not believe in God at all.
Only 8% of those young people believed that it was
good to follow a religion seriously, while 77% said
that it might be good to follow some elements of a
religion.

In the United States, religious belief among the
population is stronger than in Great Britain, and this is
reflected in a stronger religious belief and church atten-
dance among young people. In 1999, 43% of American
teenagers said that they thought that “having a deep
religious faith” was very important to them; only 23%
said that they thought it unimportant. In 1996, a survey
showed that around 53% of American young people
attended church at least once a month, while 38%
attended at least weekly. There has been, over the past
thirty years, a decline in the numbers of young people
attending church in the United States, but the decline
has not been as rapid as that seen in Great Britain.
These differences in religiosity in young people in the
two nations might be partly explained by the fact that
churches in the United States are often more of a focus
for the local community. They run activities for young
people and have staff members whose role it is to work
with them. As a result, in 1996 a survey showed that
56% of young people had been involved in a church-
based youth group.

Jordan, a country in the Middle East, presents us
with a different picture. Here most families are prac-
ticing Muslims. In a survey carried out in 2000, 94%
of young people at two schools in Jordan said that
they believed in God. Only 2% said that God did not
exist. More than 70% of the Jordanian students said that
it was good to follow a religion seriously and the vast
majority—over three quarters—said that they tried to
follow some of the religious rules and practices of the
Muslim religion.

There is a potentially endless list of contexts
that influence an individual’s religious affiliation and
beliefs across one’s life time. To better understand and
support the healthy development of religious affilia-
tion and belief in childhood and adolescence, it is crit-
ical that a contextual view of religious development is
taken.

—David G. Kibble

See also Parental Influence on Adolescent Religiousness; Peer
and Friend Influences on Adolescent Faith Development;
Transformation, Religious
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BENSON, PETER L.

Some scholars spend a whole career focusing on
specific dimensions of religion or spirituality. Others
seek to understand other dimensions of human devel-
opment and rarely acknowledge the spiritual or reli-
gious dimension. Social psychologist Peter L. Benson
has both contributed significantly to the broad field of
applied human development, and to understanding
religious and spiritual development. Thus, his work is
an important resource for integrating an understand-
ing of spiritual development as a core dimension of
human development.

Benson was born on May 2, 1946, in Duluth,
Minnesota, and spent portions of his childhood and
adolescence in several towns and cities in Kansas and
Illinois. He then attended Augustana College, Rock
Island, Illinois, where he earned a double major in
psychology and religion. He then attended Yale
University, where he earned an M. A. in psychology of
religion (1970), followed by studies at the University
of Denver, where he earned another M.A. (1972) and
a Ph.D. (1973) in experimental social psychology.

After several years in academia, Benson moved
to Minneapolis-based Search Institute in 1978, and
became its president in 1985. In addition to a range of
research studies in prevention and youth development,
Benson led significant studies on the role of religion
in society and in adolescent development. This grow-
ing body of work led to his receipt in 1989 of the
William James Award from the American Psychology
Association for career contributions to the psychology
of religion.
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In 2003, Benson launched a new initiative on
spiritual development in childhood and adolescence
with support of the John Templeton Foundation.
Designed to be international, multidisciplinary, and
multifaith in scope, the initiative will seek to contribute
to an increased recognition of spiritual development as
an integral component of human development, while
also providing insights and tools that equip practition-
ers to nurture the spirit in young people.

As this work continues, it will inevitably reflect
the themes that have shaped Benson’s work to date:
respect for multiple ways of learning and knowing,
the relationship between person and society and cul-
ture, a commitment to both the inner journey and
social change, a desire to promote the common good,
and integration of science and practice. Its scope and
breadth, although daunting to some, offers a unique
opportunity for Benson’s expansive vision and inte-
grative scholarship to add important new insights and
understanding for both science and practice.

—Eugene C. Roehlkepartain
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BHAGAVAD GITA

The Bhagavad Gita is the most revered and best-
known sacred work in the Hindu world. It contains the

essential doctrines of mainstream Hinduism. It is in
the format of a dialogue in which the divine Krishna
expounds spiritual truths to the hero Arjuna in the con-
text of an impending war. The work appears in the
Hindu epic known as Mahabharata.

Its eighteen chapters are divided into three sec-
tions. The first deals with the practice of yoga, stresses
the importance of asceticism for the spiritual aspirant,
and affirms divine omnipresence. Soul and transmi-
gration are also explained. The second expounds
Vedanta which is central to Hindu philosophy. Here
Krishna reveals his cosmic aspect (Vishvarupa) of
dazzling radiance. Arjuna was dazzled by a direct
encounter with the Divine which can be blinding.
In the last section, the purusha-prakriti duality is
explained. Human consciousness (purusha) is more
basic than the phenomenal world (prakriti). Without
it, the clockwork of a mechanical world would be as
irrelevant as libraries buried in the sea. The physical
universe takes on significance only in the context of
an experiencing observer (purusha).

Like other great works of perennial significance,
the value of the Gita lies in the insights that may be
adapted from age to age to draw contextual nourish-
ment. Scholars and commentators have written volu-
minously on the interpretations of the Gita, which
have also touched people beyond the Hindu tradition.

The Gita speaks of an unchanging principle spann-
ing the ever-changing world of fleeting impressions. As
spectators of a show we may laugh at the comedy and
shed tears at the tragedy. But we must never forget that
what we are witnessing is only a show, and that there is
areal world outside. Likewise, even in the triumphs and
tribulations of life, we must bear in mind that beneath all
transient experiences, there is something more perma-
nent, more durable, more intrinsically real.

Another teaching of the Gita relates to our attitudes
to work: While engaged in a task, we should not be
preoccupied with the fruits of our actions. We must
undertake only desireless action (nish-kama karma):
In any undertaking, our commitment should be total
and selfless. The aim should be completion of the task
and not reaping the fruits that might accrue. Exertion
in a spirit of total detachment enhances efficiency.

Desireless action becomes relevant in public
involvements. Temptations of personal gains can only
spell disaster. The Gita suggests that in our commit-
ments to community, in our campaigns for a just cause,
in political actions and social services, we must dedi-
cate ourselves without any thought of self-interest.
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The Gita stresses the importance of different paths
(margas) that people follow: intellectual, activist, and
spiritual-aesthetic. It is more dangerous to try to do
another’s mode (paradharma) perfectly than to try
to execute, however inadequately, one’s own (svad-
harma). Svadharma is what one can and must do with
one’s talents and tendencies. We must realize our
potential and recognize our limitations. Our work and
aspirations must be determined by these, and not by
what others may achieve. Often people wreck their
lives because of envy and ambition.

The Gita also gives a message of historical opti-
mism to the effect that whenever and wherever injus-
tice and oppression arise, an appropriate leader will
emerge to reinstate justice and righteousness.

The Gita can stand alone, but it appears in the mid-
dle of a Hindu epic, suggesting that its truths become
particularly relevant in the context of Indian culture.

The Gita is presented as a dialogue with the bril-
liant Arjuna in a state of utter confusion. This reflects
the predicament of the keenest intellects in the face of
social, moral, and spiritual dilemmas. Scholarship and
intelligence cannot tackle questions pertaining to life
and God. In moments of deep despair, at the cross-
roads of spiritual anguish, we should seek counsel
from the enlightened.

The Gita expounds the highest philosophies on a
battlefield. This reminds us that the deeper problems
of existence are not to be relegated to hours of leisure
and retirement. Ethical and religious considerations
must be in our minds at every heartbeat of life’s activ-
ities, in the center of the storm as well as in the quiet
of the countryside.

Problems pertaining to war and peace are com-
plex, as are conflicts of everyday life. Who can assert
categorically what is right and what is wrong, what is
punishment and what is forgiving? It is not by con-
ventional rules and common perceptions that we can
arrive at correct decisions. Events in the world, where
we may play a major or a minor part, often have far
deeper significance than we might imagine; their
grander purpose in the scheme of things may not always
be clear to our imperfect understandings.

The Bhagavad Gita is glorious music. When we
hear it chanted in its traditional rhythm and immerse
ourselves in its serene melody, we experience an inner
peace such as only the loftiest expressions of the human
spirit can afford. The piously simple and the profoundly
sensitive are moved by it. Throughout India’s history,
many thinkers, great and modest, lay and religious,
have been touched by this work. Thinkers outside of

the Hindu tradition have also found meaning and
message in the Gita.

The Gita combines poetry and philosophy, music
and religious solace. It kindles subtle thoughts, and
calls for decisive actions. It consoles the bereaved
and uplifts the dejected. It thrills the soul and illu-
mines the mind. Few other works have accomplished
so much for over a millennium of human history. The
Bhagavad Gita has been translated, fully or partially,
into more than seventy languages, and commented upon
by countless scholars.

—Varadaraja V. Raman
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BIBLE

The Bible refers to a collection of 66 to 80 books,
usually in a single volume, understood to represent the
stories and teachings about the God of the Jewish
and Christian traditions. The word “bible” comes from
the Greek word meaning “book.” Jews and Christians
(Catholics, Orthodox, and Protestant) all use different
collections, but for each, these books authoritatively
define and inform their tradition and culture. The Bible
is thus also known as “Scripture,” “the word of God,”
“sacred,” and “holy.” Those who follow the words of
the Bible literally, or with attention to exact details,
are known as literalists or fundamentalists; those who
follow them in principle, adopting the ethics to their
own time and place, are known as liberals. Fundamen-
talists and liberals thus invest a different degree of
authority in the Bible.

Different translations of the ancient manuscripts
are referred to as “versions,” the more familiar ones
being the Jewish Publication Society Tanakh, the King
James Version (KJV), the New Revised Standard Version
(NRSV), and the New International Version (NIV).
Some versions, such as the Living Bible, are paraphrases
into simplified English.
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Because it has profoundly affected the develop-
ment of Western culture, it is important to be familiar
with the Bible in order to interpret its cultural prod-
ucts (film, literature, politics, history, etc.).

—Jane S. Webster

See also Apocrypha/Deuterocanonical Books; Bible,
Christian; Bible, Jewish; Catholicism; Christianity, Funda-
mentalist; Judaism

FURTHER READING

Achtemeier, P. J. (Series Ed.). (1996). HarperCollins Bible
dictionary. San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco.

Meeks, W. (Series Ed.). (1993). The HarperCollins study
bible. San Francisco: HarperCollins.

White, J. B. & Wilson, W. T. (2001). From Adam to
Armageddon: A survey of the Bible (4th ed.). Belmont, CA:
Wadsworth Thomson Learning.

BIBLE, CHRISTIAN

The Christian Bible is revered as the most impor-
tant book of the Christians. It combines the Hebrew
Bible, known to Christians as the Old Testament
(OT), and the New Testament (NT). Catholic and
Orthodox Bibles also include the Deuterocanonical
Books. Like the OT, the NT was written over time
(from about 50-150 C.E.) by a number of authors. It
contains 27 books (4 gospels; 1 history book, 21 let-
ters, and an apocalypse), and continues themes intro-
duced in the OT, such as the intervention of God in
history, promises (covenants) made to Israel, and the
role of the Jews in the world. Focus centers on the life
and meaning of Jesus, a man understood to be the
messiah (which means “anointed”) and the son of
God.

The four gospels recount the life, death, and resur-
rection of Jesus. The first three gospels are very similar
and so are known as the Synoptic Gospels (“seen
together”). Most scholars accept that Mark was likely
written first (ca. 65-70 C.E.); Luke and Matthew (both
after 70 C.E.) use the narrative framework of Mark but
insert some unique material (called “M” and “L.’
respectively). They also both insert a large number of
sayings of Jesus and a few additional narratives—
collectively known as the hypothetical source Q (for
Quelle, the German for “source”)—although these
materials are used differently by Matthew and Luke.
Although tradition claims that the disciples, or those

close to Jesus’ disciples, wrote the gospels, this source
theory suggests that the authors were not eyewitnesses
to all of the events they report. The fourth gospel, John,
is unlike the Synoptic Gospels. It includes some unique
stories (e.g., Samaritan Woman, miracle of changing of
the water into wine) and many long speeches by Jesus.
All four gospels describe Jesus as one who led an
exemplary life, taught his disciples (apostles), and
performed many miracles. He died willingly “for the
sake of the world,” then rose from the dead after three
days and was seen by many witnesses. He now reigns
in heaven, but will return on the last day of the world to
judge people based on their behavior.

The second volume of Luke, the Acts of the
Apostles, describes the response of Jesus’ followers to
his death and resurrection, especially Peter, John, and
Paul. The apostles, filled with the power of the Holy
Spirit, do miracles and the news about Jesus spreads
from Jerusalem to Rome.

The NT contains many letters. Thirteen of them
are attributed to Paul. At first, Paul persecuted the
new Christians. On the road to Damascus, Paul met
the resurrected Jesus and became a Christian himself.
He spent the rest of his life traveling throughout
the northeastern Mediterranean area, teaching people
about Jesus and starting churches. These letters repre-
sent some of the correspondence that was preserved
between Paul and the churches and people he met.
Paul’s letters are divided into three groups. The undis-
puted letters, most probably written by Paul, include 1
Thessalonians, 1-2 Corinthians, Philippians, Philemon,
Galatians, and Romans. The disputed letters include
the Deutero-Pauline letters (Ephesians, Colossians,
and 2 Thessalonians) and the Pastoral Epistles (1-2
Timothy, Titus). Although all claim to be written by
Paul, changes in vocabulary, style, and the under-
standing of Jesus and appropriate Christian behavior
differ significantly.

Other letters are attributed to James and Jude
(brothers of Jesus) and Peter. Three letters (1-3 John)
are so similar to the Gospel of John that they are attrib-
uted to the same person, although the author of the
letters is identified as “the elder.” Topics of the NT
letters include reflections on the purpose and effect of
the life and resurrection of Jesus, especially as he
relates to Jewish traditions (the law, circumcision, ethi-
cal behavior, food laws, etc.). They instruct churches
(or individuals) on leadership, worship practice, behav-
ior codes, identifying false teachers, the return of Jesus,
and suffering. Some personal information is also shared.
Although the book of Hebrews is usually included in
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the list of letters, and at one time had been attributed to
Paul, it does not follow the typical letter form nor is it
similar in style and content to the other NT letters.
Hebrews describes Jesus as superior to the prophets,
angels, Moses, Joshua, and the priests; he is a superior
sacrifice made once for all time.

The final book of the NT is the Book of Revelation,
an apocalypse (“revelation”) given to John (unlikely
the author of the Gospel and Letters of John) in a mys-
tical journey to heaven. John uses symbolic language
to describe heaven and the events that occur there
which, in turn, affect the events experienced on
earth. He describes a battle between the forces of good
(God, the lamb who was slain [i.e., Jesus], the angels)
and the forces of evil (Satan, the devil, the beast);
good ultimately wins. People on earth may experience
persecution and cosmic upheaval, but those who are
faithful will prevail.

The undisputed letters of Paul were likely written
first, followed by the gospels, and the other letters
from 70-120 C.E. The various NT documents were
gathered together in their present form by the fourth
century. The earliest existing manuscripts date to the
early second century.

—Jane S. Webster

See also Apocrypha/Deuterocanonical Books; Bible; Bible,
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BIBLE, JEWISH

The Jewish Bible is revered as the most important
book of the Jews. It contains thirty-nine books and is
divided into three sections: the Law (also known as
the Torah or the Pentateuch), the Prophets (Nebi’im)
and the Writings (Ketubim). The first letters of the
Hebrew titles are combined for the alternate name, the
TanNaKh. Because it was written in Hebrew (some
parts are in Aramaic), it is also known as the Hebrew
Bible, or the Masoretic Text (MT). Christians refer to
the Hebrew Bible as the Old Testament.

TORAH

The first and most important section, called
the Torah (“the way” in Hebrew) or the Law, contains
five books (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers,
Deuteronomy), and thus is sometimes called the
Pentateuch, meaning “five tools or vessels.” These
five books trace the history of Israel from creation
(Adam and Eve), through the patriarchs (Abraham,
Isaac, Jacob [known also as Israel, from whence
comes the name of the nation of Israel], and his 12
sons), through their enslavement in Egypt and their
deliverance by Moses 400 years later, and their jour-
neys in the wilderness where they received instruc-
tions on how to live when they returned to the Promised
Land (modern Israel). The narrative ends with the
death of Moses.

Although authorship is traditionally ascribed to
Moses (c. 1250 B.C.E.), most modern scholars accept
the validity of the documentary hypothesis, which
claims that the Torah was composed of four inter-
twined documents. The narratives combine two
sources that are identified as the “Yahwist” and the
“Eloist” sources because of the term used to refer to
God (Yahweh and Elohim, respectively). These
sources were likely compiled between 1000 and 700
B.C.E. A third source, known as the Priestly source,
contributed the interspersed genealogies, and the
descriptions of religious practices, festivals, and regu-
lations. A fourth source, the Deuteronomist, provided
most of the Book of Deuteronomy (long speeches by
Moses), and likely had a hand in the overall editing of
the collection during the Babylonian exile in the sixth
century B.C.E.

PROPHETS

The Book of the Prophets is divided into two main
sections: the Former Prophets and the Latter Prophets.
Though they are mainly narrative in form, the Former
Prophets get their name from the stories of prophets
contained therein. The first book, Joshua, recounts the
military conquest of the Promised Land led by Joshua.
Judges describes the chaos which followed the con-
quest, and the sequence of “judges” (prophets or mili-
tary leaders) who took leadership. Samson and Gideon
are the most memorable examples. The double volumes
of Samuel and Kings trace the transition from the tem-
porary rule of the judges to the permanent but precari-
ous rule by the monarchy. Samuel, the judge, anoints
first Saul and then David as king. Solomon, known as
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the wise king, succeeds him. During the reign of
Rehoboam, a civil uprising leads to a division of the
kingdom into Israel in the North and Judah in the
South. 1 and 2 Kings tell the stories of these kings until
the destruction and dispersion of Israel by Assyria in
the eighth century, and the exile of Judah to Babylon
in the sixth century B.C.E. Prophets, such as Samuel,
Nathan, Elijah, and Elisha, convey messages from God
to the kings, usually challenging their behavior. The
Former Prophets recount the history of Israel from
the conquest to the exile. Most scholars agree that the
Former Prophets were written during the exile in order
to explain why the people no longer lived in the land
that had been promised to them by God.

The Latter Prophets, with only a few short narra-
tives, mainly represent the words “spoken from God
to the prophet.” The Major Prophets, so designated
by their length, are Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel. The
Minor Prophets, also known as the Book of the Twelve,
include such shorter texts as Joel, Micah, and Hosea.
The books are ordered roughly by chronology. Dating
is often distinguished as pre-exilic (eighth century,
such as Amos and Micah), exilic (sixth century, such
as Ezekiel and Jeremiah), and post-exilic (fourth to fifth
centuries, such as Haggai), and are determined by their
internal references to historical events, ruling powers,
and major concerns. Many books have been adjusted
by later editors. The prophets explain what God is
doing in the life of Israel and why.

WRITINGS

The third major section of the Hebrew Bible is
called the Writings. These books are drawn mainly
from the post-exilic and reconstruction period (fourth
to fifth centuries). Ezra and Nehemiah recount the sto-
ries of Judah’s return from Babylon after the exile and
the reconstruction of the temple and the holy city of
Jerusalem. The people became known as “Jews” at
that time. The longest book in the Bible, the Psalms,
is found in this section and represents the song book
(Psalter). These psalms, numbering 150 in all and
written over 1,000 years, include a diverse collec-
tion of community or individual laments (appeals for
help), thanksgivings, praise, wisdom (teaching), and
royal psalms. The Book of Proverbs is a collection of
the poetic wise sayings (wisdom literature), suppos-
edly written by King Solomon (10th century B.C.E.),
but more likely composed from the eighth to the fifth cen-
turies and collected and edited by the intellectual elite
(government officials and teachers) in the exilic and

post-exilic period. They give advice on such things as
proper etiquette, appropriate speech, and choosing
a mate, but all advice is undergirded by “fear of the
law.” The Song of Solomon is a love poem. Ruth,
Esther, and Daniel tell stories of faithful individuals.

CANONIZATION

The collection of the books of the Bible came
together gradually, mainly during the exile, but some
books were not yet in their final form by the first cen-
tury C.E. The books were written and preserved by
priests, royal officials, prophets, and teachers (sages).
The legendary Letter of Aristeas (which is not
included in the Bible) describes how the Bible was
miraculously translated by 70 scholars into Greek,
producing the Septuagint (meaning “seventy,” hence
the Roman numeral designation LXX). In wide use
by the first century C.E., the Septuagint contained about
16 more books or additions than the Hebrew Bible;
these 16 books are known collectively as the Apocrypha
or Deuterocanonical Books by Christians. Because the
early Christian church claimed the Greek Septuagint as
their Bible, the Jews decided that only words written
originally in Hebrew (or Aramaic) up to the time of
Ezra were to be included in their Bible. The oldest
existing manuscripts of the Hebrew Bible were found
among the Dead Sea Scrolls.

—Jane S. Webster

See also Apocrypha/Deuterocanonical Books; Bible; Bible,
Christian; Dead Sea Scrolls; Judaism; Moses
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BIOLOGICAL AND
CULTURAL PERSPECTIVES

Spirituality is present in every known culture; it
plays a significant role in the lives of a great many
humans, and despite constituting a gentle part of
human nature, has the paradoxical power to transform
lives and even world events. The problem with extend-
ing our inquiry to children is that modern science has
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not advanced very far into explaining how spirituality
actually originates and develops in individuals.
Studies of the early lives of great spiritual figures such
as St. Teresa of Avila or a Dalai Lama shed some light
on how spirituality emerges and develops in the young
child. However, life history accounts of spiritual
leaders are relatively few in number and usually not
systematic and objective enough to allow for valid
generalizations. As for spirituality in other species, we
know nothing (should we even ask the question?),
although comparative psychologists do have informa-
tion on consciousness in animals, consciousness being
a precondition for spirituality to exist in a living
being.

At its minimum, the term “spiritual” implies
awareness of an entity that surpasses one’s immediate
senses. It is more than seeing a landscape or hearing
beautiful music. Experiencing this entity can charge
us with feelings of peace and excitement as well as
motivate us to pursue such an entity further. Obviously,
religion also entails some degree of spirituality, but
religion usually requires attention to sacred texts, doc-
trines, public worship, codified rituals, and formal
methods of education. A spiritual person can, if
desired, go through life without support from any of
these more communal offerings. The term “spiritual-
ism” itself usually has a more restricted meaning denot-
ing a belief in a world of spirits that can be contacted
through a medium.

Traditional approaches to understanding spiritual-
ity are usually cultural in nature—that is, defined as
those customs, language forms, rules of conduct,
thoughts, and beliefs that constitute the way of life of
a group of like-minded people. Noncultural approaches
to spirituality such as the biological approach are very
rare perhaps because for many biologically oriented
scientists they may appear irrelevant. Body and mind
are usually conceived of as having totally different
properties—as scholars have debated for centuries.
But there is no need to ignore examining both within
the same context.

BIOLOGY

Adopting the biological approach is based on the
premise that all properties of human nature have a
physical or material dimension to them. Hence spiri-
tuality, as any other human property, should be viewed
in terms of genes and their associated brain mecha-
nisms and their possible evolutionary histories.

However, genes and brains are only part of the story.
The environments of both invariably have to be con-
sidered—all living organisms need to be nurtured by
outside sources. Not only is a favorable environment
essential for survival and growth but for reproduction
as well. The capacities to perform all life functions—
organic, behavioral, and psychological—have to be
transmitted across generations via genes. But this can
only be achieved if genes and their products are exposed
to favorable environments. Cultural practices are also
transmitted from one generation to another not by
genes, of course, but by various forms of learning—
providing such learning can take place in a supportive
environment offered by family, community, and
society in general.

The present approach, then, is based on two
assumptions—first, that all humans have an evolu-
tionary history which, while antedating each individ-
ual’s own existence, nevertheless exerts some form
of causal influence upon the individual. Second, that
from the moment of conception until death the genes
and environment interact to have an impact (minute or
colossal) on virtually everything the individual does,
feels, thinks, and believes. That is the way it is and
will be for all living things.

Tracking the evolutionary origins and cultural
development of such a complex, often elusive subjec-
tive phenomenon as spirituality has to largely rely
upon intuition, common knowledge, and a thin smat-
tering of scientific knowledge. Tracking religion,
however, is different. Scientific knowledge of religion—
because it is so well-expressed in terms of easily
observed behavioral practices and written documents—
has been accumulating for over a century.

GENES

We now know for certain that at conception each
human (with the exception of identical twins) has a
unique combination of genes. Part of this combination
is shared with other species, and a much larger part is
shared with all other humans. Recent studies of adults
reveal that religiosity, as a stable individual trait, has a
small but not insignificant genetic component to it.
This finding is of twofold interest—it accounts in part
for the universal presence of spirituality in individuals
living in different cultures, as well as for the fact that
individuals raised in the same culture differ in the
strength of their biological propensity for spirituality.
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Even when life circumstances are similar, some
individuals will respond to spiritual teaching with great
enthusiasm, others will ignore it, and still others will
reject it with a passion.

THE BRAIN AND CONSCIOUSNESS

The human brain is a biological structure whose
origins are in species-specific genes that have millions
of years of evolutionary history behind them. The
brain’s development in each species’ member, how-
ever, as already intimated, is influenced by each
member’s everyday interactions with the world. The
fact that the brain is the physical locus of conscious-
ness means it is also the locus of spirituality; no brain,
no spirituality—at least as we commonly use the
term spirituality. That the spiritual may take on
another form, as expressed by the soul, for example, is
viewed by most scientists as falling outside the realm
of scientific inquiry.

The fact that spirituality’s locus is the brain implies
for some that it can be explained by brain neuro-
chemistry rather than by nonphysical causes. But such
an implication is not convincing. While it is true the
brain operates according to physical laws, it does not
follow that consciousness is a gas-like product of brain
activity that follows similar laws and can therefore be
observed and analyzed into elements. Even the best of
current brain technology does not allow us to view sub-
jective events. For example, experimental subjects see-
ing a particular brain locus turn orange during a brain
scan while they are thinking of a tree will not see a tree
on the monitor. They will see what looks like a neuro-
logical correlate of a tree. The gap between the orange
locus and the actual subjective experience of a tree is
unbridgeable for now, and probably will be forever.

While we may know our own thoughts with
certainty, we know with less certainty the thoughts of
others—unless they tell us. Being told by others is,
however, not the only clue we rely on to determine
whether they are having thoughts. Nonverbal behav-
iors and their accompanying stimulus situations also
help us infer that thinking is taking place in another
person—or in animals, as pet lovers like to tell us.

Nevertheless, what we do know for certain about
such radically different entities as brain and mind is
that they causally interact. Physical acts such as chew-
ing and swallowing food reduce the conscious experi-
ence of hunger pangs. Being informed that a pill one
takes will eliminate a physical ailment (even though

the pill is an experimental placebo) can result in the
disappearance of the ailment. Body affects mind, and
mind affects body—the causal arrow works in both
directions.

EVOLUTION

One of the most challenging questions facing scien-
tists today is how the genes that contribute to building
brain proteins, which in turn make thinking possible,
came into existence. Evolutionary psychologists
hypothesize that behavioral and psychological proper-
ties of organisms serving vital functions are products
of eons of genetic evolution. According to evolutionary
theory, genes that produce brains that in turn produce
consciousness have evolved because consciousness
serves critical life functions. For example, conscious-
ness allows for awareness of resources necessary for
survival as well as of the presence of predators or
dangerous situations. Conceivably, then, protohumans
having consciousness-producing brains and who took
appropriate actions have survived long enough to pass
on the genes for these brains to their offspring. In
evolutionary terms, “consciousness genes” are adap-
tive, and adaptive traits are genetically transmittable
across generations. The same could conceivably be
true for a trait like spirituality.

Evolutionists also have a second evolutionary
explanation for the origins of spirituality, one resting
on species comparisons. Comparing humans with
other species (primates in particular) reveals many
similarities ranging from genes and anatomy to quite
a few behaviors as well as to some basic psychologi-
cal functions. Charles Darwin’s report on his dog
(he called it “a very sensible animal”) is a classic
example. On a slightly breezy day, his dog growled
and barked when an open parasol beside him moved.
In interpreting the dog’s reaction, Darwin noted that
he “reasoned to himself in a rapid and unconscious
manner, that movement without any apparent causes
indicated the presence of some strange living agent,
and that no stranger had a right to be on his territory.”
Such an explanation may seem a bit stretched, but it is
not implausible. Darwin was an excellent observer
and very cautious about making unwarranted specula-
tions. He also had a big theory to back him up.

As of today, we know nothing about spiritual evo-
lution in nonhuman species. A baboon staring quietly
at a sunset may be engaging in baboon spirituality. Or
it may not. Most likely, we will never know. Humans
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staring at a sunset can tell us what they are experiencing,
and we can judge from there whether their experience
qualifies as spiritual or not.

CULTURE

There have been no controlled studies of what spe-
cific cultural factors have a causal effect on spiritual
development in children. Of course, in most cultures
children are taught to pray and think about God or
spirits, but the causal connection between what they
are taught and their spiritual development is far from
understood. A cursory search of the research literature
on religious beliefs reveals that there are some con-
nections between such variables as parental values,
social class, intelligence, and educational level on the
one hand, and their children’s religiosity and level of
moral development on the other. However, all of this
research is correlational in nature, which means that
we cannot ascribe with any certainty causal connec-
tions between these factors and religiosity.

Additionally, there appear to be no systematic sci-
entific studies of spirituality per se in early childhood.
Anecdotal accounts of spirituality in children exist, but
they are not sufficiently rigorous or systematic enough
to give them status above what parents, clergy, teachers,
and interested lay persons can already tell us.

EARLY DEVELOPMENT

No matter how seriously we emphasize genes, evo-
lution, and basic human brain functioning (all factors
that precede in time the creation of the individual),
and no matter how we emphasize the powerful roles
of culture and environment (factors outside the
individual), a person’s life comes about through the
dynamic interaction of all these factors. This is a
mouthful. But it is true. And it poses one of the
biggest problems for all sciences. One can make a
good argument for the case that studying the develop-
ing human is more difficult than studying the forma-
tion of the universe. Major elements of the universe
are in every human, but put together in such a com-
plex (one could say miraculous) way, it is possible we
will never know completely how humans come to be
what they are. Fortunately, psychologists such as
Piaget and Erikson have contributed valuable ideas
and observations on how religious ideas (not neces-
sarily spirituality) develop over time. Their insights as
well as those of William James and Fowler are among

the first to investigate the true nature of this dynamic
interaction.

We assume that this interaction begins in the
first days of life. At present, we cannot say for certain,
however, when a child first becomes spiritual. Most
newborns appear conscious of persistent or sudden,
novel stimulation such as gastrointestinal pain or a
loud noise. Some months after birth, the repeated
speech sounds and behavior made by others appear to
have a cumulative impact upon the infant’s conscious-
ness as indicated by observable signs of awareness
and expectation in the infant.

During toddlerhood, children begin talking about
unseen entities (monsters, ghosts, scary people), enti-
ties that they have probably heard about from adults
and siblings. It is conceivable that these experiences
are the developmental forerunners of later beliefs in
spiritual beings. As for possible general cognitive
mechanisms responsible for such experiences, child
psychologists agree that toddler and preschooler assim-
ilate what they hear from others to their own thoughts.
Young children often talk about God and ghosts, say
prayers with gusto, and not infrequently ask questions
about things not seen.

LATER CHILDHOOD

Developmental psychologists have discovered that
the thought of school-age children rapidly becomes
enriched as a result of both formal instruction and every-
day experience. With age, moral and religious beliefs
become more cognitively elaborated and abstract. While
cognitive growth during the school years is directly
affected by outside influences, children also react on the
basis of personal preferences and experiences—some
listen eagerly to religious talk, some not at all; and
some distort whatever is said to them. As many adults,
children tend both to absorb what they hear and read by
way of their preferences and recently acquired idiosyn-
cratic filters. Unlike many adults, though, they also tend
to faithfully mimic the words and behavior of those
around them. They can often memorize prayers and per-
form simple religious rituals seemingly without effort.
Whether spiritual thoughts and feelings accompany such
behavior is another matter.

ADOLESCENCE

For certain, spirituality in late adolescence and
early adulthood is influenced greatly by education and
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by religious and spiritual models. For many adolescents
(at least in most Western cultures), questioning reli-
gious and moral norms is frequently undertaken in
earnest. Many seek more elaborate reasons about why
they should believe or not believe what they have
learned when they were younger. Once again reac-
tions to these answers are contingent not only on ear-
lier cultural experiences, but also on the child’s innate
as well as learned interests and prejudices.

As for factors related to spiritual development
per se, psychologists generally agree that the average
child’s religious and moral development progresses
along a series of what appear to be universal stages,
starting with individual predilections and culminat-
ing in abstract principles that apply to all peoples at
all times. Such stages parallel cognitive growth in
general. However, until wider and deeper sampling
across non-Western societies is conducted, the question
of the universality of such a series still remains open.

It is during adolescence that many youth seek spir-
itual guidance to what they feel (and perhaps already
know in a less sophisticated fashion) to be a trans-
cendent entity. Such guidance may be supplied by
teachers of religions practiced in cultures other than
their own or by charismatic figures that have made an
emotional impression on them. And this impression
can be very strong, as we can see from the powerfully
motivated, often self-sacrificial, behavior of many
young religious adults politically active today on the
world’s scene.

CONCLUSIONS

In-depth and representative studies covering
life-span development of spirituality in individuals
still have to be done. Surely many clergy, spiritual
masters, teachers, and parents interested in children’s
spiritual life possess a wealth of information that
could aid us in better understanding such develop-
ment. But this wealth of information has not yet been
systematically documented and collated for scholarly
examination.

Whatever understanding we now have, there is no
question that spirituality has most likely been part
of the human condition for as long as humans have
existed. We can infer this from prehistorical burial
remains and cave paintings. Despite the demanding
physical conditions of Pleistocene life, our distant
ancestors still managed to be concerned with things
unseen. A good example of this is burial customs

in which valuable material goods are placed in the
graves of the deceased. The widespread existence of
such customs is remarkable given that our primitive
ancestors must have surely been aware of the fact that
burial costs entail valuable resources and time, all of
which have to be borne by members of their group.
However, perhaps just because the world at the time
was so demanding and perilous for early humans, imag-
ining and hoping for a better life in some other place
may well have made suffering and death more bearable.

Clearly, wanting to make contact with the
unseen and exploring the possibility of life after death—
activities that net no known material advantage—has
a unique place in a world dominated by material con-
cerns. The universal presence of spirituality attests to
a rather peculiar power inherent in the human mind,
one which materialists can not wholly deny and which
sages, saints, and seers have long known as a given of
human nature. With care, this power could be culti-
vated (one would hope) into something of great value
for individuals as well as for communities whose
members share the same religious beliefs. While we
have little evidence at present to justify hope for a suc-
cessful cultivation of spirituality in all humans, we
know for certain that spiritual insights can create inner
peace (many saints and masters), help moderate social
conflict (Gandhi), and, by virtue of the asceticism
associated with them (St. Francis of Assisi), help pre-
serve the physical world. One could argue that pre-
cisely because spiritual experiences strengthen human
communities and do not exhaust the world’s resources,
spiritually guided families will increase in number
and their genes will spread throughout increasingly
more of humanity. If this happens at a widespread
enough level, the world could become a more habitable
place for everyone.

—William R. Charlesworth
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BODY

At the level of physical sensations, the human body
is nonsectarian and morally neutral. The nostrils that
feel air pass in and out are not Jain, Catholic, or Muslim.
The hands that touch another person’s body cannot tell
whether it is Jewish, Shinto, or Baha’i. Vibrations in the
throat that give rise to speech and song are not good or
bad. Yet every religious culture envisions and interprets
the body through a specific worldview. That perspective
is not monolithic but a complex mixture of beliefs and
attitudes that have varied through the centuries.

The body may be the object of fear, distrust,
loathing, condemnation, hostility, and even harsh pun-
ishment. Conversely, it may be the object of gratitude,
respect, blessing, mindfulness, and tender care.
Different traditions may appreciate the body as a gift
from God, a holy temple, or a vehicle through which to
know absolute reality—they seek liberation in the body.
Others may consider it a prison or tomb of the soul, a
snare that impedes spiritual progress, or an enemy to be
conquered—they seek liberation from the body.

Dualistic thinking has given rise to such divergent
views. For example, Western philosophical and theolog-
ical schools generally have explained the human body
as inferior in contradistinction to the superior soul,
spirit, or mind. Some describe body and soul as not only
separate but also antagonistic. Others explain body and
soul as both discrete and integral aspects of a whole
human being. Dualism consequently shows up as a
series of polarities between sacred and secular, spirit and
flesh, asceticism and voluptuousness, male and female.
There is spirituality that is vertical, ascending, ‘“up
there,” puritanical, disembodied, and transcendent, ver-
sus spirituality that is horizontal, descending, “down
here,” sensuous, and based in the everyday world.

Eastern traditions generally see the human being
as consisting not only of a material body but also of
subtle energy “bodies”—a kind of meta-anatomy and
physiology. Hindus, for example, distinguish various
“sheaths” or “envelopes” (koshas)—physical and psy-
chic layers of graduated refinement that clothe the
spirit. Certain techniques involve addressing the
centers and channels of these “bodies.” Yoga (Sanskrit
for “yoke”) is more than a set of postures for physical
benefits; it is a means for seeking spiritual emancipa-
tion and communion with the Divine. Special breath
control techniques called pranayama (Sanskrit prana,

“life energy”’) can help awaken kundalini (Sanskrit for
“coiled”) energy at the base of the spine and move it
up through all seven energy centers or “wheels”
(chakras) that sit in alignment down the middle of
the body. Each one operates on a subtle sensory level
related to states of consciousness.

Historically, in Christianity there has been great
ambivalence toward the body in general and sexuality
in particular. Negative impressions of the body led
to painful practices. Ascetics engaged in wearing hair
shirts, flagellating themselves, and performing other
mortifications to subdue the body’s passions. The
early church father Origen even castrated himself.
St. Francis of Assisi called the body “Brother Ass”
and believed that it should be frequently whipped. St.
Augustine and St. Thomas of Aquinas were excep-
tions, asserting that the body is not a prison but reveals
the goodness of the Creator. This is a prominent teach-
ing found in the Hebrew Bible.

It is also consistent with prehistoric Goddess-
centered, Earth-based traditions as well. While many
texts of patriarchal religions denigrated the female body
as a decided threat to a man’s spiritual effort, these ear-
lier traditions considered both the body of a woman and
the whole planet sacred. Women, such as the devadasis
(“female servants of the deity””), were not barred from
sacred rituals because of their bodies, but served in them
and enjoyed religious prestige. The devadasis dedicated
their lives to song and dance in the temples of India.
They married the deity rather than any mortal man. The
Hindu worldview understood both erotic and reproduc-
tive sexuality as a reflection of the divine, to be channeled
in the spirit of transcendence. The contemporary
women’s spirituality movement has resurrected the
sacred feminine and its association with the natural world.

Another contrast to ascetic spirituality is an
approach to the body that calls for moderation and bal-
ance. This is what the Buddha proposed after years of
carrying out severe austerities popular among wander-
ing sages in what is now Nepal and India. He realized
that starvation and other deprivations did not lead to
enlightenment any more than an excess of sensual
pleasures did when he was a prince. The result is a path
known as “the Middle Way.” Mindfulness of the body
is central to the Buddha’s instructions. He taught that it
is possible to know everything about the world through
the body and eventually attain spiritual freedom.

Whatever a tradition’s perception, the body is at
the heart of all spiritual teachings, for embodiment is
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the ground of human experience. Physical existence
offers an unparalleled opportunity to participate in
spiritual unfolding—what Buddhists call “this pre-
cious human birth.” All parts of the body, all the
senses, and all the postures are put into the service of
God, the Great Spirit, Allah, the Great Mother,
Enlightenment, the Tao, or the Divine Source. There is
also the understanding that a person cannot compre-
hend or practice the teachings when certain mental or
bodily impairments are present.

Some practices for deepening spirituality help build
up and sustain the body in a healthy condition. Without
such strength it is difficult, if not impossible, to pray,
meditate, make pilgrimages, sing, chant, or dance.
Tibetan Buddhists follow a rigorous routine of doing
prostrations—a minimum of 100,000—to activate the
body and its inner energy channels, purify any block-
ages, imprint wholesome patterns, and build up merit.
In the process of moving from a standing position to
full-length prostration, practitioners incorporate reflec-
tions, prayers, and visualizations. Prostrations are one
of four foundational or preliminary practices that
prepare them to realize higher insights.

The objective of doing prostrations and other
movements impeccably, not mechanically, is for a gen-
uine transformation to occur. All traditions acknowl-
edge reciprocity between external postures and
gestures and internal states. Moving or maintaining
body parts in a balanced and harmonious way has an
impact on the innermost dimension of being. It is the
reason for being meticulous and precise in such activ-
ities as ritual prayer or meditation. For example, each
stage of Islamic worship—from standing with both
hands a bit in front and to the sides of the head to full
prostration with the forehead on the ground or floor—
enacts an aspect of relationship between Creator and
creation.

Similarly, inner states are “fleshed out” through
the body. Panim, the Hebrew word for face, is related
to penim, for “inside, interior, within.” The Zohar, a
Kabbalistic text, states that what is in a person’s heart
and mind is visible in the face. When Moses came
down from Mount Sinai after speaking with God, the
skin of his face was luminous (Exodus 34:29). After
Jesus went up on a mountain with Peter, James, and
John, his face was as radiant as the sun (Matthew
17:1-2). On the other hand, the Dalai Lama has
pointed out that even people who are handsome look
ugly when their faces turn livid with anger.

Intimate physical activities also can serve spiritual
purposes. The Jewish tradition, which sees the body as
neither intrinsically sacred nor evil, sanctifies every
bodily act through blessings—upon seeing a rainbow,
washing, engaging in conjugal sex, defecating, and so
on. Reciting a blessing is a moment in which to con-
sider, acknowledge, and appreciate God’s role in pro-
viding everything—eyes that witness beauty or organs
that absorb nutrients and eliminate waste. One rabbi
said that, when done properly, eating is as much of a
gateway to unification with God as prayer is.

Thus, all the senses and body parts participate
in spiritual practice. Ears listen to sacred music and
song, the ringing of church bells, and the cries of
muezzins in the minarets of mosques calling the faithful
to prayer five times a day. Noses smell the smoke of
incense. Mouths savor the taste of wine and good food
to fulfill the mitzvah (Hebrew for “commandment’) of
enjoying and honoring the Sabbath and festivals. Hands
cross the body, sprinkle or pour holy water to baptize,
anoint with oil, and perform mudras (Sanskrit for
“sign”), ritual gestures that convey spiritual ideas. Feet
stamp the ground in traditional Native American cere-
monies and spin Mevlevi Safis (“whirling” dervishes)
around and around their leader in ecstatic dance to seek
mystical union with the Divine.

As the Jewish liturgical poem Nishmat kol hai (“The
soul of all living”) teaches, every limb, every fiber of a
human being is to be used in praise of the holy. Without
the concrete reality of the body, there would be no
access to the experience of ultimate peace and happi-
ness, to the realization of any tradition’s spiritual goals.

—Mirka Knaster
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BODY IMAGE AND EATING
DISORDERS, WOMEN'S

There is a long history between religion and eating.
In the sixth century B.C.E., Eastern religions used fast-
ing to release the soul from the material world. In later
centuries, “holy fasting” occurred when many women
fasted for spiritual self-redemption, purification of
the soul, or to participate in the suffering of Christ
(Bynum, 1987). Even today, contemporary eating
problems are also sometimes framed in religious and
spiritual language and imagery (Lelwica, 1999). There
is reason to believe that in some cases, religion has a
positive role in one’s body image and eating behavior,
whereas in other instances it has a negative role.

Studies of diagnosed patients in clinics have
found that women with eating disorders often suffer
from overall feelings of spiritual unworthiness and
have negative God images and fear of abandonment
by God. In one case, a woman invoked religious sym-
bols of light and dark to describe her abnormal eating.
Eating was impure and defiling to her and thus con-
sistent with a Satanic meaning of night’s darkness, so
she ate only at night. In such cases, women used reli-
gious language and symbols to justify disordered eat-
ing and endow it with some grander meaning (Banks,
1996). Two-thirds of a sample of young patients with
eating disorders received Communion less often in
order to consume fewer calories. Together, these cases
show that links between religion and eating can be
complex. In some cases, women use religion to moti-
vate and perpetuate their disordered eating, whereas in
others women have used their disorder to restrict their
involvement in religious practices.

Treatment studies also reveal complex links
between religion and eating behavior. One study
found that inpatient women who improved in spiritual
well-being during treatment also improved in body
image and eating attitudes. Some African-American
churches have used successful weight-loss pro-
grams based on the structure and spiritual themes
of Alcoholics Anonymous, and Orthodox Jewish
teenagers with eating disorders often involved rab-
binic authorities in their treatment. Thus, eating dis-
orders can be related to religious issues and may
be treated within those social contexts and world-
views. Indeed, various religious denominations have
employed spiritual dimensions in treating disordered
eating.

Research has examined different religious groups.
In one mixed-age sample of clinic patients, higher
proportions of Roman Catholics and Jews and lower
proportions of Protestants had eating disorders rela-
tive to the general population. In one study of ado-
lescents in England, disordered eating was more
common in Muslim than Hindu youth. Poor body
image and eating are often due to pathological family
relations. In one study of American college women,
intrinsic religiosity was a buffer against unhealthy
family influence. That is, the more the women inte-
grated their faith into their lives, the less their body
image was harmed by pathological dynamics in the
family. Recent studies have found that for teenage
girls with a history of being sexually abused, higher
religiosity was a protective factor against the later
development of eating disorders. Collectively, these
studies suggest that religion and spirituality are linked
to improvement or protection from disordered eating.

A series of recent studies by Boyatzis and collea-
gues have studied links between religion, eating, and
body image in normal samples of nondiagnosed
American females. One study of teenage girls (aver-
age age 16 years) found that while girls’ overall self-
esteem was the strongest predictor of how girls felt
about their weight and appearance, girls’ belief in God
predicted significant additional variance in the girls’
body image; thus, the stronger girls believed in God,
the higher their body image, even above and beyond
what their overall self-esteem contributed to their
body image. In a series of studies on college women,
those with healthier body image and eating also prayed
more often, had a closer and more loving relationship
with God, had an intrinsic faith orientation that inte-
grated their religion with their life, and were more
likely to view their bodies as holy and sacred. In
another sample, women higher in quest orientation—
who value doubt and are open to change in their
religious beliefs—had lower body image scores. In
college men, religiosity did not predict their body
image or eating disorder scores as well as their exis-
tential well-being did (i.e., their sense of meaning and
purpose in life).

Unfortunately, all of this research had correlational
designs, making it impossible to know if religion actu-
ally affects body image. Fortunately, a new study by
Boyatzis et al. (2005a) avoided this problem in an
experimental design. College women took a pretest on
their body image and then were randomly assigned, in
a later testing session, to read different kinds of “body
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affirmations.” The groups had been balanced on
the basis of their pretest body image scores and their
ratings of how important religion was to them. One
group of women read religious messages about their
bodies (e.g., “God created my body, and I am able to
see the divine perfection in my body”); in another
condition, women read spiritual statements that did
not mention God (e.g., “I wish to see my body only as
whole and perfect”). Comparing their scores before
and after reading these statements, women who read
the religious and spiritual affirmations improved sig-
nificantly more than did women in a control group
who did not read body affirmations. In conclusion,
across this series of studies on normal college women,
there is virtually no evidence that higher religiosity is
related to feeling worse about one’s body or to have
unhealthy eating practices. To the contrary, this series
of studies show that in young women without eating
disorders, being religious and spiritual is related to
more positive body image and healthier eating.

Together, the work described above confirms that
for many women, religious and spiritual issues are
intertwined deeply with their body image and eating.
For some, religion can be a source of self-loathing; for
others, religion may be their saving grace. For this lat-
ter group, religion could offer a framework of meaning
that emphasizes deep and permanent qualities as more
important than the superficial features of appearance,
weight, and eating habits. Because women with eating
disorders commonly have negative thoughts about their
bodies and fears of losing control around food, religion
may provide “a sense of ultimate control through the
sacred when life seems out of control” (Pargament, 1997:
310). Women who are more religious may be motivated
to try to have a healthier body, or they may view their
bodies and eating in a more self-forgiving or accepting
light, or both. In one study (Boyatzis et al., 2003b), a
college woman wrote on a survey, “God doesn’t care
how big my butt is.” An important conclusion from all
of this work is that scholars and practitioners could
better understand young people’s body image and eat-
ing problems by considering their spiritual and reli-
gious beliefs and practices.

—Chris J. Boyatzis
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BONHOEFFER, DIETRICH

Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1906-1945) is best known
as a martyr, theologian, and political conspirator. The
diversity represented by these attributes is reflective
of Bonhoeffer’s brief life, cut short at the age of 39
by Nazi gallows. Despite the brevity of his life,
Bonhoeffer left behind a rich written legacy,
comprised of 16 volumes of theological and spiritual
thoughts and insights, letters, papers, sermons, and
poems. Two of his best-known works rank as spiri-
tual classics: Discipleship (also known as Cost of
Discipleship) and Life Together. Bonhoeffer’s legacy

has left an imprint on the spiritual and religious lives of
many who read his works and study his theological per-
spective, and his own life serves as a model of religious
and spiritual development across the human life span.

BIOGRAPHICAL INFORMATION

A person’s work cannot be separated from his or
her life, without, however, reducing one to the other.
This is especially true with Dietrich Bonhoeffer. He
was born into an upper-middle class family in 1906,
a few years before the outbreak of World War 1. His
father was a well-respected professor of psychiatry
at the University of Berlin in Germany, where
Bonhoeffer would eventually teach as well. Much
to the surprise of his family—who had little religious
background—Bonhoeffer chose to study theology.
After completing his first dissertation titled Sanctorum
Communio—hailed by Karl Barth as a “theological
miracle”—at the age of 21, Bonhoeffer lived for a year
in Barcelona, Spain, serving as an assistant pastor to a
German congregation.

Before starting his career as a professor of theology
at Berlin University, Bonhoeffer spent a year at Union
Theological Seminary in New York for postdoctoral
studies. This year was marked by two friendships that
proved to be very influential for Bonhoeffer’s theo-
logical and spiritual development. One of the friend-
ships was with the French pacifist, Jean Lasserre, who
impressed Bonhoeffer by taking the Sermon on the
Mount literally. The other, an African American by the
name of Frank Fisher, opened Bonhoeffer’s eyes to
the pervading racism against African Americans and
their struggle against such injustices. Marked by these
friendships, Bonhoeffer returned to Germany and
became increasingly aware of and opposed to the rise
of Nazism and its radical discrimination against Jews.
Bonhoeffer refused cooperation with the Nazi regime,
and was thus forced into underground work, agreeing
to serve as the head of an illegal seminary for the
“Confessing Church.”

Understanding that war was becoming not only a
likely possibility but a desired goal of the Nazi regime,
Bonhoeffer became actively engaged in international
ecumenical efforts for peace, and was scorned at home
by Nazi supporters and labeled as “anti-German.” As
his awareness grew about the manifold atrocities com-
mitted by the Nazis—primarily against the Jews, but
also against other dissenting groups and individuals in
politics, religion, and society at large—Bonhoeffer
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decided to participate in a political conspiracy to
assassinate Hitler. His group was discovered, how-
ever, and after spending two years in a Nazi jail,
Bonhoeffer was executed in 1945, only days before
the arrival of the Allied troops.

BONHOEFFER'S THEOLOGICAL
AND SPIRITUAL LEGACY

Bonhoeffer has influenced and inspired genera-
tions of theologians and laypeople around the world
with his theological and spiritual insights, as well as
his life. A variety of thinkers, even those in opposition,
have used Bonhoeffer to support their work. These dif-
ferences in understanding and using Bonhoeffer are
primarily due to the unfinished nature of Bonhoeffer’s
final and most controversial writings: Ethics and
Letters and Papers From Prison.

Bonhoeffer’s earlier works, however, are quite
different in nature. His two dissertations in particular,
Sanctorum Communio and Act and Being, are highly
academic, rather abstract treatises of various topics in
theology and little known beyond theological circles.
Geared toward a wider audience is Bonhoeffer’s little
booklet about Christian community, Life Together,
which summarizes his experiences with the illegal sem-
inary of the Confessing Church. Life Together explores
various facets of Christian community and spirituality.
In this booklet, Bonhoeffer also seeks to reintroduce
spiritual disciplines often neglected in Protestant Chris-
tianity, such as confession and meditation.

Around the same time, Bonhoeffer wrote his sec-
ond “spiritual classic”: Discipleship. Famous for its
radical critique of “cheap grace,” that is, grace and
forgiveness without repentance and discipleship,
Discipleship argues for “costly grace” instead. Here,
Bonhoeffer draws from the Sermon on the Mount
to give concrete and practical advice on what it means
to be a disciple of Christ. Followers of Christ need to
renounce themselves and be transformed into the image
of the incarnate, crucified, and resurrected Christ.
Published in 1937, with the Nazis in full power, Disci-
pleship offers the attentive reader a practical message
about the implications of the Sermon on the Mount for
everyday Christian life.

Given the context of Bonhoeffer’s participation in
political conspiracy, his book Ethics appears quite dif-
ferent in language and content. Designed as an acade-
mic work, its terminology as well as train of thought
presupposes more theological training in its readers

than Bonhoeffer’s previous two books. Bonhoeffer
was never able to finish Ethics. The various manu-
scripts comprising this work—only parts of which had
been reworked by Bonhoeffer—were published
posthumously and show clear signs of their unfinished
nature. Despite the difficulties present in this work,
the reader willing to engage it will find rich rewards,
for invigorating and thought-provoking new insights
emerge from its pages. Bonhoeffer engages here in
nothing less than a radical deconstruction of the com-
mon ethical endeavor that starts with the questions of
what is good and how to be good.

Instead, Bonhoeffer proposes within the pages of
the manuscripts that the starting point ought to be the
inquiry into who is good. For Bonhoeffer, the answer
is clear: Christ alone proves an adequate beginning for
all ethical thought. Christ as the good also becomes
synonymous with reality itself, for after the Fall,
humans have only a distorted view of reality. Based
on these premises, Bonhoeffer moves on to explicate
his understanding of the responsible life, structured
by the following two factors: obligation (to God and
other humans) and freedom. Bonhoeffer examines
obligation from the perspectives of Stellvertretung
(vicarious representative action or deputyship) and
accordance with reality. Freedom takes concrete
shape in the accountability for one’s life and action,
and the venture of the concrete decision. The latter
includes for Bonhoeffer also the necessity to accept
guilt for the sake of another person.

Even more heatedly debated among Bonhoeffer’s
readers than his Ethics is his final work, Letters and
Papers From Prison. Smuggled out of prison and pub-
lished only after his death, this exchange of letters,
papers, and poems with his close friend Eberhard
Bethge comprises revolutionary new ideas for theol-
ogy and spirituality. Here we read about “a religion-
less Christianity” in “a world come of age” that needs
a different, namely a “nonreligious interpretation” of
biblical and theological concepts. Bonhoeffer holds
that due to the advances in science and the experi-
ences in two world wars, people can no longer be
“religious” in the traditional sense of the word.
Religion, for Bonhoeffer, thus comes to stand for
the imprisonment of Christianity, and we as readers
become witnesses of Bonhoeffer’s struggle of how to
speak concretely and without using religious language
about Christ and the Church in a manner relevant
to his contemporaries. He finds a starting point in
“prayer and righteous action.” The Church itself



54 Book of Mormon

comes to be understood as the true one only “when it
exists for others.”

BONHOEFFER IN A NUTSHELL

Being faced with the almost overwhelming variety
and wealth of Bonhoeffer’s theological and spiritual
legacy, one can justifiably ask whether a common
thread connects his works and his legacy. This unify-
ing element is found in Bonhoeffer’s consistent
Christocentrism. Bonhoeffer’s unwavering focus on
Christ as the center of his theology and spirituality is
perceptible throughout both his works and his own
life journey, stations of which included being a pastor
and a professor of theology, as well as being a double
agent conspiring against the Nazi regime, resulting in
his execution. His work and his life will undoubtedly
continue to influence and trigger religious and spiri-
tual development for years to come.

—Christine Cochlovius Schliesser
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BOOK OF MORMON

The Book of Mormon is a compilation of Scripture
considered sacred, along with the Bible, by members of
the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints (LDS).
It contains the writings of ancient prophets who docu-
mented their revelations from God concerning the spir-
itual well-being of their people. Members of the LDS
faith have inherited the nickname “Mormons” because

of their belief that this book is additional Scripture
existing alongside the Bible. It forms the foundation
of Latter-Day Saint doctrine, and constitutes for
Mormons, along with the Old and New Testaments,
another witness to the divinity of Jesus Christ.

ORIGINS OF THE BOOK OF MORMON

In 1823 the young Joseph Smith, founder and first
prophet of the Mormon faith, reported visitations by
heavenly beings, who told him of the whereabouts of
metal plates buried in upstate New York. Etched onto
these gold plates were the writings of prophets who
lived on the American continents more than a thousand
years before. Smith was instructed by the heavenly
beings to unearth the plates and translate them into
English. Once he obtained the plates, Smith dictated the
translation to one of a number of scribes. According to
those who witnessed the process, when resuming trans-
lation after a hiatus of any length, he resumed where he
left off from the previous session without repetitions or
gaps. After the translation was finished, the angelic
messenger took back the plates, although not until they
had been shown to 11 men and 1 woman. Their witness
can be read in the opening pages of modern editions of
the Book of Mormon as “The Testimony of the Three
Witnesses” and ““The Testimony of the Eight Witnesses.”

In 1830, Grandin published the first edition of the
Book of Mormon in Palmyra, New York. Since then,
the book has been issued in numerous editions and
has been translated from English into more than 100
languages.

CONTENT OF THE BOOK OF MORMON

The primary narrative of the Book of Mormon
opens in Jerusalem ca. 600 B.C.E. A prophet named
Lehi (not mentioned in the Old Testament), was
instructed by God to warn the people of Jerusalem of
the imminent Babylonian catastrophe, just as the Old
Testament prophet Jeremiah was doing. In order to
escape the destruction of Jerusalem and the enslave-
ment of its inhabitants, Lehi was commanded by God
to leave the city and take his family into the desert.
After traveling through the desert for many years, they
made their way to the coast of the Arabian Sea. Lehi’s
family built a boat and sailed for a land of promise,
the then-unknown Americas.
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Lehi died not long after their arrival in the promised
land, and his children split into two groups, named
after two of his sons, Nephi and Laman. The “Nephites”
remained for the most part obedient to the command-
ments of God, and successions of prophets were
chosen from among them to provide the people with
continued revelations from God. The “Lamanites,” on
the other hand, were characteristically wicked and
violent. The Nephites later met up with another group
that had fled Israel at the same time as Lehi, called
the Mulekites after their leader Mulek, a son of King
Zedekiah of Jerusalem. The Nephites were also made
aware of the records of another people, the Jaredites,
who had fled Mesopotamia at the time of the Tower of
Babel and arrived, also by ship, in roughly the same
geographical area as the Nephites. The Jaredite record
indicated that the entire nation was eventually destroyed
by infighting resulting from their wickedness. The last
prophet of the Book of Mormon, Moroni, included a
condensed version of the Jaredite account on the plates
obtained by Joseph Smith.

The Book of Mormon is an abridgement of the
records kept on metal plates by the prophets of the
Nephites, who wrote until roughly C.E. 420. Mormon,
the second-to-last prophet, edited this abridgement and
summarized the history and teachings contained on the
records available to him. This abridgement included the
history from the plates kept by Nephi, son of Lehi, and
his descendants, and spanned nearly 1,000 years. The cli-
max of the narrative is the appearance and ministry of
Jesus Christ, following his crucifixion and resurrection in
Jerusalem, to the Nephites in the Americas. In the Bible,
Jesus says, “And other sheep I have, which are not of this
fold: them also I must bring, and they shall hear my
voice; and there shall be one fold, and one shepherd”
(John 10:16 xyv). Jesus Christ’s ministry to the Nephites
is thus seen as a fulfillment of that biblical prophecy, the
Nephites being among the other “sheep” that were not in
Jerusalem during the time of Christ’s ministry there.

The centuries immediately following Jesus Christ’s
appearance in the Americas were dominated by peace
between the Nephites and Lamanites. However, this
peace would not last, and ultimately the entire Nephite
nation would be annihilated by the Lamanites in a
great battle that occurred ca. C.E. 400. The last Nephite
prophet to write on the plates, Moroni, buried the
record to protect them from being destroyed by the
Lamanites, and the records remained hidden until they
were uncovered by Joseph Smith.

THE BOOK OF MORMON TODAY

While certain aspects of the emergence of the
Book of Mormon undoubtedly seem fantastic, such
as angelic visitations, buried plates of gold, and so
on, there are other factors found in the book, like the
complex literary features characteristic of Hebrew
writing, largely unknown in Joseph Smith’s day, that
support its authenticity. Although the Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints funds ongoing
research into the historicity of the account through
linguistic, historical, archaeological, and other
analyses, it is not the academic witness that is para-
mount to members of the LDS Church. A promise
written by the last prophet, Moroni, in the final pages
of the book summarizes the place of the book in
Mormon spirituality.

Speaking of the Book of Mormon, Moroni
says, “And when ye shall receive these things, I
would exhort you that ye would ask God, the Eternal
Father, in the name of Christ, if these things are not
true; and if ye shall ask with a sincere heart, with real
intent, having faith in Christ, he will manifest the
truth of it unto you by the power of the Holy Ghost.
And by the power of the Holy Ghost ye may know the
truth of all things” (Moroni 10:4-5). Readers of the
Book of Mormon are encouraged by its authors, and
by members of the Mormon Church, to make its
authenticity and truthfulness a matter of spiritual
reflection and meditation because of the central role
that the Book of Mormon plays in LDS doctrine and
practice.

In the introduction to the Book of Mormon, Joseph
Smith is quoted saying that it is the “keystone” of the
Mormon religion. If one were to believe in the authen-
ticity of the Book of Mormon, he or she would also
believe that its translator, Joseph Smith, was chosen as
a prophet of God. Conversely, if one were to regard
the Book of Mormon as inauthentic, he or she would
necessarily disregard Joseph Smith as a true prophet
of God and also the claims of the LDS church as the
true church of Jesus Christ. The debate about these
controversial doctrines of the LDS Church (i.e.,
modern-day prophets and Christian Scripture not
found in the Bible), hinges on the authenticity of the
Book of Mormon.

The powerful influence of the Book of Mormon
on the worship of members of the LDS church can be
seen in the way that the church proselytizes and how
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church services are conducted. Young LDS men and
women, usually between the ages of 19 and 26, are
encouraged by the church to serve full-time missions
throughout the world. The message of these mission-
aries regards primarily the teachings of the Book of
Mormon and how it compares to the Bible as another
witness of the divinity of Jesus Christ. Little children
who attend Sunday services at LDS meetinghouses
hear stories from the Book of Mormon and are taught
about the history of the Nephite and Lamanite people
together with biblical stories and events. Mormon
adolescents worldwide attend daily Church-sponsored
classes called “seminary,” in which they study the
Book of Mormon, the Bible, and other doctrines of the
LDS Church.

The Book of Mormon holds a unique place in
contemporary discussion of religiosity and spiritual-
ity. For believers of the book’s authenticity, the Book
of Mormon serves as a foundation of faith in Jesus
Christ as the son of God and the savior of the world,
and in the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day
Saints as the “Lord’s kingdom once again estab-
lished on the earth” (Introduction to the Book of
Mormon). For critics, it serves only as evidence of
the imagination of Joseph Smith, that he was the lit-
eral author of the book (as opposed to its translator)
and that all other doctrines of the LDS Church not
found in the Bible are incorrect. Regardless of one’s
opinion of its authenticity, it must be recognized that
the Book of Mormon has affected and continues to
affect the spiritual and religious development of mil-
lions of people throughout the world, and stands as
the centerpiece of one of the fastest-growing reli-
gions today.

—Peter Osborn and Cory Crawford

See also Mormonism
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BUBER, MARTIN

Martin Mordechai Buber (1878-1965) was born
in Vienna and spent most of his childhood with his
grandparents, who raised Buber after his parents’
divorce. He later lived with his father and stepmother,
but his separation from his mother had a profound
impact on his life. In 1896, he studied philosophy at
the University of Vienna, and two years later studied
at the University of Leipzig where he encountered
the Zionist movement and edited Die Welt, a popular
Zionist publication. He also studied at Berlin and
Zurich, and was a professor of religion at the
University of Frankfurt from 1924 until 1933. He
worked with Franz Rosenzweig on translating the Old
Testament into German, and was appointed to the chair
of social philosophy at Hebrew University where he
taught until he retired in 1951. His work has influenced
the spiritual and religious education and development
of many who have studied his life and work.

In his early work, he was interested in Hasidic folk
tales, and some of his early work, including Daniel:
Dialogues in Realization, reflected an interest in
mysticism. In the beginning, his involvement with
the Zionist movement was more of an affirmation of
Jewish culture, rather than Judaism, although his most
important work I and Thou has been an important
influence in religious studies. Buber’s philosophical
interests included Immanuel Kant’s Prolegomena and
Friedrich Nietzsche’s Thus Spoke Zarathustra. Kant’s
distinction between perceiving an object (phenomena)
and things-in-themselves (noumena) are problems
mirrored in / and Thou. Buber was also interested in
the broader humanities including the psychological
work of Wilhelm Wundt, Carl Stumpf, and the
hermeneutic theory of Wilhelm Dilthey.

I AND THOU

Buber’s most well-known and engaging work, I and
Thou, was originally published in 1923, but was not
translated into English until 1937. Buber identified two
ways in which humans relate to the world, each other,
and the divine: “I-It” and “I-Thou.” Both are necessary
to human existence, but direct humanity to different
ends. “I” never exists independently of relationships,
and “It” and “Thou” reflect different aspects of human-
ity, nature, and God. His work had a large influence on
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Jewish philosophy, and both Jewish and Christian the-
ological studies, especially in his later writings such as
Good and Evil and The Eclipse of God. I and Thou
emphasized a dialogical view of humanity’s relation-
ship to God, and provided a metaphor that has influ-
enced theologians and philosophers since its inception.

I-It indicates the relationship of a person to an
object. The object is described in a language that cat-
egorizes it, impersonalizes it, and isolates it. The I-It
relationship can be compared to a subject—object rela-
tionship where the subject is not relationally affected
by the object; it is simply a relation of analysis and
description. The primary limitation of the I-It relation
is the one-way directionality of the relationship. The I
is not moved or changed by its object; the relationship
is already defined before there is any chance of recip-
rocal interaction. There is no sense of mutuality in
the relationship; the “I”” is denied any impact from the
other. Although Buber showed the problematic
aspects of this relationship, he also realized that both
I-It and I-Thou were necessary aspects of humanity.
Yet, Buber, felt that the I-It relationship had achieved
a type of dominance that overshadowed the impor-
tance of I-Thou:

In our age the I-It relation, gigantically swollen,
has usurped, practically uncontested, the mas-
tery and the rule. The I of this relation, an I that
possesses all, makes all, succeeds with all, this
I that is unable to say Thou ... can naturally
acknowledge neither God nor any genuine
absolute which manifests itself to men as of
non-human origin. It steps in between and shuts
off from us the light of heaven.

In contrast to I-It, I-Thou describes a relationship
that is reciprocal, mutual, and experiential. It is in the
meeting between I and Thou that a person experiences
her or his whole being and the being of the other. This
is not an individual process, but a process of relation,
the dialogue between one and another. In this rela-
tionship, one does not define or contain the other, but
rather is affected by the other. No concepts or analy-
ses are needed; the relation is simply experienced as
each influences the other.

This relation can be understood as partially mysti-
cal, yet Buber wanted this relation to be about the pre-
sent, not a mystical union separate from the physical
world. The contrast between I-It and I-Thou reflects

the difference between the mechanistic and objective
world of science and the aesthetic, artistic, and reli-
gious world of Thou. Buber did not intend to remove
the I-It relation, but argued that modern society has
emphasized it too much at the expense of the creative
impulse of the artist and the religious experience of
the aesthetic. The I-It relation is not emotionally
involved in what it describes, and it is not open to the
change that it may encounter when confronted with
Thou. It is content to define and remain distant, unin-
terested in the world around it.

Thou may be another person, nature, or the eternal
Thou, God. In speaking of relating to nature, a tree
may be classified and understood as an object or
it may be experienced as Thou. The I-Thou relation
focuses on how the experience of the tree affects and
changes a person, rather than the tree simply becom-
ing an object that is identified. Buber did not advocate
for any type of dualism, but understood nature and
God as part of the kingdom of God.

There is not one realm of the spirit and another
of nature; there is only the growing kingdom
of God. God is not spirit, but what we call spirit
and what we call nature hail equally from the
God who is beyond and equally unconditioned
by both, and whose kingdom reaches its full-
ness in the complete unity of spirit and nature.
(1966: 28)

The importance of the [-Thou relation for spiritual
development highlights the importance of relational
engagement with the divine. This should not be seen
as a mystical union that shuns nature, but rather an
active engagement with God and his creation. Relating
to God through the I-It relation transforms God into
an object that is simply defined and abstracted but
never experienced. When God is the eternal Thou, the
person is able to open his or her self to being impacted
by the divine, and the person is able to impact God.
The relationship is mutual and reciprocal, focusing on
how people allow their life and their person to be per-
suaded and moved in connection to the divine. This is
not a relationship that occurs through having correct
concepts or beliefs, but through openness and humility
that allow two subjects to mutually interact with one
another.

—James A. Van Slyke
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BUDDHA

Buddha was born in Kapilavastu,
Became Enlightened in Magadha,
Taught in Varanasi,

Entered Nirvana in Kushinagara.

Now we set out Buddha’s bowls;

May we, with all living beings,

realize the emptiness of the three wheels:
giver, receiver, and gift.

This verse, which is chanted before formal meals
during Zen Buddhist retreats, sets out in abbreviated
form the life and career of the man who has come
to be known as the Buddha. The known facts of the
Buddha’s life do not fill much more space than that
eight-line verse, and there is a certain irony in pre-
senting a biography of the Buddha. Buddhism, as a set
of religious practices, places little emphasis on the
individual, and so is not inclined to concern itself with
the life of its founder.

We do know that he was born in northern India
around the year 600 B.C.E., the son of the ruler of the
Shakya clan. His name was Siddhartha Gautama. We
are told that prior to his birth his father received a
prophecy that his son would be either a great religious
leader or a mighty ruler. To ensure that his son would
make what the father thought was the proper decision,
he raised Siddhartha within the walls of the court,
showering him with luxuries but not allowing him to
venture outside. Siddhartha succeeded in slipping out
of the palace and was confronted with a vision of a
sick man, an old man, a corpse, and a wandering holy
man. The realization that life involved suffering
weighed heavily on Siddhartha’s mind, leading him to
abandon his previous life, leaving behind the palace,

his wife, and his infant son, and setting out into the
forest to pursue the life of a wandering monk.

Siddhartha studied with many of the holy men who
wandered through the forests with their disciples seek-
ing ways to come to terms with the unhappiness and
dissatisfaction that people faced in their day-to-day
lives. Despite his ability to master the various meditation
techniques taught by the many schools of wandering
monks, Siddhartha was unable to find answers to the
question of why there was suffering. Following the
ascetic practices prescribed by the various teachers left
Siddhartha emaciated and weakened.

One day, a passing child from a nearby village
offered him a bowl of rice cooked in milk. Siddhartha,
in violation of what he had been taught, that the source
of suffering lay in the body and that the path out of suf-
fering required turning away from the body, under-
stood that his own body was the vehicle through which
he would reach enlightenment and that ignoring the
needs of the body hindered his attainment of the Way.

Having revived himself with food, Siddhartha
resolved to sit under a great bodhi tree until either he
attained enlightenment or died. For six days he sat, and
on the morning of the seventh, with the rising of the
morning star, he came to the realization that all things
are interconnected, that there is no distinction between
self and other. He had reached enlightenment.

Siddhartha arose and sought out his former compan-
ions. While passing through the forest, Siddhartha met a
man who stopped him and asked, “Are you a god?”
Siddhartha smiled and said “No.” “Are you a spirit?”
asked the man. Again, Siddhartha smiled and said
“No.” “ What are you then?”” asked the man again. “I am
awake,” replied Siddhartha. This is the story which led
to Siddhartha’s more commonly known name. In
Sanskrit, the word “Buddha’” means the Awakened One.

In returning to his old companions, the Buddha
began a teaching career that would continue until his
death at the age of 80. His followers traveled with him
from village to village, begging for their food and
teaching villagers the path out of a world of suffering.
During the rainy seasons, the Buddha and his disciples
gathered in parks in shelters—given to them by wealthy
followers. These became the early monasteries that
formed the basis of the expansion of Buddhism.

From its beginning, Buddhism has been a tech-
nique or way to eliminate suffering. It takes no posi-
tion on the existence or nonexistence of gods or an
afterlife. The Buddha is supposed to have said to a
philosopher who insisted on answers to metaphysical
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questions that insisting on answers to such questions
is like a wounded man on the battlefield refusing treat-
ment for his wounds until he is told the name of his
assailant, his family background, what he had for
breakfast, and the name of his pet dog.

The Buddha described his method using what he
called the Four Noble Truths—that life is dissatisfaction,
that dissatisfaction has a cause, that the cause has a
cure, and that the cure is to follow the Eightfold Path.
The Eightfold Path is simply having the right views
and the right intention; engaging in right speech, right
action, right livelihood, and right effort; and pursuing
right mindfulness and right concentration. This path
offered a way out of suffering that did not rely on meta-
physics or a god. It is not that the Buddha denied the
existence of a god, but rather that he considered God’s
existence to be beside the point.

From its origin in northeastern India, Buddhism
extended to the southeast into what is now Burma,
Cambodia, Thailand, and Vietnam. It moved south
from India into Sri Lanka, and it followed the Silk Road
through what is now Pakistan and Afghanistan and then
Central Asia, on into China. From China, it spread to
Korea and Japan. Sometime later, it moved north from
India into Tibet. Today, it is practiced worldwide.

—FEdward C. Oberholtzer
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BUDDHISM

To the Westerner raised in a theocentric religious
faith, Buddhism is striking for its not speaking of a
personal god. Because it does not, many Westerners
have mistakenly called Buddhism an atheistic philos-
ophy rather than a religion. Doing so misses the essen-
tially religious nature of Buddhism, the fact that
it exists not for men and women to think about the
nature of life, but for men and women to transform

their lives into lives lived spiritually. Buddhism, like
every other religious tradition, calls men and women
to become faith-full. The main question, then, is not
whether Buddhism is a religion, but what characteris-
tics define its particular pattern of faith.

The central characteristics are surprisingly simple,
although living out one’s life as a Buddhist is hardly
simple. Buddhists take their cue from the life of the
Buddha, who described himself as the one who “woke
up,” who became enlightened. What did he wake up
to, and what, in turn, are all of us encouraged to wake
up to? The answer has to do first with understanding
life as being askew, as full of suffering, as putting all
of us in turmoil by there being constant change.
Nothing is permanent—no matter how hard we try to
create permanence.

From this seemingly pessimistic view of life as it
really is, there is one conclusion to derive, namely,
that we should not put our hopes in striving to live our
lives the way we normally do, that is, in terms of our
own selfish goals and desires. Doing so will only per-
petuate the suffering.

At this point in the discussion, Buddhism changes
from being pessimistic to being optimistic, to giving
hope to all those who would follow. There is hope,
says Buddhism, because there is Truth or Dharma.
Amid all the impermanence and all the suffering,
Dharma remains constant, and if we tap into Dharma,
discover, and, most important, live according to Dharma,
we will escape the sorry aspects of this world, escape
the confines of our own little egos, and discover true
happiness. Buddhists believe this not simply as a
promise made but as a promise delivered, an experi-
ment that has already been carried out and found to be
true, as seen in the life of the Buddha.

But what, we may ask, does it mean to live a life
according to the Truth, according to Dharma? Is this
just another legalistic religion, one that calls us not to
live lives passionately but to live lives anxiously and
in fear of breaking this or that rule? The answer is,
“Not at all.”

The cosmic truth pointed to in the concept of
Dharma is indeed about morality but not of a legalis-
tic kind. Dharma is about the moral dimension of
reality—the moral law that is written into the very
fabric of existence and, as such, predates the Buddha
and Buddhism. That moral dimension dictates that we
focus our energies not on being righteous but on being
compassionate, and on freeing ourselves from our
petty goals and desires in order to unite with not only
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our fellow humans but with all of life. There is, then,
an essentially mystical core to Buddhism, one not
unlike the mystical core of Christianity, as many have
observed. To live a Buddhist way of life is, then, to
live a compassionate life, one that is committed to
overcoming self-centeredness in order to dissolve the
boundaries of the self that separate us from the world,
and that are, in the final analysis, illusory. We are, say
the Buddhists, separate selves in the sense that we
have bodies and individual thoughts and feelings. But
this is not the main point. The main point is that
we are connected or, to be more precise, intercon-
nected—so much so that what we take to be our defi-
nite and individual selves are, in fact, reflections of
interconnectedness.

Nowhere is this Buddhist concept of intercon-
nectedness better illustrated than in the concept of
reincarnation. Reincarnation does not refer to the
transmigration of souls or to the magical reappearance,
following death, of the self in a different body or
physical form. It refers to the fact that each of us has
been influenced causally by those who have come
before, even as we will influence causally those who
follow us. We are, say the Buddhists, like candles
standing in a row. When only the first candle is lit, it
can light the second and then extinguish. The second
can light the third and then extinguish, and so on down
the line. The last candle lit is, then, a reincarnation
of the first, even though the first and last appear to be
totally separate. Just as the candles are connected (inter-
connected), so too are we all connected, whether we
speak of those living or those who are dead.

Right living, that is, living according to the cosmic
truth called Dharma, brings happiness. But what is
meant here by happiness? To some extent it means the
same here as it does to those following other faith tra-
ditions. Buddhists are no different from Hindus,
Muslims, Jews, and Christians in claiming that there is
peace and deep satisfaction in transcending the self
and in leading a truly compassionate life that connects
us positively to our fellow humans and to life in gen-
eral. However, in the Buddhist case, there is a unique
endpoint and emphasis. If petty, selfish desires are the
problem, and if freeing oneself from the illusion of
being a separate self is the solution, then the goal or
endpoint is complete selflessness, complete dissolu-
tion of the self’s boundaries. This is what Buddhists
refer to as Nirvana. Nirvana is as close as Buddhists
get to speaking of a godhead. The Buddha achieved
Nirvana and returned to help others do the same. Those

who later did the same are called Bodhisattvas. They
are the Buddhist saints whose role it is to save others.

Nirvana may be the most dramatic and strange
of all Buddhist concepts, at least to Western non-
Buddhists. As such, it has attracted a great deal of
curiosity among Westerners, often to the point of
making Buddhists uncomfortable. Buddhists are
uncomfortable with this Western curiosity because it
often misses the main focus of Buddhism, which is on
“right living” and Dharma. Buddhists know that
Nirvana is not for us all, whereas working hard to live
life “rightly” is for us all.

And so, in the final analysis, Buddhism, as one of
the great faith traditions, is a call to do what it takes to
live life “rightly” and according to what is true. To do
so requires tremendous self-discipline. Buddhism is
not about signing on to this or that belief. It is about
rising early to meditate and get ready to live out the
day in the right frame of mind. It is about reflecting
constantly on one’s thoughts and feelings and speech—
so as to learn how to live more compassionately. It is,
then, one of the great self-improvement programs
known to humankind.

But to call Buddhism a self-improvement program
is not quite right. Buddhism is not simply a program.
It is, rather, a spiritual pathway. Buddhists are realists
intent upon self-improvement, on becoming more com-
passionate and open to others. However, their realism
and efforts at self-improvement are rooted in faith,
faith that the nature of the universe is indeed essen-
tially moral, and faith that in being compassionate, we
tap into what is transcendent.

—W. George Scarlett
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BUDDHISM, SOCIALLY ENGAGED

Socially engaged Buddhists are Buddhists who
are concerned with exploring the significance of the
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Buddhist tradition in response to contemporary prob-
lems such as violence, poverty, discrimination, and
ecological crisis. These persons and movements
represent an important development within Buddhism
and are contributing to new forms of Buddhist
practice.

The term “engaged Buddhism” was first coined
by the Vietnamese Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Hanh
in the 1960s in the context of war in Vietnam. Not
content simply to practice Buddhism in the monastery
while remaining detached from the turmoil that his
country was experiencing, he stressed instead the need
to shine Buddhist insight upon the problems of war
and injustice and to find ways to act to relieve suffer-
ing. During the war, Thich Nhat Hanh founded the
“Order of Interbeing,” a religious order made up of
monks, nuns, and laypersons committed to engaging
in Buddhist principles. He also founded the School of
Youth for Social Service. The purpose of the School
was to train young people in Buddhist spiritual dis-
ciplines and in the skills needed to engage in projects
of education, health care, community organizing, and
grassroots economic development.

As the war intensified, much of the attention of
Thich Nhat Hanh and his followers shifted to relief
work, caring for war orphans, and rebuilding villages
destroyed by the war. Thich Nhat Hanh was eventu-
ally forced into exile. He lives today at Plum Village,
a Buddhist community that he founded in rural France.
Along with colleagues such as Sister Chan Khong,
Thich Nhat Hanh continues to work on behalf of non-
violence, reconciliation, and healing through a world-
wide ministry of teaching and retreats.

Another significant proponent of socially engaged
Buddhism is Sulak Sivaraksa of Thailand/Siam. He is
cofounder of the International Network of Engaged
Buddhists (INEB), an organization of Buddhists from
around the world who are committed to working for
peace, social justice, and ecological sustainability both
in the global community and in their local settings.
Sivaraksa has been active in the quest for political and
economic democracy in Thailand. His book Seeds of
Peace: A Buddhist Vision for Renewing Society pro-
vides an excellent introduction to the central princi-
ples of engaged Buddhism.

One of the most well-known grassroots social
movements based on engaged Buddhist principles
is the Sarvodaya Shramadana movement of Sri Lanka.
Founded in 1958 by A. T. Ariyaratne, Sarvodaya
Shramadana is a village-based movement that is active

in thousands of villages in Sri Lanka. The movement
is centered on the activity of voluntary work camps in
which persons join together to share their labor for the
benefit of their village (digging a well, planting gar-
dens, digging a latrine, etc.). During the work camp,
the participants also take part in sessions in which
Buddhist-inspired teachings are shared through song
and drama and basic Buddhist practices such as lov-
ingkindness meditation are taught. The goal of the
movement is a dual one of both personal awakening
and social uplift.

Other examples of engaged Buddhist action in Asia
include the ongoing struggle against human rights
abuses in Tibet and the struggle for democracy in
Burma, led by Nobel Peace Prize winner Aung San
Suu Kyi. In the United States, the activities of socially
engaged Buddhists have taken a variety of forms.
These have included involvement in the peace and
environmental movements, efforts to aid the home-
less, human rights advocacy, prison ministry, concern
for welfare of animals, and the establishment of hos-
pices for the dying.

Proponents of socially engaged Buddhism con-
tend that concern for social justice follows naturally
from the fundamental principles of Buddhism. Among
these fundamental principles are the five ethical pre-
cepts to which all Buddhists are expected to adhere.
Engaged Buddhists stress that these precepts have
profound social implications. In discussing the first
precept of not killing, for example, Thich Nhat Hanh
highlights the need not only to make a personal com-
mitment not to kill (including not to kill animals for
food whenever alternatives are available), but also the
need to confront the social manifestations of killing
in the forms of militarism and structural injustice.
When more than 30,000 children die each day due to
hunger-related causes in a world of food abundance,
then challenging the structures of the global economy
that perpetuate this injustice becomes a necessary
consequence of faithfulness to this precept. Similarly,
Thich Nhat Hanh interprets the second precept of not
stealing as not only forbidding personal theft and
encouraging the virtue of generosity, but as also
requiring a commitment to “prevent others from prof-
iting from human suffering or the suffering of other
species on Earth” (Nhat Hanh, 1993: 20). Thus, the
second precept requires an active commitment to social
and even interspecies justice.

With regard to the third precept forbidding the
misuse of sexuality, Sulak Sivaraksa argues that this
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precept should include not only a personal commit-
ment to sexual responsibility, but also a critique of male
dominance/patriarchy in the very structures of society.
The fourth precept concerning truthfulness Sivaraksa
claims should lead not only to a personal commitment not
to lie, but also to a critique of forms of advertising that
stimulate false needs, as well as propaganda, bias in the
news media, and other forms of false communication.

Lastly, with regard to the fifth precept against the
use of intoxicants, Sivaraksa suggests that in addition
to making a personal commitment to not use these prod-
ucts, attention must be given to overcoming the under-
lying factors that often contribute to substance abuse.
Some of these factors that he highlights include eco-
nomic inequality, unemployment, employment that
lacks social value, and the destruction of communal
bonds and spiritual traditions that he sees as resulting
from a single-minded pursuit of economic growth.

Practitioners of socially engaged Buddhism tend to
be very critical of the existing economic and political
structures of the world. They highlight the need for
alternatives based on spiritual values, the meeting of
basic needs, more equitable distribution of wealth,
popular participation in decision making, the use of
appropriate technology, nonviolence, respect for the
rights of women and minorities, and ecological
sustainability.

—John Sniegocki
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BUDDHIST SCRIPTURE

After the Buddha died and entered into Nirvana,
his followers formed a consensus about the Buddha’s
teachings. These teachings were memorized by his
followers and then passed from one generation to the

next by word of mouth until around the first century
C.E. when they started to be written down. While the
scriptures have been translated into modern languages
to provide access to a broader segment of society,
the original languages include Pali, Sanskrit, Chinese,
and Japanese, among others. The scriptures have a
significant influence on the religious and spiritual
development of Buddhists throughout the world, and
are also known to have a dramatic influence on the
spiritual development of those who do not consider
themselves Buddhist but are moved by, and even
change their lives, according to the teachings of the
Buddha found in the canon of Buddhist scripture.
There are various canons of Buddhist scriptures, and
each school of Buddhism identifies with a distinctive
canon—although schools of Buddhism tend to have
some scriptures in common with other schools. There
are a vast number of Buddhist scriptures that deserve to
be the focus of such an encyclopedic entry, but only a
few will be touched upon here.

The three leading types of schools of Buddhism are
Nikaya, Mahayana, and Vajrayana, each having their
own scriptures. Nikaya uses only Theravada scrip-
tures. Mahayana uses Theravada scriptures plus many
additional sutras. Vajrayana uses Mahayana scriptures
plus many tantric texts. The various schools and their
specific scriptures teach of Buddhist practices and
their aims, such as to be free of suffering (dukkha), to
be awake to the realization of anatta (egolessness),
and to achieve enlightenment and Nirvana. While
some schools and their scriptures focus on cleansing
the self of moral defilements of the “worldly self,”
other schools and their scriptures appeal to Bodhisattvas
for a favorable rebirth, and/or encourage good and
pure actions and know the value of abstaining from bad
and impure actions.

THE THERAVADA SCHOOL OF
NIKAYA BUDDHISM AND ITS SCRIPTURES

The Theravada school, whose name means
“Doctrine of the Elders,” is the only surviving school
of Nikaya Buddhism, and is practiced natively in Sri
Lanka, Burma, Laos, Thailand, Cambodia, and por-
tions of Vietnam and Malaysia. The doctrine and prac-
tice of the Theravada school is completely based on
the Pali Canon, which is considered to be the scripture
closest to the authentic teachings of the Buddha. The
Pali Canon was written on palm leaves in Pali, the
liturgical language of Theravada Buddhism.
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The Pali Canon consists of three categories of
writings: the Vinaya Pitaka, the Sutta Pitaka, and the
Abhidhamma Pitaka. These writings form the founda-
tion of the doctrine of Theravada Buddhism. The Vinaya
Pitaka, or the Book of Discipline, outlines the rules of
conduct for monks and nuns, rules that were offered by
the Buddha throughout his lifetime. The stories behind
the rules are also supplied in the scriptures, providing
believers with an understanding of how the Buddha
resolved to bring harmony to a very diverse community
of spiritual leaders. The Sutta Pitaka is a collection in
five subdivisions that provide the Buddha’s discourses
and include all of the central teachings of Theravada
Buddhism. The collection includes the essential teach-
ings of the Buddha, details of his enlightenment, how to
live morally, and how to meditate. The Abhidhamma
Pitaka, or Higher Teachings, reframes the doctrines pre-
sented in the Sutta Pitaka to bring a framework of under-
standing to analyses of the nature of mental and physical
existence.

THE MAHAYANA SCHOOL
AND ITS SCRIPTURES

The Mahayana school of Buddhism focuses on
universal compassion and the ideal of selflessness
as exhibited by the Bodhisattva. Native Mahayana
Buddhism is practiced today in China, Japan, Korea,
and most of Vietnam. In addition to the Nikaya scrip-
tures, which are the sole scriptures of Theravada
Buddhism, Mahayana schools also recognize sutras
(written in Sanskrit) that are concerned with the
purpose of achieving Buddhahood. Buddhahood is
achieved by following the path of the Bodhisattva over
eons of time. However, given the large amount of time
that this enlightenment is explained to take, many
schools of Mahayana Buddhism allow for the concept
of working toward enlightenment in a Pure Land or an
environment that is highly conducive to the enlighten-
ment process.

In addition to the Nikaya scriptures, the Mahayana
scriptures consist of sutras, such as the Lotus Sutra,
the Heart Sutra, and the Diamond Sutra. The Lotus
Sutra, originally written in Sanskrit between 100
B.C.E. and 200 C.E., is considered one of the most
influential Mahayana scriptures, and has as a key mes-
sage the idea of upaya or skill-in-means. In the sutra,
upaya is witnessed as the Buddha adapts his teach-
ings to a specific audience of saints, monks, nuns, and
Bodhisattvas.

The Heart Sutra, which is believed to have been
written around the first century B.C.E., is only a page in
length but is considered to be extremely influential, par-
ticularly in its teaching of sunyata or emptiness, refer-
ring here to an absence of the sense of self or essence of
emptiness within all conditioned phenomena.

The Diamond Sutra represents a dialogue between
the Buddha and the disciple Subhuti during which
the Buddha teaches that both the self and the world
around us are ultimately illusory.

THE VAJRAYANA
SCHOOL AND ITS SCRIPTURES

Native Vajrayana is practiced today mainly in
Tibet, Nepal, Bhutan, Mongolia, Kalmykia, and areas
of India, China, and Japan. The Vajrayana school of
Buddhism is framed on Theravada and Mahayana
teachings, but also include the Buddhist tantras, which
provide spiritual techniques aimed at refining
Buddhist practice and supporting one’s path toward
enlightenment.

INFLUENCE ON SPIRITUAL DEVELOPMENT

There is a vast array of Buddhist scriptures
(beyond what is described herein) that represent a
wide diversity of teachings. As with any major reli-
gion or philosophy that is captured and sustained by
the words within its leading texts, Buddhist scriptures
provide adherents and those interested in learning
more about the life and practice of the Buddha with
the sustenance and guidance to promote religious and
spiritual development. As the scriptures are shared with
followers around the world, the beauty of the Buddha’s
life and his teachings will continue to have a positive
impact on the lives of Buddhists and those who are
touched by the beauty of his teachings.

—Elizabeth M. Dowling

See also Buddha; Buddhism; Religious texts
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BUNYAN, JOHN

John Bunyan is one of the most popular religious
writers in English. His most famous work, The
Pilgrim’s Progress, has been more widely read, and
translated into more languages, than any other 17th-
century text apart from the Authorized Version of the
Bible. As a Puritan classic, The Pilgrim’s Progress
combines two aspects of spirituality that are rarely
found together. The first is practical spirituality—the
application of biblical doctrines and principles to
the practical details of everyday social and domestic
life. The book is written from a perspective of total
Christian commitment and abounds with references
and allusions to the Bible, and yet at the same time it is
based on close observation and an intimate knowledge
of ordinary people, their foibles, predicaments, and
mundane lives. The second kind of spirituality is artis-
tic, and involves the original, creative use of attributes
and capacities like the imagination. Bunyan’s achieve-
ment is to fuse these two dimensions of spirituality by
representing Puritan virtues and values through allegory
rather than through anecdote or direct description.

What is most remarkable is that this fusing of
dimensions was achieved by a writer of humble origins
with little formal education who spent many years of
his adult life in prison. Bunyan was born near Bedford
in England in 1628, the son of a tinker. He followed
his father’s trade intermittently, although he also spent
3 youthful years in the parliamentary army. A conver-
sion experience in his mid-20s led him to lay preach-
ing at a Free Church in Bedford, and he also began
writing theological and evangelical texts. The restora-
tion of Charles II to the English throne in 1660,
however, curtailed the freedom of nonconformist
preachers, and he was arrested for holding a “conven-
ticle” (an illegal religious meeting). His absolute
refusal to submit to the discipline of the Church of
England meant that his prison sentence was drawn out
from the original 3 months to a total of 12 years. The
prison regime was fairly relaxed, however, and he was
free to read and write, to preach inside and sometimes

even outside the prison, and to support his family by
making shoelaces. After 1672, he was less troubled by
the religious authorities, and apart from one further
brief imprisonment in 1677 he continued preaching as
far away as London until his death in 1688.

The Pilgrim’s Progress was begun in prison, but not
published until 1678. It is an allegory describing the
adventures of the hero Christian on his journey from
the City of Destruction to the Celestial City. The sym-
bolic names of characters (such as Faithful, the giant
Despair, Mr. Worldly Wiseman and Little-faith) and
places (the Slough of Despond, Vanity Fair, Doubting-
Castle) point to the author’s intention of identifying
Christian vices and virtues, satirizing human vanity and
hypocrisy, and drawing attention to the difficulties that
beset anyone trying to live a truly Christian life. The
purpose of the story is thus a spiritual and moral one,
but its simple, homely style has made the story accessi-
ble to children, who (as with the stories of C. S. Lewis)
may appreciate the adventures without fully under-
standing the spiritual symbolism until later. The second
part of the story, published in 1684, tells how Christian’s
wife Christiana makes the same pilgrimage.

Altogether, Bunyan wrote some 60 works. Apart
from The Pilgrim’s Progress, the most famous is
his autobiographical Grace Abounding to the Chief of
Sinners (1666), which describes the long spiritual
struggles he underwent in his 20s, leading to his
career as a preacher. His influence on the development
of English literature is significant, and can be detected
particularly in Defoe and the early English novel.
But his influence on the spiritual life of the country is
arguably his most lasting achievement.

—J. Mark Halstead
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CATHOLICISM

All Catholics are Christian, but not all Christians are
Catholics. So the confusion begins. Christians accept
that Jesus of Nazareth is the Christ or Messiah of history,
and is divine and rose from the dead; all Catholics
believe this. Catholicism has been the decisive spiritual
force in the history of Western civilization. Catholicism
is not an island; rather, it is a continent, an entire world
extending across 2,000 years and embracing more than
800 million people in every country on Earth. Catholi-
cism is a way of being human, a way of being religious,
and finally, a way of being Christian.

Catholicism touches every aspect of life and
excludes none. But how does Catholicism differ from
Christianity? First, Catholicism is about Catholic,
which means universal. Catholicism is not about a
national church, but rather a worldwide one. It is truly
an international and multicultural institution. One of
the first great councils of Church leaders met in
Nicea in 325 and came up with the Nicean Creed. This
prayer is prayed in every Catholic Church throughout
the world. In it there are four “marks” of the Church:
One, Holy, Catholic, and Apostolic. Prayers, worship,
and ritual reflect the local church in language, music,
and sacred art.

Catholicism today has a very optimistic view of
creation and the human person. Creation and the
human person are seen as fundamentally good. This
has not always been the case. There have been points
in history when the human person and the world were
seen as being evil or corrupt. Only the spiritual was to
be encouraged, not the body, worldliness, or sensuality.
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Thankfully, a more optimistic outlook eventually
prevailed, which allowed Catholicism to underwrite
sculpture, painting, stained glass windows, music,
drama, plays, and scientific inquiry.

Catholicism is about holiness and wholeness. All
people are to be holy every day, not just on Sunday at
worship. Holiness recognizes that one needs a savior,
and one cannot live in isolation. A community, the
church, is needed. People are called to holiness as a
group in holiness and wholeness, living up to their
fullest potential. All people, every day. There is a fun-
damental dignity to all persons because they are all
created in God’s image and likeness. Catholicism
attempts to hold on to the “and”: faith and reason,
grace and nature, spirit and soul. Yes, one is “saved,”
but one is not yet with God in heaven. There is a life-
time of trying to put one’s faith into action.

There is a strong commitment in Catholicism
to social transformation. One’s relationship with God
is in direct proportion to one’s caring for those on the
fringes of society. The early Church cared for widows,
orphans, and the sick and dying. Throughout the
history of the Church, leaders and common folk were
always speaking up for those who were forgotten or
neglected. In the United States, there was strong sup-
port for the early labor unions and workers’ rights. A
Roman Catholic priest, John Augustan Ryan, came up
with the economic principles for a “just wage,” which
later became the reality of the minimum wage.

Catholicism has a profound sense of history, good
and bad. Yes, there have been many sad and tragic
times in the history of the Church. These should never
be overlooked or whitewashed. But at these times men
and women called by and inspired by God called the
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leadership and the entire Church back to foundational
concepts.

Catholicism today has a profound respect for
human knowledge. One needs to remember that after
philosophy, theology is the oldest intellectual disci-
pline. Theology is faith seeking understanding. There
is a need to accept and study sacred texts and sacred
tradition. There is a need to allow for the insights of
reason and experience to show who and what the human
person is. Science is not the enemy. Blind faith is not
part of Catholicism.

There are 26 different branches of Catholicism,
known as “rites.” In the West, most are familiar with
Roman Catholicism. But there are also the Armenian,
Byzantine, Coptic, Ethiopian, Chaldean, Syrian, and
Maronite rite Catholics, as well as the very large Eastern-
rite Catholics who separated from Rome in 1054. Some
Catholics accept the leadership of the Holy Father or
the Pope in Rome; others would just see him as another
bishop, or perhaps the first among equals.

Catholicism completely permeates the roots of
European culture, art, and literature, from the begin-
nings of modern science in the 13th century to the
foundations of nursing and mass education in the
19th century. Catholics have contributed to the arts,
sciences, and humanities. In certain cases, they have
brought with them a greater depth and vision precisely
because of their faith. In the music of Palestrina, Elgar,
or Messiaen, the poetry of Dante, the paintings of
Giotto, Fra Angelico or Michelangelo, the plays of
Shakespeare, the novels of Evelyn Waugh or Flannery
O’Connor (the list could be extended indefinitely), one
can clearly trace a Catholic spirit. One can see this also
in other fields, in the contributions of E. F. Schumacher
to environmental economics, of Mary Douglas and
Rene Girard to anthropology, and of Alasdair
Maclntyre and Charles Taylor to contemporary philos-
ophy. The Catholic spirit exists not just in Europe, but
on every continent. In fact, every country has its own
expression of the faith, from the martyrs of Nagasaki to
the apparitions of Our Lady of Guadalupe.

In the end, Catholicism is characterized by three
main ideas: sacramentality, mediation, and commu-
nion. The special configuration of these ideas within
Catholicism makes it unique. Catholicism is a tradition
that sees God in all things (sacramentality), using the
human, the material, and the finite (mediation) to bring
about the unity of the human family (communion).

—Rev. David M. O’Leary
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CHILD AND YOUTH CARE

Child and youth care (CYC) is a professional
field focused on the care and nurture of children and
youth, which currently includes concern for spiritual
development in its approach to children and youth.
The field, which is international in scope with strong
European roots (where it is sometimes called psycho-
education) combines concern for the both the educa-
tional and developmental needs of children. CYC
work, which may be located in schools, hospitals,
jails, youth centers and clubs, churches, care agencies,
residential settings, and so on, focuses on the healthy
development and best interests of children and youth.
CYC draws on a number of operational principles:

1. The growth and development of children and
youth is central to understanding them in the con-
text of their life space or environment. Children
and youth are always embedded in contexts that
include their familial, social, cultural, and political
circumstances and history which shape their lives.

2. Children and youth need to be viewed from
a perspective of social competence rather than
from a pathology-based orientation. They have
skills, insight, and understanding based on a
range of positive and negative experiences.
They are always making choices and negotiat-
ing for the best outcomes for themselves, and
need responsive care in the midst of their daily
lives, and especially in the face of conflict,
distress, and difficulty.

3. In order to meet children and youth in the
midst of their lives, child and youth care work-
ers develop therapeutic relationships with them
and their families, engaging in direct day-to-day
work with children and youth in their environ-
ments. Children live their days in family, per-
sonal, public and institutional settings and CYC
professionals go into those environments to sup-
port and accompany children.



Child and Youth Care 67

In the United Nations Convention on the Rights
of the Child (UNCRC) (1989), spiritual development
is acknowledged as an area of childhood development
worthy of protection. Articles 17, 27, and 32 call for
both standards of living that would allow, and legis-
lation that would protect, children and youth from
economic exploitation that would prevent them from
experiencing healthy physical, mental, spiritual,
moral, and social development. Note that religion is
protected under separate articles that include other
elements of education, cultural heritage, and practice
(see Articles 14, 29, and 30).

As well, competency standards established in
North America for CYC professionals reflect these
assumptions and list spiritual development as one of
seven areas of development that CYC workers are
expected to be aware of as foundational knowledge
for their practice.

It is clear that children and youth can and do
have spiritual experiences, beginning in their younger
years, often without the explicit awareness or support
of adults, and that those experiences can and do affect
their ways of perceiving the world and being in it.
Because children live in families and cultures, they
may also have particular religious traditions that
shape them and their ways. They may have spiritual
experiences and develop spiritually with or without
a religious context. Some children’s spiritual experi-
ences may be private and internal, and not dependent
on religious content, knowledge, or context. Other
children may have a close relationship between their
spiritual experience and their religious understanding
of that experience.

This distinction is important for CYC workers who
are employed in a wide range of settings where they
must work with children and their families in cultur-
ally appropriate and sensitive ways that respect family
traditions, including religious beliefs, while being
concerned for the healthy spiritual development of
children and youth. Professional ethics require that a
particular religious or doctrinal position must not be
presumed or imposed on the child, youth, or family,
and that at the same time the CYC worker responds to
the family respecting their existing religious or nonre-
ligious position.

Attention to spiritual development in CYC is
currently hindered by the lack of readily available
materials and research to support a knowledge base
for practice and in the training of CYC professionals.
Only the most recent life-span development texts

include references to spirituality or spiritual develop-
ment, and confusion persists that tends to equate
religion and spirituality.

Research in the field is beginning to show that
children and youth, from early in their lives, have a
wide range of intuitive and beyond-the-self experi-
ences that can have significant impact on them. Because
children are, for the most part, living in environments
where those experiences are ignored, belittled, or
denied, they have not been given the opportunity to
express, interpret, and integrate those experiences into
their developmental processes.

Questions are being raised about the impact of
significant childhood life experiences that are not given
space in a child’s life. There is concern that suppression
of these experiences may either sever children from con-
fidence in their own perceptions and experience, or cut
them off from a wider range of emotional experience
rendering them less sensitive to others and perhaps to
their own needs. The concern is that this may be making
them vulnerable to a range of higher-risk behaviors
harmful to either themselves or others. If healthy devel-
opment requires attention to spiritual processes and
experience, it is the responsibility of CYC professionals
to broaden their understanding of the lives of children
and youth to include spiritual development, and to
create safe nurturing environments where children can
explore and express their spiritual selves.

—Daniel G. Scott
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CHILDHOOD EXPERIENCES

In reaction to the challenges posed by a 21st-
century postmodern cultural context, religious com-
munities are grappling with how to provide effective
spiritual education for youth. The goal of these activ-
ities is to provide a firm foundation of childhood spir-
itual experience so that youth may subsequently take
their place as committed adult members of the reli-
gious community.

Some methods employed are traditional in nature,
while others evidence a willingness to experiment.
These include cultivating knowledge and awareness
of foundational sacred texts, modeling the faith for
youth to observe it in action, encouraging youth to
practice spiritual disciplines, including youth in reli-
gious ceremonies and services, and involving youth in
mission and other cross-cultural experiences.

CULTIVATION OF AWARENESS
OF FOUNDATIONAL SACRED TEXTS

Foundational sacred texts serve to ground youth
in the spiritual beliefs, traditions, and ethical norms of
the religious community. In Judaism, the tradition of
passing on knowledge of God’s law is as ancient as
the religion itself (see Deuteronomy 6). Since the 19th
century, Protestant Christianity has emphasized the
importance of youthful study of the Bible through
the now ubiquitous Sunday school program. Islam
stresses the need for children to learn both the Qu’ran
and Hadith. Beginning in 1988, the Gita Society
embarked on an ambitious campaign to produce age-
appropriate children’s materials on the teachings of
Hinduism’s foundational text, the Bhagavad Gita.

Often, the teaching of a language accompanies the
study of the sacred text. Examples of this practice
include the study of Hebrew by Jewish children,
Sanskrit by Hindu children, and Arabic by Muslim
students.

ADULTS MODELING
SPIRITUALITY FOR YOUTH

The interaction between youth and adults is a key
component to spiritual development. In ancient
Confucian philosophy, the subordination of youth to
their elders exemplified this connection. Similarly, in
contemporary practice of spiritual formation children
and youth begins with the adults in their lives taking
responsibility for living what they teach. Accordingly,
adult leaders are expected to practice the religion’s
spiritual disciplines and model faithfulness to the pre-
cepts and values of their religious community.

For example, in the Youth Ministry and Spirituality
Project coordinated by the San Francisco Seminary,
adult leaders of local church youth ministries form a
small supportive community dedicated to cultivating a
contemplative life. Each member is asked to practice
disciplines of lectio divina (a form of spiritual reading
of Scripture) or silent contemplative prayer for at least
10 minutes a day, enter into a spiritual direction rela-
tionship in order to promote accountability, and engage
in a monthly reflection exercise with other leaders to
discover how God is moving in and through their min-
istry with youth. The leaders’ lives communicate spiri-
tuality by example instead of by mere assertion.

This spirituality based model of youth education is
notable for two features—a lack of dependence on a
single paid professional youth pastor and the inten-
tional inclusion of youth into the faith community’s
journey. Layperson teams that are accountable to pas-
toral staff often serve as their spiritual directors. The
interaction between these lay leaders and children
symbolizes the acceptance, caring and love of youth
by the larger adult faith community. Wisdom and
nurture are meant to flow through intergenerational
interaction. Instead of segregating youth, this model
encourages youth to interact with other generations as
equal partners.

ENCOURAGING YOUTH TO
PRACTICE SPIRITUAL DISCIPLINES

Youth are yearning for direct spiritual encounters
of the divine presence and authentic practices which
will facilitate such experience. As a result, they are
very open to learning about and experimenting with
classical spiritual disciplines. In Taiwan, for example,
Chinese Buddhists are emulating Christian Protestants
by sponsoring youth religious camps. Children gain
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experience in Buddhist meditation, chanting, and
singing, and also receive instruction in the Four
Noble Truths. In the United States, the Hindu com-
munity has initiated a youth meeting program called
Bal Gokulam, which features prayer recitation, read-
ings from Hindu texts, and opportunities for socializa-
tion with other Hindu youth.

Regarding Christian Bible study in both Roman
Catholic and Protestant settings, lectio divina is being
applied in youth group settings. Through repeated
readings of a Biblical text, youth are encouraged to
listen to their own hearts and the voice of the Spirit
speaking through the passage. When practiced in a
group setting, sharing takes place in an atmosphere of
quiet attentiveness. The goal is to cultivate a spirit
of contemplative reflection and awareness in each
person, as opposed to teaching a preconceived lesson
to the group.

Journal writing is another classical form of spiri-
tual reflection that has gained a measure of acceptance
among youth. Whether in a blog (an online journal
that others are invited to read and even respond to by
posting reactions) or a more traditional paper journal,
contemporary youth seem comfortable with examin-
ing their daily experience as an act of spiritual explo-
ration. This also corresponds with the postmodern
emphasis on sharing one’s narrative as an act of self-
expression and truth sharing.

Not all contemporary Biblical exercises for youth
hearken back to classical sources for their inspiration.
Versions of the New Testament that are packaged in
youth-oriented, magazine-style format are popular
among older youth and teenagers. These modern-
language Bibles focus on questions that are culturally
relevant (such as how to get along with one’s parents,
dating Godly partners, and beauty secrets). If lectio
divina seeks to foster the soul’s desire to discern
God’s subtle presence, trendy texts for teens respond
to the youthful need to respond to the loud and insis-
tent voice of contemporary culture.

PARTICIPATING IN RELIGIOUS
CEREMONIES AND SERVICES

Religious rites and ceremonies for children are
characteristic of most religions. Hindu rituals are
related to the conception, birth, naming, first feeding
of the newborn child, and later on in childhood, his
or her religious initiation (for boys born into the
Brahmin caste, for example, at age 8), while Yoruba

Muslims living in West Africa practice naming
ceremonies for children upon their birth (see Carmody
& Carmody). The Jewish practices of circumcision
for male infants and the bar/bat mitzvah for teenagers
are well-known rites of passage. In Eastern Orthodoxy,
Roman Catholicism, and some Protestant denomina-
tions, infant baptism and confirmation are analogous
to Jewish practices. In Protestant denominations that
reserve baptism for those consciously embracing
their faith, child/parent dedication ceremonies are
now commonplace.

Many children and youth prefer to be active partici-
pants in the intergenerational religious ceremonies and
worship experiences that their faith community offers.
To be sure, there has always been a place for youth
participation in the past (e.g., children’s messages), but
the current generation of youth desire to be leaders as
well as congregants. They want to impact others and
not just receive instruction. Inclusion and partnership
with adults rather than passivity characterize their under-
standing of their place in worship services.

With the rise of contemporary praise worship in
Protestant churches, youth can help direct worship ser-
vice experiences by being part of the praise and wor-
ship team (which leads the singing) or the instrumental
praise band. Variations on this theme include youth
bell choirs and puppet ministries. Youth are involved in
such innovative areas as liturgical dance and religious
drama. In some settings, the traditional acolyte team is
being retooled to include more youth in worship lead-
ership roles (candle lighting, public Scripture reading,
leading of responsive readings, and prayers). The rising
use of multimedia presentations is also an acknowledg-
ment that youthful expressions of devotion are inform-
ing the worship experiences of all generations.

Challenges also have emerged in this regard. Many
children and youth who are visiting and attending youth
groups come from home environments where religious
teaching, training, and practice have been nonexistent
or from families challenged by divorce and relational
disruptions. Such youth often need to be oriented to
the expectations and norms of the youth group setting
in regards to acceptable behavior, dress, and use of lan-
guage. It cannot be assumed that they will have even a
cursory knowledge of the faith community’s beliefs,
religious ritual, or behavioral expectations. Meeting
their psychological, social, and religious needs, while
simultaneously serving the different needs of youth
raised in the religious tradition, is often difficult. There
is no consensus on how to address this challenge. Some
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youth groups create parallel tracks that tailor lessons
according to the level of assimilation or spiritual matu-
rity youth manifest, and provide social activities that
include all youth. Other youth groups encourage core
youth to be positive role models and mentors for new
and less assimilated members.

EMBRACING MISSION AND
CROSS-CULTURAL EXPERIENCES

Children in the 21st century live in a multicultural
world. Diversity for them is not a theoretical idea, but
a commonplace aspect of daily existence, whether
in their neighborhood, school, or house of worship. In
order to foster understanding and peaceful coexis-
tence, many youth groups add a comparative religion
component to their youth group experience. This may
entail using a curriculum that examines other religions
and compares their beliefs and practices to one’s own,
or visiting other houses of worship.

The familiar youth group trip is also being trans-
formed by the desire to experience other cultures. Many
youth groups are forsaking such time-worn activities as
ski trip retreats for more adventurous undertakings,
such as short-term trips to other countries. Although
educational in nature, there is almost always some ser-
vice component built into the cross-cultural encounter.
A youth group from the heartland of the United States
may visit a Mexican church and teach in a vacation
Bible school. A youth choral or bell choir might orga-
nize a tour and visit several locations over a 2-week
period. Or, teenagers might travel to the Caribbean
to help build a church school wing. Increasingly, cross-
cultural travel is becoming a two-way street. Countries
that traditionally have hosted visitors are now sending
youth delegations to other countries.

The benefits from these cross-cultural experiences
are many. For the youth themselves, exposure to other
cultures enlarges their worldview, increases their
appreciation of their own culture, and gives them an
opportunity to express and apply their faith. Congre-
gations that sponsor the youth mission events also
benefit from this exchange. Their adult members are
given an opportunity to express support for their youth
(financially as well as through prayer), and are often
surprised by how the youth group’s postmission trip
presentation affects their own religious presupposi-
tions and perceptions. The host congregations benefit
as well. Resources for needed projects are received,
supportive relationships and positive friendships are
established, and follow-up opportunities for continuing

interaction (such as ongoing sister church relationships)
become possible.

—Lee B. Spitzer
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CHILD’S GOD

Against the backdrop of a long tradition of research
emphasizing the anthropomorphic quality of children’s
concepts of God, recent research on children’s repre-
sentations of God have demonstrated how readily
children may entertain strikingly nonhuman proper-
ties for God. In contrast to the popular view that
children’s concept of God begins as understanding
God as a human who might live in the sky, even 3- to
6-year-olds seem to enjoy the requisite conceptual
equipment to understand God as superknowing, super-
perceiving, the cosmic creator, and perhaps, immortal.
Indeed, naturally occurring biases in how children con-
ceptualize any intentional agent may encourage them to
understand God in superhuman terms. In other words,
children’s agent concepts appear flexible enough and
eager to accommodate superhuman properties.

As soon as children begin to demonstrate under-
standing of a particular dimension of human minds,
they likewise discriminate to which minds that dimen-
sion applies, and readily apply superhuman properties
to God. Thus, as children are learning that humans are
fallible, they are resistant to including these features
in their concept of God. This suggests that reasoning
accurately (theologically speaking) about some of
God’s characteristics may come easier than reasoning
accurately about the fallible form these characteristics
take in humans.
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GOD AS SUPERKNOWING

Developmental research in the theory of mind area
over the past two decades converges on the conclusion
that young children have an early bias to overesti-
mate the knowledge and belief-accuracy of others.
This bias to assume superknowledge of others renders
young children (e.g., 3- to 4-year-olds) able to reason
more accurately about God than about their parents,
because unlike their parents, God is indeed super-
knowing. A series of experiments conducted by
Barrett and Richert with 3- to 7-year-olds both in the
United States and Mexico among the Yukatec Maya,
has demonstrated that even when children begin to
understand the fallible nature of beliefs and limita-
tions on knowledge, they may continue to reason about
God as superknowing. That is, they need not anthro-
pomorphize. Some evidence suggests that even 3-year-
olds begin to discriminate God’s mind as more
knowledgeable than other minds.

GOD AS SUPERPERCEIVING

Similar to their tendency to overestimate others’
knowledge, 3-year-olds often have difficulty under-
standing that just because they perceive something a
certain way, not anyone or everyone else perceives
it the same way. Consequently, they might mistakenly
assume that the book page that appears right-side up
to them also appears right-side up to their mothers, for
whom it is actually upside down. By age 5, children’s
ability to appreciate another’s visual perspective approx-
imates that of adults. Two sets of studies by Richert that
investigated children’s understanding of seeing, hear-
ing, and smelling, support these findings. While the
youngest children reported that a human would be
able to see, smell, and hear things that were actually
imperceptible, and the oldest children said that the
human would not, a large majority of all children
answered that God would perceive all. Even young
children embraced decidedly different properties for
God as compared with humans.

GOD AS CREATOR

Other lines of research have questioned the preva-
lence of what Piaget termed ““childhood artificialism,”
or the notion that the natural world was created
by humans, and suggests that very young children
can also understand God as distinct from humans in
creative capability. Petrovich has shown that British

preschool-aged children are rather disinclined to credit
people with the creation of natural things, and also
that they are up to seven times as likely to attribute
origins of natural objects to God instead of people.
Other studies support the notion that children may
have strong dispositions to understand the world as
created, but not created by humans.

Evans asked American 5- to 10-year-old children to
rate their agreement with various origin accounts. She
found that regardless of whether parents taught evolu-
tion-based origins to their children, children vastly
favored creationist accounts of origins for animals over
evolutionist, artificialist, or emergentist accounts (that
animals just appeared). Similarly, Kelemen found that
young children have strong inclinations to understand
both living and nonliving things as purposeful. They
see living and nonliving things as possessing attributes
purposefully designed to help them or serve them-
selves or other things. Kelemen has even raised the
possibility that children naturally develop as “intuitive
theists,” and religious instruction merely fills in the
forms that already exist in children’s minds.

GOD AS IMMORTAL

Other research by Giminez, Guerrero, and Harris
has tested when children understand that God is
immortal, but that people are not. Three- to five-year-
old children were interviewed about whether their
friends and God (1) existed when there were dinosaurs
in the world, (2) were a little baby at one time, (3) will
get older and older, and (4) will die someday.
Although the results may underestimate children’s
understanding of God’s immortality because of nativ-
ity stories (God was once a baby), findings from this
research are comparable to those of the research on
children’s theory of mind. The youngest children
showed a tendency to underestimate human mortality,
and by the age of any robust appreciation of human
mortality, they already understood God as immortal.
Immortality was, perhaps, easier for young children to
understand than mortality.

CONCLUSION

Research on the divine attributes reviewed above
suggests that young children seem to (1) have devel-
opmentally endowed cognitive predispositions to
entertain these properties for intentional beings, and
(2) have to pare back these properties as applied to
humans. Human conceptual structures thereby help
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to explain why children are so willing to accept, and
even seem to assume, that God is superknowing,
superperceiving, has creative power, and is immortal.
Hence, the development of God concepts, at least
along these dimensions, may be characterized as
simply adhering to assumptions that come naturally.
It is human attributes such as limited knowledge and
perception and mortality that must be learned. These
predispositions help to explain the ease with which
children seem to accept the possibility that God exists
and is quite different from any other intentional being
that they have encountered.

—Rebekah Richert and Justin L. Barrett

See also God
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CHRISTIANITY

Measured by the numbers of people who call
themselves Christians, Christianity is by far the most
successful religious tradition. By some accounts, almost

a third of the world’s population is Christian. However,
if measured by its track record for whether members/
believers have been faithful to their tradition and have
treated others well, the Christian tradition has suffered
serious problems. Christianity is no different from other
faith traditions in having a history defined by both good
and evil. However, because Christians have held great
political and military power, the extremes seem to have
been exaggerated. All too often, power has corrupted,
either in the form of religious imperialism or in some
other form, such as using religion to dominate others.
As one critic put it, the Church (meaning the worldwide
community of Christians) has always been an argument
against becoming a Christian.

So, why has Christianity had such tremendous
appeal and success? The answer points to one of the
many ironies in the Christian tradition. This most dom-
inant and powerful religion has as its central focus the
life of a poor carpenter who preached in direct opposi-
tion to acquiring worldly rather than spiritual power. To
understand Christianity, then, is to understand the life
of Jesus and the experience of those who have felt they
have known and been transformed by Jesus.

Historians have made much of the fact that by
modern standards, what we know for sure about Jesus
is not much. In fact, a century ago, some questioned
whether Jesus ever existed. However, today, that view
has been replaced with one stating we can be sure
enough about a few essentials, and that these essen-
tials are sufficient to tell the story.

The story is about a Jew in a politically oppressed
backwater who was virtually unknown until, around
the age of 30, he carried out a brief public ministry
that ended in his being executed. He left no written
record and no visible organization. His followers were
common people without influence, political or other-
wise. By this account, the life of Jesus was hardly a
life to found a great religious tradition on.

However, what is missing in this account is Jesus,
the man himself and his profound impact on all who
came in contact with him. Jesus was a charismatic
figure, meaning that he was more than just attractive.
He seemed to have a special power. It was natural for
the people of that time to think in terms of two worlds,
the tangible world present to our senses and the invis-
ible, spirit world. Jesus was charismatic inasmuch
as he seemed filled with the power that comes from
being connected to the spirit world.

Throughout history, there have been many charis-
matic religious leaders who now are largely forgotten.
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Jesus was different. First, he was radically good, and
in ways that made others want to be good as well. His
concern was always with individuals, all individuals.
He not only preached an egalitarian ethic of universal
love, he lived it. Tax collectors, prostitutes, the rich,
and the poor were all treated with the same loving
concern, with perhaps only one exception. For those
who took pride in their own righteousness and who
preached a kind of righteousness that excluded com-
passion and love, Jesus expressed contempt. His lov-
ing nature was not, therefore, indiscriminate.

Jesus’ impact on others had, then, much to do with
his ethics and his character. However, ethics and char-
acter do not by themselves explain Jesus. History has
shown us many good men and women who stood for
truth, but none have come close to having the impact
that Jesus has had. There is, then, more to the story of
Jesus than his having charisma and character.

What makes the story of Jesus exceptional is the
way that it has been experienced as a profound recon-
ciliation between God and humankind. To understand
Christianity is, then, to understand what Jesus was
saying about God. It is also to understand how others
experienced Jesus as offering not just a way to God,
but also the way.

God is a symbol, a symbol with many meanings.
Within the Christian faith tradition itself, there are
many meanings. However, for Jesus, one meaning was
all-important. For Jesus, God is not some impersonal
force or power that set the universe in motion and then
stepped back to simply watch. For Jesus, God is intensely
personal, as evidenced in his referring to God as
“Father.” Furthermore, for Jesus, God is compassionate
and loving—so much so that it would not be a distor-
tion to say that, for Jesus, God is love. Finally, for Jesus,
the love of God is powerful. It is a love that can bring
about the seemingly impossible, including the saving
of lost souls.

To understand Christianity, then, requires under-
standing what Jesus meant by salvation. Christianity
has been so successful not because it has been aligned
with political power, but because its followers have
found in Jesus’ life and words something profoundly
true about the human condition.

The first truth is that, hard as we may try, we
cannot save ourselves. Most of us backslide and fall
short of living as we should. Most of us are anxious
and doubting when we feel we should be calm and
sure. Most of us never quite free ourselves of the
tyranny of selfish desires, and of the one, great desire

to promote, serve, and save ourselves. Most of us,
then, have feelings that collectively add up to our feel-
ing we are less than we should be, or, to use the
Christian’s metaphor, that we are less than what we
were intended to be, namely, images of God.

This widespread, if not universal, experience of
being less than we should be is also the experience of
being cut off or separated from God—an experience
that leads us to the second truth revealed in the Jesus
story. Try as we might to connect to God, we are
doomed to failure if we assume that we can take con-
trol. The essence of Christianity is, in a way, a terrify-
ing essence, or at least one that creates anxiety when
one fully realizes what is required.

What is required of the Christian is nothing less than
giving oneself and one’s control to God or, as the
Quakers put it, “Let go and let God.” This is terrifying,
in part, because giving up control to another can in and
of itself be terrifying. But for those realizing the true
nature of the Christian call, it is terrifying mainly
because the call is to a way of life so radically different
from ordinary life as to seem, at times, otherworldly.

Here we come to perhaps the most important
concept in Jesus’ teaching, namely, the concept of the
“Kingdom of God.” Jesus’ “Good News” for others
was that the Kingdom of God is not some far away
place or some afterlife residence. Jesus preached that
the Kingdom of God is “among you,” even if we cannot
see or measure it.

In essence, Jesus was saying that the spirit and
tangible worlds are connecting again, and that it is
possible for each individual to be transformed or saved
by reconnecting to that which He called the Kingdom
of God. This spirit world is not a world of primitive
magic, although to the outsider, Christianity has
always seemed to have magic at its core. This spirit
world is where (the word where functions here simply
as a metaphor) God’s will is done, where God and
human unite, and where the community of humankind
is itself united as members of a single spiritual body.

Salvation, then, is not from this or that individual
sin, for sin is not to be thought of in the plural only or
mainly (i.e., as a collection of sins). Sin is the one,
great, original sin defined in the Adam and Eve myth,
the sin of eternal separation between God and
humankind. To Christians, Jesus has returned to us
that state of being known before Adam and Eve’s fall,
that state of being in total communion with God,
which gives power and contentment so great that we
no longer fear anything, death included.
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This brief summary suggests, then, that Christianity
is, at its core, a radical faith, one calling for a renunci-
ation of the old, this-world way of living, in order to
live life as if in a spiritual world. Furthermore, it is rad-
ical in its emphasis on giving up control, on letting go
and giving up the pretense that we can save ourselves.

The story of Christianity’s essence might end here
were it not for the fact that in so ending, we still would
have no satisfying explanation of how the tradition
spread so quickly to eventually take over the Western
world. We need, then, to say a few words about the
development of Christianity following Jesus’ crucifixion.

The key figure in the early years was Saul of Tarsus,
better known as St. Paul. St. Paul, a Jew and Roman cit-
izen, lived after Jesus’ death. At one time he actively
participated in persecuting Christians, but, after a dra-
matic conversion experience, he became by far the most
influential figure in establishing Christianity as a reli-
gion not just for Jews but for all. He did so by constantly
traveling to energize and support the budding urban
Christian communities dotting the Mediterranean world,
but also by shaping Christian thought through his letters.

That thought had as its essence two main ideas.
The first was the idea that Jesus lives not in the sense
of still walking about, preaching and healing, but in the
sense that he lives within those who have taken him
into themselves, as Paul felt that he had taken Jesus
into himself. The message of Paul was, then, a mes-
sage not about theology but about personal experi-
ence, including his own and those of others as well.
The other main idea was about love. While, as pointed
out above, Jesus’ own preaching and actions make
clear that the mystery of God is bound up with the
mystery of love, Paul led the community of Christians
in a direction that, centuries later, culminated in the
formulation of the Nicene and Apostles’ creeds that,
for many, define what Christians believe. We end this
short summary, then, with reference to the doctrine
of the Trinity, which states that the divine is best
(although inadequately) defined as having three
parts that are paradoxically one. Those parts are “The
Father” (God), “Son” (Jesus), and “Holy Spirit.” In
the doctrine of the Trinity, the early Christian Church
found a way to combat emerging heresies. However,
the doctrine did much more. It provided a way to suc-
cinctly define the Christian experience.

To the outsider, the doctrine of the Trinity appears
nonsensical, a product of illogical if not primitive
magical thinking. However, to those who had experi-
enced the transforming power of “letting go and let-
ting God” and of living the life of faith, the doctrine of

the Trinity made perfect sense. To the early Christians,
their own experience was best defined as having a per-
sonal connection to Jesus, God, and a spirit felt in the
fellowship of their Christian community.

The doctrine of the Trinity brings us back to per-
haps the core message of the Christian faith tradition,
or to what is known as its gospel or “Good News.”
That good news, according to Christians, is that God’s
true, loving nature was revealed in the life and death
of Jesus; that Jesus is God, which makes his example
binding on us all; and that Jesus is fully human, which
makes his example relevant to all. In addition, the good
news is that God and Jesus live as a Holy Spirit, which
makes the Christian community into a community of
diverse parts of the same “mystical body of Christ.”

This, then, is a summary of the core meaning of
what it means to be a Christian and what defines the
Christian faith tradition. As any reader may infer, the
cosmic picture painted by Christians is breathtaking—
inspiring for many and appalling for others. Its breath-
taking nature suggests clearly that to become a
Christian or to call oneself a Christian is no small mat-
ter. It is, rather, a life-transforming matter, a radical
reworking of life as ordinarily lived. It remains to be
explained, then, why so many Christians, the vast
majority it seems, are so ordinary.

A simple solution to this mystery has been, histori-
cally, to reserve the name “Christian” for only a few,
that is, for those whose lives do indeed reflect the
radical spiritual message found in the life of Jesus.
However, making the judgment as to who is and who
is not a Christian has, historically, been divisive, to say
the least, so much so that some would rather adhere to
the Biblical prescription to “judge not” and leave the
answer to the question of who is a Christian up to God.

—W. George Scarlett

See also Kingdom of God
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CHRISTIANITY, ORTHODOX

The Orthodox Christian faith emerges from the
Incarnation and earthly ministry of Jesus Christ, the
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immortal Son and Word of God, who became human
in order to save humanity from the destruction of sin
and death. It is historically based in the ministry of
the apostles of Jesus Christ, who after Pentecost, were
charged with bringing the saving message of Jesus to
the world. Through the witness of Holy Scripture
and the living tradition of the Church, the Orthodox
Christian faith has remained a dynamic vessel of this
saving message for two millennia.

Eastern Orthodox Christianity is oriented toward
accomplishing a singular goal. It is a faith that brings the
whole human being, body, mind, and soul, into commu-
nion with the Creator, the Giver of Life, the Source of
all things, God the Trinity, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.
This communion, or relationship with God, is first and
foremost a relationship of love, unconditional, unrelent-
ing, and freely offered from Creator to created.

In practical, everyday ways, the Orthodox Christian
Church provides a rhythmic cycle of daily, weekly, and
seasonal sacramental worship that is geared toward
reaching all human senses, both physical and spiritual.
Worship life reaches out to the human sense of hearing
through rich theological and narrative-oriented prayers,
chanted in the sweetly haunting Byzantine style. It
reaches out to the eyes through the use of vivid icono-
graphic images of the Lord Jesus, His mother (the
Theotokos or God-bearer), His disciples, and many of
the saints and prophets who are part of Judeo-Christian
history. Worship reaches out to the human sense of
smell via the use of various kinds of incense, rising up
like prayers in the midst of the congregation. Worship
reaches out to the sense of taste through the Sacrament
of the Eucharist, the feast of love, in which sweet wine
and bread are transformed into the body and blood of
the Lord. And finally, worship reaches out to the sense
of touch, through the use of prayer ropes and the kiss of
peace offered to one another during the Divine Liturgy.

The human being, in order to experience God’s
love, is created in a way which guides one toward
answering two fundamental questions: Who (Whose)
am I? and How do I deal with suffering?

The 2,000-year-old wisdom of the Eastern
Orthodox Church directs human persons toward a
number of different relationships, experiences, and
images that are intended to bring to life very personal
answers to these powerful questions. In the tradition
of the Eastern Orthodox Church, there is no cookie-
cutter approach to issues of identity, relationship,
and healing. At the same time, ancient and practical
wisdom offered by the Church highlights the necessity
for loving relationships, sacramental worship, and

Scriptural narratives and images as signposts for the
human soul in search of its home, God’s Kingdom,
and heart.

WHO (WHOSE) AM 1?

Orthodox Christianity insists that human beings
are the creation of a loving God, created in the very
image and likeness of God Himself. In the simplest
terms, this means that human beings have been
endowed with the power of living flesh and spirit,
heart, and mind. The very purpose of our existence is
to experience God’s love by relating to Him and to
other human beings through our unique gifts and per-
sonhood. We then are called to offer these imperfect
gifts back to God (the Sacrament of Holy Eucharist)
and direct them to a broken world in need of creativ-
ity and healing. Made in the image of the Creator and
Life-giver, human beings are called to lovingly create
and relate.

THE TRINITY

The theological belief that God exists as a Trinity of
Persons, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, is hardly a piece
of abstract dogmatism or metaphysical theorizing for
Orthodox Christians. God’s existence as a Trinity of
Persons speaks directly to the relational nature of all
things, with the Creator of all things existing in con-
stant and perfect relational union with Himself and
with His creation, all bound together by love. As crea-
tures made in the image and likeness of God, the
Trinity, human beings are most human when embed-
ded within a matrix of loving relationships, involving
mutual self-sacrifice and the joy of shared life. Human
beings are most themselves, and most God-like, when
they are in communion with one another.

THE NOUS

The Eastern Orthodox Church sees the human
being’s ability to connect with the loving God as tak-
ing place through the nous. The nous, which is the
Greek word for mind, is considered to be the part of
the human that perceives plainly God’s presence in all
things, times, and circumstances. The nous is the eye
of the soul, the organ that sees the Life-giver, sees the
majesty of its Creator, and leaps for joy because of it.
Unfortunately, we live in a world where there is much
competition for the nous’s attention. There are powerful
and seductive images that call the nous away from its
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home in the human heart, darkening it and distracting
it as it attaches to temporary material gods.

Repentance—in Greek, metanoia (meta = change;
nous = mind)—is the way in which the human being
personally confronts the ways in which the nous has
been darkened and distracted away from God. This is
accomplished through both personal effort akin to ath-
letic training (askesis = struggle) and collaboration
with a spiritual elder or confessor (the Sacrament of
Holy Confession). Prayer, fasting from meat and dairy
products at certain times of the week and year, and
alms giving are concrete ways in which the Orthodox
Christian moves toward repentance. Seasonal rhythms
attach this process to both the Church’s cycle of feasts
and fasts, as well as to the meteorological and sea-
sonal changes of the earth.

THE POWERS OF THE SOUL

The human being also has been endowed with what
St. Gregory of Sinai called the powers of the soul.
These are the life energies that give human beings the
fire of life, or the passion to create. When harnessed
and tutored, they are a source of power, life, and light.
When distracted and misdirected, they can be destruc-
tive forces of darkness, selfishness, and exploitation.
The first power is called thymos, the Greek word for
anger. It can be the source of human courage, motiva-
tion, and self-assertion, but it can also be the source of
rage and violence. The second power is called
epithymia, the Greek word for desire. It can be the
source of creativity, devotion, and loving attraction,
but it can also be the source of lust, destructive impul-
sivity, and betrayal. These powers of the soul work
together with human intellect, reasoning, and imagi-
nation to fulfill the human destiny of reflecting God’s
love back into the world in unique and personal ways.
Darkened and misdirected, however, they can be used
in more selfish and deceptive ways.

HOW DO | DEAL WITH SUFFERING?

Two useful approaches to this second question,
from an Orthodox Christian perspective, come from
the Passion and Resurrection of Christ and from the
simple but powerful Jesus prayer. These two icons are
laden with meaning which direct human beings to
their source of life, hope, and healing in the midst of
brokenness, confusion, and distraction.

WE WORSHIP YOUR PASSION, O CHRIST

Embedded within the Holy Thursday evening
service during Holy Week is the paradoxical hymn,
“We worship Your Passion, O Christ.” At the heart of
this hymn is the acknowledgment that God is will-
ingly taking on, in a fully human way, the greatest
of all human tragedy and suffering, the reality of
betrayal, violence, and brutal death, as well as the
transient experience of hopelessness and separation
from God. In doing this, God “tricks” death and the devil
into opening the gates of Hades to receive the cruci-
fied Lord Jesus. It is then that God’s ultimate action
and message of hope reveals itself, with the Lord
Jesus Christ going on a rampage of love and freedom,
releasing all who were captive to death and the devil
and returning them to loving communion with God.

Just as the above hymn ends with the call, “Show
us also Your glorious Resurrection,” the Good News
(Evangelion = Gospel = Good News) of this reality in
the immediacy of everyday life is the following: There
is no human experience, no version of suffering,
no bodily or spiritual condition that is outside God’s
loving, healing reach. This reality is embodied liturgi-
cally in the Sacrament of Holy Baptism, which is the
death and resurrection of the human person into a new
life as a Christian.

LORD JESUS CHRIST, HAVE MERCY ON ME

The Jesus Prayer, “Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy
on me,” has a special place as a way of experiencing
and understanding the healing effects of living within
a relationship with God. This is so because the Jesus
Prayer focuses upon the reality that human beings
are created as beings of depth, with a heart, soul, and
spirit, or an inner life that goes beyond what one
observes on the surface.

In order to understand the deep, healing meaning
of this prayer, it is important to appreciate what con-
stitutes the call for mercy. Often, a request or prayer
for mercy conjures up images of small, sinful, cower-
ing Christians begging a powerful and distant God
to forestall punishment and destruction. This image
significantly misses the mark of the true meaning of
mercy from an Orthodox Christian perspective.

The Greek word for mercy is eleison, which comes
from the root word, elaion, meaning olive or olive oil.
This is no accident. The uses for olive oil in biblical
times give an excellent perspective into the deeper
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meaning of the prayer, or the connection between
mercy and the healing that comes in the midst of suf-
fering. For example, olive oil was used for medicinal
purposes in ancient times. In the parable of the Good
Samaritan, when the stranger was left beaten and
dying by the side of the road, the Good Samaritan
cleaned his wounds with wine and olive oil. A second
use of olive oil was as a source of sustenance and
nourishment. It was then, as it is now, a healthy food.
A third use of olive oil was to provide fuel to generate
light. Finally, olive oil was used as to anoint honored
guests, as well as to anoint royalty as part of their
enthronement. The healing and anointing are brought
to life liturgically through the Sacraments of Holy
Unction and Holy Chrismation.

Far from being a call for release from punishment,
the Jesus Prayer is a call for healing. When a human
being cries out to his or her Creator for mercy, it is
comparable to saying

Lord, I am suffering and injured. Bathe my
wounds with Your love so that I can be a vessel
of that love. Feed me with Your love so that I
can become a source of sustenance to others.
Shine Your light of mercy on me and my path so
that I don’t lose my way into the passions of
greed, selfishness, exploitation, and destructive-
ness. Anoint me as Your son or daughter, so that
I can remember who I am.

CONCLUSION

The Eastern Orthodox Church is a vessel designed to
direct its faithful members to experiences of healing
connection with the Creator of all things, God
the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Through a combination
of loving relationships, sacramental worship and
practice, and personal, disciplined prayer and spiritual
exercise, the human person is guided toward the trans-
formation of his or her God-given talents and power, in
order to create and relate. This increased life of creativ-
ity and loving relationality then brings the human
person more and more into a life that resonates with the
purpose of life, from an Orthodox Christian perspective.
That purpose is to join oneself in heart, mind, soul, word,
and deed with the loving and healing presence of God.

—George Stavros
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FURTHER READING

Hopko, T. (1983). The Lenten spring. Crestwood, NY: Saint
Vladimir’s Seminary Press.

Schmemann, A. (1988). The Eucharist. Crestwood, NY: Saint
Vladimir’s Seminary Press.

Vlachos, H. (1994). Orthodox psychotherapy: The science of
the fathers. Levadia, Greece: Birth of the Theotokos
Monastery.

Ware, K. (1986). The Orthodox way. Crestwood, NY: Saint
Vladimir’s Seminary Press.

CHRISTIAN SPIRITUALITY

Christian spirituality describes a quality of life
or a collection of practices that, according to Christian
theology, fosters responsiveness to the Holy Spirit, the
third person of the Christian Godhead. Christians
believe that spirituality or spiritual practices, which
range from prayer to seeking justice, not only cultivate
their love for God, but they also foster love for neigh-
bor and true selfhood—the optimum state of individual
flourishing. While Christian spirituality, due to the
early influence of Greek philosophy, has sometimes
been identified with escaping or denying this life and
body for a heavenly realm, in its fullest expression it is
concerned with enhancing and completing embodied
human life. Irenaeus, the second-century bishop of
Lyons, proclaimed, “The glory of God is humanity
fully alive,” which identifies human flourishing with
God’s glory. Christians expect that connecting their
lives to the Spirit’s activity of embodying God’s love
in the world will culminate in the Kingdom of God,
in which all creatures embody the purposes of God and
their deepest yearnings. Christian understandings of
spirituality have as sources the stories of God’s work in
the world, as contained in the Bible and elaborated
by theologians, but also the concrete practical experi-
ments of Christians throughout history. A more
complete grasp of Christian spirituality requires an
articulation of its Trinitarian theological context and its
particular practices.

THE TRINITARIAN THEOLOGICAL
CONTEXT OF CHRISTIAN SPIRITUALITY

According to Christian theology, spirituality is first
a quality or practice of the inner life of God before it
is a human quality or practice. The Biblical theologi-
cal assertion that “God is love” describes the inner life
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of the Triune God, characterized by lively, interdepen-
dent, and mutually enhancing relationships among
the Three-in-one, and approximated in Christian spir-
itual practices that engage practitioners in a similar
dance of self-giving love with God and neighbor. This
Trinitarian communion of mutual love is the primary
condition for the flourishing of individual and corpo-
rate life, for diversity and unity within the inner life of
God. Yet according to Christian Trinitarian theology,
since God’s nature is love, God’s life cannot be con-
tained within these internal Trinitarian relationships,
but in order to be sustained as love must be extended.
In creating the world, God extends this love. Indeed,
God created a world in God’s own image, in which love
or mutually enhancing interrelationship—ranging from
environmental ecosystems to human development—
is a condition necessary for its flourishing.

The failure of humans to live in such lively, mutu-
ally enhancing, and loving relationships with each
other, God, and all creation describes our brokenness
or sin. Failing to live in loving mutuality means that
humans cannot live into the fullness or glory for which
we were created, nor can we support the general good
of humankind and creation so that they too may be
lifted into the glory for which they were created.

In addition to extending God’s love through creation,
God also extended love in the advent of Jesus Christ,
whose reconciling ways of living and dying open us to
the love that is internal to God and required by creation
for its flourishing. After Jesus’ ascension into heaven,
Christians believe that the role of the Holy Spirit is to
further God’s love by awakening humans to God’s love,
empowering them into the fullness for which they were
created and extending love to all creation.

The culmination of God’s Kingdom as envisioned
in Christian theology involves restoring all creation to
the glory for which it was intended, including lively,
mutually enhancing, loving interaction with all. In
this eschatological vision, diversity does not involve
isolation or fragmentation, but includes mutuality and
complementarity among people, God, and all crea-
tures. In this vision, unity does not involve obliterat-
ing or ignoring differences, but a harmony in which all
are empowered in their uniqueness in and through
their relationships with God and neighbor. This unity
that the Spirit is knitting together, toward which all
Christian spiritual practices are inclined, mirrors the
inner life of God.

It is significant that Christian spirituality cannot
rightly be understood as an individual endeavor, but

the Christian Church provides a sacramental glimpse
into the nature of God’s own communion of unity and
diversity. Christian theologians insist that not only
does the Church point backward to the inner life of the
Trinity, but forward as a glimpse of the Kingdom of
God in which all creatures will be gathered in unity
and love.

Christian spirituality involves practices that engage
us in partnership with the Spirit, and awakening and
empowering us for love of God, each other, and cre-
ation. A theological term for this partnership is “peri-
choresis” or “to dance with,” which suggests the
synergy of a dance in which partners are mutually trans-
formed. Christian spiritual practices that foster this
partnership fall into two general overlapping categories:
way-of-life practices and contemplative practices.

WAY-OF-LIFE PRACTICES

Christians understand living in partnership with the
Spirit as organizing their lives according to the vision
of human life and relationships that Jesus illuminated.
Christian spirituality involves deliberate attention to such
mundane matters as how we eat, relate in community,
make choices, create art, and seek justice, and how we
treat strangers—in light of the story and vision of Jesus.
Such practices often prompt ways of knowing and doing
at variance from the dominant culture. For example, con-
temporary culture includes a hurried style of life that
encourages us to drive through fast food establishments,
greet the cashier as a functionary, and devour our food in
isolation while we drive to our next appointment. Yet for
Jesus, eating meals was an opportunity to offer gratitude
to the Creator, to acknowledge those who grew and pre-
pared the food, and to invite friends and enemies to share
food with him. For Jesus, taking food was a reconciling
act that encouraged love, mutuality, and unity.

All Christian practices have similar reconciling
dimensions that counter habits of objectifying and
using others for selfish purposes. Spiritual practices in
the Christian tradition do not simply foster individual
love of God, but also involve those that promote the
reconciliation, completion, and glory of all creation.
While some limit their discussion of spirituality to
practices of prayer, the practices that connect us in
partnership with the Spirit include a range of lifestyle
practices, such as corporate worship, justice seeking,
hospitality to strangers, Sabbath keeping, creative
expression, theological reflection, feasting, fasting,
discernment, and care of the earth. These lifestyle
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practices are among those that the Christian Church
has historically embraced as able to keep us close to
God’s enlivening Spirit, enhance our love of God and
neighbor, and draw forth the fullest expression of our
individual and corporate humanity.

CONTEMPLATIVE PRACTICES

Of particular importance for Christians who seek
to connect their lives to the Spirit’s movement in the
world are practices of prayer and contemplation,
in which responsiveness to God, others, and self is
strengthened. Practices of contemplation range from
silent or centering prayer—the use of repeated phrases
intended to draw the practitioner into their inner
depths where God speaks, to lectio divina or “holy read-
ing” of scripture intended not primarily for rational
understanding, but to allow God to speak through the
texts. Contemplative practice denotes a practice of
focused attention or “deep gazing”—whether focused
on God, self, or the stranger—and includes the core
assumption that the highest act of love is not in doing,
but in truly seeing the other. Seeing others “as they
are” opens us to profound respect and compassion,
through which we are transformed, but which also cre-
ates conditions for their transformation.

Those who cultivate habits of contemplation in
prayer also extend these habits to perceive the good-
ness, holiness, or woundedness of each creature. Such
compassion motivates many contemplatives to con-
front injustices of the world, and to celebrate and
support life wherever it flourishes. While these
themes—the importance of silence, encounter with
the Holy, and appreciative and critical perception—of
contemplative Christian spirituality run as a thread
through history, their expressions have taken many
forms ranging from Ignatian spirituality to Quaker
clearness committees to Methodist holiness meetings
to Latin American base communities.

In addition to the comparatively passive practice
of prayer, the contemplative practice of “deep gazing”
also creates a contemplative orientation to human
action. In other words, the way of contemplation is not
exhausted in prayer, but is enhanced when we mind-
fully engage and explore the concrete world to learn
its secrets. Exploring the Spirit’s life incarnate in the
world is often a matter of trial, error, and keen obser-
vation. The biblical wisdom tradition, of which the
Proverbs are characteristic, exemplifies this way of
spirituality by urging confidence that this world

belongs to God, and is therefore capable of whispering
to us of God’s truth. In the book of Proverbs, wisdom
is not an abstract or otherworldly truth, but involves
very practical maxims about priorities, relationships,
and daily conduct, which are learned only through
experience. This view of spirituality recognizes that
anything that unveils the truth hidden in the world,
including our active participation in the world, opens
us to perceive the Spirit and invites us into partnership.
It is therefore a mistake to make hard distinctions
between contemplative spiritual practices and lifestyle
practices in general or Christian activism in particular.

ASCETIC PRACTICES AND RESISTING SIN

We should not imagine that Christian spirituality
involves a simple matter of drawing out the best of our
humanity, that is, love of God and neighbor, and true
selthood. Christians have long acknowledged forces
that inhibit the love and glory for which we are cre-
ated. Humanity does not stand unequivocally ready to
cooperate with the Spirit. Our hearts are often beset
with ambiguity—by fear, hatred, mistrust, and ambi-
tion that throw us back on our individual projects and
inhibit love of God and neighbor. Further, these fears
and ambitions do not simply live in our hearts, but we
create entire cultures that foster these fears and ambi-
tions. As these fears become culturally validated, they
impact our lives with double force—from inside and
outside. In order to resist the power of fear and to
cooperate with God’s project of love, Christian spiri-
tual practices engage Christians in shaping a world
that supports life and love, but also encouraging close
attention to one’s inner life, and to how fears and
ambitions overwhelm individuals and fragment our
communities. Christian tradition has characterized as
sin the failure to resist these fears and ambitions, and
has emphasized the importance of resisting these
inner and outer forces. A particular form of Christian
spirituality concerned with resisting sin and its con-
texts is asceticism. Ascetic Christians have for cen-
turies fasted from food, abstained from sex, lived in
cloisters, and eschewed the temptations of sensation-
alism, thus seeking to limit the possibility of seduc-
tion to these lesser goods and focus their lives on
greater goods—Ilove of God and neighbor. While con-
temporary Christians, particularly feminist Christians,
have correctly challenged the body-denying aspects
of ascetic practices, nevertheless ascetic traditions
remind us of the importance of dehabituating from
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patterns that distort our humanity and rehabituating
around practices that foster love of God, neighbor, and
true selfhood.

SPIRITUAL GIFTS

Another aspect of Christian spirituality involves
the notion that the Spirit bestows special skills and
capacities to Christians in order to further God’s pro-
ject of love in the world. This understanding is
greatly influenced by the teachings of St. Paul (Rom.
12:6-8; Eph. 4:11; I Cor. 12:8-10, 28-30; 13:1-3;
14:6, 26) who elaborates various, apparently incom-
plete, lists of gifts or charismas of the Spirit—including
prophecy, leading, teaching, governing, evangelizing,
miracles, healing, tongues, alms giving, helping, serv-
ing, doing works of mercy, and administering mater-
ial goods.

While in some Christian traditions the bestowal of
spiritual gifts is thought to be interventions into nature
while imparting some skill to which there has been no
natural development, in other traditions spiritual gifts
are seen to build on or complete some natural signa-
ture skill or capacity. In this latter view, all of nature,
including human life, is seen to display a glimpse of
God, however distorted, and to build on our natural
capacities involves clarifying and completing these
signature skills and mobilizing them on behalf of the
Spirit’s project of love and reconciliation.

Some have extended this understanding of spiritual
gift to include the influence of social location—insist-
ing, for example, that those in particular social posi-
tions, whether women, the poor, or ethnic minorities,
provide unique wisdom and skills that can be mobi-
lized by the Spirit. They suggest that the perceptions
of those closest to social power and privilege can be
distorted. Indeed, they conclude, all perspectives can
only be partial and incomplete. Therefore, we require
a range of alternate perspectives to complete our own.
The perspectives and skills of those from various
social locations may thus constitute gifts through
which the Spirit works for our individual and corpo-
rate reconciliation and completion. This insight is
echoed in Paul’s articulation of the Body of Christ,
requiring all parts—whether hands, feet, or head—in
relation to each other and the whole.

This understanding of spiritual gifts can be focused
in particular ways when reflecting on the social loca-
tion of children and adolescents. A risk intrinsic to
Western production-oriented society is that our push

toward technical mastery may blind us to the Spirit’s
work in our midst. Often, this priority of mastery for
the sake of production filters into the entire range of
our values and institutions. Our inordinate priority of
production often becomes too easily identified with
a normative adulthood, since adults are most often
productive as wage earners, and we interpret develop-
mental theories through these priorities and empha-
size older life stages as more advanced.

In viewing adulthood as normative or more
important, we thereby undervalue the signature gifts
of youth whose idealism, energy, or beauty is exhib-
ited in important ways that are largely in recession
among adults. Such a view ignores the possibility of
God working in and through youth. The Pauline idea
of spiritual gift or charisma brings the potential gifts
of youth into focus in a way that values children and
adolescents not as imperfect versions of adults, but
as bearing important gifts to be energized for the
Kingdom of God. They are not merely to be exploited
by marketers, ignored or diminished by theorists,
demonized by police, nor patronized by adults. Youth,
by virtue of their social location as youth, have unique
perspectives and gifts that Christians are called to help
mobilize for God’s Kingdom.

The signature gifts that young people offer their
communities vary greatly, but typically include a keen
sense for justice, beauty, physical prowess, intellec-
tual curiosity, camaraderie, idealism, and hope. While
contemporary structures that contain young people
sometimes marginalize youth and obscure their gifts,
historically the spirited gifts of young people have
served their communities and the public good.

GIFTS OF YOUTH
ENERGIZED BY THE SPIRIT

Throughout history young people have accepted
roles in shaping a better world—including participa-
tion in every major justice movement, labor move-
ment, civil rights movement, and environmental
movement in modern history—as well as the various
contemporary antiwar, antisweatshop, and antiglobal-
ization movements. Before the middle of the 19th
century, many young people engaged in serious work,
held significant social roles, and contributed to social
equilibrium. Prior to the 20th century, young people
were anything but passive commodity consumers or
recipients of education, roles to which they are now
largely relegated. For example, David Farragut, the
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U.S. Navy’s first admiral, had his first commission as
a midshipman at age 10, and his first command of a
vessel at age 12. Thomas Edison ran his own printing
business at age 12. The men who won the American
Revolution were barely out of high school—
Alexander Hamilton was 20, Aaron Burr, 21, and
Lafayette, 19. What amounted to a college class rose
up and struck down the British Empire. In France,
Delacroix’s painting of the French Revolution, Lady
Liberty Leads the People, depicts Lady Liberty lead-
ing the people into freedom—herself led along by
young people. French young people were among
those who in 1789 fomented revolution in Paris cafes
and died in numbers on the barricades, with cries
of “liberty, fraternity, and equality,” and marched
alongside their elders in the early industrial era
demanding lower bread prices and higher wages. The
power of these young people to change the world
included a keen social awareness and ability to com-
prehend and construct some of the most sophisticated
political documents in history. Because the social
roles embraced by youth engaged their signature
gifts—of seeking justice, social renewal, beauty, and
creativity—medieval myths also identified youth with
spring, Easter, and the spirited rebirth of life.

In more recent times, young poets, musicians, and
activists of the 1960s, like their premodern counter-
parts, broke open social codes that validated racism,
sexism, militarism, and classism. Youthful revolution-
aries and poets throughout history have held a sense of
passion, curiosity, adventure, and creativity. And when
the Spirit energizes these signature gifts of youth, they
advance God’s Kingdom of justice and joy. Christian
spirituality at its best is not a device for alienating
young people from themselves, but a resource for
awakening the unique vocation and gifts of youth as
youth. As Catholic mystic Thomas Merton insists,
“[W]e give glory to God by living into God’s purpose
for creation.” As observed by developmental theorist
Erik Erikson, adolescence has its own virtue, and its
own natural energy and telos apart from its trajectory
toward adulthood. And when young people are
empowered through spiritual practices to fully employ
these gifts and to organize them around the Spirit’s
purpose of love, God is glorified and human life is
vitalized.

—David F. White

See also Christiani]ty; Kingdom of God
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CHURCHES

The word “church” comes from the Greek word
ekklesia for “belonging to the Lord,” and with an
understanding of holy people, especially people who
are gathered for worship. Ekklesia in Greek had an
original meaning of assembly of citizens who
enjoyed full civil rights. Thus, the word “church” can
mean the Lord’s holy congregation. The idea of
church is the abiding presence of God’s definitive and
fully articulated Word, who is Jesus, to the world.
Since the Word was with God and in God, Jesus
founded the church through his very reality. For
many, the church is the central context of religious
and spiritual influence.

In the Christian sacred scriptures, the New
Testament, it is Jesus of Nazareth, the Christ or
Messiah of history, who calls his followers into com-
munity. This is not a small secret church just for an
elect few, but for all, especially sinners and those on the
fringes of society. Jesus called people to belong to the
Kingdom of God, and left behind the celebration of a
memorial meal, the breaking of the bread. Many
Christians see in the Gospel of Matthew (16:18), the
foundation of the church with Peter as the first leader of
this new community. It is Peter who is given the power
to “bind and loose” and the keys of power to this new
church.

The Pauline writings or letters in the New
Testament show the meaning of church as a local
community and a theological entity and not an orga-
nization. Paul had many difficulties spreading the
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early message of Jesus to the gentiles or non-Jewish
people. But despite all these problems, Paul still stayed
connected to the original community at Jerusalem.
For the early believers, there were house churches
where people gathered for the breaking of the bread.
When Paul uses the term “church,” he really means
the universal church that is realized and represented in
small local communities.

Most Christians would agree that Jesus did found
a church, or that he laid the foundations for one. He
gathered followers around himself, that is, apostles
and disciples, for the purpose of preaching and pro-
claiming the Kingdom of God. It is clear that Jesus
intended to pass on some type of leadership and
power to Peter and others after his life, death, and res-
urrection. Finally, at the Last Supper Jesus intended
for his followers to continue on and “do this in remem-
brance of me.”

The early community of believers struggled with
many issues for many centuries. One needs to remem-
ber that the early church was outlawed and under-
ground until around the year 300. The Council of
Nicea in 325 put down on paper many theological
beliefs concerning God, Jesus, the Holy Spirit, and
the idea of church. Nicea proclaimed that there are
four marks of the church: One, Holy, Catholic, and
Apostolic. Each of these marks has profound theolog-
ical and historical meaning. Thus, the church becomes
both a sign and instrument of the mission of Jesus, to
establish the Kingdom of God. There is a strong mis-
sionary element to bring the message to all nations.

This mission of the church is to proclaim the word
in evangelizing, while fostering the celebration of the
sacraments and to be of service to those on the fringe
of society. The mission of the church is to all and for
all. The early believers had a difficult time under-
standing and living the full reality of what it meant
to be a church. The subapostolic church (circa 65) and
the postapostolic church (circa 95-100) were commu-
nities in transition. First, there was the purpose of
missionary activity; eventually there was a need for
pastoral ministry. There was the early tension of going
from Jewish leadership and culture to Gentile leader-
ship and culture.

Down through the centuries the notion of church is
best understood by images. The church is the people
of God, the Body of Christ, the temple of the
Holy Spirit. Other centuries saw the church as a ship
with Jesus at the center. Contemporary understandings

focus on church as a political society, the church as a
sacrament, the church as a pilgrim people, and the
church as servant.

For Christians around the world, the church is a
primary context of influence on religious and spiritual
development. Individuals, families, and communities
come together to worship within the walls of the
church. It is within the church that blessed sacraments
are witnessed and experienced. It is within the church
that the Word of God is read, shared, and experienced.
While each individual person who enters the church
will have his or her own unique experience, each time
he or she enters, the church is considered by all
Christians to be a place of worship, wherein one’s reli-
gious identity and development are enveloped and
promoted. While each image or model of church takes
on a specific direction or a major way of living out
of the message, all Christian communities still strug-
gle to be faithful to strive to be One, Holy, Catholic,
and Apostolic.

—Rev. David O’Leary
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COLES, ROBERT

Robert Coles is a child psychiatrist, a professor of
psychiatry, and the Agee Professor of Social Ethics
at the Graduate School of Education at Duke University.
He has been a visiting professor in the History
Department at Duke University, is a founding member
of the Center for Documentary Studies at Duke
University, and is a coeditor of Double Take Magazine,
published at the Center. He was also an advisor to
President John F. Kennedy. A Pulitzer Prize-winning
author, Coles has written sixty books and well over a
thousand articles, reviews, and essays. He received the
Medal of Freedom from President William Clinton, the
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highest honor awarded to a civilian in the United States,
as well as being recognized as one of the nation’s top
creative geniuses by the MacArthur Foundation. With
his most recent book, A Call to Service, Coles makes a
case and an indirect plea for heightened levels of vol-
untary and community service. His work serves to edu-
cate its readers about child and adolescent spiritual and
religious development and, as well, by calling for ser-
vice to others, promotes heightened levels of spiritual
and religious development in the lives of his readers.

Coles is recognized and applauded for his work
with underprivileged children around the world and
his insights into the way children develop, what
children need to live happy and healthy lives, and how
children understand the world around them. The spir-
itual and moral lives of children have been his primary
interests. Those interested in studying and better
understanding the moral and spiritual lives of children
often start with readings by Coles, most notably The
Moral Life of Children, The Moral Intelligence of
Children, and The Spiritual Lives of Children. The
stories he tells of young children and their experiences
with the divine and that which they consider to be
transcendent, as well as the stories of character devel-
opment and moral questioning, offer the reader and
student a comprehensive view of the varieties of
moral, religious, and spiritual experiences in child-
hood. As a result of long-term observations of
children, Coles offers stories of children’s lives—as
told by the children. He makes very little commentary
or analysis of the stories told. He assumes the stories
and the voices of children speak for themselves for the
reader to decipher and enter into.

Coles offers in his books narrative dialogues shared
between him and the children he interviews. The sto-
ries are intended to offer his readers a glimpse into the
sensitivity that he finds in the lives of even very young
children to moral issues, issues of character, and reli-
gious understanding. The story of Ruby Bridges, one
of Coles’s most well-known subjects, is a worthy
example. Coles tells her story—the story of a 6-year-
old African-American girl who was involved in the
school desegregation movement in the Southern
United States and who, despite facing abuse, hatred,
and violence, found herself praying for the very mob
of hateful adults and children who threatened her. In
sharing this story, Coles not only educates the reader to
the experiences of moral behavior, moral intelligence,
and religiosity of young children, but challenges the

reader to question the contexts that allowed/supported
Ruby to be able to take the stance she did with such
moral integrity and assurance.

Coles has been known to challenge the field of
psychoanalysis and the theories of development that
describe development as occurring in ages and stages.
The stories that he provides, such as the story of Ruby
Bridges, make clear that young children can pose
questions about moral and religious significance that,
while based in a different “moral notice” than that of
adults, signify an awareness and understanding of
issues of right and wrong and moral ideals that do not
always fit into neat expectations of ages and stages.

Coles is very much a contextualist in his perspec-
tive, as the stories he chooses to share make clear that
the multiple life contexts and historical time in which
a child lives all have an impact on the moral and reli-
gious sensitivity and understanding of that child.
As such, young children tend to develop their “moral
compass” based on the different behaviors and rea-
soning of other children (i.e., peers), parents, religious
leaders, and teachers that they meet throughout their
young lives. Although preferring to distance himself
from stage theory, Coles does recognize that as
children age and become more abstract in their rea-
soning and more internalized in cultural practices,
their cultural literacy elevates and their moral literacy
declines.

In The Spiritual Life of Children, Coles shares
results of his interviews, held over months and years,
with children of different religious and spiritual tradi-
tions, including Hopi children in the Southwestern
United States; Catholic, Protestant, and Jewish
children in the Boston area of the United States;
Christian children in Tennessee in the United States;
and Pakistani children in London. Coles asks them
simple questions, such as what God means to them.
Coles hopes that the answers that the children respond
with will provide the reader insight into the religiosity
of children. The meaning behind the stories, without
any analysis or judgment from Coles himself, is,
again, left to the reader to consider. It is clear, how-
ever, that in the stories he chooses to share and the
questions he asks in the interviews that Coles hopes to
educate his readers and the broader adult society
about the wisdom of young people and their under-
standing of and relationship with that which they con-
sider to be divine. To assume young children cannot
be religious or spiritual because they are too young,
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and therefore not within the appropriate cognitive
or emotional stage, is to fail to listen to the stories
children tell.

Coles’s work with children and interest in their
moral and spiritual lives can also be found in other
works, such as the narratives he shares in The Political
Lives of Children. He believes that children learn
about politics much in the same way that they learn
about morality—from their parents, friends, and
teachers—and that the political lives of children
merge with their moral lives. The stories shared in
The Political Life of Children repeatedly display the
dynamic between the moral and political conscious-
ness of children, as children share their views on the
relationship between issues related to freedom and
those related to constraint.

In A Call to Service, Coles equates voluntary com-
munity service to a natural moral impulse that is part
instinct and part the influence of religious tradition.
As with moral literacy, Coles finds that one’s natural
instinct to give to others is increasingly silenced as the
child becomes more highly immersed in a culture
through education and peer influence.

Robert Coles inspires his readers to pay attention to
the voices of children and to what they have to say about
religion, spirituality, and moral issues. He asks his read-
ers to listen to children, for within their stories lie their
understandings of and relationships with that which they
consider to be divine, transcendent, and right or wrong.
While Coles defers from providing his own theory of
spiritual/religious or moral development, his perspective
can be found when his books and stories shared are read
with care. Coles challenges his readers to identify within
each story told by a child the particular contexts—both
individual and contextual—that influenced the child’s
religious, spiritual, and/or moral development. By
attending to the impact of the historical time on the
child’s development, Coles also brings attention to the
role of time, in interaction with contextual influences,
on a child’s religious and spiritual development.

—Elizabeth M. Dowling
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COMMUNITIES, INTENTIONAL
SPIRITUAL

There are thousands of intentional spiritual com-
munities located around the world. Some are associ-
ated with a particular religious tradition, while others
are ecumenical or interfaith in nature. These commu-
nities vary in size from a handful of people to several
thousand. People are attracted to intentional commu-
nities for a variety of reasons. Most common is the
belief that the sharing of one’s daily life with others
who have similar beliefs and values will contribute
to a deepening of spiritual practice and faithfulness. In
this entry, a selection of these communities, repre-
senting a variety of religious traditions, will be briefly
discussed.

Among the most widespread intentional spiritual
communities in the United States are the communities
of the Catholic Worker movement. This movement
was founded by Dorothy Day and Peter Maurin in
New York in 1933 in the context of the Great
Depression. Catholic Workers are committed to nonvi-
olence, voluntary poverty, caring for persons in need,
and working for social change. Most Catholic Worker
communities are located in urban areas, providing hos-
pitality to the homeless and food to the hungry through
soup kitchens. Rural communities also exist, which
care for the land, grow food for the urban houses, and
serve as places of hospitality and spiritual retreat.
More than 150 Catholic Worker houses and farms now
exist in the United States and in several other countries.
While rooted in the traditions of Catholicism, the
movement is not officially affiliated with the Catholic
Church. Persons of all religious traditions are welcome
to be part of Catholic Worker communities.

Another widespread movement of spiritual com-
munities is the L’Arche communities, initiated by
Jean Vanier and Catholic priest Thomas Philippe in
France in 1964. These communities are made up of
persons with mental disabilities and others who
choose to share life with disabled persons. L’ Arche
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communities stress the unique value of each person
in the eyes of God, especially those who have so often
been marginalized by society. Great emphasis is
placed on worship, service, forgiveness, and celebra-
tion as the bases of communal life. Today there are
over 120 L’ Arche communities in more than thirty
countries, including numerous communities in the
United States.

A different movement with a similar name is the
Communauté de I’Arche (Community of the Ark)
founded in France by Lanza del Vasto in 1948. Del
Vasto was a Christian who went to India to live with
and learn from Mohandas Gandhi. Gandhi gave him
the name Shantidas, “Servant of Peace,” and sent him
back to France to spread the message of nonviolence
there. The Community of the Ark is a family-centered
movement that is committed to learning how to prac-
tice nonviolence in every aspect of life. Deep spiritual
practice is seen as the foundation of nonviolence, and
time is set apart each day for communal meditation
and prayer. The largest Ark communities are located
in a mountainous rural area in southern France, where
they seek to be relatively self-sufficient through farm-
ing, with several smaller rural and urban communities
in France and in other Western European countries.
There is also a broader movement of Friends and
Allies of the Ark. Members of the Ark movement
often take part in public nonviolent actions. The Ark is
an interfaith community that is open to persons of all
religious traditions who are committed to nonviolence
and to the deep practice of their own faith, and who
are respectful of the faith of others.

One of the most well-known Buddhist comm-
unities in the world is Plum Village, a community in
southern France that was founded by the Vietnamese
Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Hanh in 1982. Thich Nhat
Hanbh, one of the most popular and respected Buddhist
teachers in the world today, has lived in exile from
Vietnam since the time of the Vietnam War. Plum
Village is made up of Buddhist monks and nuns,
Vietnamese refugees and their families, and members
of the Order of Interbeing, an international religious
order founded by Thich Nhat Hanh. Numerous visi-
tors participate in the life of the community every
year, including many persons from North America
who come to take part in mindfulness retreats. These
retreats focus on teaching people how to be fully pre-
sent to the present moment, and in so doing to come
to be more fully in touch with the wonders and joys of
life and to be better able to work to relieve suffering

in the world. While these practices are rooted in the
Buddhist tradition, persons of all faiths are welcome
to participate in the retreats.

Another spiritual community in France that attracts
large numbers of visitors, especially young people,
is the community of Taizé. Taizé is an ecumenical
Christian monastic community that began in 1940. It
is currently made up of about one hundred brothers
from more than twenty countries and from a variety of
Christian traditions, including the Roman Catholic,
Anglican, Lutheran, and Reformed Christian tradi-
tions. Primary themes of the community include
peace and reconciliation. For more than 30 years the
community has welcomed tens of thousands of young
people each summer to take part in worship, Bible
study, discussion, and celebration. The young people
live in large tents according to language, and join in
worship and other activities together throughout the
day. The music of Taizé, consisting of simple melodic
chants, is internationally known, and is used in worship
in many churches around the world.

One of the most popular nondenominational
international spiritual communities is the Findhorn
Community in Scotland. Findhorn is devoted to the
cultivation of ecological responsibility and to the
recognition of the presence of divinity within all
beings. Findhorn espouses no particular creed or doc-
trine, but rather professes respect for all the world’s
major religious traditions and welcomes all spiritual
seekers to take part in its activities. Thousands of
people from around the world come to the community
each year to take part in week-long courses focusing
on themes of spirituality and ecological sustainability.

These are but a few samples of intentional spiritual
communities that exist around the world. These
examples represent well the many different contexts
in which spirituality and religiosity develop and
thrive, as well as the many different ways people
come together to share and experience the spiritual
and the divine.

—John Sniegocki

See also Thich Nhat Hanh
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CONFESSIONS
OF ST. AUGUSTINE

The Confessions of St. Augustine, written by
Christianity’s single most influential leader since the
Apostle Paul, is the foremost classic of Christian spir-
ituality after the Bible. Written by Augustine of Hippo
(354-430) around 400, the Confessions is a spiritual
autobiography, the first and only such work of its kind
in the first 1,500 years of Christian history. It is unsur-
passed in Christian literature as a psychological and
theological depiction of divine grace converting the
perverted human heart to its original, blessed state.
The most frequently quoted sentence from the
Confessions is a prayer to God that expresses the pri-
mary premise of this work: “You arouse him [human-
ity] to take joy in praising you, for you have made us
for yourself, and our heart is restless until it rests in
you” (Book 1, chapter 1, verse 1). As is the case
with other significant religious literary pieces, the
Confessions serves as both a tool and trigger of
spiritual and/or religious reflection and learning, and
thereby has an impact on spiritual and/or religious
development. The Confessions also offers a glimpse
into and a model of a religious developmental journey.

The Confessions consists of 13 sections called
“books.” The first nine cover Augustine’s life during
the years 354 to 388, from his birth through his con-
version to Christianity to the death of his mother,
Monica. Book 10 deals with memory, Book 11 con-
siders the nature of time, and Books 12 and 13 com-
prise a commentary on the biblical book of Genesis.
Some scholars say that the first nine and last four
books do not share a common theme, but the purpose
of the last four books is probably best understood as
the great thinker undergirding his personal recollec-
tions with their philosophical and theological context.
God is at work through memory and in time revealing
the mystery of divine purposes initiated in creation.

THE CONFESSIONS AND
THE LIFE OF AUGUSTINE

The restless heart at the center of this work belongs
to Augustine of Hippo, the religious genius who stood
astride the great divide between two ages, the Early
Church and the Middle Ages. Behind him were four
centuries of formative Christian history, when ortho-
dox Christian doctrines such as the Trinity and the true
nature of Christ were hammered out, when the books
of the Bible were settled upon, and when the essential
means of public and private worship were given foun-
dation. Before him were centuries of chaos and disso-
lution in the West, which would in large measure find
preservation of orthodox Christianity’s essentials
dependent on work already done.

In his own life, Augustine faced most of the
theological issues of his era and bequeathed to the
Christians who followed him an unparalleled sum-
mary of the Christian faith as developed in the glory
years of Roman Christian civilization. Augustine’s
perspective is a prototype of Western theology, and
his fingerprints are found on its most characteristic
and distinctive Christian motifs. One collection of
Augustine’s works consists of sixteen volumes of
about 1,200, double-columned pages each. None has
had more influence on Christian spiritual life than
the Confessions, which also happens to provide great
detail about the inner and outer life of its author.

The Confessions Years

Augustine was born in Thagaste, North Africa,
to a Christian mother and a pagan father. As a child,
Augustine pilfered from his parents and cheated at
games with his friends. As a teenager, he and some
friends stole some pears and threw them away.

Interpreted by some as a sign of Augustine’s overac-
tive conscience, such memories are better understood
as keys to his ability to see, even in seemingly trivial
wrongs, something of humanity’s attraction to evil. In
response to the suggestion that his preteen mischief was
unimportant, he wrote: “Is this childhood innocence?
It is not. . . . For these are the practices that pass from
tutors and teachers, and from nuts and balls and birds,
to governors and kings, and to money and estates and
slaves.” He saw in the theft of the pears, committed for
no reason except the love of doing wrong, a clear sign
that he loved neither his crimes nor their results, but
rather the evil that motivated the crimes.
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Even in the midst of these early, self-destructive
days, Augustine reflected, God was at work. Naming
the blessings of his own natural giftedness, family,
friendship, and life itself, Augustine wrote: “Even
then I existed, had life and feeling, had care for my
own well-being, which is a trace of your [God’s] own
most mysterious unity from which I took my being”
(1.20.31). These themes permeate the Confessions:
humanity’s irresistible leaning toward destructive
ways and God’s grace constantly at work to save and
set right creation, including the man, Augustine.

Sexual conflict is another central spiritual issue in
the Confessions. Augustine’s mother, Monica, was a
strictly moralistic Christian who considered his ado-
lescent sexual passions a “present disease and a future
danger” (2.3.8), while his proud pagan father joyfully
recounted discovering signs of his 16-year-old son’s
maturing sexuality at the public baths. Both parents
were more interested in their son’s academic accom-
plishments than in helping deal with his promiscuity.
Throughout his life, or at least until his conversion,
Augustine struggled to integrate love and sexual long-
ing in a healthy way. At age 30, he still prayed the
prayer of his youth: “Give me chastity . .., but not
yet!” (8.7.17).

At age 16, Augustine left his small hometown to
study rhetoric (part of language arts aimed at making
effective arguments) in the city of Carthage. There he
excelled as a student. He also joined the Manichaean
sect, a dualistic religion that taught reason as the
supreme guide to life, and the body’s desires as a nat-
ural part of the evil created in nature, which must be
transcended rather than integrated with the spiritual
good.

After completing his Carthage studies, Augustine
returned to teach school in Thagaste for a year. There,
grief at the sudden death of his dearest friend undid
his fragile sense of self, making him become “a great
riddle” to himself (4.4.9). He found no relief for his
“pierced and bloodied soul” (4.6.11). When he tried to
rest in the religion and reason of his Carthage days, it
“hurtled back upon [him] through the void” (4.7.12).
Augustine tried the geographical solution, fleeing
from the place of his unhappiness back to Carthage,
but found that the source of his spiritual anguish was
not in his circumstances, but in himself.

For 7 years, Augustine remained in Carthage, living
with an unnamed woman who bore him a son, Adeo-
datus. During these years, he lost confidence in the
Manichees, having discovered their shallow intellectual

depths during a much anticipated interview with the
Manichaean expert Faustus.

In an ambitious career move, Augustine, his
woman friend, and Adeodatus moved to Rome, sneak-
ing away at night after lying to his weeping mother to
prevent her from going with him. Years later, Monica
forced Adeodatus’s mother to return to Africa so
that Augustine might be eligible for a more suitable
marriage, although said marriage never occurred.
Augustine wrote that her parting “drew blood” from
his wounded heart.

In Rome, Augustine learned the harsh truth that
students do not always pay their tuition. Broke and
disillusioned, he took a public position as a rhetori-
cian in Milan, where he began to attend the sermons
of the famous bishop of the city, Ambrose. From
Ambrose, he learned that spiritual truth does not
depend on the kind of rational certainty that proves
“seven and three make ten” (6.4.6). Augustine also
discovered in neo-Platonic philosophy some answers
to the intellectual questions that troubled him, and
found some honest friends with whom to discuss life
and scripture.

After coming to an intellectual acceptance of
Christian faith but still unable to live by his beliefs,
Augustine heard from his friend Ponticianus the story
of Antony, the Egyptian monk and founder of desert
monasticism. This proof that the life he believed in
could actually be lived, and lived by persons far less
educated than himself, ended Augustine’s self-denial
about his failed spiritual state. He wrote that he felt as
if Antony’s story “took me from behind my own back,
where I had placed myself because I did not wish to
look upon myself” (8.7.16).

In a state of great inner turmoil, as he sat weep-
ing and praying in a garden, he heard a child’s voice
repeatedly say, “Take up and read.” Randomly open-
ing Paul’s letter to the Romans, Augustine read, “put
you on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make not provision
for the flesh. . ..” In that instant, he reports, he expe-
rienced a sudden conversion of life, after which he
remained a steadfast Christian (8.12.29).

The young seeker had found in Milan an intellec-
tually gifted preacher, conceptual help in philosophy
education, biblical understanding with a circle of
friends, and evidence of his beliefs actualized in the
lives of committed Christians. These means led to an
experience of the grace of God in his own life that
never departed. He was baptized on Easter, 387, along
with his friend Alypius, and his son Adeodatus.
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Augustine determined to return to Africa to live
out his life as a secluded scholar. Both the widowed
Monica and Augustine’s son died on his way home.
The autobiographical part of the Confessions ends
with the burial of Monica.

AUGUSTINE'S LATER YEARS

Augustine’s biographer, Possidus, informs us that
on a visit to the North African town of Hippo in 391,
the church and its aged bishop persuaded a reluctant
Augustine to become a priest among them. In a short
time, he became their bishop, founded a priestly com-
munity according to a monastic lifestyle, and lived out
his career there. No doubt his spiritual autobiography,
which helped explain how God was working for good
throughout all his life, even when he did not realize it,
helped quell rumors about his checkered past.

As Augustine lay dying in 430, the churches of
his homeland lay in smoking ruins. The siege engines
of the Vandal barbarians, who had conquered Rome
decades before, loomed outside the walls of Hippo. The
spiritual lessons of the Confessions remained
untouched, however: “Through prayerful reflection, the
outer life, even when in disarray, may become a means
to knowing the more expansive inner world of the self,
and God is better known through clearer knowledge of
the true Self, the untarnished image of the divine.”

Augustine’s life continues to serve as a model of
religious development to this day.

—Wm. Loyd Allen
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CONFUCIANISM

Confucianism is a Chinese religio-ethical tradition
founded by Confucius (551-479 B.C.E). It is the lead-
ing component of the “Three Teachings,” which also
include Daoism and Buddhism, for their pervasive
influence on the Chinese people’s thought and behavior.
As the mainstream tradition, it both reflects and rein-
forces the characteristic Chinese approach to life,
emphasizing the relational aspects of human existence,
this-worldliness, respect for tradition, self-cultivation

through learning, action over doctrine, and harmony.
Confucianism’s influence lives on not only in China,
but also in other East Asian societies.

Confucius lived in a period of social and political
turmoil, when vassal states of the weakened Zhou
approximately 1110-221 B.C.E.) government vied with
each other for supremacy, providing fertile ground for
innovative ideas on social order and effective government.
Confucianism was one of the so-called “Hundred
Schools” that arose in this period. Confucius believed
that social order depends on people’s ethical qualities,
especially the ruler’s. He set himself the task of restor-
ing the declining tradition of the ancient sage-kings,
and his genius lay in reinvigorating traditional concepts
through creative exegesis, a practice often emulated by
subsequent generations of Chinese reformers. For
example, Confucius used the term junzi, which origi-
nally meant “nobleman,” to refer to a virtuous person,
thereby redefining nobleness as a virtuous achievement
rather than a hereditary ascription. His own ambition
was to convince the rulers to put his ideas into practice.
After repeated frustrations, he settled down in his six-
ties to concentrate on educational activities. He is con-
sidered to be the first teacher in Chinese history to have
broken the nobility’s monopoly on education.

Posthumous official recognition came when
the Han (206 B.C.E-220 C.E.) government of the uni-
fied empire declared Confucianism the state ideology.
Numerous honors had been conferred on Confucius
by emperors through the ages, including the title
“Paragon and Master of the Ten Thousand Generations.”
Temples were dedicated to him, where rituals in his
memory were performed. Traditionally, in every
schoolroom there was an altar to Confucius, in front
of which students would bow. The “Four Books,” the
core of the Confucian canon, became the syllabus for
civil service examinations in the Yuan Dynasty
(1260-1370 C.E.). Confucianism’s status as state ide-
ology ended only in the early 20th century with the
overthrow of the imperial Qing government.

The Four Books are the Analects, a collection of
conversations and anecdotes involving Confucius and
his disciples; the Book of Mencius, a record of the
conversations of Mencius (371-289 B.C.E.), a disciple
of Confucius’s grandson, and whose contribution to
Confucianism’s foundation is considered second only
to that of Confucius himself; the Great Learning and
the Doctrine of the Mean, two chapters singled out
from the Book of Rites and grouped together with the
other two works by the Song Dynasty neo-Confucian
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Zhu Xi (1130-1200) so that, with Zhu’s own annota-
tions and commentaries, the four provide a systematic
introduction to Confucian learning. Zhu’s effort is part
of neo-Confucianism, the movement from the Song
Dynasty (960-1279) to the Qing Dynasty (1644-1911)
that systematized and elaborated Confucian teachings
and practices under the influences of Daoism and
Buddhism.

The cardinal virtue highlighted in the Analects
is ren, often translated as “human-heartedness.”
Etymologically, the character ren consists of two com-
ponents that mean “two” and “person,” reflecting the
mutuality of human existence and the requirements that
this imposes on one’s dealings with others. Confucius
advised helping others as one would like them to help
one, and against doing to others what one does not wish
for oneself, versions of the Golden Rule. Mainstream
Confucians, following Mencius, believe in the innate
goodness of people. However, for the seed of human-
heartedness to flourish, nurture through proper conduct
and reflection is required; hence, the importance of
self-cultivation through learning. Internal human-
heartedness needs to be given appropriate external
expression in the form of proper conduct, which in turn
provides the necessary scaffolding for the growth of
human-heartedness, with each feeding on the other.
Neither human-heartedness nor proper conduct alone
suffices. This is an example of the Confucian way of
dialectical thinking, which is aimed at a balanced per-
spective encompassing the two interpenetrating and
mutually causative polarities of yin (the negative) and
yang (the positive), in this case the internal substance
and the external form. This dynamic and holistic way
of thinking is most clearly expressed in the Book of
Changes, another Confucian classic.

The practice of proper conduct that nurtures
human-heartedness includes fulfilling the require-
ments of one’s diverse social roles. Filial relationships
provide the archetype for all other kinds of social rela-
tionships, because human-heartedness finds its first
expression in the home. Rather than beginning with a
set of abstract ethical principles, Confucians work
with what is initially available—the child, with an
innate incipient moral sense, in the family—and grad-
ually extend the child’s moral world and moral com-
petence. More generally, living a genuinely human
life is an art, involving the exercise of the virtues
of human-heartedness, righteousness, propriety, wis-
dom, trustworthiness, sincerity, reverence, loyalty, and
filial piety. As in all kinds of artful practice, learning

through modeling is an effective method. Hence
Confucianism’s emphasis on the role of the sage as an
exemplar of virtue and the consequent high esteem in
which teachers are held. What is important is not what
the sages said, but their exemplary actions that others
can emulate and internalize as part of themselves.
Tradition is to be valued for being the repository of
practices constitutive of humanity.

Confucius warned that without human-hearted-
ness, propriety is worse than nothing. For the practice
of proper conduct to be an effective means of self-
cultivation, mindfulness arising from sincerity and
reverence, two other Confucian virtues, is essential.
The same attitude applies to all actions. Thus, learning
as a spiritual path involves dwelling in what is being
learned until it becomes part of one’s being and a
guiding source of one’s action. It is in this sense that
Confucius held that learning is for the sake of oneself,
not for others’ sake. Confucius’s description of his
own lifelong spiritual development exemplifies this
nicely. At 15, he devoted himself to learning. At 30,
he was able to take his stand. At 40, he no longer
harbored any doubts. At 50, he grasped the will of
Heaven. At 60, his ear was attuned to truth. At 70, he
could freely follow his heart’s desires without trans-
gressing what was right.

The ultimate goal of learning is to become one
with Dao (the Way) and its embodiment. This allows
one to realize one’s authentic nature, which means
that self-transcendence is at the same time a return to
the source. However, from another perspective, it is
also an outward movement in the sense that one’s spir-
itual progression enables, and indeed requires, one to
extend the harmony and order in oneself to one’s com-
munity, both by providing an exemplar and by active
service. The Great Learning expresses this ideal of
“inward sageness and outward kingliness” by describ-
ing the progression from establishing a sincere will,
through properly aligning the heart-mind, cultivating
the self, regulating the family, and governing the state,
to finally bringing peace to the world, with each
step serving as the enabling condition for the next.
This exemplifies on another level the holistic integra-
tion of the inner and the outer.

Although Confucius mentioned the will of Heaven,
in practical matters he mostly held an agnostic attitude
toward the supernatural domain. Confucianism’s
humanistic character is evident in its focus on human
effort rather than supernatural intervention or guid-
ance for achieving self-transformation. In fact,
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humans are thought to be interrelated to Heaven and
Earth in a sort of spiritual resonance, because every-
thing is made of the same primordial stuff—gqi, a sort of
matter-energy of dual spiritual and material nature—so
that the ethical quality of human actions would have
widespread ramifications, not only for human society,
but also for nature. According to Mencius, through
self-cultivation a person’s gi is nurtured and strength-
ened, until it pervades all between Heaven and Earth.

This, and some of Mencius’s other views, for
example, that all things are complete within ourselves,
are now interpreted as expressions of mystical experi-
ences. Similar mystical utterances are frequently found
in subsequent Confucian writings, especially after the
introduction of the spiritual practice of “quiet-sitting”
in the Song Dynasty under the influence of Buddhist
meditation. Self-reflective journal keeping was another
neo-Confucian practice, developed in response to the
importance given to self-reflection in the Analects.
These are not to be mistaken as hermitic practices. To
Confucians, immortality is sought through bequeath-
ing to posterity one’s exemplary character, wisdom, or
benevolent deeds.

—Ping Ho Wong
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CONGREGATIONS

Congregations are understood to be intentional
bodies of people, who gather in a specific place con-
sistently with the commitment of spiritual and/or reli-
gious worship and practices. Congregations can refer
to a church (also megachuch or home church), parish,
cathedral (Christian), synagogue (Jewish), masjid/
mosque (Muslim), temple (Buddhist, Hindu, Jewish),
ward (Latter Day Saint), gurdwara (Sikh), assembly

(Baha’i), or other group that represents a small, rela-
tively autonomous membership unit with a religious
organization. Congregations may be formally orga-
nized and institutionalized; or on the other hand, they
may be loosely organized gatherings. While some
number their participants in the thousands, most are
quite small.

At its core, a congregation involves a body of
people who adhere to a coherent belief system, set of
values, and shared norms. It involves a regular, inten-
tional assembly, and worship and the sacred. It has a
particular place, and some form of ordained or lay
leadership. In most religious traditions, people of
faith regularly gather in congregations for worship,
prayers, rituals, festivals, and rites of passage, spiri-
tual nurture, transmitting doctrine and sacred texts,
social support, fulfillment of obligation or disciplines,
and charity or social action. For many people, congre-
gations are also carriers of their culture’s basic wis-
dom, traditions, and practices.

Although temples, mosques, churches, and other
institutions in some cultures and traditions have
historically been dedicated exclusively or primarily to
religious rituals, prayer, and worship, these institu-
tions tend to become multifaceted centers of commu-
nity life when located in more religiously pluralistic,
Westernized societies (and especially urban environ-
ments) or when the religious community faces oppres-
sion or persecution based on race, class, culture, or
belief.

Congregations have been recognized to play an
important role in society. They have been referred
to as “mediating institutions,” as institutions within
culture that nurture a sense of character, morality, and
civic engagement in young people. Congregations
potentially impact their members through creating
unique ideological, social, and spiritual environments.
Religious institutions intentionally offer beliefs,
moral codes, and values from which a young person
can build a personal belief system. In addition, they
provide an intergenerational body of believers to
embody and exemplify these beliefs and values. In
addition, congregations provide spiritual environ-
ments where young people can transcend their every-
day concerns and experience connectedness with the
divine and human others.

Religious congregations serve as what Garbarino
refers to as spiritual anchors, or “institutions of the
soul that connect children and teenagers to the deeper
meanings of life and provide solid answers to the
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existential questions: Who am 1? What is the meaning
of life?” Youth need contexts in which to grapple with
the spiritual issues of understanding their purpose in
life, what they believe, and their place in the world.
Congregations may provide a distinct context in which
a young person can explore these issues that are critical
to commitment to identity.

Sociologist Christian Smith suggests that religion
or congregational involvement my influence young
people in a variety of ways. He proposes three
categories of influence. First, religion may influence
young people through providing moral order. Religion
provides moral directives, spiritual experiences, and
role models that teach morals and may foster a com-
mitment to them. Second, congregations provide the
opportunity for learned competencies through reli-
gious practices, rituals, and service and leadership
opportunities. Youth may gain community and leader-
ship skills, coping skills, and cultural capital. Third,
Smith suggests that through congregations, youth
have access to unique social and organizational ties.

Research suggests that religious youth have
access to unique social resources that are associated
with positive developmental outcomes. For instance,
Benson et al. showed that religious youth report hav-
ing more developmental assets, including a network
of supportive relationships and positive values.
According to Wagener et al., participation in religious
life seems to result in greater exposure to develop-
mental assets, which in turn results in the reduction of
risk-taking behaviors.

Another study demonstrated a congregation’s
potential impact in young people’s lives by examining
the influence of religious social context on adolescent
moral development. King and Furrow used social cap-
ital theory as a conceptual model for understanding
how positive developmental outcomes are mediated
through congregations and other social settings.
Social capital refers to the actual and potential
resources that a person has access to through his or
her network of affiliations and relationships. Through
a study of urban youth, they found that religious youth
reported more social capital or higher levels of trust-
ing, mutual and interactive relationships. In turn, the
presence of social capital was related to reporting
higher levels of moral outcomes. Social structures,
such as congregations or faith-based organizations,
can facilitate social interaction, provide a trusting
relational atmosphere, and promote a collective set of
shared values and beliefs. Congregations not only

provide beliefs and moral standards, but the members
embody and enact them in community.

—Pamela Ebstyne King
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CONVERSION

The term “conversion” can be defined in a variety
of secular and religious ways. What is common to
all definitions of the term is the notion of change.
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Conversion can refer to anything that is changed from
one use or function to another. In economic terms, it
can refer to the exchange of one type of currency for
another. It identifies a process in mathematics, and is
also a word used to define the extra point or points
scored after a touchdown during the game of football.
Conversion also refers to the change that takes place
when one adopts a new religion, faith expression, or
belief system. This type of conversion is referred to as
religious conversion.

The notion of conversion in terms of religion
or religious cult may carry with it negative overtones
when used in relation to a religious recruitment that
manipulates people, especially the vulnerable, or
“brainwashes” them as part of a conversion process.
More positively, the word conversion is also used
when referring to the sudden or dramatic or, most
often, the gradual and developmental change of mind,
heart, and behavior that is the substance of spiritual
conversion. It is a deeply subjective change in the cen-
ter of one’s values that leads to a change in loyalties,
life patterns, and the refocus of one’s energies. It is
quite possible to live a full life span with a spiritual
sense of life and/or involvement in a religious
tradition without necessarily personally claiming an
experience of conversion. The issue of conversion in
religious or spiritual terms can be a controversial topic
precisely because the dynamics of conversion can
be disruptive to people’s lives. Change invariably dis-
rupts the status quo.

The meaning of the term conversion from its
Hebrew or Greek roots means to turn, turn again, and
return. From the scriptural and spiritual point of view,
conversion refers to the change—metanoia—that
takes place in a person’s thoughts, feelings, attitudes,
and actions in connection to their personal spiritual
self-awareness, relationship with the Divine, and
sense of responsibility to others, even creation itself.
For example, conversion points to the turning away
from injustice toward justice, from inhumanity toward
compassion, from contemporary forms of being in
bondage toward false idols—such as money or
power—to being embraced by a spiritual presence
and/or spiritual community. Therefore, conversion
involves the whole person in a radical reorientation
to life, which includes a change in thinking, affect,
attitudes, and, importantly, the actual way one chooses
to live one’s life as a member of the world community.

The disruption and disorientation that is often
involved in conversion typically results in positive

new self-perceptions, empowerment, and sense of
redirection in life. In this regard, the ideas connected
to the term conversion highlight a radical “turning
around” of the whole person and a “return” to a more
authentic self, which, in spiritual or religious terms,
means a homecoming in God or the divine life. The
story in the Christian Testament of the prodigal son
found in the Gospel of Luke (15:11-32) is a good
example of the process of conversion.

The very nature of religious or spiritual conversion
is rooted in a conviction that God, the Divine-Other
or Spiritual Presence, is an essential component in the
conversion experience. The initiator of the “convert-
ing” experience is beyond the self, but requires the
person to respond to the initiation for change. For
example, grace in the Christian tradition is the ever-
present gift of the ever-available offer of divine life,
which is core to the experience of conversion.

One cannot be forced into a conversion if con-
version is about a radical reorienting of one’s mind
and heart, attitudes, and behaviors. Authentic spiritual
conversion is without external coercion and relies on
the exercise of human freedom, desire, and will to
respond to the graced invitation to change. Thus, some
willingness within the person exists when the experi-
ence of conversion appears, whether the experience is
sudden and in the high drama of a mystical vision, an
extraordinary encounter, or human catastrophe.

While there are many stories that point to a
lightning-bolt conversion suddenly redirecting some-
one’s life, such as the first-century Saul being
knocked off his horse, struck blind, repenting his per-
secution of the followers of Jesus, and then becoming
the Apostle Paul, a follower of the very ones he had
previously persecuted, most conversions are far more
gradual in nature (Act of the Apostles 9). These more
dramatic experiences of conversion, however, suggest
a process and happen within a certain context and
length of time, even if the conversion appears to be a
single unexpected event. With most conversions, there
is an unfolding life story that is the milieu for some-
thing new to break in and offer an alternative way of
thinking, feeling, and acting.

While religious or spiritual conversion is possible
in the life of a child, most children do not possess
the developmental maturity to adequately negotiate
and integrate an experience of conversion. It is impor-
tant to note, however, that children possess an innate
desire for attachment to love, and are quite susceptible
to the spiritual dimension of life. The psychosocial
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developmental theories of Erik Erikson, the moral/
faith developmental theories of Lawrence Kohlberg
and James Fowler, and the work of child psychiatrist
Robert Coles suggest that each phase of human devel-
opment holds the potential, and even necessity, for
critical change and growth, which can be viewed as
connected to the processes of spiritual growth.

The premise of Coles’s extensive observations and
conversations with children from around the world is
that children possess a vibrant inner life, are capable
of contemplative prayer, experience the transcendent
in nature, feel wonder, and engage in making sense of
their life as a sacred journey. Fowler supports Coles
and relies on Erikson’s developmental stage theory in
positing the experience of faith as the way each indi-
vidual, from infancy to old age, finds coherence in and
gives meaning to the multiple forces and relations that
shape human life.

Fowler has developed a six-stage theory of
faith development, which includes granting to young
children, as early as 3 years of age, the intuitive capac-
ity to engage the power of story, play, and build imag-
ination. Adult nurturing of these capacities in children
creates the seed bed for the more conscious and
reflective experiences of growth in the inner realm
that we call the spiritual life. Intuition is a powerful
factor in sensing the kind of inner conflict or crisis
that is pressing the person toward a new stage of growth.
As children gain more sophisticated reasoning abili-
ties, they also gain access to their own life narrative
and begin to experience their lives as a pilgrimage of
meaning, one with purpose and destiny.

The adolescent years—often portrayed as a phase
of solidifying identity, separation from parental con-
trol, searching for intimacy, and struggling with con-
formity—are extremely ripe years for discovering the
power of one’s spiritual center or transcendent self. In
this phase of life, it is quite possible for an adolescent
to experience conversion in several ways. Adolescents
may have gradually grown to a place of greater clarity
with respect to their own commitment to a way of life,
and find themselves ready and able to freely claim a
chosen moral path. It is also possible for adolescents
to experience a sharply defined event that opens them
to new depths not previously understood or valued.
This defining experience, which reorganizes their pri-
orities and life direction, can be called conversion
in the adolescent experience. Lastly, as adolescents
realize the meaning of personal freedom and respon-
sibility, they may discover a newfound ability to invest

their love and loyalty in a faith community. Thus, the
Jewish ritual of bar mitzvah or bat mitzvah and the
sacrament of Confirmation in some Christian commu-
nities are examples of rites of passage for teenagers to
exteriorize the interior reality of an adolescent’s new
season of maturing spiritual consciousness and transi-
tion into a new role within a community.

Most often conversion is a long process of psy-
chosocial human development and spiritual change
that has been active in the unconscious long before
it breaks into consciousness. The “transforming
moment” of conversion is actually embedded in the
ongoing processes of growth and change that mark
human maturation. One’s actual life is the situational
context in which transformation occurs. Just as there
is that one moment when a baby takes a first step or a
perplexing problem finds a solution, so too, in spiri-
tual terms, there are decisive moments in life when a
person becomes strikingly and unmistakably aware
that she or he is being faced with a life-defining deci-
sion. In theological terms, such a moment is called a
kairos, a Greek word for sacred time or the inbreaking
of the holy unexpectedly into an ordinary moment in
time. Kairos is about a fertile rich moment that holds
the seeds of transformation.

The “crisis” that often precedes conversion is, as
already noted, most often more gradual than traumatic
and sudden. The following list identifies some of the
common characteristics associated with an impending
spiritual crisis-conversion:

Restlessness
Boredom or depression
Lack of satisfaction with the current state of
affairs in one’s life
Awareness that something is missing from life
Vague and elusive agitation and struggle to
name the source of a problem

e Desire for something new arising from ques-
tions about the meaning of life

Some of the outcomes of living through a kairos
include becoming

e More organized in one’s sense of priorities
More aware of the importance of the intangibles
in life, such as spirituality

e Possessing a clearer sense of direction in life
More grateful, humble, open, generous, and
compassionate
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e Able to express and receive love more freely
and genuinely

e Renewed in energy and enthusiasm for the gift
of life

e Oriented beyond self to service of one’s neigh-
bor and the world

In short, the sense of “new being” associated with
spiritual conversion includes an inner serenity that
arises from anxiety, feelings of joy breaking through
from depression, the emergence of hope beyond
pessimism, the gesture of forgiveness instead of reta-
liation, and the discovery of courage in place of para-
lyzing fear—all of which are manifestations of the
triumph of the dynamism of the human spirit. This
kind of mature growth comes with change and change
brings challenge as well as the hope found in new
beginnings. Spiritual conversion is a psychodynamic
process, or a breakthrough, whereby human beings
experience greater depths of consciousness about the
meaning and direction of life.

—Avis Clendenen

See also Grace; Retreats

FURTHER READING

Coles, R. (1990). The spiritual life of children. Boston:
Houghton Mifflin.

Conn, J. (1989). Spirituality and personal maturity. Lanham,
MBD: University Press of America.

Fowler, J. (1981). Stages of faith: The psychology of human
developmentand the quest for meaning. New York: Harper
& Row.

Loder, J. E. (1981). The transforming moment: Understanding
convictional experiences. San Francisco: Harper & Row.
Loder, J. E. (1998). The logic of the spirit: human development
in theological perspective. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
Rambo, L. (1995). Understanding religious conversion. New

Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

COPING IN YOUTH

Crisis situations are usually unexpected and
virtually unpredictable, and therefore often linked
with confusion. Their causes may be unpreventable—
such as news of a family member’s passing or height-
ened violence in the world—but religion, faith, and
spirituality provide a framework for finding direction

and meaning in the face of such dire situations.
Enabling people to come to terms with loss, faith
offers a connection to something beyond self, as it
allows one to make sense of otherwise incomprehen-
sible events. Such spiritual connections can be shared
with children in order to calm and comfort them, and
to aid them in their recovery from trauma.

Everyone responds differently to crises, regard-
less of whether the circumstances are deeply personal
matters or universal situations. Some people are very
vocal, vociferously expressing their state of emotional
overdrive. Others internalize their emotional struggle,
limiting their responses to the inquiries of concerned
friends and relatives as they attempt to sort things out
on their own. Nonetheless, everyone is affected by
such events. In moments of crisis, adults can some-
times be too preoccupied with asserting control of a
chaotic situation and maintaining composure. Such
efforts, which can often drain every last bit of energy
and focus, sometimes lead to greater uncertainty. Still,
there is no question that when children are confronted
with crisis, they turn to figures of authority for guid-
ance; therefore, it is not entirely clear how adults
should appropriately respond to children during crises.

Engaging children in discussions concerning
matters of faith and God—or simply the sense that
there is something larger at work in the world—can
support children experiencing traumatic stress factors.
It may also provide them with skills for coping with
difficult matters in the future.

A child, like an adult, may express different
emotions as a reaction to trauma: anxiety, depression,
obsession, confusion, numbness, unfocused rage,
denial, or difficulty finding meaning. Any or all of
these reactions are possible. For example, it is not
unusual for a 3- to 6-year-old to personalize crises,
feeling as though his unrelated actions actually caused
the catastrophe. In order to help the child work
through such feelings, adults must convey that they
can understand the child’s response without judgment.
Adults need to listen and provide an opportunity for
the child to express his view.

Often a child coping with trauma will question
the role of God and/or religion. Adults should try and
speak openly about the questions children have about
God and religion, so that children understand that
their concerns can be talked about and addressed.

While young children often parrot what they’ve
heard, they also generate a range of complex feelings
of their own—sometimes expressing themselves in a
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manner that an adult may not understand or wish to
condone. For example, a child may become “uncoop-
erative” or “aggressive” during a crisis, and can often
direct that anger toward God and/or religion. During
crises, it is important to take a step back to appreciate
and attend to feelings underlying children’s behaviors.
Aggression focused on God may veil fear or anger
about God’s perceived lapsed role in ensuring the
child a sense of safety and constancy. In that case,
emotional engagement is often more helpful than
control, punishment, or suppression.

Listening to children’s ideas and helping them rec-
ognize their feelings is much more useful than declar-
ing what is “right” or “wrong.” When adults talk about
their own faith or tell stories about people who exhib-
ited faith and admirable qualities during crises—
qualities such as patience, hope, courage, and
strength—they help guide the process of self-
examination. Such reflections may support the young
person in developing a healthy relationship with God.

When facing crises, some young people will
encounter intense reactions, which serve as a means
for coping. For example, both denial and shock may
be reactions to a crisis. In denial, there is no acknowl-
edgment that something very stressful has occurred
and/or the intensity of the event is not fully experi-
enced. Shock is a sudden and often intense distur-
bance that leads to a feeling of being stunned and
dazed. While such reactions are usually temporary and
may include feeling unpredictable, anxious, and ner-
vous, preoccupation with the crisis—recurrent memo-
ries of the crisis, interference of these memories with
everyday routine, and interruption in relationships—
decreases gradually and subsides fairly soon after
the crisis.

To facilitate recovery from crises, time to heal is
needed, as are experiences with empathetic care. It is
important that young people secure around them those
familiar with a particular crisis and/or the emotions
experienced with crises (such as specialized support
groups) and to establish positive, healthy routines.
Often faith-based groups and/or faith-based institu-
tions can provide young people in crisis with a sense
of security, belonging, and centeredness.

When such measures do not bring adequate adjust-
ment, professional support should be considered. It is
not unusual for those who experience crises to engage
in counseling by specialists who understand such
difficulties. These professionals are trained to provide
constructive recommendations addressing thoughts,

feelings, and behaviors that may seem impossible
to manage. Pastoral counseling is often useful when
young people are faced with crises, particularly when
they face a crisis of identity with their own religion
and God.

In the face of tragedy, many of us ask, “Can this
tragedy also happen to me?” The foundations of our
daily lives are shaken. Children need to feel secure;
adults need to recognize how their own anxiety can
challenge the child’s sense of safety. In times of crisis,
the notion of human fragility is dramatically ampli-
fied. Managing the struggle between opposing forces
such as safety and vulnerability is one of life’s basic
challenges. Faith mediates the coexistence of such
opposing forces, allowing a person peace of mind in
the face of frightening events. Developing a connec-
tion with a spiritual reality provides the framework
through which the meaning of such events can be
understood and to which a response can be developed.

For example, family prayer may literally bring
home the resources of our spiritual connection as the
family joins together in one mind, connected in their
beliefs despite the crisis. Catastrophic events give
rise to the opportunity to discuss both the ability and
inability to control life, and to understand how spiri-
tuality and a relationship with God can provide com-
fort in the face of life’s challenges.

Tragedy is often abrupt and sudden. At such times
it is common to ask: What is life about? Who am 1?
Why am I here? These authentic moments provide the
opportunity to find meaningful answers to existential-
ist questions. Authentic moments help one bring con-
trol to life, to make changes, and discover the purpose
of existence. Very often one’s relationship with and
understanding of that which is divine and/or spiritual
influences one’s perspective about and reflections on
the crises experienced.

On a more scientific note, research suggests that a
negative event may be reframed as an opportunity for
spiritual growth and may increase religious meaning.
While religion may have positive or negative effects,
depending on how it factors into a crisis, positive inter-
pretations bring both hope and a sense of control—a
strengthening of purpose. In this way, spirituality offers
a positive mechanism for coping with crisis.

Although crises often shatter one’s sense of order
and continuity, religion and spirituality provide clari-
fication about direction, meaning, and purpose—
stabilizing one’s perceived place in the world. Faith
and spirituality reveal how suffering and evil can be
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transformed through the Spirit—inviting one into
personal transformation. Crises often lead to mourning
of losses, but they can also serve as a reminder to be
thankful for the many blessings received. In this way,
crises invite self-examination. Through difficult trials,
clarity about purpose in life often arises.

In the final analysis, responding to traumatic events
confirms, yet again, the intangible resources on which
people rely—the essential values of religion, faith,
and trust in God. This faith gives direction to life—not
only in the sense of a life struggling to survive but also
a life demonstrating value and purpose.

—John T. Chirban

See also Faith; Crisis
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CRASHAW, RICHARD

Richard Crashaw was a 17th-century English devo-
tional poet, but very different from his contemporaries
John Donne and George Herbert in the way that he
describes his spiritual experiences. He does not chal-
lenge his readers with intellectual ideas like Donne, or
nurture them in more homely piety like Herbert, but
rather seeks to stir their emotional responses through
the rich sensuousness of his descriptions. For

example, the awe with which he expresses Christ’s
sacrifice is inspired not so much by its doctrinal sig-
nificance as the way to salvation, but by the rapture
and wonder he feels at the worth and beauty of Jesus’
blood (see the short poem “Upon the Body of our
Blessed Lord, Naked and Bloody”). His poetry has
much in common with the Italian poet Marino and
with the Continental tradition of the religious mystics,
and like them he expresses spiritual transcendence
through intensely physical imagery.

Crashaw was born in London in 1612, the only son
of a learned Puritan divine with strong anti-Catholic
views. After his father’s death, he studied at Pembroke
College, Cambridge, later being elected to a fellow-
ship at Peterhouse College in 1635. Both colleges
were known for their High Church sympathies. In
spite of his highly ascetic personal life, this was a time
of great content for Crashaw, who divided his time
among his academic work, preaching at Little St.
Mary’s Church, pastimes of poetry, music, and draw-
ing, and his visits to the Anglican community at Little
Gidding that had been established by George
Herbert’s friend Nicholas Ferrar. However, his happi-
ness was short-lived, and before Cromwell’s parlia-
mentary forces smashed the statues in Peterhouse
College and Little St. Mary’s Church in 1643, he fled
to Leyden and then Paris. By this time, he had con-
verted to Catholicism, although he named his 1646
collection of poetry Steps to the Temple in honor
of the Anglican George Herbert. He continued on to
Rome where he remained virtually destitute for a year
before being given a minor post. In 1649, he was
eventually appointed subcanon in the Cathedral of
Our Lady of Loreto, but died the same year.

Crashaw has been described as the chief exponent
in English of the Baroque style. Underlying this style
is the belief that the senses, emotions, and imagination
can all combine in God’s worship, and that an elabo-
rate, decorative, overflowing style, and passionate,
exotic imagery can best stimulate this response. In
this view, religious art should appeal to the physical
senses, while including symbolism that carries deeper
spiritual meaning.

Crashaw’s most important poems include medita-
tions on incidents in the life of Jesus and many show
his fascination with saintly women (“The Weeper,”
“On the Glorious Assumption of our Blessed Lady,”
“Sancta Maria Dolorosa,” “A Hymn to the Name
and Honour of the Admirable St. Teresa” and “The
Flaming Heart”). Among his poetic techniques are a
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paradoxical fusion of binary opposites such as the
sensuous and the spiritual, the secular and the divine,
tears and ecstasy; a frequent appeal to the senses, par-
ticularly those of touch, taste and sound; the use of
extravagant metaphors without any hint of irony, as
when he compares Magdalene’s eyes to “two walking
baths, . . . portable and compendious oceans,” and her
tears to the cream above the Milky Way; and the use
of erotic imagery to convey spiritual longing and spir-
itual experience. This last characteristic is seen in
the sexual suggestiveness at the end of the “Letter to the
Countess of Denbigh” and the description of St.
Teresa pierced by the dart of the Angel of Love. The
startlingly sensuous terms in which Crashaw depicts
the spiritual world recall the sculpture of Gianlorenzo
Bernini, and the earlier writing on divine love of such
women mystics as Julian of Norwich.

—J. Mark Halstead

See also John Donne; George Herbert
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CRISIS

Crises refer to experiences that challenge people to
examine their values and beliefs. They prompt people
to ask, “What matters? What do I believe, and why?”
If crises are deliberately embraced and engaged, they
can be opportunities for tremendous spiritual growth.
Although the term “crisis” can refer to emotionally
traumatic events, it usually does not. Used in this
general sense, a crisis can include anything that chal-
lenges people to examine what they believe and why.
Examples of crisis can range from something as simple
as dialoguing with someone who holds a differing
viewpoint on an important issue such as the death
penalty, to something as serious as divorce of one’s
parents, physical or emotional abuse, or critical illness.

Spiritual growth develops in two ways: in dramatic
spurts of rapid growth and in longer periods of slow,
steady growth. The former, more dramatic type of
growth, can result when persons who are in the

middle of a life crisis do not try to avoid or escape
from the challenges presented by the crisis, but inten-
tionally respond to, and address, the salient issues.
The latter, more gradual type of growth develops
through regular and sustained practice of traditional
spiritual disciplines (i.e., prayer, meditation, fasting,
and the study of sacred scripture). Both ways typically
complement one another and work together in tandem
to eventually produce spiritual maturity.

Although crises can lead to deeper levels of spiritual
maturity, crises are not pleasant to experience. Rather,
they are fundamentally unsettling. Indeed, the Chinese
word for crisis refers to both danger and opportunity.
Crisis denotes struggling and wrestling with fundamen-
tal life issues. Because of this, many people try to avoid
dealing with crises and only truly wrestle with hard
questions when pressed by serious and unavoidable life
circumstances. For example, people sometimes reorient
their lives in terms of what is of lasting value after
experiencing life-threatening illnesses such as cancer.
Many who have reported near-death experiences
often do the same. Such times of crisis offer unprece-
dented opportunities for profound growth in a variety
of dimensions, including spiritual, emotional, cogni-
tive, moral, and psychosocial identity development.
Paradoxically, the times of greatest struggle can also be
the times of greatest growth.

A classic example of crisis stimulating spiritual
growth is found in Saint John of the Cross’s classic
work, The Dark Night of the Soul. In this work, the
16th-century Spanish mystic describes crises as times
of spiritual desolation. Such “dark nights” of desola-
tion are essential for the more profound levels of spir-
itual insight and maturity.

One need not experience the crisis personally.
Often, crises occur through watching a friend or loved
one go through a time of struggle. Similarly, reading
classic works of literature can be powerful stimulants
of growth. Readers have the opportunity of stepping
into the shoes of persons from another time, place,
or culture, and indirectly encountering the wide vari-
ety of dilemmas that people or literary characters have
confronted.

The experience of crisis alone is not sufficient to
stimulate growth. The crisis must be embraced and gen-
uinely engaged. To do so requires virtues such as hon-
esty, courage, and integrity. In order for development to
occur, one must not only have been exposed to a crisis,
but have actively wrestled with issues and ideas that are
relevant to them, and ways of thinking that are different



98 Crisis

from their own. If spiritual growth is to occur, one
cannot merely turn to religious belief for temporary
relief (sometimes referred to as “foxhole” religion), but
must deliberately and critically examine beliefs and
values. In other words, in order to experience profound
spiritual growth, one cannot compartmentalize one’s
spirituality from ordinary daily life. Instead, one must
reorient and integrate spirituality, beliefs, values,
behaviors, and lifestyle into a unified whole. In rare
individuals, this can occur in a distinct moment of time.
But for the majority of people, it is a lifelong journey.

This fact was the basis for the psychosocial theory
of identity development proposed by Erik Erikson, a
famous psychologist. Erikson identified eight stages
of life. At each stage, a life crisis forces persons to
wrestle with issues that are relevant or important to
them. During such times of crisis, people may try on
various roles and explore competing beliefs and ide-
ologies. In this way one answers the question, “Who
am 1?77 One’s spiritual beliefs form a central part of
their personal identity.

Crises also stimulate developmental growth by
shaping the formation of cognitive schemas. Cognitive
schemas are like mental scaffolding or mental templates
that influence how information is perceived, processed,
interpreted, evaluated, organized, stored, and retrieved.
Religious beliefs (a specific type of schema) actively fil-
ter which data are stored, which are discarded, and how
they are subsequently understood and interpreted. For
example, a common childhood cognitive schema is that
bad things happen to bad people, not to good people.
Thus, if something bad happens to a person, that person
deserved it because he or she was not a good person.

But what happens if something tragic happens to a
person that they know is good and kind (“when bad
things happen to good people”)? In such a case, incom-
ing data do not agree with an existing belief (schema)
and the potential for a crisis is in the making. The result
is cognitive dissonance—the tension that we experi-
ence when competing beliefs do not agree with one
another. The person experiencing cognitive dissonance
has two choices: either work the incoming data into
existing beliefs or attempt to reconstruct the belief in
order to accept the new data. Psychologists refer to
these processes as assimilation (working the data into
existing beliefs) and accommodation (reconstructing
the belief in order to make sense of the new data). The
more dramatic rates of spiritual development occur
when accommodation occurs and existing beliefs
are reconstructed.

Whether or not a person embraces and engages a
life crisis (accommodates competing data by recon-
structing an existing schema) depends on a number of
factors. For example, environments that are perceived
of as physically and emotionally safe (i.e., honest and
genuine expressions of doubt and struggle are sup-
ported and encouraged as one wrestles with hard
questions) foster this kind of growth. Opportunities
for role taking (i.e., walking in another person’s shoes
via service learning, volunteer work, or reading great
works of literature) stimulate growth and develop-
ment. Having responsibility for others and for solving
relevant moral dilemmas are powerful stimulants to
growth and development. Culturally diverse environ-
ments provide opportunities to interact with persons
holding differing viewpoints and values. And they
provide challenges to one’s own thinking. The avail-
ability of role models and the attitudes of one’s peers
and friends influence whether one will have the
courage to honestly engage a crisis.

Crises are, by their very nature, difficult to experi-
ence. But the resulting benefits can be profound.
Persons who work through a crisis emerge with an
“owned” identity, rather than with a sense of self that
has been “borrowed” from family and friends. They
have a greater understanding of who they are, what
they value, what they believe, and why they believe it.
And they gain a greater appreciation for, and comfort
with, the complexities and paradoxes of modern life.
If and how one develops spiritually as the result of a
crisis depends on the nature of the particular crisis, the
individual (e.g., his or her history, temperament, and
so on), and the context and conditions in which the
crisis occurred and in which the individual responds
to and recovers from the crisis.

—Gay L. Holcomb

See also Coping in Youth; Erikson, Erik
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CROP CIRCLES

Crop circles are large, geometric imprints in crop
fields and other land areas in which the crops are flat-
tened against the soil. The appearance of these myste-
rious imprints was first reported in the mainstream
media in the early 1980s when they were found in
agricultural fields in the south of England. Today, crop
circles are reported in many countries all over the
world at a rate of at least a hundred every year (and
usually more). Their dimensions may vary from sev-
eral square meters to larger than the size of a football
field, whereas their geometrical complexity and intri-
cacy are often breathtaking.

When the public interest in the crop circle phe-
nomenon began to grow in the 1980s, some consid-
ered them the work of an extraterrestrial intelligence.
At that time, the formations consisted of smooth,
round circles with a well-defined border in which the
flattened crop was neatly spiraled around the center of
the circle. As the crop circles sometimes appeared in
a very short time, without any sign of human involve-
ment, and particularly without the presence of any
apparent tracks leading to or from the circles, these
imprints were interpreted by many as tracks of “flying
saucers” that had landed in the fields.

In 1990, crop circles revealed a dramatic change. For
example, instead of a circle, as usually found (sometimes
with a thin ring around it), a much more complicated
design appeared near the village of Alton Barnes,
England. It consisted of several circles, connected by
straight pathways and including elements similar to char-
acters of the Roman alphabet. Rectangular bars of various
lengths were found adjacent to it. It became clear that all
those who had attributed the crop circle phenomenon to
the result of a meteorological effect (e.g., created by a sort
of whirlwind) had now been proven wrong. Many similar
designs, of increasing complexity, would appear in fields
around the world in subsequent years, and the simple
expression crop circles started to be replaced by more
advanced terms such as crop formations, agroglyphs, or
pictograms. It was demonstrated by pioneers such as
Gerald S. Hawkins, former chair of the Astronomy
Department at Boston University, that the design of the
patterns was not only intriguing, but also highly intelli-
gent. Advanced mathematical theorems were found in the
positions and proportions of the individual elements of
the pictograms (e.g., the proportions of the areas of indi-
vidual circles in one and the same pattern).

Today, the crop circle phenomenon has evolved
to a phenomenon that nobody can deny. Over 10,000
formations have been reported worldwide (from all
over Europe to China, and from the United States and
Canada to Australia), and the pictograms have grown
into very large, extremely complicated, and usually
very beautiful pieces of landscape art.

As to the source of the crop circle phenomenon,
opinions seem to vary. Many are convinced that they
are all human-made, with the aid of simple tools to
flatten the crop. And indeed, several self-acclaimed
landscape artists have produced beautiful designs
of flattened crops in farm fields, often secretly in the
darkness of the night, but also as a well-paid job (e.g.,
for television commercials). Simple explanations pro-
vided in certain television shows and documentaries
have convinced many that there is nothing mysterious
about the appearance of circles and other patterns in
farm fields or other land areas.

In contrast, many others are not willing to accept
that all crop formations are made this way. They
report repeated findings in some crop circles that can-
not be explained as the result of simple mechanical
flattening, such as remarkable cellular and chemical
changes in the flattened crop or chemical changes in
the soil. In fact, several peer-reviewed scientific arti-
cles have appeared that discuss these findings, and
suggest the presence of high levels of electromagnetic
energy during the creation of crop circles. In addition,
many people report remarkable experiences in and
around the crop circles, such as intense feelings of
well-being (or the opposite), failure of electronic
equipment, visions, and flying balls of bright light. At
the least these balls of light seem to be a very real phe-
nomenon, as they have not only been seen by many
eyewitnesses, but have also been filmed on several
occasions with video cameras. All in all, the crop cir-
cle community is clearly divided in two: those who
believe the phenomenon has a very trivial explanation
and those who believe there is more to it.

The crop circle “believers,” as they are often called,
usually interpret the crop circle phenomenon as a sign
that planet Earth is going through a major transforma-
tion. The specific interpretations of this concept vary.
For example, the Hopi Indians of North America see
the circles as an expression of Mother Earth suffering
from the bad use that humankind makes of her. Some
Christians interpret the flying balls of light and the
crop circles as the signs in heaven and signs on earth,
as predicted in the Bible to appear before the
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Apocalypse. Some see the signs as spiritual symbols
that induce subconscious changes in the mind of
people (in order to help them prepare for a dimen-
sional shift that the Earth will be going through soon),
whereas others assume that an extraterrestrial intelli-
gence is trying to communicate with us, or is putting
humans through a psychological exercise in order to
prepare for their imminent arrival.

No matter which of these interpretations is correct,
an interesting fact that nobody can deny is that even
after at least 100 years of these phenomena (crop cir-
cles were reported in the early 20th century, and per-
haps even in 1678), discussions about their origin are
still ongoing. Another fact is that crop circles often
seem to have very strong effects on the human mind,
and many people claim that their lives have changed
dramatically (mostly for the good) ever since they
started to get interested in the phenomenon. One ratio-
nal psychological explanation is that when people
are confronted with a phenomenon that cannot be
explained in simple terms and that seems to be a
manifestation of a power that is beyond anything on
Earth—and indeed, this is how many people feel
when they are standing in a crop circle—it puts their
lives in a different perspective, and makes everyday
common worries all of a sudden seem small.

However, as mentioned earlier, some attribute this
behavior as an effect of the symbols themselves, which
act on the subconscious mind, whereas others simply
believe that crop circles with their alleged mysterious
characteristics make people think about other things
than they usually think about, which opens up their
minds and induces brand-new ideas that they never had
before. In any case, the spiritual or psychological
effects that crop circles have on people are usually
very strong, and this is probably why many consider
and treat crop circles as femporary temples that give
them a place to meditate, relax, pray, or think.

A personal visit to a crop formation is likely
required before one can develop a well-considered
opinion about all of this. If you ever decide to do so
(today there are even organized tours in the summer
season, particularly in the south of England but also
elsewhere), you will probably also experience that
crop circles can have good effects on human mental-
ity. It is surprising how in a world with still so much
aggression, hatred, envy, and other negative emotions,
a crop circle always seems to be a place of peace,
love, loyalty, mutual respect, and friendship. People
meet one another in a crop circle and behave like old

friends, regardless of age, appearance, political
preferences, gender, or skin color. Perfect strangers
spend the entire day (or longer) inside the formations,
and eat, talk, sing, and dance together. Regardless of
their meaning and their origin, this fact is certainly an
important aspect of the crop circle phenomenon that
deserves our attention and appreciation, and should
serve as a lesson for all of us.

—Eltjo H. Haselhoff
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CULT FIGURES

Ancient apocalyptic beliefs have continued to exert
influence in modern times. This is evident in the con-
tinual evolution of new cults that center their indoctri-
nation on apocalyptic literature. At the core of their
conviction is the end of this worldly existence, which
is at hand. In most cults, members firmly believe that
they are living in a world that is brimming with evil
and chaos, and that the only escape is death. Cult
leaders often prey on adolescents who are in the midst
of deep identity development. Cults often provide
young people with a sense of community and accep-
tance that they are unable to find in other places.

Throughout history, religious movements such as
cults and sects have been an impetus to social change
and spiritual expression. Cults gained attention in the
late 1960s with the appearance of the Moonies, Solar
Temple, Heaven’s Gate, Wicca, Branch Davidians,
and others that called attention to a new form of
spirituality that was infiltrating society. These and
other cult religions brought about alternative forms
of Christian expression grounded in new beliefs and
modernized interpretations of the Bible and other doc-
trines modeled to complement current societal issues.

New religious movements embody cultural inte-
gration and the transformation and globalization that
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have remodeled the essence of society. Religious cults
focus on the individual’s needs and present a new path
to salvation led by a charismatic leader. The leaders
impose new standards of service expected of the fol-
lowers, and an element of sacrifice that ranges from
breaking ties with friends and family outside the cult,
to self-sacrifice and even suicide.

The leader’s focus is typically directed toward
apocalyptic beliefs, which demonstrate a rise of vio-
lence in the name of religion based on the belief that
the followers are living in the last days. The followers
live with serious expectations of an apocalypse,
instilled by a level of enthusiasm that often blinds a
person’s judgment, and fosters often extreme behav-
iors resulting in death at the leader’s command.

The relevance of the apocalyptic lore is directly
linked to a prophet or a second messiah figure that
the charismatic leader takes on, presenting himself
as someone who can lead the cult to salvation. The
rhetoric that such leaders use is full of apocalyptic
imagery; often the Book of Revelations is read and
preached to followers whose obedience and com-
mitment to the cause are repeatedly reinforced. The
leaders are passionate in their beliefs and cause, and
personify the role of mother or father figure; follow-
ers become the obedient children turning to the leader
for direction and strength.

The 1960s, an era of revolution and freedom within
much of the world, saw the advent of a religious orga-
nization that came to be known as the People’s Temple,
led by the Reverend Jim Jones. Jones generated a mass
following as a result of his orations on the topic of a
“new truth” and the utopian dream. This megaloma-
niac leader was the focal point of the source of their
salvation. Born on May 13, 1931, to a family of white
supremacists, members of the Ku Klux Klan, Jones
developed a fascination for church work at an early
age. In 1963, he established the People’s Temple Full
Gospel Church in Indianapolis, an interracial congre-
gation fostering a notion of a socialist utopian society.

During Jones’s rise to religious notoriety, his
mental stability was questionable; he reportedly suf-
fered from frequent mysterious fainting episodes, and
communicated with and heeded advice from extrater-
restrials. Jones also practiced faith healing by claiming
to heal with touch and prayer. One of the most intrigu-
ing attributes that comprised Jones’s character profile
was his visions of nuclear holocaust. These premoni-
tory images served to fuel his paranoid behavior,
and eventually became the foundation of the cult’s

subsequent conviction that the Apocalypse was indeed
approaching. Jones became increasingly convinced and
paranoid that Armageddon was imminent, and more to
the point, that his hometown of Indianapolis was the
point of origin. To further distance himself from immi-
nent danger, he moved his Temple base and congrega-
tion to San Francisco, where Jones felt that he would
be safe.

Jones became increasingly obsessed with nuclear
holocaust, and convinced himself and his followers
that the world had become riddled with evil and cor-
ruption. These fears that Jones used to instill in his
followers paved the way for Jones to dream of his own
utopian community rich with peace, love, and a right-
eous way of living. Jones made this idyllic fantasy
into a distorted reality.

Rankled by his paranoia, Jones gathered patrons of
the People’s Temple movement and fled to Guyana,
South America, to institute his version of utopia.
However, once the followers were in “Jonestown” as it
became to be known, Jones inevitably grew manipula-
tive and controlling, while his paranoia worsened. New
enemies threatened Jones and his followers, who drove
Jones to later commit one of the most heinous acts of
the 1970s. These new enemies that Jones would have
to contend with were any and all U.S. government
agencies and outside family members who threatened
to weaken the fabric of the community.

Jones secured a remote location deep in the Guyana
jungle to build his newfound community, where he
felt safe from the repugnant and pervasive evils of the
civilized world. Jones, a master manipulator, sought to
establish complete dependence and infantilism among
cult members as a technique of brainwashing. This goal
was accomplished through the community’s complete
isolation.

In his last orders as leader of the People’s Temple,
Jones set up endurance trials for upcoming events.
These trials were termed “white nights”: sirens were
set to sound off in the middle of the night, and follow-
ers were told that the jungle was swarming with the
evils of outsiders and mercenaries. Once everyone in
the community had gathered, they were given glasses
of red liquid and told that it contained poison which
would cause death in 45 minutes. These tests would
occur randomly at Jones’s will and without warning.

This ritualistic practice for the end of Jones’s worldly
kingdom became a reality on the eve of November 18,
1978. For reasons unknown to outsiders, Jones ordered
that all 911 congregation members to commit their
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revolutionary deaths on that date. He laced a large
quantity of fruit punch with generous doses of cyanide
and Valium. Jones ordered all 276 children at
Jonestown to drink the punch, followed by the adults.
In the end, after members had carried out his orders,
Jones shot himself in the head and Jonestown fell silent.

The phenomenon of Jim Jones and the People’s
Temple can be viewed as a cultural marking point.
The cult itself represents an anomaly, and therefore a
crack in the backbone of mid-20th-century Canadian
and American culture. Jonestown and other such cults
arose from a cultural climate in which members were
products of their culture, and at the same time pro-
ducers of a reactant culture. These cults search for a
new reality, a new meaning, and a new purpose to
escape from the corruption that was and is still evident
in the modern world. Charismatic religious leaders
such as Jim Jones provide this reality and reassurance
to their followers, and they look to the Apocalypse for
their new reality in this world and the next.

Another spectacular mass violence event took place
17 years later. This time the charismatic leader was
David Koresh, a self-proclaimed Second Messiah.

Koresh was born in 1959 to a single mother in
Houston, Texas; he never met his father. Koresh
described his childhood as being very lonely, as he
was often teased by other children, and suffered from
dyslexia. At age 12, Koresh became fascinated by
the Bible and memorized long passages. At age 20,
he joined the Seventh Day Adventists; he was later
excommunicated due to being a “bad influence” on the
youth in the congregation.

In 1981, Koresh was welcomed into the Branch
Davidians in Waco, Texas. Almost immediately, he
attempted to assert himself in the cult as a leader. A
power struggle between Koresh and George Roden
for the role of leader ended in 1987, when Roden
was killed during a shootout between the two men’s
followers. Koresh was put on trial for Roden’s death;
Koresh claimed that Roden was shot by mistake, as he
(Koresh) was aiming at a tree.

In his role as the Second Messiah, Koresh was per-
ceived as the deliverer of God’s message, and revealer
of the “truth.” He often led 12-hour Bible studies
preaching this newfound truth to his disciples. The
Book of Revelations was at the core of his teachings, in
which he emphasized the Seven Seals, and that he was
the chosen ruler of the House of David to open the seal.

Death would allow Koresh’s followers to reach
salvation and live in God’s Kingdom, for they would be

following his law, as told by Koresh. Koresh became
increasingly manipulative, and began to instill fear of
an end time ushered in by the cult. Koresh moved his
congregation to a complex in Waco that they named
Mt. Carmel. Here he fostered a new enemy, the U.S.
government, deemed to be the locus of evil in the
world. His paranoia of the government fueled his teach-
ings to take a different direction, one that involved
preparation for death. All members acquired firearms
and learned how to use them. Children who survived
Waco recounted how at the age of 3, they knew the cal-
iber of guns, and demonstrated for psychologists how
they were to die, by taking a pistol in their mouth.

The children within the cult were never exposed to
the outside world, were taught that the outside was
evil and that they were the “good guys” who had to
fight the evil outsiders. The children were also forced
into obedience by use of the “Helper,” a wooden pad-
dle used to beat them, as adults were told by Koresh
that God wanted them to do so.

Koresh also used sex as an instrument of control.
Some of his twenty wives were spouses of his disci-
ples. He ordered celibacy for the men, as only he could
procreate with their wives, as ordered by God. This
measure of control furthered his status as undisputed
leader, and tested the obedience of his followers.

Koresh fueled the desire for his utopian commu-
nity with the idea that history would evolve into an
ideal human community, which is grounded in the
Apocalypse from the Book of Revelation (20-22), The
Assurance of the Second Coming (Rev 16:15/Acts
1:11), The Resurrection of the Dead (Rev 20:12/Dan
12:2), Last Judgment (Rev 20:12/Matt 25:31-33), and
the Antichrist figure (1 John 2:18, 4:3-2/Rev13: 1-18).
These Biblical passages were instrumental in Koresh’s
teachings to his disciples. His knowledge of the Bible
and gift of rhetoric inspired his followers to support his
cause and his beliefs that they were living in the time
of the Apocalypse.

The FBI became wary of the Branch Davidians,
mainly owing to reports of weapons caches and sys-
tematic child abuse, including Koresh’s marriage to a
10-year-old. There was a 51-day siege, during which lists
of demands were exchanged. On Wednesday, April 19,
1993, Koresh’s waiting period ended. Members were
calm but enthusiastic while awaiting their final act,
their exodus to death. FBI agents raided the compound;
gunshots were fired by both Koresh’s disciples and the
FBI, and cult members set the compound on fire, a fire
that raged almost instantly.
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Television viewers around the globe watched
in horror as the compound burned. A total of eighty
members died, including twenty children. Autopsy
reports disclosed that many had died from asphyxia-
tion from the intense fires that consumed the com-
pound. Women and children who hid under wet
blankets were killed by falling debris. Other members
were shot to death in acts of suicide or apparent mercy
killings. The pattern of death in Waco was one of hys-
teria, and not typical of the mass suicide as seen at
Jonestown. In the end, Koresh died by shooting him-
self in the head, following through with the lesson that
he had once taught his disciples.

The spectacular mass violence seen in Jonestown,
Guyana and the Branch Davidian disaster in Waco,
Texas are very rare. Violence, although on a smaller
scale, has been associated with various cults in recent
decades, including the Manson family, Synanon, Hare
Krishna, London Group, Heaven’s Gate, and Order of
the Solar Temple. These religious organizations made
their quest for a new spirituality, religious expression,
and apocalyptic theory the focal points around which
they shaped their belief systems and notions of the
future.

The leaders of these cults shaped a new worldview of
the cataclysmic end of the world based on themes of
destruction and salvation in religious texts such as the
books of Isaiah, Ezekiel, Daniel, and Revelations as a
foundational tool to justify their predictions of future
events and their own actions. Apocalyptic literature is a
profoundly powerful collection of images, visions, and
dialogues that has the ability to leave one in fear of both
modern times and the coming end times. The inspira-
tional battle of the forces of good and evil, and the
rewarding of the righteous have led many to develop and
follow a spiritual quest and their own path to salvation.

—Julie Wieland-Robbescheuten

See also Cults

CULTS

The term cult can apply to any small group dedi-
cated to a common set of spiritually oriented beliefs or
philosophies, but because of tragedies associated with
cults, the term has taken on a decidedly negative
meaning. For many, the term refers to a particular kind
of group, one with a self-appointed, dogmatic, and

charismatic leader who promotes deceptive-coercive
recruitment practices to ensnare individuals to join a
totalitarian community organized to solicit funds and
secure favors that benefit neither the group’s members
nor society.

However, not all cults fit this negative description,
and a good many do demonstrable good. Some cult
experts prefer the terms “new religious movement”
and “alternative religions” as ways to label these
groups without negative bias. Among experts, then,
there are roughly two groups generally referred to as
“cult critics” and “cult sympathizers.” Regardless of
the type of expert, the most frequently posed research
questions have been:

Why do cults emerge?

Who joins cults?

Why do some cults become violent or lead to
violent endings?

To some extent, cults emerge as reactions to social
movements and societal change. For example, many
of the cults that emerged in the 1970s were reactions
to the social upheavals of the 1960s, particularly to the
widespread rejection of white, middle-class values of
the 1950s that included narrow conceptions of the role
of women and a value system that was insensitive to
diversity. Even before the civil rights movement and
anti-Vietnam demonstrations, American youth in par-
ticular began to challenge conventions. The cults of
the 1970s were, then, extensions of these efforts to
challenge convention.

As for who joins cults, no single stereotype applies.
Members of cults have at one time or another been
described as young and idealistic and easily manipu-
lated by authority figures. However, there is no dis-
tinct type of individual likely to join a cult or new
religious movement—at least not according to the
available research.

There are, however, conditions that support or
encourage people to join cults. These conditions
include mild depression; being in a transitional stage,
and being dissatisfied with traditional, mainstream
religious institutions. For example, young people
entering college may feel unusually lonely and lost; so
that joining a cult may help them feel connected and
oriented. As another example, the members of Jim
Jones’s cult, the “People’s Temple,” were mostly poor
African Americans who had suffered from racism and
poverty. They found in the socialist and egalitarian
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philosophy of the People’s Temple support that they
could not find elsewhere. In short, cults serve important
functions for members that have more to do with
specific circumstances than with character traits.

The question of why some cults turn violent or lead
to violent endings is central. The two most-discussed
examples are the People’s Temple and the Branch
Davidians. In each of these cases, the majority of
members died in a tragic ending. Many fault the
leaders, Jim Jones and David Koresh, respectively.
However, many also fault the poor judgment of out-
siders (e.g., government officials) who exerted what
some say was unnecessary pressure and force that pre-
cipitated the violence. In each of these cases, it was
not the beliefs of the organizations that precipitated
government intervention and led to their demise, but
the suspected abuse of members.

Regardless of who is to blame for their tragic end-
ings, these two cults have served as the main examples
of “bad cults.” The control that both Koresh and Jones
had over their organizations did not allow for negative
feedback or criticism, whether from inside or outside
of the group. This lack of internal criticism created a
dangerous level of conformity, which ultimately led to
the tragic endings.

Cults such as the People’s Temple and Branch
Davidians have forced others to develop questions to
evaluate whether a particular cult is “bad.” The main
questions are the following:

e Does an individual charismatic leader control
the group?

e Are the members isolated from the outside world?
e Are the members restricted from criticizing their
leader or questioning the beliefs of the group?

e Are extreme commitments demanded or exces-

sive requests made for monetary contributions?
e Does manipulation, deception, or “brainwashing”
occur?

e Does abuse occur, such as sexual abuse and
corporal punishment of children that qualifies as
child abuse?

Asking these questions helps to identify “bad” cults,
but it also helps to distinguish bad cults from those that
may be doing good. In many cases, the answers to all
of these questions may be “no.” For example, certain
cult groups of young people have been described as
“off-road religion” and age-appropriate insofar as they
provide ways for young people to try out new identities
to see what “fits.” Other cult groups provide needed
emotional support, as in the case of certain Wicca
groups that attract women who have suffered from
disappointments and discrimination.

In sum, there are bad and good cults, and the
differences between the two are becoming increas-
ingly clear. Furthermore, while there is no single type
of person who tends to join a cult, there are common
conditions encouraging people to join. Finally, we
should remember that virtually all of the world’s great
faith traditions began as cults, so that we need to be
especially thoughtful and avoid stereotyping when
speaking about cults.

—Kevin Verni
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DALAI LAMA (TENZIN GYATSO)

The title Dalai Lama refers to an individual who
serves as the spiritual and political leader of Tibetan
people. In English, Dalai Lama roughly translates to
“Ocean of Wisdom.” Throughout history, each Dalai
Lama has been recognized as the reincarnation of
those before him. This belief is deeply rooted in the
Tibetan Buddhist faith that an individual’s spirit
remains, even after the physical body dies. The 13th
Dalai Lama of Tibet died in 1933. At that time, the
Tibetan people began the search to identify his rein-
carnation, their future leader. In 1937, Lhamo
Thondup, later named Tenzin Gyatso, was identified
as the 14th Dalai Lama of Tibet.

Lhamo Thondup (translated to “Wish-Fulfilling
Goddess”) was born on July 6, 1935, to a poor family
in the town of Taktser, situated in the Amdo region of
northeastern Tibet. Just 2 years later, in 1937, the high
lama Kyestang Rinpoche (a Tibetan Buddhist spiritual
master) had a vision at Lhamo Lhatso, an oracle lake
in southern Tibet, which directed a group of Tibetan
monks to the home of Lhamo Thondup.

The monks arrived in full disguise, yet when
Lhamo Dundrup saw one dressed as a servant, he
immediately called him “Sera Lama.” In fact, the man
was a lama (teacher) from the Sera monastery in
Tibet. Later, when the young boy was presented with
various objects, he selected those that belonged to the
13th Dalai Lama, stating, “It’s mine.” The series of
difficult tests that followed confirmed that Lhamo
Thondup was the reincarnation of the 13th Dalai
Lama.
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The young boy was taken on a 3-month journey to
Lhasa, the capital of Tibet. In 1940 the 14th Dalai Lama
was installed on the Lion Throne at the Potala Palace, a
1,000-chamber winter home of the Dalai Lama, located
on a mountainside overlooking the city of Lhasa. A
regent governed the country while the 5-year-old Dalai
Lama completed his rigorous religious education.

In 1950, 84,000 troops of the newly created People’s
Republic of China launched a major invasion of Tibet.
The small Tibetan army was unable to handle such an
invasion. As a result, the Dalai Lama was forced to fin-
ish his studies and assume full political rule of Tibet.
The teenaged ruler struggled with his responsibilities,
but he firmly grounded all his decisions and actions in
Buddhist philosophy. Finally, on March 31, 1959, the
Dalai Lama recognized he was no longer safe and that
he could better serve the Tibetan people from outside
Tibet. He fled the country and more than 80,000 Tibetans
followed him into exile in India.

More than 1.2 million Tibetans (one fifth the pop-
ulation) have died as a result of China’s occupation of
Tibet. Tens of thousands have been arrested and tor-
tured for their political views. Over 6,000 monasteries
have been destroyed, ancient texts burned, and
Buddhist followers prevented from becoming monks
and nuns. Despite this abuse against his people,
country, and religion, the Dalai Lama refuses to feel
hatred toward China or its leaders. Continuing to adhere
to a code of Buddhist morals, he recognizes that all
people have endured suffering at some point in time.
He maintains the Chinese, including their leaders,
should be treated with compassion.

Now residing in Dharamsala, India, His Holiness
the 14th Dalai Lama is one of the most recognized,
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well-traveled, and beloved leaders. In 1989 he was
awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for numerous nonvio-
lent teachings and peaceful efforts on behalf of Tibet.
This honor led to tremendous international notoriety,
and the Dalai Lama is now widely considered to be
one of the greatest living spiritual exemplars.

The Dalai Lama has actively dedicated his life in
exile to preserving all aspects of Tibetan culture. For
example, he has established more than 50 agricultural
settlements for exiled Tibetans and founded hundreds
of Tibetan schools and monasteries in India, Nepal,
and throughout the world. He has written more than
three-dozen books, several of which are international
best-sellers. Perhaps most notable are his continuous
efforts to peacefully campaign for Tibetan indepen-
dence and human rights in Tibet.

His Holiness the 14th Dalai Lama is the first
Dalai Lama to live and control a government in exile.
Questions remain over the identification of his rein-
carnation, as China continues to occupy Tibet. The
Chinese government may either forbid future recogni-
tion of Dalai Lamas or control their selection. The
14th Dalai Lama has stated that the Tibetan people
will ultimately decide what the future will hold. He
explains that although recognition of Dalai Lamas
may eventually cease, Tibetan Buddhist culture will
remain as long as the Tibetan people exist.

—Lori Ellen Rutman

See also Buddhism
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DANCE

Dance, in all of its myriad forms, has long held
spiritual significance in the world’s cultures. From
Sufi whirling dervishes to modern Christian liturgical
dance, religious communities the world over have and

continue to explore the spiritual undertones of dance.
In the United States, sacred dance takes a variety of
forms, including ballet, jazz, and ethnic folk dances.
A recent survey indicates churches in more than 23
denominations embrace dance as a form of worship,
including Methodist, Lutheran, Catholic, Unitarian,
Mennonite, Russian Orthodox, as well as some Jewish
synagogues. The Sacred Dance Guild, an interfaith
organization committed to dance as a catalyst for spir-
itual growth, sponsors events and workshops offering
various dance forms from a unique blend of religious,
ethnic, and cultural backgrounds.

To all appearances, American dance forms share
little in common with their ancient ancestors.
However, beneath the surface, there are many similar-
ities. Dance as a spiritual practice has roots in the
Paleolithic era. Ancient paintings and sculptures from
the areas now known as Greece, Spain, India, Egypt,
and a variety of other countries depict women danc-
ing. Many scholars interpret these women as dancing
priestesses.

The religious use of dance likely began as sympa-
thetic mimicry of birth. Priestesses and midwives
gathered around the birthing woman, miming her
movements in an effort to support her and lend their
energy to a successful birth. From these beginnings,
early peoples set these movements to rhythms for use
as a form of sympathetic magic for a variety of reli-
gious purposes.

In Ancient Egypt, for example, everyone danced,
whether slave or king. While there were many non-
religious festival dances, the most prevalent dances
were for religious purposes. The Ancient Egyptians
danced in celebration of the gods, such as Hathor and
Bastet, they offered harvest and fertility dances, and
they danced at funerals to usher the spirit of the dead
to the afterlife.

Cultures all over the world continue to use dance
as a spiritual tool. In Morocco, dancers perform the
Guedra as a ritual of blessing. The zar is another rit-
ual dance used for emotional healing on behalf of
someone who has been possessed. Hadra, which is
part of a ceremony performed by the Sufi brotherhood
called the Aissawa, is another exorcism ritual. Finally,
the Mevlevi and Jerahi sects of Islam use whirling as
a spiritual tool. Religious and spiritual dance rituals
such as these are often used as intentional tools to
promote healthy development. Many dance styles and
practices have a particular appeal to young people and
should be considered in attempts to better understand
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how religious and spiritual practices can impact
healthy development in childhood and adolescence.

BELLY DANCE: CONNECTING THE
SPIRITUAL DANCE WITH HEALTHY
DEVELOPMENT

Belly dance, an Americanized synthesis of several
different Middle Eastern dance forms, is growing in
popularity as a spiritual practice. Once an under-
ground phenomenon, belly dance has moved into the
American mainstream due to its health benefits and
use in popular music videos. These same videos have
increased interest in learning the dance among adoles-
cent girls. Like their adult counterparts, girls are find-
ing that belly dance provides a moving spiritual outlet.

Although many believe belly dance to be Egyptian
in origin, other theories suggest that traveling dancers
brought the style to Egypt. Modern belly dance has
many movements in common with the traditional
dances of the Ghawazi of Egypt and the Ouled Nail of
Algeria. Both groups have mysterious origins, but his-
torical artifacts suggest that neither group originated
in the country with which they are now associated.
American belly dancers derive movements from these
and many other forms of Middle Eastern dance.
Though there are dozens of varied folk forms, belly
dance isolates those movements that highlight the
abdomen as the center of human creation or strength.

Belly dance came to America through the efforts
of Sol Bloom at the 1893 World’s Fair in Chicago. He
brought together Middle Eastern folk dancers from sev-
eral different countries, including Algeria and Tunisia,
as “cultural expositions” for the fair. Unfortunately, the
commercial burlesque stage soon picked up the move-
ments of the dances, where they were twisted and vul-
garized. American strippers and prostitutes adopted the
costumes and movements of the dance for their own use.
This adaptation gave belly dance the stigma it still bears
today. However, rather than dehumanized sexuality, this
dance should be considered an erotic celebration of life
and the body. Those who shy away from the idea of the
spirituality within belly dancing fail to appreciate the
possibility of spiritual eroticism and refuse to acknowl-
edge that eroticism and the celebration of the female
body can be valid paths to spiritual growth.

Unlike other forms of modern dance, belly dance
is wholly feminine and natural; it does not require
extreme or unnatural contortions as do some common
forms of dance. Belly dance brings girls back into

union with the natural way their bodies move. It
connects them with the primal force of feminine
consciousness by connecting them to an ancient lin-
eage of women who have done the same movements
in dance, in birth, and in celebration of life and wom-
anhood. This can be very healing in a physical, men-
tal, emotional, psychological, and spiritual way.

The work of transpersonal psychotherapists
Gay and Kathlyn Hendricks has shown that many
emotional problems can be lessened by paying close
attention to one’s body and by treating one’s emotions
and sensations with the utmost respect. The spiritual
and creative dimension of belly dance provides an
opening through which girls can begin to explore the
light and dark places of their own psyches, on their
own terms, leading to a restoration of self.

Dancing also stimulates the unconscious, heightens
life, and leads to a feeling of wholeness. It contains a
spiritual dimension that is associated with the experi-
ence of ecstatic dance. Ecstatic dance involves a para-
doxical melding with one’s body while achieving a
shift of focus and consciousness to the spiritual realm.
This occurs when the dance becomes a spiritual disci-
pline, a tool that teaches girls how to live inside, inter-
act with, and grow through their bodies. For belly
dancers, the body is not an obstacle to enlightenment
or realization of spiritual truth. Rather, it is the key.
Union with her body allows a girl to know herself, her
essence, and her connection to all life in a way that
mainstream American culture denies.

Belly dance as a spiritual practice is available
within a wide variety of religious frameworks. For
example, it has found an easy home within the modern-
day pagan movement. Many pagans are also part of
the belly dance community and bring their dance
talents into their spiritual practices. In addition, some
have studied the Middle Eastern rituals and incorpo-
rated modified versions into their own spiritual paths.

The dance can also play a role within the context of
mainstream American religion. Some progressive
Lutheran, Episcopalian, and Unitarian congregations
have welcomed belly dance as liturgical dance during
their services. Even some of the more conservative
Christian denominations have accepted belly dance as
part of special events, such as talent shows and cele-
bratory dances during certain services. Consequently,
even girls within mainstream religious institutions can
experience the benefits of the dance.

Dance has long been used as an expression of
cultural values, including the religious and spiritual
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rituals within different cultures. In addition to its
historical functions for political advantage, celebration,
and healing, dance is often (intentionally or uninten-
tionally) a trigger of religious and/or spiritual devel-
opment. Dance can also serve as a tool for promoting
healthy emotional, physical, and mental development
in young people. For example, with today’s excessive
emphasis on the shape of girl’s and women’s bodies,
belly dance can provide a physical, emotional, and
spiritual release from the pressures young people face.
Belly dance celebrates the natural shapes and move-
ments of a woman’s body, a celebration that may go
far toward combating the contemporary “thin-is-in”
cultural message bombarding young girls. Rather than
starving themselves for an unnatural slender figure,
belly dance allows girls to rejoice in the natural curves
of their bodies. This connection with the body pro-
vides a spiritual liberation that goes bone deep.

—Sandra R. Kirchner
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DAOISM (TAOISM)

Daoism is a generic term covering various Chinese
philosophical and religious traditions that trace their
origins back to the possibly apocryphal figure Laozi
from the sixth century BCE, after whom a small col-
lection of mystico-poetic aphorisms is named, also
called Daodejing (Scripture [jing] of the Way [Dao]
and Its Virtue [de]). As its name implies, Daoism’s car-
dinal concept is Dao, the primordial, creative source
that gives rise to and nourishes all things and to which
all things return. Human flourishing requires living
with the grain of Dao in material and mental simplic-
ity, in a state of tranquil freedom and active inaction.

Philosophical Daoism, emphasizing the fecundity
of emptiness and the mutual definition and transfor-
mation of contrary qualities and states, provides the
archetypical intellectual framework for diverse
Chinese disciplines, such as aesthetics, medicine, and
martial arts. Religious Daoism, which re-interpreted
and developed the concepts of philosophical Daoism,
addresses people’s concerns with mortality and the
supernatural, the former through alchemy and its
extension in the form of “inner alchemy” involving
cultivation of the body and the latter through various
practices intended to influence spiritual beings. Both
streams of Daoism, together with Confucianism, have
shaped the basic outlook of the Chinese people for
over 2,000 years, with their influences extending to
China’s East Asian neighbors.

The common version of Daodejing opens by stat-
ing bluntly that the communicable Dao is not the
Absolute Dao, immediately putting the author’s own
effort into question and setting an ironic tone that per-
meates the entire work. A skepticism about language’s
fidelity also pervades Zhuangzi, named after Zhuangzi
(ca. 369—ca. 286 B.C.E.), considered to be almost
Laozi’s equal as Daoism’s twin founders. True to this
skepticism, the language of Daodejing is poetic and
paradoxical, while Zhuangzi employs parables to
make its points. The results are two masterpieces, one
of poetry, the other of prose, constituting two sources
of the Chinese literary tradition.

The terse, enigmatic language of Daodejing makes
it pregnant with interpretative possibilities, opening
up immense imaginative space in the reader’s mind,
just as the primordial, empty Dao is the all-embracive
mother of the whole creation. Considering also that
the origins of this work on the elusive Dao are shrouded
in mystery, Daodejing exemplifies what it preaches in
more than one way.

The fact is that Daoism espouses very general
principles discernible and applicable across diverse
domains, even in modern physics, as Capra tries to
show in The Tao of Physics. Because Laozi, thought
to be Confucius’s contemporary, lived in a politically
volatile era with widespread suffering, Daodejing has
been read both as political advice for the ruler and
survival strategies for the ruled. For example, active
inaction can be interpreted as laissez-faire government,
Machiavellian machination, or self-preservation through
withdrawal. Daoist political principles were actually
part of the short-lived state-sanctioned Huang-Lao ide-
ology in the early Han Dynasty (206 B.C.E.-220 C.E.)
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before Confucianism’s ascendance. Even after Daoism’s
official displacement by Confucianism, Daoist strate-
gies, such as retreating before an advance, continued
to inform many political intrigues behind the Confu-
cian facade.

Elements of Daoist thought, with their aversion
to bureaucratic imposition, and elevation of the lowly
and the weak, were soon adopted by peasant groups
rebelling against the Han government. They fashioned
their religio-political regimes by combining these
Daoist elements with egalitarianism, millenarian
prophecies of an age of great peace, popular healing
practices, and revelations from the deified Laozi now
honored as the founder of their movements with titles
like Lord Lao. This greatly advanced the development
of religious Daoism, which was also stimulated by the
arrival and spread of Buddhism in China around this
time. The rebels eventually reconciled with successors
of the Han government. Through official recognition
and conferment of attendant privileges, religious
Daoist sects were institutionalized, although rebels in
subsequent ages continued to legitimate themselves
with variations of Daoist religious beliefs.

With the establishment of Confucianism as state
ideology and the domestication of rebellious Daoist
movements, Daoism moved inward and developed its
spiritual aspects. On the philosophical wing, this gave
rise to Neo-Daoism, which elaborated the metaphysi-
cal nature of Dao and influenced various Chinese
fine arts, such as calligraphy, painting, and poetry, by
putting forth the ideal of spontaneous creativity,
among other things, and emphasizing the meditative
potential of artistic practices.

On the religious wing, esoteric practices pursuing
personal well-being and immortality were developed.
Soon mainstream Daoism became established as a
spiritual path toward personal salvation. Since then
Daoism and Confucianism have been two comple-
mentary, intertwining strands in the fabric of Chinese
culture. Both traditions emphasize the complementary
of contraries and the necessity of their harmonious
integration, represented visually by the diagram of the
Great Ultimate, showing a circle with two inter-
penetrating halves morphing into each other, an icon
adopted by both traditions and now most frequently
seen on the attire of religious Daoists.

Daoism and Confucianism themselves constitute
just such a couple of contraries, with Confucianism
guiding people’s social behavior, exhorting intellectu-
als, for example, to pursue a career in public service,

and Daoism providing them with inner solace and
spiritual pursuits, especially in the face of frustration.
Daoism and Confucianism have been likened to the
yin (feminine aspect) and yang (masculine aspect)
of Chinese culture, and Daodejing itself abounds in
feminine imageries like “the gate of the mysterious
female,” described as the root of heaven and earth.

To simplify—the two streams are in fact not
clear-cut—philosophical and religious Daoism hold
different views of mortality, entailing divergent paths
toward salvation. Philosophical Daoism takes a cosmic
perspective, seeing all creation as equal, and life and death
as an example of complementary natural processes
with no difference in value, a view most clearly expressed
in Zhuangzi. Salvation is to be achieved through indif-
ference to death, enabling one to release the desperate
hold on life, thus freeing one of all worries that inhibit
one from plunging into life wholeheartedly. Self-
actualization, the full development of the virtues or
powers of the Dao in one’s nature, is possible only if
one forgets oneself—one of the Daoist paradoxes.
One then can devote one’s whole being to the task at
hand and achieve oneness with Dao as instantiated in
and guiding one’s pursuit, even if the pursuit is as
mundane as that of a cook cutting up cows.

Zhuangzi describes this marvelous state in numer-
ous parables, emphasizing the importance of mindful-
ness for the progressive mastery of one’s undertaking,
whereby one gradually leaves the senses behind until
one works wonders directly through one’s spirit. For
Zhuangzi’s Perfect Man, death is overcome through
freedom and transcendence, made possible by non-
attachment to life. Human beings are decentered by
philosophical Daoism’s cosmocentric stand. Dao,
which nourishes all things and effects their return to it
without prejudice, provides the model for the enlight-
ened one’s actions.

On the other hand, religious Daoism retreats
to a more anthropocentric stand, in the sense that it
prizes human life and seeks literal immortality
through various life-prolonging practices. The prepa-
ration of alchemical elixirs contributed to the devel-
opment of science in ancient China, including the
invention of gunpowder. Subsequently, the belief in
the homology between the cosmos and the human
body led to the internalization of alchemy. Inner
alchemy, sometimes taking the form of sexual prac-
tices, is in effect the meditative practices involving
visualizing the microcosm of one’s body as providing
variously the vessel, the fire, and the raw material for
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alchemical reactions, with one directing, concentrat-
ing, and transforming one’s gi (airy matter—energy),
Jjing (vital essence), and shen (spirit) in the formation
of inner elixir. These self-cultivation practices involve
simultaneously body and spirit and are believed to
benefit both—which the Chinese do not distinguish
sharply—ultimately enabling one to become immor-
tal, just like many members of the Daoist pantheon
who through self-cultivation had moved from the
state of mortal beings to that of immortal spiritual
beings.

These practices draw their theoretical inspiration
from traditional principles such as the complementar-
ity of yin and yang, the five interacting elements of
earth, wood, metal, fire, and water in relationships
of begetting and overcoming, and especially Laozi’s
idea that “returning” characterizes Dao’s movement.
Thus one’s vital resources are to be conserved and
nurtured, through forgetting and unlearning, until
fully restored to their original undisturbed, boun-
teous, and pristine state as in the child. Striving and
sensuous indulgences dissipate one’s vital resources
and are to be avoided. Instead active inaction is
recommended.

Daoism esteems nature above artifice. It recom-
mends frequent contacts with nature so that one may
experience Dao. Chinese landscape paintings are a
particularly well-developed genre. Technology is mis-
trusted, not only because it complicates life but, much
more significantly, also because ingenuity promotes
craftiness. Human nature being what it is, technology
cannot but corrupt. Dao is a cosmic intelligence that
one can tune into, but through the intuitive spiritual
intelligence cultivated with one’s body rather than
through cerebral intelligence, which tends instead to
alienate one from Dao, one’s source.

—Ping Ho Wong
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DAY, DOROTHY

The life of Dorothy Day serves as a model of reli-
gious and spiritual development across the human life
span. Her life as a journalist, pacifist, and reformer
makes her a role model to many—her involvement in
social issues stretched from the women’s suffrage
movement to the Vietnam War. She is best known as a
cofounder of the Catholic Worker Movement. Born on
November 8, 1897 in Brooklyn, New York, she was
the third of John and Grace Satterlee Day’s five
children. The family moved often due to John Day’s
work as a journalist and experienced spells of both
poverty and moderate affluence. As a teenager, Day
often found herself wandering the poorer neighbor-
hoods of Chicago and New York, discovering her com-
passion for the plight of the poor and beauty in the
midst of urban desolation. An avid reader, Day fueled
her growing social conscience with books such as
Upton Sinclair’s novel The Jungle. Along with social
concerns, organized religion intrigued Day. She was
fascinated by the piety and spiritual discipline she wit-
nessed in neighbors and roommates. While she dis-
agreed with Church doctrines supporting charity over
justice, she felt drawn to the Catholic Church because
of its connection to immigrants and the poor.

In 1914 Day began attending the University of
Illinois in Urbana, supporting herself with scholarships,
domestic labor, and freelance writing. Her social out-
look continued in a radical direction, and she dropped
out of college after only 2 years. Soon after, she moved
to New York and found a job covering labor strikes and
demonstrations as a reporter for The Call, a socialist
paper. After several months, she moved on to writing for
The Masses, a socialist journal that was shut down for
sedition within a few months of her arrival.

As a young woman, Day lived what she called
a bohemian-like existence: moving from city to city,
writing for different papers, living among the poor, and
associating with young radicals. Day participated in, as
well as wrote about, demonstrations and rallies regard-
ing social conditions. In 1917 she went to prison for
protesting in front of the White House about the exclu-
sion of women from voting and holding public office.
While in prison, she participated in a hunger strike to
bring attention to the inhumane treatment of prisoners.
Day and her suffragette companions were eventually
freed by order of President Woodrow Wilson. She was
jailed several more times in her life for acts of civil
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disobedience, including refusing to take part in civil
defense drills in the 1950s and participating in a
banned picket line when she was 75 years old.

Day’s first novel, The Eleventh Virgin, published in
1924, included autobiographical information about a
love affair she had had that resulted in pregnancy and
an abortion. In 1924, with the money she obtained by
selling the movie rights to the novel, Day bought a
beach house on Staten Island where she sought emo-
tional healing. She lived there for several years with
her common-law husband, Forster Batterham, until
the birth of their daughter, Tamar Therese, in 1927.
Batterham shared Day’s radical social views but
opposed marriage and religion. As Day blossomed as
a mother and seriously pursued her attraction to
Catholicism, her relationship with Forster suffered.
After Day and their daughter were baptized in 1928,
Batterham left the family permanently. So began
Day’s concerted effort to reconcile her radical social
views with her Catholic faith.

Day and her daughter eventually moved to
New York City, and it was there, in 1932, that she met
Peter Maurin. A French peasant and former Christian
Brother who found his way to the United States,
Maurin encouraged Day to use her journalistic skills
to publicize Catholic social teaching and promote
social transformation through peaceful means. In
1933 the first edition of The Catholic Worker was cir-
culated in New York City for a penny a copy. Within
a year, the eight-page newspaper grew from 2,500 to
10,000 copies a month. Day was the principal writer
and editor, with Maurin frequently submitting short
poems on faith and justice called Easy Essays.

The paper criticized industrialism and the accepted
social order, and encouraged readers to take action
based on the works of mercy outlined in Jesus’ Sermon
on the Mount. With the Depression in full swing and
vast numbers of people in dire poverty, Day soon
opened her apartment to practice what The Catholic
Worker preached. Thus was born the first house of
hospitality. Under Day’s direction, it welcomed all and
sought only to serve, not to evangelize. Eventually
more apartments and then houses were acquired; by
1936 there were over 30 Catholic Worker houses
across the country. In 2003, there were 185 worldwide.

The Catholic Worker Movement that Day inspired
is known for its strong commitments to living in
solidarity with the poor, acting on behalf of justice
and practicing pacifism. These positions have drawn
both criticism and praise throughout the years. During

her lifetime, Day spoke and acted on every major social
issue, including the Spanish Civil War in 1926, the Civil
Rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s, the Catholic
Church’s Second Vatican Council, the Vietnam War,
and the United Farm Workers’ strikes in California. In
addition to her public expressions of faith and justice,
Day nurtured a deep prayer life, spending hours pon-
dering scripture and the lives of saints.

By the end of her life, Day was embraced by her
adopted church, but her name continues to spark
debate in both Catholic and secular circles alike. She
continued to write for The Catholic Worker and live in
a house of hospitality until her death in 1980 at the age
of 83. In 2000 Day was recommended for canonization
as a saint, a process that typically takes several years.

—Elizabeth Mackenzie
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DEAD SEA SCROLLS

Texts often provide the foundation and history of
a religious tradition and are often a primary way in
which devotees learn about and/or are trained in a reli-
gious tradition. The Dead Sea Scrolls represent one of
many different religious texts that serve such a pur-
pose. The term Dead Sea Scrolls refers to the collec-
tion of papyri and leather scrolls dated from the
mid-third century B.C.E. to 68 C.E. that were found in
11 caves to the west of the Dead Sea, close to the ruins
of Qumran, which date to the same period. Among the
scrolls are the oldest existing manuscripts of the
Hebrew Bible; all books of the Bible are represented,
except Esther, and there are several copies of some
books, such as the Psalms and Torah. Different ver-
sions of the Hebrew text and the inclusion of addi-
tional books, such as Jubilees and Enoch, suggest that
the Bible had not yet reached its final form.

In addition to the biblical books, there are a
number of sectarian documents that provide insight
into the community that safeguarded them. Some tell
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their history, some give rules for membership in the
community, some use the biblical prophets or psalms
to explain current historical events, and some are
psalmlike thanksgivings. One scroll describes a cos-
mic battle between the sons of light, led by a figure
called the Teacher of Righteousness, and the sons of
darkness. Their concerns focus on the correct priestly
line, calendar, and purity laws, suggesting that the
group defined itself against the Jewish hierarchy situ-
ated in Jerusalem. The manuscripts are written in Greek,
Hebrew, or Aramaic.

These texts provide valuable information about
Judaism in the Second Temple Period (from the third
century B.C.E. to the first century C.E.). Most scholars
believe that the texts were produced by a group iden-
tified by Jewish and Roman historians as the Essenes,
a community-based group that was apparently wiped
out by the Romans during the Jewish revolt in 66-70
C.E. They performed ritual cleansing (rock pools
were found in the ruins, and the manuscripts refer to
ritual washing) and shared a ritual common meal, not
unlike the Christian Baptism and the Lord’s Supper.
They anticipated the presence of the messiah (or mes-
siahs) and the final judgment. There is no evidence yet
found that suggests the Essenes were related to early
Christians, but some suggest that John the Baptist may
have been associated with them. The scrolls testify to
the diversity of Jewish traditions during that time.

The first scrolls were discovered in clay jars by a
Bedouin shepherd in 1947; since then many caves in
the area have been excavated, and fragments have
been found in 11 of them. Of these, Cave 4 produced
the most fragments. Amid a great deal of controversy
over publication rights, an international team of schol-
ars have worked hard to preserve, piece together,
translate, identify, and publish their findings. Most
have been initially published with commentary by
Oxford University Press in Discoveries of the Judean
Desert. Many of the scrolls are displayed in the Shrine
of the Book at the Israel Museum, Jerusalem.

—Jane S. Webster
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DELPHI

The world of ancient Greece was rich in spiritual-
ism, faith, mythology, and the ever-present gods and
goddesses. The Greeks believed that the gods gov-
erned every aspect of their lives. The gods and god-
desses were immortal ancients of Greece and ruled on
Mount Olympus. In the ancient world, it was believed
that fate, destiny, or the gods determined a man’s life.
As people believed that their future could be revealed,
oracles of every kind—personal and political—
became a function of Greek society. The most famous
being the Delphic Oracles, a site of pilgrimage for
Greek and non-Greek alike in search of prophecies
about the future.

In Greek mythology, the gods and their offspring
created the world and make up the colorful Greek
Pantheon, blessing humans with artistry, love, and
other gifts. The gods, who were blessed with immor-
tality, superhuman strength, and wisdom, were wor-
shipped and adored by the Greeks. In times of trouble,
and on specific days, offerings were made to the gods
at their respected temples, which were spread through-
out the Greek Empire. Priests and priestesses were in
charge of proper ritual conduct, prayers, and libations
offered to each assigned deity.

Zeus was considered king of the gods, good luck,
and the avenger of murder. Along with Hera, his wife;
Diana, the goddess of the hunt; Aphrodite, the god-
dess of Love; Dionysus, the god of wine; and others,
Zeus filled the Greek Pantheon and governed human-
ity. In addition to being the parents and guardians of
the Grecians, the Olympian deities were credited with
the mythological tales that would assist children and
adults in times of need or that would explain myster-
ies and set examples for correct moral conduct. The
gods’ main purpose was to be there to help humans in
their lives and share with them a mystical and spiritual
relationship.

The magnitude of the importance of gods in the
lives of Greeks is demonstrated by the number of
sacred precincts that the Greeks erected in dedication
to the gods. Temples were where mortals could speak
with the gods and appeal to them for help.

One of the most famous precincts or sites is the
Delphi. At the Temple of Delphi, the god Apollo
helped humankind by giving them the gift of foresight.
This would be explained to the Greek pilgrims that
made the journey to Delphi by Apollo’s priestesses
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through oracles—the telling of the future events.
Delphi is where the god Apollo’s son, Asclepias,
blessed with the gift to heal, would perform his mira-
cles and heal the sick by divine intervention.

When the Olympian god Apollo came to the pre-
Greek site of Delphi, a sacred female snake guarded
it. Apollo, though magnificent and powerful, was
never able to fully recover from the assault that the
Pythoness launched on him. From that moment on, in
order to preserve the person of the Pythoness, the
servants in the Temple of Apollo were women. The
fabled throne of prophecy within the sanctuary of
Delphi has been called the “navel of the earth.” From
this seat, vapors were emitted causing enigmatic
words that were recorded and interpreted as sayings
of Apollo. While in trance, the priestess was believed
to become the vehicle for the voice of Apollo, uttering
prophecies capable of changing the history of the
Greek people.

Aegeus and Jason from the myth of Jason and the
Argonauts sought out the Delphic Oracle and had
their lives changed. Jason inquired of the Oracle
whether he should take on the task of retrieving the
Golden Fleece to avenge the death of his father Aeson
and take the throne from his uncle, Pelias. The Oracles
also warned Pelias that a man only wearing one san-
dal would turn him off the throne of Iolcus—this man
would be Jason. The Oracles encouraged Jason to do
this task. Brutus, the founder of the Roman Republic
traveled to Delphi to inquire of the Oracles about
how he might take power away from Tarquinias and
become the ruler of Rome. Oedipus consulted the
Delphic Oracle to inquire about who his real father
was and was told that he was destined to kill his real
father and marry his mother. The Delphic Oracle was
consulted as to why Thebes was plagued, revealing
that Jocasta and her husband Oedipus were really
mother and son.

As the Delphic Oracle was meant to reveal the
future for humans as a gift to humans, angry gods and
goddesses used the Oracle as a means to give false
prophecies out of spite for the individual that had
sparked their anger. The Greek gods had a reputation
for not only loving their human children but for also
intervening and toying with them in sometimes rather
cruel and manipulative ways.

During the age of colonization in ancient Greece,
in the eighth century B.C.E., there was a rebirth within
Greek society. Specifically in the year 776 B.C.E., when
the first Olympic games occurred, the flowering of

one of the great Panhellenic sanctuaries at Delphi
began where the athletes sought the oracles to foresee
their outcome at the Games. The revival of these cults
brought literature, art, sculpture, and more sacred
buildings within the Greek Empire. The Greek reli-
gion was expanding and became fuller and more elab-
orate. Delphi and the oracles and devotion to Apollo
began to increase during this period.

The stories of Greek mythology are a part of most
Western educational experiences. The stories of the
gods serve as cultural, historical, and anthropological
lessons that reveal to their audiences the beliefs and
practices of spiritualities past.

—Julie Wieland-Robbescheuten

DEVIL

The devil has been given numerous names that are
synonymous for identifying the devil; Satan, Prince of
Darkness, Lucifer, Mephistopheles, and the fallen
angel. Regardless of which label one decides to use to
identify the evil one, the devil, is without a doubt labeled
as the cause of all evil, destruction, and suffering in
the cosmos. The concept of the devil only exists in
select religious traditions, namely the predominant
monotheistic religious systems. Every religion has
demons and evil antagonistic gods that persuade
humans to commit evil deeds. But within the great
religious world there exists only four religions
(Zoroastrianism, Judaism, Christianity, Islam) that
believe in one evil figure, the devil, as the cause of evil
and suffering in the world. Belief in the devil and his
home, the underworld or hell, can have differing
influences on individual religious and/or spiritual
development—ifrom extreme to minimal to nonexistent.
Whatever the impact, throughout human history, the
devil has played and will continue to play an impor-
tant role in the development of religiousness and spir-
ituality throughout the world.

Zoroastrianism, the world’s first monotheistic reli-
gion, was centered on the belief in a balanced world:
light and darkness, good and evil. The all-powerful
god of light and righteousness was Ahura Mazda, who
was in constant battle with his demonic antagonistic
match, Angra Mayu. This battle between the forces
of good and evil laid the foundation for the additional
monotheistic traditions focusing on this concept. Ancient
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Hebrew, Christianity, and Islam are rich with narratives
of Job, Jesus, and other biblical figures that wrestle
with the devil and his incitements to do the opposite
of what God wants.

Because the devil is described as chaos, he is des-
ignated, along with his many names, by a variety of
symbols that represent evil and chaos. In the Hebrew
text there is the serpent from Eden and the monster
Leviathan. The crescent moon came to be interpreted
as the horns of the devil, which are on ancient sym-
bols of power, fertility, and luck. Therefore, the horns
of the devil represent his princely power wrought with
negativity.

The character of the devil was created through the
meshing of pagan deities that came to be classified as
demons by Christians linking Greco-Roman deities to
attributes of the devil. The one mythological deity that
has had the most influence in the creation of the image
of the devil is the god Pan. Pan was associated with
wilderness and hostility and was feared by the
ancients. Pan was believed to be hairy and was similar
in appearance to that of a goat with horns and cloven
hooves. Christians took the myth of the god Pan and
mixed his characteristics with another Greek deity,
Hades, the god of the underworld, ruler of death. The
final deity that was combined into creating the devil
image was Charun, the Etruscan god of death. He was
represented in Etruscan art with a huge beaked nose,
shaggy beard and hair, pointed ears, wings, and smirking
image. These three images were well-known in the
ancient world and through fusing their physical and
personality traits, the image of the devil emerged and
is depicted in medieval and modern art as a goat or
beastlike creature, a concoction of meshing three feared
ancient deities into one figure, the devil.

There is a definite tensio