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PART I

Introduction

I want to try and speak about my belief that “spirituality” is often, today, promoted as a way of avoiding and evading the demands of justice and of the struggle for a more equal world.

This may seem somewhat negative, but I hope this will lead to some positive discussion.

I argue that this split has done great damage to Christian consciousness and that the recovery of social and personal theological wholeness is necessary if we are to avoid these false polarities.

Today, I want to try and examine the link between spirituality and human liberation, the need for a fresh vision and the unity of contemplation and action – the reunification of the sacred and secular.  

To do this, I draw on my own experience in pastoral and social ministry, especially in the many years lived in West Africa and the few here in Australia.

I begin with a question. Are the people that gather for the celebration of Eucharist each Sunday morning a real faith-community or are they disassociated personalities.Are most who partake of the sacraments like ships passing in the night, hardly aware of each other’s existence unless we stop for a cuppa afterwards.

If all we do is attend Sunday service, there is little to bring us together, into social interaction, and if we do pursue a spiritual discipline Monday through to Saturday, do we do so privately?

Also in that Monday to Saturday interval have we one mind for the sanctuary and the other for the street – one conscience for the church and another for the office or factory? If there is such a conflict, do we acknowledge it?

Here, at the beginning, can I stress that as long as that conflict goes unfaced, we are disassociated personalities.

Alongside that rather negative scenario, there is in a variety of Christian traditions, a renewal of concern for integration of soul and society, prayer and politics, the mystical and prophetic dimensions of Christian life.

Let me briefly speak of this renewal – for the sake of simplicity it is often connected with the interest in and practice of spirituality.

Spirituality – it would be easy to be cynical about the current vogue – it is a growth area for the religious book trade.

But what do people mean when they speak of “spirituality”?  Forty or fifty years ago in those wonderful sixties, it was to a large extent identified with escapist piety; a retreat from the needs and demands of the world.

Today it is different – there is a resurgence of interest in prayer, devotions, techniques of meditation, ascetical practices and the “inner life.”  When Christians speak of spirituality, it is to this inward questthey usually refer.

However, the word has come to be used in so general and vague a way that its continued usefulness needs to be questioned.

Some of the conceptual vagueness and confusion is indicated when spirituality can cover – the occult phenomena, yoga discipline, appreciation of eastern religions, myriad pious exercise, jogging cults, wilderness sojourners, mortification of the body, meditation, non-violence, bleeding statues, hospitality, stark poverty, dietary practices, sitting on top of a pillar.

So the necessity of sounding a warning – some, dare I say most, of the current interest in the realm of the spirit is of a superficial and bizarre nature.

The spiritual world can be dangerous – it can be a harmful diversion from the living God, from the demands of justice, from engagement with reality. It can be a form of illusion. So be aware, spirituality today is marketed as a product. It belongs to the area of the private life, and let’s be honest and acknowledge that this private approach has roots within western society, where religion has come to be seen as an option – one of the wide range of choices which consumerism offers.

Consequently, spirituality is seen, not as a way of living, influencing every sphere of life, but rather as a sphere in its own right – the spiritual dimension.Such spirituality serves to reinforce, or at least, not to disturb the status quo. That is why much of the popular literature from recent and present times, offers prayer and meditation as ways of coping with existing reality, not as ways to change it.

Laurence Freeman, said in the West Weekend Magazine, 6 February 2010, “We have a culture in which time is money and time is constantly running out. Or so it appears to us. We continually run after ourselves and what that produces is stress and the inability of many people to manage their time properly.

One of the causes of that is that there is such an imbalance in our lifestyle that we do not give time for that other dimension we are talking about – the contemplate and spiritual dimension.

One of the reasons there is a resurge of Christian meditation is that medical science has recognised that meditation has health and psychological benefits. You can meditate for those reasons alone and get the benefits.”

Many books of popular spirituality treat prayer and spiritual exercises as personal and private – to do with the relationship between the individual and God. This privatisation means, for example, that religious energy is put into the advancement of personal holiness to the neglect of social justice.

This process of confinement begets and enhances dualism – body and soul, public and private, the sacred and the secular.

That dualism would never have been part of the Jewish and Biblical way of understanding and conceiving reality – therefore never part of how Jesus thought or felt. But sadly it has been a persistent element in the Christian tradition – the spiritual realm is separate from and superior to the world of flesh and matter. Thomas a Kempis “Imitation of Christ” – a book that for centuries rivalled the popularity of the Bible taught us to despise passion, emotion feelings (sexual) – the body itself! It was a hindrance to the encounter with God that occurred (where?) within the soul.

No wonder the sense of the sacred shifted from the community to the self. So the Church even gathered for the Eucharistic meal became a gathering of disassociated individuals.

It is essential to emphasise that in true traditional, orthodox Christianity, there can be no private spirituality. The world privatehas its originals in the Latin word privatio, meaning robbery, which is not a Christian word at all! Nor does individualism have a place within the spiritual climate of the Scriptures.

No-one can possess the Spirit solely as any individual – only as a member of the community. When the Spirit blows, the result is not to create good invididual Christians, but members of a community – the People of God, the Body of Christ. At the very heart, the Christian life and identity, is a process of incorporation into a new social organism – a new community. There, there is no such thing as a pure world of the spirit which exists in its own right – so it has to be in the rough and tumble of life – in the sphere of politics and economics, justice, peace, etc., etc. – every sphere of living.

In 1948, when Thomas Merton insisted that “mysticismwas part of the normal Christian life,” his words were uttered in a religious wilderness.


End of session one – Questions for small groups

1. In public worship, in our Monday to Saturday life-styles, are we disassociated personalities?
2. What is your present understanding of spirituality?
3. “The spiritual world can be a harmful diversion from the Living God, from the demands of justice, and from engagement with reality.” Any comment?



PART II

I finished Part I with that quote form Thomas Merton, mysticismwas part of the normal Christian life. But when he said that back in 1948, mysticism was reserved for a small segment of humanity. For the ordinary  Christian, it was not seen as relevant.

Within the Catholic tradition, contemplative prayer, spiritual direction and the writings of the mystics were seen as belonging to an advanced stage of the Christian life. The ordinary Catholic was encouraged to hear Mass, say the rosary and be content with little manuals of devotion. Spirituality was on the margins and any reference to mysticism led to suspicions of the esoteric, the occult and an ethos at odds with the Gospel.

A revolt came – initially from outside the Christian community!

In 1966, Ken Kesey and his Merry Pranksters took the drug LSD, got hold of some electrical equipment and moved into the Haigh-Ashbury district of San Francisco. The result was an LP called The Acid Test. It heralded the beginning of the psychedelic culture. whole new language was born – hippie, turn on, drop out– these words are still part of the popular vocabulary. The flower people developed an alternative society with its own methods of communication and literature.

It would be wrong to see the drug culture simply as a revolt against and radical rejection of the dominant culture. But it did provide a bridge to a new position. Out of the hippie culture emerged a series of spiritual movements that are of real importance for understanding the present search for faith and spirituality. 

Forty four years ago spirituality began to emerge under:
1. the resurgence of the eastern mystical traditions, Zen, Hindu Yoga, gurus like Maharishi Mahesh Yogi and Transcendental Meditation. Maharishi was the guru to the Beatles.
2. the resurgence of the occult - astrology, myths and around pilgrimages to places like Stonehenge. 
3. the quest for new forms of community – communes, the beginnings of the ecological movements, women’s liberation and liberation theology.
4. the renewal of various forms of Christianity – including a new fundamentalism (known as the Jesus movements) and a new radicalism often referred to as the underground church– the emerging church
5. the recognition of the social dimension of the Gospel and the importance of a unity between spiritual and social and political action.

I would like to try and speak about number 5. But before that, let me again emphasise:
to speak of spirituality is to speak about the whole life of the human person, and human community in their relationship with the divine
to speak of spirituality is to speak of what lies at the very heart of the Christian faith. Karl Rahner, an important Catholic theologian, claimed that the devout Christian of the future would either be a mystic or nothing.
there is no future for spirituality at the margins, a private zone on the edge of the Christian and human community.

No. 5: Any spirituality which does not incorporate social involvement is to that extent false. Similarly, social action which lacks a solid theoretical base and a persistent reflective dimension, is not only phony but also dangerous.

Firstly, let me pay tribute to John Wesley and the Methodist movement. That tradition remains an abiding witness to the integration of spiritual and social commitment. Wesley insisted that the strength of Methodism lay in personal and social holiness, disciplined meditation on the Scriptures and its roots among the common people.

Nearer home, and in later decades the Second Vatican Council (1962-65) called for renewal, the spirit of aggiornamento, a new vision. The Council’s teachings produced a series of new emphases, stressing Church as community instead of hierarchy, world involvement instead of withdrawal, co-responsibility instead of obedience and personal charisms instead of ecclesiastical offices.

A major contribution of the Council was its stress on a theology of the signs of the times.Pope John XXIII particularly emphasised the need for action in the areas of justice and peace, for a social spirituality and for a link between discipleship and social compassion.

Question – to what extent is that social teaching reflected at the parish level? To me, it seems that there is a long way to go before Catholic social teaching is earthed and takes root in the back streets.

My fear – and it is real – is that the teachings of the Second Vatican Council are in real danger of being frozen out and frozen over. There is need of a climate change! The alternative is a return to safe dogmas and disciplines, which offers no vision and no challenge, and divorces the Gospel from material needs and demands.

Here, I draw your attention to one of the important themes and insights of Liberation Theology – the holistic conception of salvation. Reading the Bible form the underside of history, liberation theology has reminded us of something historic Christianity has overlooked; that in the scriptures, salvation is a promise for the whole of God’s creation. Biblical salvation is not a promise for separate souls – not for individuals alone, not a promise for humanity alone. It is a promise for the whole creation.

What that might mean for our future and that of our planet can’t be comprehended. But what it means for ourefforts nowis clear and revolutionary.

The salvation God promises and towards which we are called to work is: spiritual, personal, social, political, economic, cultural and ecological. It is contrition and clean water; forgiveness and full stomachs, holiness and good jobs.

This among other things must be central to authentic Christian living. If not, then Christianity will die and does not deserve to be sustained.


End of session two– Questions for small groups

1. What are your memories or experiences of the hippie culture? Did it have any influence on your faith journey?
2. A social spirituality– what does that mean and involve for you at present?
3. In what ways have you had a change of thinking about your faith journey? What or who was responsible or instrumental in occasioning that change?




PART III

In every generation, there are certain vital issues which present the Christian community with a fundamental challenge to its spiritual integrity. If it fails to respond, many people will walk away and seek God elsewhere.

Such issues today include,
care of the environment
nuclear disarmament
war and violence
response to the poor
quest for equality
issues raised by feminism.

Silence here is not an option. A silent church is not a neutral church for it takes the side of the power structures of the day.

Here Christian hope and vision is rooted in Jewish tradition, with its emphasis on justice, hospitality, reverence for the land and belief in the presence and action of God in history. The call to sanctityis more central to the New Testament than the call to morality.Without holiness there can be no authentic Christian witness.

The voice of holiness calls us to heroic discipleship and a hunger for God. It calls us to get involved in turbulence, pain and perplexity. Catholic social vision needs to be realised in the back streets.

So, what is happening in your community group, whatever form that group takes? A structure that exists only for its own membership and does not witness to truths and values which must be proclaimed within, over and against the surrounding customs is harmful.

At the end of the day, the struggle against all forms of injustice does not take place in the board rooms, but at the base where the pain is. The parish structure is what we have to deal primiarly with and through. But if it is top heavy with consultants, managers and bureaucrats, energy and vision is lost – there will be no real social transformation.

Simplistic analysis can be justly criticised. But I risk that by stating that this, our age, while being characterised by the pseudo-certainty of the fundamentalists and the exciting variety and progress of the post-modernists, is also an age characterised by a loss of faith, a loss of rootedness. Existential emptinessis how Victor Frankl described it.

I believe that a major part of spiritual discernment and direction is to help people move out of that, even to the point of disintegration, upheaval and turmoil, to grasp the vision of a new reality.

A spirituality/religion that offers only inner individual and corporate security and/or a safe neutrality offers no vision and no challenge. 

We need the spirituality of the pilgrim who is never fully at home in the here and now, never freely adjusted to the values and norms fo a given order, but always seeking to be a community of contradiction, dissent and prophetic witness.

Any true theology today is a theology of travellers – groups of people working together, supporting, criticising and challenging each other in a framework of common discipleship and struggle.

We need a network model of pastoral care by which we learn to minister to each other, nourish each other and have and live a spirituality that will change, confront and transform.

Conclusion

Theology – it must be practical and in the inter-related areas of the pastoral, social and cultural. Yes, inter-related– none stands on its own. Our faith must pervade everything and be driven by the paradigms of incarnation and exile.

Incarnation will direct us to the marginalised, the victims of society whom Christ focused his ministry on. Exile – emphasises building community, where we have the feeling of belonging and ownership.
