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The Christian of the future will be a mystic or he or
she will not exist at all.  (Rahner 1986: 149)

1.  Closing the gap between experience and tradition
Religion has always loomed large for my family and me.  All members of

my family have been involved in religion in one way or another, from as long as I
can remember.  Religion matters to us, and to me it represents what is most
important in life, namely, a relationship with the eternal, and an adjustment of my
will to a greater or higher authority.  Yet I have always been aware of a gap
between my experience and the tradition.  While adjusting my life to the reality of
a higher authority is my personal religious quest, I have never felt that I can rely
on tradition to disclose the nature of God to me.  I have always been wary of
tradition, and have tried to protect my experience from it.  This has been
instinctual from the start, and no doubt the suspicion of tradition derives from my
Australian cultural and family background, which has insisted on the difference
between experience and tradition.

I have always been plagued by the feeling that the traditional image of God
does not disclose the true God.  I have been respectful of the traditional image, but
have never felt that it discloses ultimate truth to me.  This has put me at odds with
churches and places of worship, yet throughout my life I have attended places of
worship in a kind of compromise arrangement, because I need a sense of
community and belonging.  I attend places of worship, but I am unable to recite
the Apostle’s Creed, for instance, because I do not believe in it.  Unlike many of
my close friends and peers, I was unable to make the switch to Tibetan Buddhism,
which was a popular choice in my early adulthood.  I have chosen to remain in the
Judeo-Christian tradition, and feel that it continues to offer a great amount, even
though I believe that the Western churches as we know them have reached their
use-by date, and will probably not last much longer.  There is something new up
ahead, but I’m not exactly sure what it is and I will not live to see it.  My hope is
that the new form of religion will attempt to bridge the yawning gap between
experience and tradition, between what I sense is true and what the churches
pronounce to be true.

There is a new reformation on the horizon, but it may take quite a few years
to emerge.  Religion as we have known it has been undermined by science and
philosophy over the last 300 years, and it may take the same amount of time for
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religion to recover and get back on track again.  Religion has tried to defend itself
against scientific attack, but the new form of religion will embrace science as its
ally and partner, and will work with science to bring about a more authentic
religious life.  The ‘science’ I have been studying for over 30 years is that of
depth psychology, and I have sought to illuminate religious matters using
psychology as my discipline.  Although some view my work as destructive of
religion, my real ambition is to help bring the new religion into being.  I have
seen myself as caring for a church that does not yet exist; it is an odd feeling,
rather like living for a future that has not yet been born.

2.  What’s wrong with religion?
The ‘destructiveness’ of my work is that I try to discover why religion is

not functioning properly, and I try to name the forces that have worked to
undermine it.  Like the philosopher Derrida, I ask the question that institutional
religion itself does not want to ask:

What is religion?  What is it doing and what is being done with it at present?  What is
happening and so badly?  What is happening under this old name?  (Derrida and Vattimo
1998: 34-38)

Let us briefly review some of the obstacles that prevent the modern mind from
embracing traditional religion.

- the Christian religion is patriarchal and masculinist; it appears to be made by
men to further their power; it seems to oppress women and undermine their
authority; it represses the feminine element in men as well as in women; and
it excludes the feminine dimension of the divine.  Western religion is a very
male enterprise, and it stands in need of a correction in favour of the
feminine.

- religion is based on a pre-modern cosmology and an ancient vision of reality
that can no longer be believed; its God is externalist and interventionist,
inhabiting a metaphysical space and performing actions that are no more
believable than the anthropomorphic temper-tantrums of Zeus on Mt
Olympus.

- religion is based on a conception of spirit that is supernatural; spirit is
conceived as an outside agency which works miracles and wonders, which
has a ‘kingdom’ in another reality, and which is totally implausible to
modern understanding.

- religion is otherworldly and does not have enough to say about the experience
of the sacred in creation; it does not teach us how to live harmoniously with
nature but to have ‘dominion’ over the earth; in a time of ecological crisis,
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what can an anthropocentric religion such as this contribute to the survival
of the planet?

- religion seeks perfection as its goal, but the contemporary era has found
perfection to be unrealistic, neurotic and anti-life; instead, our time seeks
‘wholeness’ as its goal, a more complex conception, but one which is in
accord with our basic spiritual impulses.  It is impossible to follow a
religion based on perfection if one is called to wholeness.

- religion is dualistic and instructs the spirit to triumph over the body and its
desires, but the emerging spirituality seeks to bring spirit and body,
sacredness and sexuality, together in a new experience of the totality of life.

- religion belongs to an era in which authority was invested in priests, bishops,
and clergy; ordinary people were apparently happy to give away their
authority to such figures, but today we want to claim authority for
ourselves; for us, the inward authority of conscience and spirit is
compelling, and we no longer trust outward authority figures, as there have
been too many breeches of trust.

- religion is dogmatic and imposes laws and rules, without enquiring into the
nature of the human self that it seeks to convert and change; it does not
offer a psychology or Way by which the individual can be transformed, but
seems to demand conformity to devotional practices.

- religion imposes the ‘big story’ of theology without exploring the ‘little
stories’ of our individual biographies, which might give theology a foothold
in our lives; a person rejects religion not because he or she does not believe,
but because he or she is not believed.  If religion included the spirituality of
individuals, it might be renewed by such expansion, and individuals would
not feel excluded, pushed out or irrelevant.

- Christianity is arrogant on the world stage, believing itself to be the best of the
religions, boasting that it has God’s ‘only begotten son’, and viewing other
religions as lesser rivals or as downright inferior.  In a polycentric age
which does not subscribe to the view that there can be ‘one true faith’, the
arrogance of Christianity is a great worry to many thinking people.

- Christianity is fused with the social establishment, and too identified with
business, government and commerce to be able to offer a critique of this
world; it does not allow for the radicality of spirit, which is at odds with
worldliness; religion does not provide enough challenge to society, but
reinforces and supports its basic values.

- Probably the most damaging case against religion is that it is a system of belief
in an age of science.  For over 300 years empirical science has taught us not
to believe anything, but to question everything, and don’t embrace any point
of view unless it can be verified or proved in some way.  Religion,
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however, asks us to believe in a set of creeds, dogmas, propositions, without
recourse to proof except by, using a circular reasoning, appealing to the
proof of the tradition itself.

3.  The decline of religion, the rise of spirituality
In Australia, as in all Western democracies, we witness this phenomenon: as

‘religion’ goes into decline, and fails to speak to the modern need, a new kind of
religiousness called ‘spirituality’ is rising.  It has been estimated that formal
religion now appeals to between 7% to 10% of the population, whereas the
informal religiousness calling itself ‘spirituality’ might appeal to over 50% or
more of the population (Forman 2004). ‘Spirituality’ is used to refer to a personal
and self-directed search for meaning, and is hugely influenced by the
individualism of our time.  ‘Spirituality’ in this context is the re-emergence of the
religious instinct in secular conditions, but because this instinct is emerging
outside traditions, it is often felt to have little to do with ‘religion’ as such.
Hence, a great many Australians, and especially young Australians and students,
claim to be ‘spiritual but not religious’.  They want the essence of religion
without its forms; or as Derrida would put it, they want religion without religion.

Conservative religious people often refer to the rising spirituality as ‘new
age’.  The ‘new age’ has become a pejorative term and implies something which
is aberrant, inauthentic, lacking in merit.  The old order never likes to be eclipsed
by the new, and it is often the case that an old religious order will denounce a
rising new order as inauthentic.  This has happened throughout history; for
instance, towards the end of the Roman Empire, the official religion of the
Romans was called religio, while the new religions coming in from the East,
including Christianity, were referred to as superstitio.  The new is always given a
negative coloration by the dying order.  Even if the new has the backing of the
holy spirit behind it, it will be blocked and stymied by an old order that is self-
invested and interested more in its survival rather than in serving the ‘spirit that
makes new’.

It is true today that there is a so-called ‘new age’ movement which deserves
the harsh criticism it receives, in that it is commercial, exploitative, shallow, and
at times oddly irrational.  The new age is the McDonalds of the new spirituality;
but it is merely a kind of the shop-front for a much larger movement behind it.
People who seek to condemn the new are content with clichés and appearances,
especially if these seem self-damning and negative.  But dwarfing the ‘new age’
shop-front in every respect is a much larger grassroots spirituality movement,
which is not superficial or inauthentic, but which represents a legitimate
movement of the spirit in our times.  This movement is postmodern as well as
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post-secular; it is the re-emergence of the religious instinct.  This movement
represents the primordial longing for spirit in the human psyche, and I would say
that it contains the seeds of the renewal of the West, and looks set to oust formal
religion from its once privileged position.  Some would argue it has already
achieved this (Heelas and Woodhead 2004).

We live in tense, dangerous and difficult times, and it is no small thing
when religion and spirituality separate like two continental plates drifting in
opposite directions.  When people feel a conflict between religion and spirituality
they are experiencing a battle between the religious impulse and religious form.
When spirit and form are opposed to each other, this means nothing less than the
breakdown of our social structure.  We have come to the end of a phase of
civilisation, and everything has to be rebuilt.  An old religious view has collapsed,
and a new one is in the making, but in this transitional period, there can be a lot of
confusion, pain and misunderstanding.  Religious authorities see the problems, but
blame them upon the ‘faithless’ people, rather than seeing how they have
contributed to the problems by failing to move with the spirit of the time.  Paul
Tillich writes about ‘religious sin’, that is, the belief that one’s own religious
structures are perfect, do not need to be changed, and are sanctioned by the holy;
therefore, it must be the people who are wrong.

Many of us, young and old alike, are stuck between a rock and a hard place,
between a religious worldview we have outgrown and can no longer embrace, and
a personal spiritual journey that brings no guarantees of community, shared
language or historical foundations.  Society is in a crisis concerning its spiritual
life, despite emissaries of the new age telling us that we are edging closer toward
enlightenment every day.  The negative things that are said about religion are
often true, though generally distorted and exaggerated by those who have become
jaded and disenchanted.  For their part, the Western religions, if they are to
survive, much less thrive, need to respond to the arguments that popular spiritual
opinion levels against them.  These criticisms come not just from a rancorous and
uninformed rabble, but from the human spirit itself, which can find no bridge
between its longings and the traditions that are supposed to contain and express
those longings.

4.  Faith requires an inner life
How does the church recover its soul, its interiority?  The spirit of our times

is experiential, and yet the historical church is based on belief.  The spirit of our
times is sceptical and disbelieving until such time as an experience changes its
mind and convinces it otherwise.  The secular world is full of disbelieving people
who are nevertheless waiting for, even hoping for, conversion.  An atheist is a
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believer in waiting, hoping to be shown a way to access the truth.  It is an oddly
tragic scenario if the institutions of faith cannot, or will not, engage with this
spiritual hunger in the community.

This is a tall order for religious traditions – in a sense, religion cannot
return as a force in society unless it is based on experience rather than on belief or
acceptance of creeds and precepts.  Received faith is no longer enough; faith has to
be tested against, and drawn from, the pulse of immediate experience.  The
‘passing on’ of faith from one generation to another is no longer possible, and
religions have relied upon this generational succession for centuries.  It was based
on the authority of tradition, the stability of the family and society, and the power
of conscience or the superego to instil values and moral order.  Now, however, the
superego of society has broken down, as has generational succession.  To instil
religion now we need to start further back than tradition, superego, conscience or
morality.  We need to start with the heart, to appeal directly to the soul and gain
an existential purchase on human life.

To meet this requirement, religion will have to start speaking a new
language to the post-secular age.  It will have to start speaking the language of
religious experience, as found in the writings of the great mystics.  Preaching and
moral lessons no longer work or have any appeal.  Now we need conversion at the
core, that is, mystical experience.  In metaphorical terms, religion will have to
move from water to fire.

5.  Mysticism speaks to the contemporary need
Mysticism speaks to the contemporary need in a way that much orthodox

religion does not.  Why is this so?  I think there are two reasons.  Mysticism is
based on experience and not on belief.  It seeks to know the reality of God through
direct experience of the mystery, as that mystery is discovered in the immediacy of
one’s own life and interiority.  Traditional worship begins with revelation and
tradition, and works from that basis, asking people to assent to what they presently
do not know.  But today people won’t believe what they regard as unbelievable.
Faith has been described as believing in ‘what you know ain’t so’.  That era is
over, as we have developed too much respect for our cognitive and intellectual
capacities.  Today, people will not arrive at an appreciation of faith until such time
as they have had their subjective experience engaged.  We could say that faith
requires an inner life.  Today we need to work from the inside out.

Karl Rahner said we have to stop trying to put religion into people, and start
drawing it out from people.  To do this requires knowledge of the mystical
traditions, practices and exercises, and that is in short supply in the modern
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churches.  But there are encouraging signs that this is changing.  For instance,
across the world, many nuns have developed an interest in practising and teaching
the art of the interior life.  Here in Melbourne, nuns have set up spirituality centres
across the city and beyond, and all have as their focus the interiority and
uniqueness of the person.  This is certainly the way forward for religion, although
significantly, the hierarchical authorities, dominated by men, often frown upon
what the nuns are doing and do not encourage it, and even actively discourage it.
I will return to this point in a moment: the interior life often seems to be a domain
of the feminine.

Secondly, the mystics begin with an encounter with emptiness, and they
seek  to fill the emptiness with an experience of the sacred.  No matter how much
they assert God’s presence in the world, their emphasis is on the need to empty
oneself of the familiar, including the familiar images of God.  They travel by way
of the via negativa, the absence of certainty, and they seek God passionately
because they sense his absence acutely.  The mystical quest begins because God is
felt to be too far away, and the mystic strives to overcome this distance and to
practice the art of spiritual intimacy.  It is the sense of absence that is the driving
force, and that – of course – is what many of us feel today.  We are ‘poor in
spirit’ and begin in secular society with an overwhelming sense of spiritual
emptiness and a lack of intimacy with the cosmos.

By a surprising turn of events, the secular world has unwittingly prepared us
for the mystical quest, since it has landed us in a wasteland in which mere belief is
no longer enough to extricate us from our alienation.  Only a direct experience of
the numinous is compelling enough to satisfy our longing.  Starting with the
emptiness of the heart primes us not only for Judeo-Christian mysticism, but also
for Eastern philosophies and Buddhism in particular.  All pathways that begin with
the empty or derelict state can help us find our way out of the wasteland in which
we currently find ourselves.

Tradition has typically not engaged our emptiness, and has been reluctant to
focus on the interior reality.  It says: ‘why focus on interior emptiness, on such a
bleak place, when we have the great riches of tradition to draw on?’  Why bother
with emptiness, and become depressed and full of despair, when we have so much
to celebrate?  Why focus on nothing when we have something, when our spirits
can be lifted by the gospel, the example of Jesus, and the rituals and liturgies of
worship?  In other words, the tradition has tried to take us up to the heights, rather
than into the depths.  We need to summon the courage to go into our emptiness,
and see what might be at the centre of it, what might emerge from it.  We imagine
and fear a terrible abyss, but it could be the God within who awaits us there,
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hoping that at least some of us have the courage to seek him out in the place where
we least expect it, in the interior wastes of our own experience.

The eruption of the subjective spiritual domain has caught tradition
unprepared, and clergy have not been trained in the psycho-spiritual mode.  The
mystical science of the God within is found in the old dusty books on the spiritual
life, but these have been forgotten in favour of modern religious texts on
systematic theology and church history.  Moreover, the old treatises on the
spiritual life often use obtuse theological and mythological language that is not
accessible today, as we need to understand the spiritual life through psychology
rather than through mythology.  Something erupts in our midst that is older and
more primary than modern religious concerns.  The post-secular psyche says
boldly: I want to experience the reality of God, before I can believe in it.  I cannot
be content with hearsay and scripture; a religion of the word is not enough, I want
more.

6.  The feminine bridge of reconnection
Why has religious tradition forgotten or relinquished its mystical heritage?

Mysticism requires a trust in the interior person, in the feminine soul, and we
come from an extraverted, masculinist tradition that has asked us to trust the
external authority of the church and to distrust the soul, which is mostly unseen,
ignored or regarded as illusory.  Authority is found only in the historical life of
Jesus, rather than the mystical Christ within; it is found in scriptures and dogmas,
rather than in the intuition of the soul.  This set of priorities is now being reversed
by the peculiar social and historical conditions that have been thrust upon us.  It is
not by choice that we face the soul today, it is by necessity, or a destiny beyond
our control.

We have to turn within for reconnection with the sacred, despite the fact
that religious authorities in the West continue to warn us that the inner journey is
an unnecessary indulgence, dangerous or unethical.  Most damaging, it is said to
be ‘new age’.  This points, in my opinion, to an inadequate or defective theology
of the self.

7.  Hidden resources of the interior self
In order to relate to the spiritual demands of the present, religion needs to

adjust its theology of the self.  Currently, religion has a rather dismal view of the
self, and does not think it is capable of the extraordinary feats that many people
are anticipating.  But the self is far more complex than conventional opinion
realises.  The self contains mysterious depths, and psychotherapy has helped to
open these depths to scientific scrutiny.  We need to think seriously about the
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‘inward turn’ of culture, the fading of outside authority, and what this means for
our capacity to relate to God through the subjective means at our disposal.

Our relation to the sacred is paradoxical.  On the one hand, we appear to be
distant from the sacred, and tradition says God is far ‘above’ us, while on the
other hand we seem to be close to the sacred, and search for the God within.  In
the West, traditional religion has emphasised our distance from God, a distance
sealed by the doctrine of original sin.  Because of this distance, religion saw its
task primarily as directing, leading, and correcting people.  Religion sought to
extricate people from the mire of sin, and to lead them up to a better way.  Left to
their own devices, people would go astray, lose their way, become corrupt, or
wallow in instinctual desires.  There was very little faith in the human soul, little
respect for individual conscience, much less for the indwelling presence of the
Holy Spirit.  The human soul was not highly valued, and the church saw itself as
the locus of divine light in a world governed by darkness and sin.

This is the kind of religion that is no longer useful today.  People have
outgrown this view of the world and the self, and any church which continues with
this theology is doomed to fail.  Contact with the inner life, as well as an
acquaintance with the philosophies of the Eastern paths, have suggested that the
interior world is far more roomy and complex than the simple church dogmas of
original sin could ever understand.  Recently, the concept of original blessing has
arisen to counteract the dangerous effects of too much emphasis on sin and
darkness.  This provides a new basis for a different theology of the self, one that
sees the self, at its innermost depths, as capable of having a conversation with the
divine.  There is a strange yet profound inner light at the core of the human
person, and this light has not even been acknowledged by tradition, even though it
states dogmatically that we are carriers of the indwelling Holy Spirit.

In the past, the church exaggerated its own importance in the life of the
individual.  By making the human self so dark, so prone to illusion and vice, the
church claimed the high moral ground for itself.  In the church’s mission, morality
was the prime focus, and the purpose of church was to show people how to live
the good life.  Where necessary, the church would appeal to the guilt and self-
condemning aspect of the person, who might be made to ‘awaken’ to the right
path with persuasion and correction.  I don’t understand how the church developed
in this way, because it is not the full Christian story.  In Christianity, our distance
from God is compensated by our potential proximity to God.  According to
scripture, we are made in the image of God, and despite the Fall, this original
imprint is still present.  The self has the divine imprint on it, and not even sin can
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abolish this entirely.  In the Gospel of Luke we are told that the kingdom of God
is within you, and thus the self cannot be entirely removed from Grace.

8.  Breathing in, breathing out
Christianity has spent a long time in an external, masculinist mode, and it

comes as a shock to discover that there might be an inward, feminine side to the
tradition, and this side has to be developed.  Faith can no longer be ‘passed on’
from generation to generation, down the patrilineal line, like an external object or
inheritance.  Rather, faith must now be discovered from within, the result of a
personal and earnest encounter between the ego and the soul.   In a dark time like
ours, a time without religious belief, religion’s task is to be quietly confident and
trust in the soul.  Although the external edifice of religion is crumbling, there is
every reason to hope that religion can be rebuilt from within, so long as we learn
how to contact the soul and bear with it during this time of trial and crucifixion.

After the crucifixion of tradition comes the resurrection, but it  is still far
too early to tell what form the resurrection will take.  I think it will surprise many
in its radical departure from what has gone before.  As Bishop Spong has said, the
events on the horizon of our immediate future will put other events in the shade,
and the reformation that is to come will make the 16th century Reformation look
tame in comparison.  Religion has to learn how to birth itself in the most unlikely
places.  It has to learn about the psychodynamics of secular experience, and
understand that people are only ‘atheists’ on the surface.  Underneath the conscious
denial, the disavowal of interest, is a silent voice that wants to say Yes.  The soul,
as distinct from the ego, longs for the healing embrace of the sacred, and I think
that embrace is our birthright, and we are biologically hard-wired to share in this
experience.

Spirituality has a rhythm that is similar to breathing.  It has an out-breath
and an in-breath.  We in the West have been breathing out for a very long time.
The emphasis in Western religion has been externalist and outward.

Western tradition has been about the art of breathing out into the world, and
as such, we have a great deal to teach the East about the relationship between
religion and society and social justice.  But we have become exhausted by all this
breathing out, and are in desperate need of an in-breath.  The tradition is
devitalised, denuded, and devoid of in-spiration.  We are in the time of the much-
needed in-breath, but the tradition hardly knows how to take a breath.  We have
been stuck in a single mode.  Many feel they can only catch their breath by turning
to the East, to yoga, which of course is based on the art of breathing, on prana and
in-spiration.  There is still the constant assertion from established quarters that this
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cannot be our way forward; many speak of the internal mode as morbid,
unhealthy, narcissistic, un-Christian.

There are plenty of resources for our in-breath, but we have forgotten them.
They are buried, lost, or out of sight.  We have the resources of Ignatian,
Carmelite, Benedictine, and Cistercian spiritualities, but these are like underground
streams in society, locked away in monasteries that are themselves dying for want
of new vocations.  These monastic sources are invisible not only to Protestants but
to most Catholics as well.  Where can we go to be replenished and nourished by
these living waters?  We are sitting on enormous riches and great sources of water,
but the streams are underground and out of sight.  Most of us are unaware of the
life-giving waters of the spirit, and sit on an arid, dry wasteland, at the surface of
our lives.  People both inside and outside the churches are not aware of these
underground streams; it is as if we are suffering from amnesia of some kind.

This means we need to bring the monastery and its knowledge into the
street, into the mainstream, not kept away in abbeys and retreat centres.  It may
seem odd, even counter-intuitive, to suggest that the way forward for religion is to
bring the monastic model to the attention of the community and lay public.  After
all, most mystical tracts on the interior life were written by celibate monks for
other monks.  In a fast, superficial world where many things are quick and slick, it
may seem a tall order to expect people to follow the slow practices of the
monastery.

However, I think many would do just this, in the same way that many today
go religiously into psychotherapy, often to find the very spirit and interior
connection that could be found in mystical practice.  It is precisely this kind of
model that will work in the future, as the project of religion as a belief system has
been lost, and it now has to function on an experiential basis.  We are already
seeing signs of this in Taize in France, and in Iona and Holy Island in the UK.
We are also realising the importance of meditation and reflection, as promoted in
the work of John Main and Laurence Freeman – such work indicates that
Christianity can be an ongoing spiritual experience.

However spirituality and contemplation is not enough.  Too much in-breath
makes us dizzy, sick, and liable to explode with an overdose of pneuma.  Too
much interiority is not good for the person, or for the soul.  When we turn within
to touch the sacred source, that source wants to gush forth into life and world,
distributing its living waters to those who have been unable to turn within.  Hence
any legitimate inward turn is followed, of necessity, by a turn to the world and its
human and social needs.  If the inward turn leads to more and more interiority, we
have not contacted the true spirit, but have been indulging a wounded self with
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insatiable needs.  True interiority never leads to narcissism, because the
undamaged self does not want narcissism, but wants the fullness of life both
internally and externally.

Hence the esoteric spiritual life still needs and requires the public forum, for
community, shared ritual, language, iconography and liturgy.  It also needs the
public, social focus of the exoteric, without which we are inclined to get lost in the
entrancing depths of interiority.  These two traditions, two churches, need each
other, like feminine and masculine, and each is incomplete without the other.  We
cannot say that the in-breath is better than the out-breath, or vice versa.  The full
process of spirituality requires both elements, both phases, both movements.


