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Campidoglio – The Capitoline Hill, Rome

Rome was founded on seven hills. One, the Capitoline, today is a central land-
mark, dominated by Michelangelo’s Piazza Campidoglio. The word is a cognate 

of “Capitoline” and celebrates the “capitol” status of this Roman landmark. Home of 
the Temple of Saturn and the Temple of Jupiter.

The Capitoline is the smallest of Rome’s seven hills. It adjoins the Roman Forum, 
and was a place celebrated in antiquity, in the medieval period, and today, as a center 
of archaeological interest and touristic fascination.

The “Awakened World 2012” conference, which touches so many pages of this 
issue of Insight, will hold its first Press Conference on the Piazza Campidoglio. It’s 
hard to imagine a more appropriate venue for a global conversation about the evolu-
tion of religion and spirituality. 

Caption
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editors’ Page

Insight moves on

In January of 2003, a new journal was 
born, bringing a fresh perspective 

on the global interreligious movement 
and celebrating the new interspirituality 
that began to flower in the early 21st 
century. Interreligious Insight combined 
scholarly excellence, good writing, and 
dramatic art and photography in a style 
unmatched in its field.

But our age is unapologetically digi-
tizing. Inks have become virtual, and 
paper...well, it’s past time to consume it 
less profligately. And, so, Interreligious 
Insight enters its next phase. 

Beginning with this July 2012 issue, 
Insight will be published online only, in 
the U.S., while UK subscribers can opt 
for online or printed versions (a print-
out of the online pdf version). 

In addition, Insight will now be 
published twice each year, in July and 
December.

Our rethinking of our mission 
and its realization required a hiatus. 
As a result, our paid subscribers will 
enjoy extended subscription periods. 
You’ll receive every issue to which you’re 
entitled (with the subscription peri-
od extended to make that possible). 
Subscribers will be notified by mail of 
the new arrangements. 

For now, please accept our apologies 
for the delay and the necessary reduction 
of our publication schedule. 

This issue – July 2012 – will be 
available online, with no subscription 
code required. As noted, existing sub-
scribers (US and UK) will be notified by 
mail and/or email of the new login pro-
cedures and subscription usernames and 
passwords. The encrypted subscription 
system will be in effect for the December 
issue of Insight.

As you’ll see in this issue, we may 
not be in ink any longer, but the look 
and quality of Interreligious Insight are 
unchanged. 

Thank you for your loyalty.
– The Editors

Jim Kenney, Alan Race, Seshagiri Rao
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Visit our web site at: www.interreligiousinsight.org

Click on Guest or Present Subscriber. You’ll be taken immediately 
to the downloads page, where you can download a pdf version of 
Interreligious Insight. Present U.S. subscribers will receive a letter this 
fall with their new subscription code and instructions. In the meanwhile, 
enjoy the rebirth of Insight.
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John Hick, who died on 9th February 2012, was one of the leading philosophers 
of religion in the contemporary western world. More than that, in relation to the 

interests of this journal, he can safely be called the leading exponent of what is termed 
the pluralist hypothesis in the theology and philosophy of religious pluralism. In this 
respect, he was a mentor and inspiration for many who struggle with questions of 
how the religions might be related to one another and to their status in relation to 
a sense of transcendent reality. no book worth its salt exploring these issues could 
afford to ignore John’s ground-breaking contributions to the debates on how to inter-
pret the fact of many religions in the world. 

It is well-known that John began his spiritual journey as a fundamentalist fol-
lowing his conversion to Christianity while he was a university student. But it was 

John Hick  (1922-2012)
a tribute

Alan Race

John Hick, 2011: photo, Ingrid Shafer
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not long before his clear-thinking head 
led him to adopt an intelligent standard 
Christian orthodoxy. As time passed, and 
with an increasingly critical outlook, he 
moved further to the liberal end of the 
Christian spectrum, finally embracing 
the Society of Friends (Quakers) a few 
years before his death. Along the way 
he underwent a couple of heresy trials 
and a public denunciation by Cardinal 
Razinger, now Pope Benedict. Of course 
he provided sound reasoned rebuttals to 
these rattled voices raised against him. 
John believed passionately in rational 
argument (though not a narrow rational-
ism) above rhetoric, a disposition and 
skill which he employed to consummate 
effect and which endeared him even to his 
philosophical and theological opponents.

Fundamental in John’s religious 
understanding was the role played by 
religious experience. It was this which 
distinguished a religious understanding 
of life from a naturalist viewpoint, and 
which presented an alternative to a strict 
Enlightenment perspective. And it was 
religious experience that lay at the root 
of his acceptance of the great religious 
traditions of the world as valid modes 
of religious truth and transformative 
life-paths. He himself reported such an 
experience to a number of friends on his 
email lists. After describing a breathing 
technique of meditation, which he had 
learned from the Buddhist nyanaponika 
Mahathera in Sri Lanka, he reported his 
own “breakthrough”, as he put it, in a 
second stage of the meditative process 
following an initial period which is often 
characterised by much distractive wan-
dering of the mind: 

On this occasion I was in that 
second stage, and when I opened 
my eyes the world was in one 
way the same but in another 
way entirely different. Instead 
of being separate from it I was 
part of the entire vast universe, 
and the universe that I was 
part of was – using inadequate  
language – friendly, benign, 
such that there could be nothing 
whatever to be anxious  about 
or to fear. This only lasted for a 
short time, two minutes at most, 
but during that time I was prob-
ably in a state verging on what 
Buddhists call satori or nirvana. 
In Christian terms I might call 
it `being in Christ’. But how-
ever you conceptualise it (which 
doesn’t matter much), in spite of 
its brevity it was unforgettable 
and was a vivid reminder that 
the fifth or spiritual dimension is 
indeed a reality. At any rate, in 
that state it is impossible not to 
be entirely convinced of this; and 
I  have long argued that it is as 
rational to base one’s beliefs and  
one’s life on religious experience 
as on the other forms of  experi-
ence. (posted August 2000). 

Although reliance on experiences 
of this kind are not intellectually solid 
enough for some hard-nosed philoso-
phers, this is an important piece of 
“reporting”, for critics of John have 
often assumed that his system was a 
purely rational or speculative projection. 
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more basic propositions in the philoso-
phy of religion but many exploring his 
ideas in the philosophy of religious plu-
ralism. There have also been Festschrifts 
produced in his honour, the most recent 
being Religious Pluralism and the Modern 
World: an Ongoing Engagement with John 
Hick, edited by Sharada Sugirtharajah, 
2012. This book was launched at 
Birmingham University, UK, to mark 
his 90th birthday in January, just a 
couple of weeks prior to John’s death, 
and was based on a symposium the pre-
vious year involving scholars from the 
UK and USA. I myself was privileged to 
participate in and contribute to both the 
symposium and the launch. Although 
confined to a wheel-chair, because of 
spinal degeneration, it was clear that 
John was enjoying the congratulatory 
attention of his friends and colleagues. 
Many of John’s students have gone on 
to become recognised academic spe-
cialists in their own fields and all have 
reason to thank John for his inspiration 
and stimulus. 

“Bold and challenging work” of 
course generates critics, and John was 
no stranger to criticism. However, his 
responses to criticism were always cour-
teous, precise and concise, and designed 
to maintain a focus on the intellectual 
issues which confront us all. Criticism 
often centred on complaints that John’s 
scheme was: (a) too dismissive of the 
religions as they present themselves, 
especially in their orthodox forms; (b) 
“too universal” concealing a mistak-
en assumption that the religions were 
essentially the same spiritually under-
neath their outward historical manifesta-

Perhaps John’s greatest achieve-
ment in the philosophy of religious 
pluralism was his block-buster book 
An Interpretation of Religion: Human 
Responses to the Transcendent (1989, with 
a second edition in 2004 which included 
a 25 page response to critics). The 
book, which was based on his 1986-
87 Gifford Lectures delivered at the 
University of Edinburgh, makes clear 
the author’s developing journey in plu-
ralist theory, for example, showing how 
Buddhism can also be incorporated into 
his overall picture that the major world 
religions are indeed authentic vehicles 
for channelling human responses to 
transcendent reality. It was a personal 
delight when John received the presti-
gious Grawemeyer award for the book. 
In the words of praise at the front of the 
second edition, Professor Chester Gillis 
from Georgetown University, wrote “It 
is Hick’s most comprehensive, bold, and 
challenging work.” 

If An Interpretation represents a 
summative scholarly version of John’s 
approach to religious pluralism we 
should not dismiss other more accessible 
works written for the general reader. 
Chief among these to be recommended 
is The Fifth Dimension: an Exploration of 
the Spiritual Realm (1999). Academically 
informed, but not academically indul-
gent, this book helps readers to grasp the 
“big picture” of how to take the religions 
seriously as arenas of religious truth 
and life and how they might be related 
in terms of the transcendent reality to 
which they are orientated. 

John’s work become the subject of 
numerous PhD theses, some tackling his 

John Hick (1922-2012)
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coming to understand other traditions, 
but also in coming to realise their his-
torical and human impact for good and 
ill. John was fond of saying that no tra-
dition can claim superiority on the basis 
of its impact in real lives. All traditions 
have a history of positive and negative 
effects. But dialogue was not enough 
if it was simply a way of lessening the 
negative antagonism between religious 
traditions. In a little known addition 
to Hans Küng’s oft-repeated mantra 
that “There will be no peace among 
the peoples of this world without peace 
among the world religions”, John added 
that “there will be no true peace among 
the world religions without the recogni-
tion by each that the others are different 
but equally valid responses to the ulti-
mate divine Reality that we call God.” 
(Disputed Questions in Theology and the 
Philosophy of Religion, (1993), p.162). 
To establish such peace is of course one 
of the major tasks of dialogue itself. 

I have concentrated in this tribute 
on John Hick’s provocative contribu-
tions to the theology and philosophy of 
religious pluralism. But this is only one 
dimension of his overall achievements 
in the philosophy of religion more gen-
erally. Many have benefitted from his 
thorough treatment of the central ques-
tions, for example, of the existence of 
God, the reality and prevalence of evil, 
and life after death. Many of his books 
have been translated into other languag-
es, and this itself is an indication of the 
far-reaching impact that John’s thought 
has had globally. There is every reason 
to think that this will continue long into 
the future. 

tions; and (c) a product of a westernising 
elitist tendency to create “one world” 
in its own image. These criticisms are 
variations on a single theme, which 
can be summarised as a critique of 
the assumption that the world religions 
enable human transformation from 
“self-centredness to Reality-centredness” 
(John’s phraseology) to take place with 
roughly equal effect. John welcomed 
criticism from any quarter, so long as it 
was reasoned and constructive, though 
inevitably he suffered from caricature 
and misrepresentation. The caricature 
that he thought all religions were essen-
tially the same, for example, could not 
be further from the truth. The pluralist 
hypothesis is much more subtle than 
that caricature supposes. 

The complaints against John’s uni-
versalist tendencies were answered splen-
didly in his book The Rainbow of Faiths: 
Critical Dialogues on Religious Pluralism 
(1995), which were lectures given as the 
Auburn Lectures at Union Theological 
Seminary, new York, in 1994. I have 
observed that repeated critiques of the 
pluralist hypothesis since that date have 
not generally taken into account John’s 
responses in these lectures, which are 
arranged helpfully in a dialogue style 
in the book itself. Far from mixing up 
the religions, the pluralist hypothesis 
was developed precisely to protect dif-
ference and to affirm the religions as 
transcendentally valid and not simply 
valid in terms of their cultural aesthetics 
or usefulness in society. 

The interfaith movement has much 
to be grateful for in John Hick’s work. 
Dialogue, for John, was essential in 

Alan race
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Over a number of months I undertook a research exercise to test the claim that 
mystical experience is beneficial to interreligious relations. I carried out a series 

of eight interviews with experienced meditators of different faith convictions, exam-
ining the extent to which mystical experience has triggered or developed their inter-
religious involvement. 

Definitions

Mysticism” is taken here to refer primarily to experience, following D’Aquili and 
newberg who understand mysticism as a meditative experience of absolute 

unitary being, “in which the subject loses all awareness of discrete limited being and 
of the passage of time, and even experiences an obliteration of the self-other dichot-
omy.”1  The word “unitive” is preferred to “unitary”, as it is more regularly used by 
writers in this context and has a more relevant dictionary definition, such as “Having 
the quality of uniting spiritually to God.”2  
The Revd. John Barnett is Interfaith Officer in the Wolverhampton Episcopal Area of the Anglican Church 
Diocese of Lichfield, UK. This article is drawn from the author’s MA dissertation: Barnett, J. (2011) To 
what Extent can Mysticism be Regarded as a Source of Good Interreligious Relations? Leicester. De Montfort 
University in association with St Philip’s Centre.

Is Mystical experience 
Beneficial to 
Interreligious relations?

John Barnett
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Background

The suggestion is commonly made 
that mysticism offers a better basis 

for positive interreligious relations than 
do doctrinal or institutional aspects of 
religion, e.g., that mystical claims are 
made in many religions is taken both 
as proof of the universality of the inner 
life of the soul and as the real link 
between religions which may be divided 
by dogma but are really united in their 
quest for the universal One.3  

In its historical forms religious ortho-
doxy has a certain inevitable narrowness 
and exclusiveness. Mysticism, on the 
other hand, cannot be confined by any 
bounds of church or creed. It has there-
fore an inherent trend to universalism.4  

One of the most important 
aspects of interfaith dialogue has 
also been so far one of the least 
discussed: it is the special con-
tribution that the contemplative 
life [by contemplation here we 
mean not necessarily mysticism 
pure and simple, but at least 
the direct intuition of reality, 
the simplex intuitus veritatis…] 
can bring to the dialogue, not 
only among Christians, but 
also between Christians and the 
ancient religions of the East, 
perhaps even between Christians 
and Marxists.5 

In this model [religious institutions] 
are no longer closed socio-religious enti-
ties whose professional priesthood and 
hierarchies protect their exclusive claims 

against those of other such entities. 
For while religious institutions almost 
invariably divide humanity, the inner 
openness to the Ultimate that I am call-
ing spirituality, or mysticism, does not 
split people into opposing groups.6  

Despite the regular expression of 
this belief there is little attempt at 
engagement with mystical experience in 
the mainstream of interreligious activity 
in England. In Inter Faith Week 2009 
there were 352 events listed on the web-
site7, and just three involved interfaith 
meditation. There is no reference to 
mystical or even religious experience at 
all. This poor showing seems a significant 
mismatch with the enthusiasm demon-
strated by the writers quoted above. 

It is also true that a positive rela-
tionship between mystical experience 
and interreligious relations is not invari-
able. For example non-dualist Hinduism 
raises theoretical problems as to the exis-
tence of “the other”, making it difficult 
to acknowledge the separate nature of 
Sikhism or Buddhism or the multi-faith 
nature of secular India, while dualism on 
the other hand carries with it a poten-
tially solipsistic philosophy. Christianity 
can find in the experience of the love of 
God the basis of a divisive judgement 
and condemnation of those who are 
seen as rejecting that intimacy, exempli-
fied by Bernard of Clairvaux’s pursuit 
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gious orthodoxy has a 
certain inevitable narrow-
ness and exclusiveness.

John Barnett
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invited to express personal positions 
rather than considering themselves 
as representatives. 

All have had considerable experi-
ence of meditation and a record of 
sustained involvement in interreligious 
relations. Although the interviewees 
have a range of religious backgrounds, 
most are white British and middle aged, 
the exceptions on ethnicity being Hi 
and S, both of Asian heritage. This is 
clearly a limitation, but it does allow for 
comparison of religious understandings 
within a shared cultural framework, and 
there is no evidence of Hi and S having 
an unusual number of shared character-
istics compared with other contributors. 
Two of the eight are women, K and Hu, 
and again they cannot be identified as 
showing common features as against the 
rest of the subjects. All of those involved 
set store by some sort of mystical or 
religious experience except J, though he 
reports having had them. 

Each person was interviewed in a 
semi-structured format, and the key 
questions were: 

“What experience do you have or 
seek in meditation?” 

“What involvement do you have in 
interreligious relations?” 

“How did you get involved in inter-
religious relations?” 

“Is there a connection between your 
involvement in interreligious 
relations and your experience in 
meditation, and, if so, what is it?” 

They were also asked for a brief 
biography, including an indication of 

of the crusades and of heretics. The 
loyalty of mystics to their own “way” or 
guru can itself lead to conflict, exem-
plified in the lives of such luminaries 
as Shankara, Ruysbroeck, and the Zen 
master Hakuin.8 

Limited neurological evidence does 
suggest that the pattern of brain activ-
ity associated with the unitive loss of 
awareness of distinction is also associ-
ated with benevolence and trust, and so 
might be expected to lead to enhanced 
interreligious relations.9 However all 
these indications are either tentative 
or contentious, and Aldous Huxley’s 
complete indifference to others while in 
a mescalin-induced unitive state should 
also be noted.10 The limited evidence in 
this area does not obviate the need for 
subjective reports of consciousness as 
given in the interviews. 

Interviews and Interviewees

Eight people were interviewed, from 
different backgrounds in relation to 

religion: B (Buddhist), C (Christian), Hi 
(Hindu), Hu (Humanist), K (Brahma 
Kumari), J (Jewish), M (Muslim), and S 
(Sikh). Although interviewees are char-
acterised in this way here they were 

Eight people were inter-
viewed, from different 
backgrounds in relation 
to religion: B (Buddhist), 
C (Christian), Hi (Hindu), 
Hu (Humanist), K (Brahma 
Kumari), J (Jewish), M 
(Muslim), and S (Sikh). 

Is Mystical experience Beneficial to Interreligious relations?
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of connection with the supreme soul, 
the reality of a unity that is not reflected 
by the illusory distinctions of the physi-
cal world which disappear. J gives little 
significance to such an experience, and 
describes a dynamic of love and awe that 
seems to maintain a distinction from the 
divine. In reflecting on the “I am” of 
God, M refers to the ineffability of God, 
but also to his immediacy, picking up 
the Sufi tradition that to know oneself 
is in some way also to know God. He 
moves fluidly between identity and inti-
macy language. S is prepared to talk of 
breaking down the boundaries between 
subject and God when invited to do so, 
but prefers to consider the relationship 
in the language of intimacy. Hu refers 
to the common human and universal 
inheritance as the reality, at one with the 
material universe which is itself a shared 
energy, the absence of God from her 
account actually simplifying the unitive 
nature of experience. Simpler still is C’s 
pursuit of “just being”, which appears to 
be seeking to enter a unitive state whilst 
refraining from giving it any transcen-
dent overtones. The possibility of com-
paring the descriptions given by each 
interviewee with the unitive experience 
as defined indicates that it is a meaning-
ful concept, and potentially worthy of 
exploration in this context. 

ii. Ease of Achievement

A specific feature in which there are 
notable differences is that for some it 
is much easier to reach the state they 
describe than for others. This may not 
just be a matter of personal or techni-

their relations with their own religion. 
Reports on the interviews were then 
drafted and sent to the interviewees for 
corrections or amendments. These were 
then incorporated into final reports. 
Subsequent comments on and analy-
sis of the interviews were then based 
entirely on the agreed texts, from which 
the conclusions were also drawn.

Reflections on 
the Interviews

A number of comparisons can be      
.offered between the interview-

ees’ varying positions and experiences. 
These will be considered under three 
headings: a) the nature of the experi-
ences; b) connections between mystical 
experiences and interreligious relations; 
c) commitment of interviewees to their 
own religions. 

A) The Nature of the Experiences

i. The extent to which they are Unitive 
Experiences

Each of the interviews indicated some 
connection with unitive experience, but 
there were significant variations. Hi finds 
he overcomes all limitations, includ-
ing the surrender of his own ego to the 
formless one, the only one existing, 
though this is an ineffable experience. 
B focuses on the ineffability of the expe-
rience, but the deconstruction of the ego 
and the removal of a sense of alienation 
suggest some similarities to the unitive 
experience. K speaks of the awareness 

John Barnett



16 | V10 N1 July 2012

nature of some exercises and ways of life 
associated with mysticism could them-
selves present problems in engaging with 
mystical experience in an interreligious 
setting, and be divisive in not being 
equally available to all. 

iii. Attitude to the material world

This aspect is particularly important 
in the wider context of interreligious 
relations where a lack of interest in the 
material world would not sit easily with 
the social and community involvement 
which is a significant feature of such 
relations. K is most prone to reject the 
material, seeing division and divisiveness 
as inextricably linked to our physical 
nature and salvation as being found in 
the recovery of the spiritual. For Hi like-
wise the physical must be overcome in 
the quest for the spiritual. At the other 

cal difference, but may indicate that 
they are undergoing markedly different 
experiences, quantitatively and possibly 
qualitatively. To take two extremes, B 
has occasionally “touched the hem” of 
the nirvana experience, whereas for M 
union with God is daily and constant, 
not even interrupted by his sin. J has 
these experiences unbidden  and with-
out attributing significance to them; K 
had her first experience almost spon-
taneously but since then has had a 
training programme to maintain and 
develop this awareness; Hu came across 
this awareness as she undertook relax-
ation techniques; S associates it with 
his regular attendance to the recitation 
of scripture; for C it is a constant tussle 
with distractions for which the mantra is 
essential; and for Hi it has been bound 
up with much learning and a consider-
able ascetic practice. The demanding 

Varieties; original art, Lonnie Hanzon
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For J, S and Hu the main motiva-
tion for coming together was ethical 
rather than mystical: J is seeking to 
spread the awareness of the noahite laws 
and is particularly involved in education; 
S is concerned to meet his responsibility 
towards the worse off and sees inter-
religious relations as a vital channel for 
that; and for Hu it is a significant part of 
building a multicultural society. Hi was 
initially invited to become involved rath-
er than taking the initiative, and C makes 
clear that his interreligious involvement 
does not come out of his meditative 
experience but that both come from a 
foundational open-mindedness.

It is perhaps K who is closest to the 
model of a mystical experience leading 
to a desire to enter into interreligious 
relations, motivated to do so because 
people who already practice religion 
might be interested in awareness of the 
Supreme Soul. Although she does not 
see Brahma Kumari as a religion there is 
a parallel in this approach to those who 
may see interreligious relations as a fruit-
ful setting for evangelism.

 ii. Role of Mystical Experiences 
in On-going Interreligious 
Relations

To say that their mystical experience is 
not by and large the cause of their initial 
interreligious involvement is not to deny 
it any part in that involvement. In nearly 
every case there is a positive correlation 
between their experience and an on-
going relationship. Thus for Hi, spiri-
tual growth leads to sadness about the 
barriers between faiths. B expresses the 

end of the scale, for Hu talk of a spiri-
tual realm independent of the material 
is deeply flawed, a call for connectedness 
which may also be related to B’s sense 
of being part of a “web of being”, and 
for C there is only a hint of the mysteri-
ous and the unknowable as peripheral 
to the integrated world of being in all 
its materiality, including religion seen 
as a human creation. S’s insistence on 
the aspect of social justice as a touch-
stone of spiritual development can be 
seen alongside J’s ethical priority as 
being necessarily rooted in the material. 
Meditation practices themselves may give 
some indication as to an attitude to the 
material world, thus C’s quest for stillness 
may suggest a less accepting relationship 
with the material world than M’s aware-
ness of the presence of God “virtually all 
the time”.

B) Connections between Mystical 
Experiences and Interreligious 
Relations 

 i. Role of Mystical Experiences in 
Initiation of Interreligious 
Relations

As to how interreligious relations were 
initiated, the engagement of B and 
M with other religions preceded their 
present faith positions and meditative 
practice. It is noteworthy that they did 
not feel it right to reject such explora-
tion once they had established their own 
religious identity but remained engaged 
in interreligious relations, but it cannot 
be claimed that their mystical experience 
led to their interreligious relations. 

John Barnett
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between religious people as to whether 
they are living ethically or just taking 
part in ritual activity. For B there is the 
challenge that to enter into real spiritual 
dialogue is to risk change to one’s own 
perspective, or even (rarely) faith, imply-
ing that discernment continues, and 
C is committed to evaluating contacts 
against his own liberal perspectives. For 
Hu it is important to tackle differences 
in debate, a part of coming to awareness 
of our common heritage and refining it. 
For J difference of belief is unavoidable 
and to some extent unimportant as the 
interreligious forum is primarily a place 
for reaching ethical cohesion, and for K 
there is an affirmation of different reli-
gions in their more purified, spiritually 
aware form, which is yet to be attained 
or restored. M recalls using his discern-
ment between those differences before 
making his commitment to Islam but 
distinctions between religions are less 
significant to him now. 

C) Commitment of Interviewees to 
their own Religions

This is significant because the more 
tenuous this relationship is the less hope 
can be invested in the potential to bring 
mainstream religious adherents together. 
K is the most committed to her own tra-
dition, with a clear sense that those from 
any other religion could usefully discover 
something from Brahma Kumaris, and 
with no sense of hesitation about her 
own full identity with the teachings of 
the movement. Hi and B are fully com-
mitted to their path, but recognise that 
others may legitimately be committed to 

hope that those engaged in interreligious 
relations are getting to the heart of the 
religious experience. K believes spiritual 
insight removes the sense of separate 
religious – or gender or race – identities. 
C experiences meditation and interreli-
gious involvement as out-workings of a 
foundational open-mindedness, and M 
has come to recognise an essential wis-
dom in the founders of the great faiths 
which goes beyond individual religions. 
S is led in his prayers to think the best 
of people and to give respect to those of 
other faiths, and Hu, in exploring the 
common heritage of human kind looks 
for connectedness with that aspect of 
humanity to be found in religious tradi-
tions. J stands out as being careful not to 
be motivated by his mystical experiences 
without conscious intent, and expresses 
the views that most other faiths rely too 
much on emotion and that understand-
ing other faiths does not necessarily 
bring them closer.

iii. Differences that are Maintained 
Despite Mystical Experience

Despite the majority’s sense of conver-
gence between religions through the 
impetus of those experiences there are 
several acknowledgements of continuing 
difference to be noted. First, for Hi and 
S there is an ethical distinction to be 
maintained, in that they both describe 
themselves as choosy about the company 
they keep. For Hi this means an avoid-
ance of materialists and is an incentive 
to be involved with religious people who 
have a more spiritual agenda, while for S 
there is a further need for discernment 

Is Mystical experience Beneficial to Interreligious relations?
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•	 Subjects	 of	 mystical	 experience	
may have bad interreligious rela-
tions, and this may arise specifi-
cally in relation to their mystical 
experiences. 

To a small extent this can be seen 
among the interviewees, in so far as C’s 
difficulty with mainstream Islam also 
demonstrates the possibility of mysti-
cism coexisting with interreligious rela-
tions marked by conflict or tension, 
and having little or no effect towards 
their resolution. Further, among the 
interviewees Hi (at this stage of devel-
opment) and S find they need to avoid 
people who would be disruptive to their 
spiritual growth. 

•	 Engagement	with	mystical	experi-
ence carries a possibility of weak-
ening	 the	 link	 with	 the	 subject’s	
host religion. (see 4.c above)

•	Where	subjects	report	both	mysti-
cal experience and good inter-
religious relations the mystical 
experience may still not be the 
cause of the good relationships.

Among the interviewees J makes 
quite clear that his good interreligious 
relations have a moral motivation entire-
ly separate from any mystical experience. 
C sees them as related, not causally, but 
via a further common factor, namely 
“open mindedness”, which is the stimu-
lus to both his meditation and his inter-
religious relations. For Hi, S and Hu 
that shared stimulus may be found in 
their desire to grow in understanding 

different paths. B points to the ineffabil-
ity of the nirvana experience to indicate 
that all teaching, even the Buddha’s, is 
inevitably analogous and of its time. 
The risk of his own faith being unsettled 
by his interreligious relations is always 
there, as it is for everyone. The unease 
J has with the established religions can 
be understood to include mainstream 
Judaism, and C has a life-long ten-
sion with some aspects of Evangelical 
Christian belief whilst remaining com-
mitted to Jesus and his teaching. M is 
at ease with his own Islamic path but 
is aware of discontent among many 
Muslims with some of the mystical 
aspects of Sufism.11 S is aware that not 
all Sikhs share his spiritual experience 
or his ethical framework, and under-
stands that as a serious divide. Finally, 
Hu has an ambivalent relationship with 
her humanist group, comfortable with 
her self-identification as a humanist, but 
frustrated by their rejection of religion 
as irrational and aware that some of 
them are unsympathetic to her taking 
religion seriously. 

Conclusions

•	Mysticism,	 even	 when	 defined	
in terms of unitive experience, 
is multifarious, but sufficiently 
identifies a family of experiences 
to be meaningful [see A)i above]. 

•	Mystical	 experience	 may	 detract	
from other issues important to 
interreligious relations, e.g. issues 
of	social	justice	[see	A)iii	above].	
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stage”, which informs her interreligious 
relations, and she is emphatic that this 
comes from her spiritual experience, an 
experience of the dissolution of physical 
boundaries. C upholds the view that 
there is a common thread that runs 
through relations with other people and 
their beliefs and the sense of spiritual 
reality that comes from meditation, and 
while neither is causal of the other the 
impression is given that they are mutu-
ally strengthening. M finds the same 
mystical experience he has within his 
own tradition in other religious settings, 
something which deepens his respect for 
the founders of all the major faiths. S 
finds his prayer time calms and relaxes 
him and thereby gives him strength for 
his community action, which includes 
his interreligious activity. Hu has the 
experience that her “skin is not the 
final frontier”, allowing an entry into a 
common human heritage which under-
lies individual, religious and body/mind 
distinctions. Only J does not make any 
connection between his mystical experi-
ence and his interreligious relations; for 
all the others the connection may not be 
causal but, with only a little reflection, 
is identifiable and recognised as positive.

Mystical experience has an overall 
benefit for interreligious relations and 
sharing in such experience should be 
a part of the activity of interreligious 
organisations. Even after many quali-
fications are taken into account the 
evidence presented here points to the 
possibility of a connection between mys-
ticism and interreligious relations, and 
the likelihood that such connection will 
be experienced as broadly beneficial. For 

(Hi & Hu) and usefulness (S). B and 
M were both involved in relations with 
a number of religions before engaging 
in any sustained meditative activity; if 
anything the causal link may have been 
the other way for them. 

•	 Subjects	of	mystical	experience	do	
sometimes describe that experi-
ence as having improved their 
interreligious relations.

In the interviews a number of quali-
fications as to any causal relationship 
have been acknowledged, but there 
remain indications of a positive link 
that should not be overlooked: for Hi 
the mystical experience that overcomes 
physical, spiritual and mental limita-

tions has led him to a point where bar-
riers look sad and the development of 
an unbiased mind leads to an opening 
up to others, both of which he spe-
cifically describes in connection with 
his interreligious activity. For B the 
attitudes developed in his meditation 
can be brought into his interreligious 
relations as his sense of alienation is cut 
off and the resulting energy reaches out 
without judgement. K has an ideologi-
cal commitment to each faith linking 
back into the soul world, the “original 

Mystical experience has an 
overall benefit for interreli-
gious relations and sharing 
in such experience should 
be a part of the activity of 
interreligious organisations.
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5 Main passage and that in parentheses 
are both Merton, T. (1967) Mystics and 
Zen Masters. new York. Farrar, Straus and 
Giroux, p. 201.
6 Hick, J. (2006) The New Frontier of 
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Neuroscience and the Transcendent. 
Basingstoke and new York. Palgrave 
Macmillan, pp. 37f.
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www.interfaithweek.org.uk/images/sto-
ries/pdfs/interfaithweekevents-2009.pdf 
2009 was the most recent year listed when 
accessed, 01/08/2011. 
8 Katz, S. T. (1978) Language, 
Epistemology and Mysticism, pp. 22-74 in 
Mysticism and Philosophical Analysis. new 
York. Oxford University Press, p. 45.
9 Austin, J. H. (2006) Zen-Brain 
Reflections. Cambridge MA & London. 
The Massachusetts Institute of Technology 
Press, p. 258. Austin cites Bartels, A. & 
Zeki, S. (2004) The Neural Correlates of 
Maternal and Romantic Love. neuroimage. 
21: pp. 1155-1166. 
10 Huxley, A. (1959) The Doors 
of Perception: Heaven and Hell. 
Harmondsworth, Mitcham. Penguin 
Books, p. 31.
11  See e. g. Armstrong, K. (2001) Islam. A 
Short History. London. Phoenix Press, pp. 
63f., on the execution of Hallaj.

a number of people shared activity or 
discussion in relation to mystical expe-
riences would engage with something 
personally significant, and for a part of 
that group it would be touching on a 
doorway into deeper and more positive 
relations across the religions. On either 
count it should be part of the expected 
range of interreligious activity. 
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Oxford English Dictionary Volume 2 1993 
edition. Oxford. Clarendon Press, p. 3,492.
3  Parrinder, G. (1976) Mysticism in the 
World’s Religions. Oxford & Rockport MA, 
One World, p. 4. 
4 Spencer S. (1963) Mysticism in World 
Religion. Harmondsworth, Baltimore & 
Mitcham. Penguin Books Ltd, p. 338.
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If we are going to address ourselves to the issue of terrorism let us state the obvi-
ous and most important at the outset: the threat of nuclear weapons. The weapon 

announced its arrival to the world by unleashing its horror over Hiroshima and 
nagasaki, stayed within our collective consciousness during the cold war and now, 
due to the one-sided debate on group terrorism, faded into the background. But it 
remains nonetheless real. It is impossible to comprehend fully the potential horror 
of such a weapon unleashing terror across the planet faster than any virus mutating 
across national boundaries.

Musa Askari, the son of the late Professor Syed Hasan Askari, is an independent thinker continuing the 
work of his teacher and guide. He does not belong to any religious or political organisation. He is spiritually 
at home in any and all houses of worship and systems of thought which echo a universal outlook and support 
a wholesome and meaningful engagement with the world about us. He is dedicated to the revival of the clas-
sical discourse on the soul, interreligious understanding and spiritual humanism as an alternative ideology to 
secularism and religious fundamentalism.  http://spiritualhuman.wordpress.com/ 
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The weapon and its fallout, like a 
virus, ignore national boundaries, recog-
nising neither friend nor foe, neither 
oppressor nor oppressed. It is does not 
discriminate. It is non-ideological. The 
hypnotic pull of the weapon is in the 
illusion of power it offers those in pos-
session of it. Furthermore, the hypnosis 
is so far reaching we remain reluctant to 
be rid of it. The ultimate paradox is that 
we are protecting ourselves by sustain-
ing a weapon which holds within its 
capability the destruction of its creator, 
humanity itself. 

A call from the Russell-Einstein 
Manifesto1 can be understood as a call 
to humanity to wake up from the spell 
of collective hypnosis: 

We are speaking on this occasion, 
not as members of this or that 
nation, continent, or creed, but 
as human beings, members of the 
species Man (sic), whose contin-
ued existence is in doubt.

The threat to humanity’s continued 
existence from weapons of mass destruc-
tion, stated by Russell-Einstein, is the 
canopy of “terror” under which human-
ity has been conducting its affairs for the 
last seventy years or so. It is a threat that 

has become embedded in our conscious-
ness to such an extent that it assumes 
fantastical and mythical proportions. 
Hasan Askari explains “myth” like this: 
“After all, what is a myth? A myth is a 
public dream. What is a dream? A dream 
is a private myth.”2 It is a dream one 
remembers dreaming but cannot recall 
the details fully upon awaking. 

More immediate and urgent than 
ecological concerns, if not on a par with 
them, humanity needs to be free from 
the terror of all weapons of mass destruc-
tion – nuclear, chemical and biological. 
To fulfil this extra-ordinary call, heed-
ing the warning of Russell-Einstein, we 
need an equally extra-ordinary response 
of freeing ourselves from the grip of col-
lective hypnosis. Unless we give up the 
old habit that by violence one can defeat 
violence we may not be able to save any 
innocent child’s life, born or unborn, 
now or years from now.  

The nuclear weapon has no loy-
alty to either democratic or totalitarian 
nations. Is it not utterly shocking that 
the human intellect which unlocked 
the science to create such a weapon has 
resulted, through its proliferation, in 
creating a situation where the weapon 
can now destroy its creator? If this is not 
hypnosis then what is hypnosis? This is 
the unconscious terror under which we 
live and dare not look in the face: to 
behave in such ways where we believe we 
have freedom of choice when in reality 
our choices are governed by hypnosis. 

To refer to Einstein once more: 
“God doesn’t play dice with the world.” 
We may now add: humanity does indeed 
play dice. What dangerous game of 
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Hasan Askari explains 
“myth” like this: “After all, 
what is a myth? A myth 
is a public dream. What 
is a dream? A dream is a 
private myth.”
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the world who could go on pro-
ducing more and more deadly 
weapons, thinking that these 
weapons would give security and 
peace to the nations of the world. 

The irony is that the very ideo-
logical division in whose con-
text the weapon was invented 
had vanished. But the weapon 
remains. The knowledge that 
produced it remains. Its potential 
users are all there. All these years 
I have waited for that idea that 
will surpass the weapon of mass 
destruction and the philosophy 
and the technology that produced 
it and that dark psyche which 
may use it. 

Hence, whichever ideology 
claims to meet the challenges of 
the world at this critical hour 
must call upon all mankind to 
rise to abolish weapons of mass 
destruction and abolish war alto-
gether and every violent means 
to achieve any national or ideo-
logical ends. We then require a 
total commitment to honour and 
uphold each individual life. We 
have limitless resources within 
our soul to repel evil by the good, 
repel violence with non-violent 
means knowing that the truth 
has its own might to defend and 
protect itself.3 

On one level, the general debate 
about terrorism seems fundamentally 
flawed, reduced to questions of power 

chance is it where the bet being waged 
is the continued existence of humanity? 
Whether one describes oneself as ‘“spiri-
tual” or as “secular humanist”, what is 
the value of that spirituality and human-
ism when such a weapon exists and we 
do not address ourselves to it? On this 
greatest of questions for human survival 
we require a combined, wholehearted, 
sustained spiritual-humanist response. 
When we talk of terrorism should it 
not be a minimum requirement to talk 
about the greatest threat humanity faces? 

The real achievement of collective 
hypnosis is in its being hidden from our 
consciousness; by denying its own exis-
tence it continues to exist. At least a stage 
hypnotist asks for consent from an audi-
ence and removes the hypnosis at the end 
of the act. Collective hypnosis, on the 
other hand, neither asks for permission 
nor considers removing its influence. 

Let me cite again Hasan Askari: 

When I spoke in India after the 
atomic bombs were dropped over 
Nagasaki and Hiroshima, I said 
then (1950) that the ideology 
was dead, the weapon had sur-
passed it all. A quarter million 
people were destroyed in a couple 
of minutes. 

Man had acted against his 
own survival. Oppenheimer, 
the architect of the first nuclear 
device, while watching the 
mushroom cloud, had shouted 
that he had become the destroyer 
of the world. He then spoke on 
behalf of those governments of 

Weapons Without Boundaries
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when we come to religiously inspired 
group terrorism. 

We may never know the inner psy-
chological make up of each individual 
case. What we do know is that so-called 
religiously inspired terrorists, of what-
ever collective religion and political per-
suasion, present themselves as people of 
faith, and that opens up the possibility 
of a spiritual response which both secu-
lar and faith-based humanists should 
be able to make together. Humanists 
cannot afford to wait on the sidelines 
and not participate in a joint spiritual-
humanist critique of terror acts. A ratio-
nalist critique only of organised religion 
from humanists will not do. The time to 
revisit that is later. 

We require a spiritual-humanist 
response addressed to the individual 
committed to acts of violence. The focus 
of our attention in any response must 
have at its heart the individual who 
would carry out a devastatingly mer-
ciless act of violence. If that means 
humanists and religious people need to 
go down the path of inquiring about 
spirituality together, so be it. It is in the 
individual where the hypnosis of ter-
ror takes hold, as it tempts individuals 
(and consequently nations) to respond 
to violent acts of terror with ever more 
violence, believing that “terror” has a 
physical locality – that if it is defeated 
by physical means in one place it will 
be defeated in every place. Let us admit 
that once and for all such an approach 
is absurd. We should have listened more 
attentively to those who were advocat-
ing an alternative to ever more violent 
responses to terrorism. 

and control. On the one hand, it lends 
itself easily to rightly denouncing acts of 
violence carried out by interest groups, 
while on the other hand it is inconsis-
tent in that equal attention is not paid 
to similar, if not worse, acts of aggression 
and violence linked to conflicts past and 
present by those in political power. A 
life lost is a life lost despite the ideol-
ogy that inspires the act of violence. A 
life lost from either a suicide attack or a 
guided missile launched from thousands 
of feet is a precious life. At both ends 
of the spectrum of violence there is a 
person, family, neighbourhood, a child, 
hopes and aspirations. Thus any discus-
sion of terrorism which does not look at 
the greater issue – the loss of human life 
from any form of violence – is bound to 
fail due to its one-sided character, and 
this in turn perpetuates illusions, self-
righteousness and collective hypnosis.

Spiritual Critique Required

A noticeable omission, so it appears 
to me, in the general news media 

is that we are yet to be presented with 
some meaningful insight into the think-
ing of individuals, charged with or 
suspected of allegedly trying to com-
mit horrific acts of violence. There is 
much news and information on move-
ment between countries, occupations, 
academic backgrounds, other general 
details and so forth. One may track, 
locate and stop those who are commit-
ted to doing something deadly serious. 
However, beyond this physical security-
led approach an attempt to present 
a spiritual critique becomes relevant 
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media, for example, seem to insist in 
having an intermediary to that grief by 
placing their reporter on the television 
screen between the victim and ourselves? 
Who other could do justice to that grief 
but the grief-stricken themselves? 

Purpose

I am reminded of the 2011 January 
25th protests in Egypt where a man 

turns to the camera with his mouth 
bloodied saying: “Here is blood, there is 
terrorism.” Behind him on that night in 
Cairo we see crowds rushing for safety 
at the advance of security forces while 
the sound of gunshots can be heard. It 
is frightening watching it and one can 
only wonder what it must be like to have 
been there. What shall we say of any 
purpose behind violent acts of aggres-
sion by terrorist groups or states?

By “purpose” I imply something 
greater, universal, a goal to which every 
member of the human race can feel 
akin. A purpose which recognises that 
humanity’s past, present and future is 
both secular and sacred. Such a purpose 
excludes all forms of violence – a pur-
pose which is a conscious self-thinking 
act by humanity. This to me is a purpose 
worth striving for in all peace. This to 
me is for the “common good”. What 
could be more common between each 

This to me is for the “common 
good”. What could be more 
common between each and 
every human being than 
“life” itself?

It is a trap we have fallen into and 
tragically so many individual lives have 
been lost – individuals who make up a 
neighbourhood, city and country going 
about their daily lives. Whether it was 
Hiroshima or nagasaki, Vietnam or 
Cambodia, Sri Lanka or Palestine, Chile 
or apartheid South Africa, Afghanistan 
or Iraq – a suicide attack by a Kamikaze 
pilot or a bomb exploding in some busy 
street – who can deny that in every 
instance the loss of individual lives is 
tragic beyond measure?

Individual Grief

It is individuals related by family or 
friendship who are left to suffer tre-

mendous sorrow and heartache. They 
cope in their own way, with immense 
courage, to somehow carry the grief of 
their loss. As individuals we suffer, as 
individuals we grieve, as individuals we 
hope to rise again above the waterline 
of trauma and re-gather the shattered 
pieces of our lives, never forgetting to 
honour those who have been taken from 
us prematurely. Should we notice the 
grief and hear the testimony of mourn-
ers we are humbled. Should we hear one 
story of heartache surely we must also 
recognise and pay tribute to all such 
stories across the world, regardless of cir-
cumstance, political grievance, national 
and religious boundaries. 

Why are we not permitted to hear, 
in her own traumatised voice, in her 
own language, the pleas of a mother 
in Afghanistan cradling her new born 
child who was alive only moments ago 
and now is no more? Why do our news 

Weapons Without Boundaries
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Spiritual Self-Perception

With regard to so-called religiously 
inspired terror acts I would sug-

gest that what is required is the shatter-
ing of religious self-righteousness. If one 
believes in a merciful and compassionate 
God, the “Lord of heaven and earth”, 
then is the mercy and compassion which 
characterises that Lordship to be under-
stood as limited to a particular religion, 
region or piece of land, or is it not 
properly to be understood as universally 
transcending all divisions which we have 
created between us? We may need to 
take into account not only how a person 
perceives themselves socio-religiously 
but also “spiritually” – through what I 
would term “spiritual self-perception”.

By considering individual spiritual 
self-perception, asking questions about 
it, by altering the direction of our inqui-
ry, we may yet steer a course away from a 
troubling development – a development 
which is another trap of collective hyp-
nosis – that is, identifying the whole ter-
rorist motivation of a small group of reli-
giously motivated individuals with all of 
the followers of that religion worldwide. 
By doing so we do an injustice and miss 
the individual altogether, amplifying the 
effects of the physical horror, converting 
it into a general social suspicion of a 
faith body. Spiritual self-perception is a 
means to avoid all such developments, 
keeping our focus on the individual, 

and every human being than “life” itself? 
What further good between us could 
there be than to honour the life of each 
and every self? Why should we not take 
a new direction and outdo one another 
in ever more greater acts of kindness, 
compassion and generosity upholding 
the common good, the principle of life? 

Ankh, Egyptian symbol of life; photo, Cetta Kenney

The ultimate responsibility 
for an act of terror cannot lie 
anywhere else but with the 
individual who commits it.
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act of violence?” There should be no 
substantive objection to the word “spiri-
tual” when we are attempting to use it 
in terms of preventing life from being 
taken prematurely. The value of the 
word is not whether a secularist agrees 
with the concept of spirituality or not. 
The value is in the potential for present-
ing a critique to religiously inspired ter-
ror – a critique which both secular and 
faith-based humanists should be able to 
make independently or together. 

Why should there be any objection 
to the word “spiritual”? Why should we 
not together bring to bear the whole of 
human experience (secular, religious, sci-
entific, mystical and spiritual) on prob-
lems? As one could say to any religious 
extremist, “Do you worship your reli-
gion as a god or do you worship God?”, 
so one could ask a secular humanist who 
objects to the word spiritual, “Which is 
more important; your world view or sav-
ing Life?” We cannot afford the luxury 
of conflict between secular, religious and 
spiritual outlooks when trying to pursue 
all peaceful avenues for preserving life. 

The individuality of the individual, 
however submerged and drowned out by 
collective identities, still remains; per-
haps latent but not absent. Otherwise 
how can one seek to explain the phe-

thereby saving us from demonizing 
the other. 

The ultimate responsibility for an 
act of terror cannot lie anywhere else 
but with the individual who commits it. 
not a community, not a collective iden-
tity but simply and clearly the individual 
in sharp focus. An individual is more 
than a representational mix of collective 
identities. Let us not fall in to the trap 
laid by collective hypnosis of collective 
recrimination, isolating communities 
from each other. 

The act has an actor. The script and 
stage may be controlled and set by oth-
ers in power (groups/states). However, 
we cannot deny that the actor, as an 
individual, still has a choice to play the 
part or not. The sniper hiding in the 
rubble and the suicide bomber, both as 
individuals, have a choice to withdraw 
from the act. The choice, if it comes at 
all, may come very late, perhaps only 
moments before the act, or build up 
within the conscience of the individual. 
It is there, within the individual, that 
the sharp edge of terror, entering the 
world in a physical form, is born. It is 
to that moment of individuality that 
a narrative of spiritual self-perception 
attempts to speak to. How shall we 
speak to that individual? 

Let us “speak” to that mind-set not 
just socially, morally, legally but also 
spiritually. Let us “ask” that individual to 
see others as individuals and think again.  

It would be a mistake in my view, 
when preserving life is the prime motive, 
to neglect the question, “what is the 
individual spiritual self-perception at the 
foundation of any religiously motivated 

In the arena of universal 
individuality we may have 
a chance to appeal to 
those more valued prin-
ciples shared by much of 
everyday humanity.
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to ourselves do we notice its absence. 
We abuse it, terrorise and torture it. We 
pay lip service to it and do not value 
it universally. It is all about us, it is all 
within us. Without this neighbour even 
our negligence of it is not possible. We 
raise countless tributes to it openly, 
only to betray it in secret. We honour 
it at one moment and in one place, at 
the same moment in a different place 
we dishonour. Through it all, through-
out millennia, throughout all the wars 
humanity has conducted it has remained 
by our side. It has remained our constant 
companion even when we did not give it 
due recognition.  

Who is this “neighbour” that has 
every right to seek justice for every 
injustice? It is simply and wonderfully, 
Life! From the sunrise of humanity to 
its sunset, each day, each night it is Life 
that is our nearest and dearest, our true 
next of kin. It is a kinship that bonds 
us to each and every human being on 
the planet. What a wondrous kinship 
it is indeed where it breathes through 
all outer kinships, through all divisions, 
through all diversity; it is the unity that 
binds us to each other. It is the Life of 
Humanity. As my late father used to 
say, “Just reflect on the word Life!” I ask 
anyone contemplating any act of terror 
toward their fellow human beings to 
reflect on the word Life! 

To repeat: as individuals we are more 
than any personal or collective identity; 
we are more than a nationality, creed, 
race or ethnicity, religion, caste or sect. 
May I suggest as humanists we cling to 
our identities lightly but not tightly: that 
such identities may inform our think-

nomenon of those who were once ter-
rorists but speak now against the dogma 
they once believed, unless they had come 
to assert some form of individuality? 
That trace of individuality can also be 
noticed when we learn of soldiers who 
are or have been conscientious objectors 
and refuse to serve any longer. Quoting 
Hasan Askari once more, “unless one 
becomes a universal being one remains 
below humanity.”4

In the arena of universal individu-
ality we may have a chance to appeal 
to those more valued principles shared 
by much of everyday humanity. Rebel 
against that foisted identity and come 
out of that collective hypnosis which 
sees violent reprisals as the only effective 
means. The focus of this reflection is on 
honouring the most universal of things, 
individual human life and the common 
good. For that principle of life to be uni-
versal it must sit outside, over and above, 
all ideology and collective identity. 

Life

Outwardly, to “love thy neighbour” 
may be understood as to love 

that other who bears no resemblance 
to one’s collective identity of national-
ity, creed, language, race or religion. 
However, before the outer comes the 
inner. Before a thought there comes the 
thinker of that thought, the individual. 
Therefore, on the inner plane, there is 
another “neighbour” who both secular 
and faith-based humanists could have 
no disagreement about. It is a neighbour 
we take for granted far too often. Only 
when it has moved from its proximity 
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Where pride in collective identities, 
in extreme cases, takes on an exclusive 
one-sided face there we are entering a 
hypnosis which, in preservation of that 
identity, can readily ignore the injustices 
inflicted upon others. A self conscious 
good takes hold. In preserving any col-
lective life by oppressive means, psycho-
logical and physical, it begs the question: 
where is the individual when gripped 
by collective hypnosis? Quoting Hasan 
Askari again: 

Jung was critical of world events, 
and he put forward the notion of 
the collective consciousness or the 
collective hypnosis created by reli-
gion, race, culture and language. 
In that sense, I believe that what 
Freud calls illusion, what Marx 
calls the opium of the masses, 
what Durkheim calls collective 
representation, and what Jung 
calls collective hypnosis, all sum 
up the phenomenon of collective 
history restricted to one particu-
lar formulation. 

In recent times one of the most 
powerful symbols of individual non-
violent responses to terror has been 
the image of “The Tank Man” from 
Tiananmen Square; a lone citizen mak-
ing an unarmed stand against the march 
of tanks. The footage is deeply moving: 
a lone man standing in the middle of 
a boulevard, straight, still and defi-
ant. no weapon, just his individuality. 
Outwardly on one side there is the “Tank 
Man”, alone. On the other side there is a 
line of tanks, a symbol of state military 

ing but it is not essentially who we are. 
Spiritually, I would suggest we cling to 
such identities lightly with the hope that 
eventually we may let go of them so that 
what remains is the undivided individual 
– one un-differentiated self. 

nameless, we are born from our 
mother’s womb, unique and mysterious. 
In an attempt to identify that mystery, 
we are named. Perhaps this is one of the 
reasons why it is a moving experience 
when the names of those who have died 
are read aloud at remembrance gather-
ings throughout the world. How many 
names are forgotten? How many chil-
dren have perished in acts of violence? 
Let us pay tribute to that mystery of life 
universally so that when we remember 
the innocent victims of one attack in one 
place we remember all such victims in all 
places, from people living under oppres-
sion to those in so-called free societies.

When we claim our individuality 
do we really mean it? Or do we think of 
ourselves as individual representations of 
a collective identity. That individual rep-
resentation can become, under the spell 
of collective hypnosis, very easy to ridi-
cule and dehumanise. We have seen it in 
the past, we are seeing it now. When one 
stops “seeing” the other as an individual 
another kind of birth mentally has taken 
place: the birth of the oppressor.

In recent times one of the most 
powerful symbols of individ-
ual non-violent responses to 
terror has been the image 
of “The Tank Man” from 
Tiananmen Square
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In my view, there should be a 
two-fold response to idealistic 
and ideological developments 
which result in self-complacency 
or collective hypnosis. First is 
a sociological response which 
helps people or the communi-
ties involved in knowing why a 
particular idealism/ideological 
formulation is becoming relevant 
to people at one time in history. 
The sociological critique would 
liberate us from a collective hyp-
nosis	and	lead	us	into	an	objec-
tive self-understanding.6

The second corrective is, in my view, 
a psychological critique that this one-
sidedness has far reaching consequences 
for the human personality because here 
its humanity will be deformed, will be 
partialised, will be fragmented. In order 
to create a synthesis of the sociological 
and the psychological critiques we have 
to enshrine in our understanding and in 
our reflection another category, not just 
of attitude, but also the very character-
istic of the truth we are seeking, namely 
openness, or willingness to listen to the 
other in his or her otherness. 

A Spiritual-Humanist response to 
all forms of terror, as well as being a 
questioning of power, oppression, vio-
lence and war, is also a journey to seek 
the truth of our inter-connections as 
individuals. It will be a multi-faceted 
journey with many co-travellers: secular 
and faith based humanists being co-
present recognising one another, bear-
ing co-witness for the mutual goal of 

power. Inwardly, what in my opinion is 
also spiritual, the “Tank Man” has a far 
greater number standing behind him 
and beside him. They are invisible to the 
naked eye. They are to be found in every 
age and culture and in every place where 
people live under oppression and terror. 
They are the “individuals”. 

We should recall there were two 
“Tank Men” that day – one standing 
before the tank and the other hidden 
from view driving the lead tank. What 
transpired between those two individu-
als staring at each other on that after-
noon we will never know. What was he 
saying? Who was he? It is a mystery. At 
least this image is known. What of the 
unreported and ignored lives of those 
equally brave individuals standing up 
peacefully to terror and oppression all 
across the world? We saw them and we 
heard them during 2011 in what has 
become known as the Arab Spring. They 
continue their struggle. 

The recognition of suffering and 
grief in order to be a true recogni-
tion must, as a consequence, involve 
the recognition of suffering and grief 
of all people everywhere. The people 
concerned cannot look the other way. 
One can only imagine what immense 
heartache they undergo and even after 
such imagining and empathy there is 
still perhaps an abysmal gulf between 
our imagination and their reality. A 
spiritual-humanist response to all forms 
of terrorism starts not in the world out 
there but instead within the heart and 
mind of each individual. To quote Hasan 
Askari once more:
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who comes to know about it, through 
any form of terror act, is a crime against 
the whole “single cell” of humanity. A 
humanity richly diverse is a wonder and 
mystery – secular and religious, material 
and spiritual, physical and meta-physical. 
As Hasan Askari put it, humanity “stands 
for a hidden, universal unity across all 
physical and racial boundaries.”7

nOTES
1 www.pugwash.org/about/manifesto.htm
2 Hasan Askari and Jon Avery, Towards a 
Spiritual Humanism: a Muslim-Humanist 
Dialogue, Leeds: Seven Mirrors Publishing, 
1991, p. 64.  www.spiritualhuman.wordpress.
com/human-nature-modern-psychology.
3 Hasan Askari, The Manifesto of Spiritual 
Humanism.
4 1995 speech by Hasan Askari http://spiri-
tualhuman.wordpress.com/speech-hasan-
askari-spiritual-humanism/.
5Towards a Spiritual Humanism, p. 61. 
http://spiritualhuman.wordpress.com/
human-nature-modern-psychology/.

 6  Towards a Spiritual Humanism, pp. 
74-75. 
7 Towards a Spiritual Humanism, p. 61.  
http://spiritualhuman.wordpress.com/
human-nature-modern-psychology/. 

Conclusion

Concluding these, admittedly broad, 
reflections let me re-state the great-

est threat to human survival: the nuclear 
weapon, which, in my view, is a crime 
against every single living individual 
human being. As we worry rightly about 
handing over to future generations the 
problems of ecological disaster, let us not 
also hand over to a future humanity an 
inheritance which includes the terror of 
weapons of mass destruction. The tak-
ing of any life anywhere, regardless of 

preserving and valuing LIFE in all its 
diverse and wondrous manifestations. 
The best among them being the Life of 
a child who expects the world to save it 
from the worst of what humanity has 
done in the past and who hopes for a 
different future. 

The Soul of the Universe; original art, Setsuko Yoshida
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Introduction

On the occasion of the canonisation of Edith Stein in 1998 Pope John Paul II 
(1998) expressed the hope that she would be a bridge between Christians and 

Jews. However Rabbi Daniel Polish (1998) was not alone among Jewish commenta-
tors who saw things differently and were worried that her new found prominence in 
the Catholic Church would rather serve to underscore the differences that still exist 
between Christians and Jews. 

edith Stein and
Catholic-Jewish relations

Edward Jarosz

Jewish and Christian Symbols; original art, Swami Tapasananda. 
Edith Stein; photo, courtesy, Wikipedia

Canon Ft. Edward Jarosz is a Roman Catholic priest at the parish of All Souls, Scunthorpe, UK. This 
article is based on material prepared for a MA Dissertation submitted in 2011. 
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The controversy at the time of the 
canonisation has to be seen in the con-
text of a wider controversy particularly 
fierce at that time between the Catholic 
Church and Jews about the appropriate 
way to remember the Shoah and spe-
cifically around Auschwitz where Edith 
Stein was murdered. However a closer 
examination of some other aspects of 
the life of Edith Stein does indeed 
bring some of the still outstanding issues 
between Christians and Jews to the 
fore, but Edith Stein herself provides an 
example of not only how human rela-
tions can be maintained even in the face 
of religious differences but also offers 
the possibility of being able to see the 
same ultimate destiny in Christianity 
and Judaism and further the possibility 
of a mutual sharing of spiritual goods 
on the way.

Childhood and Family Life

The obvious place to turn in seeking 
to learn more about Edith Stein is 

her own autobiography, Life in a Jewish 
Family, which Edith wrote in 1933 
after her dismissal from her position 
as a lecturer at the German Institute 
for Scientific Pedagogy in Munster as a 
result of the anti Semitic measure intro-
duced by the nazi regime. This work 
was not published until after her death.

In 1933 Edith was 41 years old; she 
had published a number of significant 
works of philosophy, and she had been 
a Catholic for eleven years. In the fore-
word to the autobiography, Edith sets 
forth her motivation for writing it. She 
acknowledges that the rise of the nazis 

has shaken German Jews and had also 
led others to consider the situation of 
this community:

These persons, having associ-
ated with Jewish families as 
employees, neighbours, or fellow 
students, have found in them 
such goodness of heart, under-
standing, warm empathy, and so 
consistently helpful an attitude 
that,	now,	their	sense	of	justice	is	
outraged by the condemnation of 
this people to a pariah’s existence.

But many others lack this kind 
of experience. The opportunity 
to attain it has been denied 
primarily to the young who, 
these days, are being reared in 
racial hatred from earliest child-
hood. To all who have been thus 
deprived, we who grew up in 
Judaism have an obligation to 
give our testimony.’ (Stein 1986, 
p. 24).

Edith was the youngest of eleven 
children, four of whom had died in 
childhood before Edith was born. She 
was born on 12 October 1891 and grew 
up in the city of Breslau in Germany 
(now Wroclaw in Poland); her early life 
was touched by loss when her father 
died when she was only 2 years old. In 
Life in a Jewish Family Edith describes 
a normal, happy family life with a 
lot of emphasis being given to educa-
tion. How observant was her family’s 
Judaism? Edith describes how the family 
used to keep the major Jewish High Day 
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on Edith and caused her to begin to 
think about God and faith in an adult 
way (Posselt 2005, p. 59).

Three years later Edith was stay-
ing with friends who had to go out for 
the day. They invited her to read any 
book that she would like from their 
book case. Edith picked up The Life of 
Saint Teresa of Avila. She read the book 
from beginning to end and on closing it 
said, “That is the truth” (Posselt 2005, 
p. 63). She immediately sought out a 
Catholic church and began prepara-
tion for Baptism. Her reading of Saint 
Teresa of Avila (1515-1582) not only 
attracted Edith to Christianity and to 
the Catholic Church, but also in a very 
specific way to the Carmelite religious 
tradition with its charism of prayer and 
sacrifice (Mosley 2004, p. 117).

Edith was baptised on 1 January 
1922, choosing Teresa as her baptismal 
name. The following day she received 
Holy Communion for the first time and 
a month later she was Confirmed. At 
this point she struck up a friendship with 
a priest named Canon Schwind who 
became her spiritual advisor. She con-
fided in him a desire already within her 
to enter the religious life as a Carmelite, 
but he advised her not to pursue this for 
the time being but to wait until it was 
clear that this was indeed God’s will for 
her (Posselt 2005, p. 65).

Entry into Carmel

Edith lived in the Carmelite convent 
in Cologne from October 1933 to 

December 1938. During this time, the 
Jews of Germany were subject to great 

Holidays such as Passover and the Day 
of Atonement. Edith recalls her mother 
going to the synagogue on the Day of 
Atonement, but there is no recollection 
of the family attending the synagogue 
regularly (Stein 1986, pp. 68-72).

The above presents a picture of a 
family who were aware of their Jewish 
traditions and culture, but who were 
perhaps not overtly religious. This is 
backed up by Edith’s niece Susanne 
Batzdorff (2003) who spent the first 
twelve years of her life living in Edith’s 
mother’s home. It seems reasonable to 
conclude that once Edith left her child-
hood home to begin adult life, the ‘reli-
gious’ part of her upbringing was left 
behind at home too.

Conversion

In 1918 Edith was invited by her 
friend Anna Reinach to arrange the 

philosophical papers of her recently 
deceased husband Adolf. Edith accepted 
this task but was anxious about entering 
the Reinach home which held happy 
memories for her. She was afraid that 
Anna would be a broken and despairing 
widow. However, she found something 
very different. Anna had accepted her 
fate as part of “her Master’s holy Cross”. 
This experience made a deep impression 

Edith picked up The Life of 
Saint Teresa of Avila. She 
read the book from begin-
ning to end and on closing it 
said, “That is the truth” 
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yet been baptised out of deference to the 
feelings of their mother. Edith stayed 
with her family for a few weeks and 
fully involved herself in family activities. 
Eventually her mother asked the ques-
tion, “What will you do with the sisters 
in Cologne? Edith replied, “Live with 
them.” This news did not come easily 
to her mother, as Edith feared would be 
the case. Various members of the family 
tried to dissuade her, but to no avail. A 
few days before her departure she was 
able to speak with her niece Susel (now 
Susanne Batzdorff ); Susel asked Edith, 
“Why are you doing this now?” Edith 
notes in her account that Susel listened 
thoughtfully to her reply and under-
stood. More than sixty years later, her 
niece still recalls this conversation but 
she says that she is still trying to under-
stand. (Batzdorff 2003, p. 25)

To return to Edith’s account of these 
events, all the family were aware of the 
growing mood of anti Semitism in the 
country. Edith’s brother-in-law (Susel’s 
father) felt that she was separating her-
self from the Jewish people more sharply 
than before but Edith states that she saw 
it very differently. Eventually the day 
came for her departure. It was Edith’s 
birthday and also a Jewish holiday. Edith 
went with her mother to the synagogue 
because she wanted to spend as much 
of the day as possible with her. On the 
way home Edith’s mother asked her, “Is 
it not possible to be devout as a Jew 
also?” Edith replied, “Certainly, if one 
has not come to know anything else.” 
Her mother responded, “I don’t want to 
say anything against him. He may have 
been a very good man. But why did he 

persecution under the nazis and this 
persecution touched Edith’s life too, 
impacting on both her entry into the 
convent and also her transfer to the 
convent in Echt in Holland. Shortly 
before her departure from Cologne, 
Edith wrote an account of how she came 
to enter the Carmelites. This account 
survived the war and a translation is 
included in Posselt (2005, pp. 114-130); 
the following section is a summary of it.

As already noted, it was because of 
the anti Semitic measures introduced 
by the nazis that Edith had to leave 
her post as a lecturer in Munster. Her 
colleagues and friends looked out for 
other opportunities for her away from 
Germany, but Edith saw in these events 
an opportunity to pursue her desire 
to join the Carmelities. After having 
obtained permission to enter, Edith was 
to make a final visit to her family to 
break the news to them. In writing to 
them she had told them that she had 
found a place to stay in Cologne with 
a group of nuns and that she would 
be moving there in October; now she 
had to tell her family that she would be 
moving there as a member of the com-
munity. The first person she told was 
her sister Rosa who was also drawn to 
the Catholic Church, although had not 

Her mother responded, “I 
don’t want to say anything 
against him. He may have 
been a very good man. But 
why did he make himself 
into God?” 

edith Stein and Catholic-Jewish relations



37 | V10 N1 July 2012

the convent, she had written a letter 
to Pope Pius XI asking him to write 
an encyclical on the plight of the Jews 
in Germany. Edith went on to men-
tion that she knew that the Pope had 
received her letter unopened and that, 
sometime later, she had received his 
blessing for herself and her family but 
nothing else happened. The letter was 
made public by the Vatican as recently 
as 2003 and the full text is included by 
both Batzdorff (2003, pp. 226-227), 
and Posselt (2005, pp. 312-314).

Edith begins the letter, “Holy 
Father! As a child of the Jewish people 
who, by the grace of God, for the past 
eleven years has also been a child of the 
Catholic Church…” This is perhaps the 
clearest expression of how Edith under-
stood her own identity, a child both of 
the Jewish people and of the Catholic 
Church. Edith asks that the Church 
should raise its voice against the abuse 
and hatred directed against the Jews in 
Germany, both for the sake of the Jews 
and also for its own sake, because she 
fears that silence will not be able, in the 
long run, to purchase peace with the 
present German government.

Did the letter have any effect on Pius 
XI? Batzdorff (2003, pp. 227-234) sum-
marises various responses, both those 
critical of the church and those sup-
portive of it. In 1937 the Pope did issue 
an encyclical letter, Mit Brennender 
Sorge (“With Burning Sorrow”), but, 
although it contained a condemnation 
of racist and totalitarian ideology, it said 
nothing about the situation of the Jews 
(Martinez 2003).

make himself into God?” (Posselt 2005, 
p. 128). It was their different answers to 
that question that separated Edith and 
her family, although four of the seven 
siblings would share the same fate in the 
Shoah (Batzdorff 2003, pp. 147-163). 

The next day, amid many embraces 
and tears, Edith left for Cologne. Mother 
and daughter were not to meet again as 
Edith’s mother died in September 1936. 
On officially entering the convent Edith 
received the religious name Sister Teresa 
Benedicta of the Cross. It was a name 
that she herself had suggested, Teresa 
representing the great Carmelite saint 
Teresa of Avila, Benedicta acknowledging 
the Benedictine influence on her voca-
tion, and the cross because of the influ-
ence that it had already exercised over her 
life and her awareness too of its future 
significance (Posselt 2005, p. 319). 

Letter to Pope Pius XI

In her account to her fellow Carmelites 
in the convent at Cologne, Edith also 

mentioned that, in the time between 
leaving her teaching post and entering 

In 1937 the Pope did issue 
an encyclical letter, Mit 
Brennender Sorge (“With 
Burning Sorrow”), but, 
although it contained a 
condemnation of racist and 
totalitarian ideology, it said 
nothing about the situation 
of the Jews
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that she found a most merciful 
Judge and is now my most faith-
ful helper on my way, so that I, 
too, may reach my goal.’ (Posselt 
2005, p. 168) 

Carmel at Echt in Holland

As noted above, in December of 
1938 in view of the deteriorating 

situation in Germany, the Carmelites 
arranged for Edith to be transferred to 
their convent at Echt in Holland. Edith 
was to stay here for three and a half 
years. In 1939, she was joined by her 
sister Rosa who had become a Catholic 
after the death of their mother and 
who lived at the convent as a Tertiary 
Carmelite (i.e. outside the enclosure).

Death of Her Mother

From the convent Edith would write 
to her mother every week. At first 

her mother was too upset to reply and 
it was Edith’s sister Rosa who would 
respond to her letters with news from 
the family. Eventually her mother did 
begin to respond to her letters and the 
two women corresponded on a weekly 
basis. In the spring of 1936, Edith 
received the news that her mother was 
seriously ill and not likely to recover. 
Each 14 September, the Feast of the 
Exaltation of the Holy Cross, the sisters 
would renew their religious vows. That 
year, after the ceremony, Edith said to 
one of the sisters, “When it was my turn 
to renew my vows my mother was beside 
me. I felt her presence quite distinctly” 
(Posselt 2005, p. 167). Later that day 
she received a telegram to inform her 
that her mother had died that very day, 
just at the time Edith was renewing her 
vows. Some of the letters of condolence 
Edith received suggested the possibil-
ity that her mother might have been 
baptised before she died. Edith rejected 
such a possibility and expressed her 
confidence that her mother was now in 
heaven as her helper and intercessor:

My mother held to her faith to 
the very last. The faith and firm 
confidence she had in her God 
from her earliest childhood until 
her eighty-seventh year remained 
steadfast, and were the last 
things that stayed alive in her 
during the final difficult agony. 
Therefore, I have the firm belief 

Baptismal Font; photo, courtesy of Google Images
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a convent in Switzerland but nothing 
definite happened. By 1942 the situa-
tion of the Jews was getting worse; the 
deportation of whole families to ‘the 
East’ had begun.

Final Days

In July 1942, the Christian commu-
nities of Holland sent a telegram to 

the nazi authorities protesting against 
the deportation of the Jews. Hoping 
to silence the churches, the authori-
ties gave an assurance that Jewish 
Christians would not be deported. 
However, the Christian churches would 
not be silenced. The Catholic bishops 
of Holland issued a pastoral letter to 
be read in all Catholic Churches on 
Sunday 26 July. In response to this let-
ter, the authorities ordered the arrest 
of all “non-Aryan” members of every 
Dutch religious community. Edith and 
Rosa were arrested on 2 August, and 
as they were being taken away from 
their convent Edith was overheard to 
say to her sister, “Come, we are going 
for our people”(Mosley 2004, p. 54). 
After brief stays at a couple of camps 
in Holland, they were eventually trans-
ported to Auschwitz where, according to 
the Red Cross of the netherlands, they 
were murdered on 9 August (Posselt 
2005, pix). 

Some Reflections

Edith’s last conversation with her 
mother on the way home from the 

synagogue highlights some of the still 

It was at Echt that Edith came to 
identify her plight with that of Queen 
Esther. She was very conscious of all 
that her family and all the Jews were 
suffering in Germany and, from her new 
home in Holland, she was determined to 
help them in the way she now believed 
that she could, through prayer, suffer-
ing, and sacrifice: 

And I also trust in the Lord’s 
having accepted my life for all 
of them. I keep having to think 
of Queen Esther who was taken 
from among her people precisely 
that she might represent them 
before the king. I am a very 
poor and powerless little Esther, 
but the King who chose me is 
infinitely great and merciful.’ 
(Mosley 2004, p. 99)

It is in this context that Edith’s 
last will and testament, written in June 
1939, should be understood. In it she 
asks ‘the Lord to accept my life and 
death for his honour and glorification… 
in atonement for the unbelief of the 
Jewish people… for the salvation of 
Germany and world peace… finally 
for my family members, living and 
dead, and for all whom God has given 
me: that not one of them may be lost’ 
(Mosley 2004, p. 46) . 

In 1940 the nazis occupied Holland 
and Edith and Rosa had to make them-
selves known to the Gestapo and the 
SS. Jews in Holland became subject to 
the same persecutions as the Jews in 
Germany. Edith and Rosa made enqui-
ries about the possibility of a transfer to 
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are a source of pain to many Jews 
and a continuing difficulty in Jewish 
Christian relations (conversions from 
Christianity to Judaism are also known 
but are much less frequent). Over many 
hundreds of years, Jews have felt pres-
sure from Christians to convert and 
there have been many Christian mis-
sionary initiatives (both Catholic and 
Protestant) directed specifically at Jews. 
Indeed, some Jews are wary of entering 
into Jewish Christian dialogue because 
they are suspicious of it being another 
attempt to convert them. Hence, the 
decision of the Catholic Church to 
honour a convert Jew did cause concern 
in Jewish minds. Was it sending out the 
message that the best thing that a Jew 
can do is to convert and be baptised? 

However, it is worth looking at 
the case of Edith Stein more closely. 
Although never denying her Jewish roots 
she had abandoned any observance of 
Judaism upon leaving home and was, 
in practical terms a non believer. When 
she read Teresa of Avila and exclaimed 
‘this is the truth’ she did not stop 
believing things from Judaism that she 
then believed. Indeed, her conversion 
to Christianity seems to have brought 
her closer to her Jewish roots than she 
had been previously. Although in the 
Catholic Church there are no longer 

outstanding issues in Jewish Christian 
relations: the significance of Jesus, con-
version, and belief in supercessionism. 
Also significant are her words on her 
mother’s death and eternal salvation, 
on the cross, and on her own sense of 
self identity.

The words of Edith’s mother, 
“He may have been a very good man, 
but why did he make himself into 
God?”, sum up the traditional Jewish 
response to Christian belief in the divin-
ity of Jesus. Although modern Jewish 
Christian dialogue has considered the 
person of Jesus, with Christians being 
more ready than in previous centuries 
to acknowledge his Jewish background, 
and Jews being more ready to consider 
the significance of what he had to say, it 
still remains a point on which Jews and 
Christians have to respectfully “agree to 
disagree”. Some Christian theologians 
(e.g. Ruether 1974) have indeed called 
for a wholesale revision of Christology 
in the light of Jewish Christian dialogue, 
but such a project does not seem to 
have found a great deal of support and 
certainly would not be familiar to non-
specialist congregation members.

There appears to be no doubt that 
Edith’s conversion to Christianity was 
genuine (novak 2006). nevertheless, 
the conversions of Jews to Christianity 

Nevertheless, the conver-
sions of Jews to Christianity 
are a source of pain to 
many Jews and a con-
tinuing difficulty in Jewish 
Christian relations

When asked by her mother, 
“Is it not possible to be 
devout as a Jew also?”, 
Edith replied, “Certainly, if 
one has not come to know 
anything else.”
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they should also consider her words 
on hearing of the death of her mother 
already quoted above. Edith recognised 
her mother’s Judaism as a real and living 
religion and the means by which she 
found her way to God. Although such 
an opinion might not seem unusual 
today, maybe in the 1930s it was quite 
radical. Edith was happy that her sister 
Rosa became a Catholic but she did 
not try to convert any of her family, 
respecting their own religious convic-
tions (Batzdorff 2003, p. 161). She was 
particularly sensitive to the feelings of 
her mother, as were her Catholic men-
tors and spiritual advisors who urged 
her to delay her entry into Carmel for 
that reason. 

Edith’s words about the taking up 
the cross on behalf of the Jewish people 
and of her willingness to suffer for 
their unbelief, have also been the cause 
of concern and controversy. It must 
be remembered that she writes as a 
Carmelite sister and that her spiritual 
development had been strongly influ-
enced by Carmelite saints such as Saint 
John of the Cross (1542-1591) who 
wrote much about the cross and suffer-
ing. Hence, her references to the Jewish 
people can be understood in a positive 
way, that she still identified herself with 
them and wanted to do something for 
them in the way she now believed that 
she could. Obviously such an asso-
ciation with suffering, and particularly 
the cross, is foreign to Judaism, but, if 
Edith’s words are seen from the perspec-
tive of her Carmelite spiritual tradition, 
then this can help to give them a poten-
tially positive meaning.

specific missions directed at Jews, some 
have called for the Church to go one 
step further and to say that, for a Jew, 
conversion to Christianity is unneces-
sary because Judaism provides a fully 
valid and truthful path to God (Roth 
2009, p. 147). Richard Harries (2003) 
does not go so far but he says that he 
would urge any Jew approaching him 
for baptism to speak with a rabbi first. 
However, even if such a proposal were 
to be considered, how could it apply to 
the situation of someone like Edith Stein 
who had no living contact with Judaism 
at the time of her conversion?

When asked by her mother, “Is 
it not possible to be devout as a Jew 
also?”, Edith replied, “Certainly, if one 
has not come to know anything else.” 
This highlights the issue of supercession-
ism, which is the view that Christianity 
supersedes Judaism and that Judaism 
is only a valid religion as a prelude to 
Christianity. Certainly, this has been a 
widely held view in Christian history 
and it is linked with the discrimination 
that Jews have suffered under Christian 
rule throughout the centuries. However, 
before anyone would wish to iden-
tify Edith Stein with supercessionism, 

One of the accusa-
tions made against the 
Catholic Church is that, in 
honouring a Jewish convert 
to Christianity the Church is 
presenting her path as the 
right path for other Jews 
also to take.
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Edith’s Jewishness, the Church has not 
respected the Jewish community’s sense 
of its own boundaries but has instead 
followed the definition of Jewishness 
used by the nazis. In response to this, 
the Church can rightly point to Edith’s 
own understanding of her identity and 
the fact that she never denied her Jewish 
origins. It is not unusual that Jews 
converting to Christianity can still feel 
Jewish and this is, perhaps, another 
reason why such conversions are prob-
lematic for the Jewish community. The 
nature of religious identity is often more 
complex than religious bodies wish to 
think. In any case, the Catholic Church 
would have been subject to much fiercer 
criticism if it had sought to play down 
Edith’s Jewishness in any way.

Conclusions

Fourteen years have now passed since 
Edith Stein’s canonisation and it is 

possible to ask who was right, either 
Pope John Paul or Rabbi Polish. In a 
sense they have both been proven to be 
partially correct, but not entirely. 

In the Catholic Church Edith Stein 
is honoured as a Saint, she has a Feast 
Day (9 August) and parishes are named 
in her honour. She is known as a philos-
opher, although her philosophical writ-
ings are only studied by dedicated stu-
dents of the subject. She is known as a 
Carmelite and part of that rich spiritual 
tradition which has contributed greatly 
to the life of the Church, and she is 
known as a martyr. In that latter context 
her Jewishness has never been denied or 
hidden. Furthermore, in remembering 
her martyrdom Catholics are encour-

This leads to Edith’s understanding 
of her own identity which is perhaps 
best expressed in the opening line of her 
letter to Pius XI, “a child of the Jewish 
people and a child of the Catholic 
Church”. For Edith, her conversion to 
Christianity did not mean the end of 
her links with the Jewish people, indeed 
her last recorded words were to her 
sister Rosa as they were being deported 
from the convent at Echt, “come we are 
going for our people” (Mosley 2004, p. 
54). Edith never denied her Jewishness, 
although as her niece pointed out, she 
did tend to look back on it from a 
Christian perspective. 

One of the accusations made against 
the Catholic Church is that, in honour-
ing a Jewish convert to Christianity 
the Church is presenting her path as 
the right path for other Jews also to 
take. However the example of Edith’s 
own life rejects such an interpretation. 
Although she followed her own reli-
gious path which led her away from the 
largely nominal and cultural Judaism 
she encountered at home into a time 
of unbelief before her eventual conver-
sion to Christianity and the Catholic 
Church, she fully respected the integrity 
of the religious paths followed by others 
including her own mother and never, 
in any way, sought to convert her. In 
her own case, Edith may have seen her 
Christianity as a fulfilment of her child-
hood Judaism but she recognised that 
Judaism remained a living and life giving 
religion for her mother and other mem-
bers of her family.

Another criticism of the Catholic 
Church has been that, in emphasising 
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least through her writing on women’s 
issues and her intense and extensive 
prayer life. However, writers such as 
David novak (2006) and Daniel Polish 
(1998) question whether, as a convert to 
Christianity, she can even be accurately 
considered as still being Jewish.

In Christian Jewish dialogue the 
attention and controversy surrounding 
her canonisation has enabled a renewed 
focus not only on the Shoah but also 
on some of the other issues that emerge 
from her writings. The dialogue still 
continues and this reflects well on the 
tenacity and determination of those who 
are involved.

Although Edith does not enter 
into any discussion of the differences 
between Christianity and Judaism she 
offers something perhaps more pro-
found. After the death of her mother, 
Edith was able to imagine her in heaven 
as her helper and intercessor. Perhaps a 
fitting image with which to conclude 
this article is that of Edith and her 
mother now together in heaven, help-
ing and interceding for the cause of 
a better understanding between Jews 
and Christians.

From a Jewish perspective her life 
is much more complicated to evalu-
ate. A positive evaluation is given by 
Daniel Krochmalnik (1998) who sees 
her as an advocate for Judaism, a wit-
ness for Jewish martyrdom in the eyes of 
Christians. Rabbi nancy Fuchs-Kreimer 
(1998) says that, although Edith can-
not be a role model for her, she still 
offers enrichment to Jewish lives not 

Edith Stein Memorial, Poland; photo, courtesy of Google Images

aged to remember all the victims of the 
Shoah and indeed to reflect carefully on 
the combination of circumstances that 
made the Shoah possible including the 
history of Christian anti-Judaism over 
many centuries (Keeler 1998). In this 
sense she can be a bridge for Christians 
to gain a better understanding of Jews 
and Judaism.

In Christian Jewish dialogue 
the attention and controversy 
surrounding her canonisa-
tion has enabled a renewed 
focus not only on the Shoah 
but also on some of the other 
issues that emerge from 
her writings.
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Introduction

Reconciliation has its own space and time. For example, Ubuntu in South Africa 
blends the South African traditional way of reconciliation with Christian teach-

ing on forgiveness, whereas the conflict between Christians and Muslims in Moluccas, 
Indonesia, needs another way to effect reconciliation. Culturally, Moluccans believe 
in a traditional model of reconciliation named pela which is a meta-narrative for all 
Moluccans: Muslim, Christian, and those who follow indigenous religions. Hence, 
from a cultural perspective, for Moluccan Christians a local theology of reconciliation 
should be based on pela as a source of local wisdom. In this article I argue that pela can 
serve as the basis for a local Christian theology of reconciliation, and which thereby 
constitutes a peacebuilding narrative for Moluccas. 

Izak Lattu is a Fulbright PhD Student of the Interdisciplinary Study of Religion at the Graduate 
Theological Union Berkeley and Lecturer at the Department of Theology and Sociology of Religion, Satya 
Wacana Christian University, Salatiga-Indonesia. 
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Pela ceremony, Moluccas; photo, courtesy of Maluku Museum
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Pela: Muluccas 
Peacebuilding narrative

Reconciliation as a peacebuilding 
narrative aims to resolve and trans-

form deadly conflict, with the goal of 
building social relations characterized by 
an ethos of tolerance and nonviolence. 
In Maluku, the spirit of pela operates to 
restore a damaged relationship after con-
flict between two or more groups. For 
this reason, the peacebuilding narrative 
creates an identity for the Moluccan in 
so far as it relies on mediation and aims 
to restore positive relationships among 
community members.1

Moluccas, like other communities, 
has its own communal narrative which 
differs from other narratives. A com-
munal narrative has a specific frame-
work, which, as Ricoeur points out, is 
contextualized by place and time.2 As a 
communal narrative, pela is not com-
prised of a written document but exists 
as an oral story. The community creates 
its identity by collecting oral narrative 
as well as material objects to reframe its 
identity.3  Therefore, pela is a Moluccan 
identity that is inherited by one genera-
tion and passed on to another, and pre-
served as a collective memory and local 
narrative of reconciliation. 

Culturally, all native Moluccans 
believe that the people come from a 
sacred place named nunusaku. As a 
sacred place, the story of nunusaku has 
significantly dominated Moluccas oral 
history through the medium of folk-
songs. This narrative is a social memory 
or common narrative that brings the 
people of Moluccas together for the 
purposes of conflict resolution. The 
function of the common narrative in 
Moluccas works in a different way com-

pared to the other tales. In Serbia, for 
example, a different narrative was used 
to strengthen hatred and anger toward 
the other community.4  On the contrary, 
in Moluccas the function of the story in 
the pela narrative is to bind communities 
together, in that it functions as a cultural 
mechanism to support reconciliation.5 

As a matter of fact, pela is divided 
into two general types: un-genealogical 
and genealogical (based on the bonds 
among Moluccans). First, un-genealog-
ical pela is commonly just called pela or  
pela keras (hard pela). Some Moluccans 
also ust the term pela darah (blood pela). 
This is because the pattern was estab-
lished through a cultural oath between 
the leaders of two or more villages 
(negeris). During the oath ceremony, the 
leaders mix up a tiny amount of their 
own blood  in a piece of coconut shell 
and then drink it.6 The hard pela was 
established because the villages had been 

Culturally, Moluccans 
believe in a traditional model 
of reconciliation named pela 
which is a meta-narrative 
for all Moluccans: Muslim, 
Christian, and those who 
follow indigenous religions.

As a communal narrative, 
pela is not comprised of a 
written document but exists 
as an oral story.

Culture and Christian-Muslim Dialogue in Moluccas–Indonesia



47 | V10 N1 July 2012

Moluccans have strongly considered the 
Kingdom of nunusaku as their place of 
origins. nevertheless, due to a conflict at 
the centre of the Kingdom, people left 
nunusaku in order to find a new place 
to settle. From this experience of dias-
pora the story of gandong began as the 
members of a family decided to journey 
in different directions. Some of them 
preferred to live in coastal areas while 
others made their homes in the moun-
tains. Prior to their decision to travel in 
different directions an oath was taken as 
a remembrance to the next generation.7

Accordingly, pela, whether it is 
genealogical or un-genealogical, obli-
gates Moluccas to help one another 
during warfare or any other crisis. The 
communities that exist in cultural rela-
tionship are obligated to render mutual 
assistance in all matters and at all times 
by supplying whatever is requested by 
their pela. The assistance includes the 
construction of public buildings such 
as negeri meeting houses, churches, 
mosques, and schools. In addition, to 
those who have genealogical pela may 
share the resources of sago or agates 
forests. However, intermarriage between 
them is forbidden, since they come from 
the same blood. Any such marriage 
would constitute incest.

involved in a long and bitter conflict. In 
order to end the conflict, they agreed to 
establish the pela relationship.

Another model of un-genealogical 
pela is pela tempat sirih (soft pela). This 
pattern was established after a minor 
event, and took the form of assistance  
given to a particular village  by other vil-
lages during a natural or social disaster. 
This pela also functions as a result of a 
trade relationship between two negeries. 
In brief, un-genealogical pela establishes 
a new “brother-sisterhood” relationship 
based on mutual support between neg-
eris. Simultaneously, when Islam and 
Christianity penetrated the land of 
Moluccas the spirit of pela relationship 
remained strong, even between groups 
now practicing different religions.

A further type of pela which is based 
on a genealogical association, is called 
gandong. People or negeries who have the 
gandong relationship believe that they 
share a common ancestor. Historically, 

Accordingly, pela, whether it 
is genealogical or un-genea-
logical, obligates Moluccas 
to help one another during 
warfare or any other crisis. 

Map of Indonesia
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argues that mercy is manifested in its 
true and proper aspect when it restores 
value, promotes and draws good from 
all the forms of evil existing in the world 
and in men and women.10  In a similar 
way, Desmond Tutu sees forgiveness 
as linked to mercy. In the context of 
South Africa, Tutu argued that there is 
“no future without forgiveness.” Tutu 
inspired the South African people to 
go beyond retributive justice to restor-
ative justice, to move on to forgiveness, 
because without it there would be no 
future at all.11  Forgiveness would reduce 
the cycle of violence as the victim choses 
not to take revenge on the persecutor. 

Reconciliation not only deals with 
judicial reasoning and its implications, 
but also links to spirituality. Taken as a 
spiritual experience, reconciliation leads 
to a new way of life and that life may 
be passed on to other people.12  In 
Christian spirituality, Jesus’ restorative 
action toward the Samaritan woman 
is an inspiration. Asking for help from 
a Samaritan woman is a symbol of an 
open mind and heart for a peaceful 
relationship. In Johan Galtung’s words, 
Jesus brings a positive peace into a nega-
tive peace relationship between the Jews 
and the Samaritans. negative peace is 
the absence of violence and direct con-
flict while positive peace is collaborative 
and supportive of connections.13  Jewish 
communities in the south shared the 
border with the Samaritans, but due to 
bad memories and public image a virtual 
wall separated the two communities. 
Galtung‘s theory helps to understand 
the Samaritan woman’s reaction over 
Jesus’cross-border action: “You are a 

Theologizing a Pela 
Reconciliation Process

Reconciliation is the preferred way to 
restore a relationship between two 

or more parties who have been involved 
in a conflict. Daniel Philpott mentions 
that reconciliation has two different 
faces. The first is that reconciliation 
relies on retributive justice since rec-
onciliation has a close association with 
justice. The concept of justice converges 
with reconciliation in the sense that 
reconciliation is a state of justice.8  In 
addition, Martha Minow argues that 
retributive justice can require punish-
ment out of a sense of fairness to those 
who have been wronged, thus reflecting 
a belief that wrongdoers deserve blame 
and punishment in direct proportion  
to the harm inflicted.9  Therefore one 
could have reconciliation when the vic-
tim has justice, through either the courts 
or a cultural model of reconciliation. 
One example of such a cultural model 
of reconciliation can be found in an 
Indonesian tribal model. Traditionally, 
in Indonesia, conflict in society, or 
among groups of individuals in conflict, 
is considered to be destructive to the 
surrounding balance. In order to restore 
the relationship to the previously peace-
ful relationship, the party (and some-
times all parties) which first broke the 
relationship, should sacrifice a valuable 
belonging, usually an animal. 

Another way to bring conflicting 
parties into a peaceful relationship is 
through a restorative model of recon-
ciliation. Daniel Philpott says that the 
restorative model is based on mercy. He 
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attitudes towards other faiths into four 
positions. First, a replacement model in 
which there is only one true religion 
and other religions are deemed false reli-
gions. Thus, all other religions should 
be superseded by the only true religion. 
Second, the fulfillment model is the atti-
tude which suggests that the one fulfills 
the many. All religions are true, but their 
truths should be brought to completion 
by one particular religion. Third, the 
acceptance model in which all religions 
are true, but there is no dialogue since 
all are true. In this model individuals 
have completely accepted the truth of 
other faiths, but all religions live within 
their own borders. The last attitude is 
the mutuality model in which many true 
religions are called to dialogue. All reli-
gions have to “cross the Rubicon” which 
requires religious followers to abandon 
their previous homes in order to learn 
from other religious teachings and then 
return with a new understanding of 
other faiths.15

There is some common ground 
between Knitter’s mutual model and 
pela. First, the main stipulation of a 
mutual model is the acceptance of the 
truth of other faiths. Therefore, people 
from other faiths are considered equal 
to us. Pela requires the same sense of 
equality. Second, the mutuality model 
inspires religious people to cross the 
Rubicon and learn from other faiths. 
Pela has also inspired Moluccans to learn 
from their ancestral teachings, including 
learning about peaceful mechanisms. 
The narrative of pela as a means of social 
reconciliation is a common memory of 
Moluccans. Robert Schreiter has pointed 

Jew and I am a Samaritan woman. How 
can you ask me for a drink?” (vs. 9). 
Since these groups lived in antagonis-
tic relationship, living together without 
mutual contact, the woman is aston-
ished when Jesus asks her for help. Jesus 
transforms negative peace into a positive 
peace when he interacts with the other 
who lives outside of his community. In 
Jurgen Habermas’ view, Jesus employs a 
communicative action as a framework  
for building a new relationship with the 
Samaritan woman.14

In case of Moluccas, pela is a cultur-
al mechanism to bring people together 
regardless of their religious background. 
Therefore, pela provides a foundation 
for a Christian theology of reconciliation 
in the Moluccan context. Reconciliation 
from a Moluccan-Christian perspec-
tive can only be reached through an 
understanding of a mutual relation-
ship which includes people from other 
religious communities. In this respect, 
the Christian theologian Paul Knitter’s 
reflections on a mutual or shared 
approach might be helpful in forging a 
Moluccan theology of reconciliation. In 
his recent book Introducing Theologies 
of Religions, Knitter divides religious 

As a result, the dialogue of 
pela is an “everyday dia-
logue” or a “dialogue of 
life”. Pela has conveyed a 
spirit of equality and truth. 
It is a fundamental source 
for a Moluccan theology 
of reconciliation.
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As a result, the dialogue of pela is 
an “everyday dialogue” or a “dialogue of 
life”. Pela has conveyed a spirit of equal-
ity and truth. It is a fundamental source 
for a Moluccan theology of reconcilia-
tion. In the case of pela, God has worked 
through Moluccan cultural teachings. 
The God whom I mention here does not 
belong to one particular religion but is 
the God of all religions. Therefore, pela 
leads the Moluccan Christian to develop 
a theology of religious pluralism based 
on its cultural paradigm. The perspec-

out that communities of memory create 
communities of hope:

Such practices lead to creating 
communities of memory, safe 
places to explore and untangle a 
painful past, and the cultivation 
of truth-telling to overcome the 
lies	of	injustice	and	wrongdoing.	
They lead also to creating the 
community of hope, where a new 
future might be imagined and 
celebrated.16 

At this level, pela encourag-
es Moluccans to go beyond religious 
boundaries. During the meeting of two 
pela negeris who have different religions, 
the members of these negeris will pray 
according to these two religions. They 
believe that they have only one God who 
accepts Muslim and Christian prayers. 

Third, fundamental to the spirit of the 
mutual model is dialogue among faiths. 
Therefore, religious followers have to go 
further by leaping over the religious fence. 
Pela shares the same spirit of dialogue. 

Moluccans – Muslim and 
Christian – sing the pela song 
as a common cultural melody. 

Protestant church, Natsepa; photo, Achmad Yurianto.
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in pela empowers Moluccan Christians 
to restore relationships with Moluccan 
Muslims and build a cultural bridge 
which speaks the language of peace and 
reconciliation. Moluccan Christian the-
ology has a different tune than that of 
the Moluccan Muslim. But Moluccans 
– Muslim and Christian – sing the pela 
song as a common cultural melody. 

Conclusion
Reconciliation in Moluccas is a 

unique process. This case in this 
region is different from, say, that of 
Bosnia in which Serbians and Croatians 
were the oppressors and the Muslim 
community of Bosnia was the oppressed. 
The story of Moluccas also differs from 
the case of Rwanda in which the Hutu 
committed atrocities against the Tutsi. 
Therefore, to bring about a peaceful 
mechanism based on a Moluccan narra-
tive is a suitable process of overcoming 
conflict in that region. 

Pela has existed in Moluccas for hun-
dreds of years, even before any imported 

tive will consider the Moluccan Muslim 
as a brother/sister and not as an enemy.  

In addition, any theology of rec-
onciliation based on the spirit of pela 
brings possibilities of forgiveness and 
social healing. Simon Wiesenthal says 
that “forgetting is something that time 
alone takes care of, but forgiveness is 
an act of volition, and only the sufferer 
is qualified to make the decision”.17  In 
pela, two parties are the victims of the 
conflict; hence in order to stop the 
conflict the two negeries should come 
to the table of reconciliation where they 
can meet each other and re-enacted the 
ancestral oath on a trustworthy basis. 

In a nutshell, a theology of recon-
ciliation is a basic need for people who 
live in plural contexts such the Moluccas 
and most Asian countries. The Bible 
which was written in a different con-
text should be linked to the living text, 
oral history, in the context of the local 
people of Moluccas. Regardless of the 
differences, the voice of truth and peace 
(God’s voice) does exist in all communi-
ties. The voice of God that is revealed 

Tua Negeri Hila Mosque; photo Achmad Yurianto.

Izak lattu
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religions, Islam or Christianity, came 
to Moluccas. Hence, reconciliation 
becomes natural for Moluccans who 
believe in the common story of relation-
ships among all Moluccans. 

Pela is the heart of the Moluccan 
theology of reconciliation. Christianity 
in Moluccas does not only consist of the 
Judeo-Hellenistic form of Western civili-
zation, but also participates in Moluccan 
tradition and culture. Thus, theology in 
Moluccas links to the culture in which 
people live and think. Pela as a Moluccan 
way of reconciling conflict is a theology 
from and for Moluccans who believe in 
the same narrative for a common hope. 
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blood with coconut water.
7 Dieter Bartels, Guarding Invisible 
Mountain: Intervillages Alliance, Religious 
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Culture and Christian-Muslim Dialogue in Moluccas–Indonesia
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From A Year with Hafiz: Daily Compilations, by Daniel Ladinsky. Penguin Books, 2010.
Reprinted with permission of the author.

Hafiz (1320 – 1389) is the most beloved poet of Persia.  Born in Shiraz, he lived at about the same time 
as Chaucer in England and about one hundred years after Rumi.

If I Did Not Know Your Name
Hafiz

Lotus Mountains 2005; original art, Liz Gill Neilson

I	think	it	is	time	for	a	joke.	You	tell	me	one.
I will take it easy here a minute and listen.

What is a mere few years, centuries, or
millenniums between us? I should be able
to follow...any contemporary language.

I have entered such a state – that I don’t
think will go away – to where I have heard

every word anyone has ever spoken. Past,
present, and future. Why not?

I am on a float trip in the Buddha’s mind.
Limits don’t exist. All knowledge is there and
not there, simultaneously,

surrounded by a brilliant splendor even I can 
still hardly believe is really true.

If I did not know your name, you whose
face is close to what I have written,

I might doubt my own experience, for it is
just	so	sublime
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Sacred images can sometimes almost convey the mystery and the evocative power 
of places that have awakened our awe, kindled our energies and brought forth our 

exclamations of hope. The following are among our favorites.

Jim and Cetta Kenney have been involved in the publication of Interreligious Insight since its beginning. 
Jim serves as Co-Editor, while Cetta is the Photo Editor and long-time principal photographer of Insight. 
All the photos are hers.

Cetta Kenney

Buddhist Temple, Hawaii

Sacred PlaceS
images and special moments

Hawaii became 
one of the most 
influential of 
the Buddhist 
“outposts.” This 
extraordinary 
temple on Oahu 
blends countless 
cultural styles, 
while preserv-
ing the essential 
Buddhist message.

Nature is, after 
all, the original 
holy space, the 
first temple. Here, 
antelope anticipate 
the patterns of 
human exhilaration.

In the Kenyan Wild, Masai Mara
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Gandhi’s Wheel, Ahmedabad

Amphitheatre, Taormina, Sicily

The spinning wheel in one of Mahatma Gandhi’s ashrams (this one in 
Ahmedabad, India), was his chosen exemplar of the simple, meditative life.

Taormina’s amphitheatre, overlooking the Mediterranean, was at the same time 
a holy and a profane (only in the sense of “popular”) site. The two are often, as 
they must be, mixed.
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Jerusalem, the Old City

Mesa Verde, southwestern US

Long vanished, the ancestral Pueblo people that built Mesa Verda and so many 
other sites, celebrated their environs. These cliff dwellings recall their intimacy 
with the land.

The ancient walls of the holy city of Jerusalem enclose sites sacred to Jews, 
Christians, and Muslims. That is at the same time the city’s greatest blessing 
and its most daunting challenge.

Sacred Places
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Montserrat Monastery, Catalan region, Spain

The monastery complex of Santa Maria de Monserrat, Spain, may date to the 
11th century. It has been a center of learning, practice, and pilgrimage for centuries.

Hospitality, 2004 Parliament of the World’s Religions, Barcelona, Spain

The religions of the world gathered in Spain in 2004 and the world Sikh 
community came together to feed them.
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Day of the Dead Altar, Chiapas, Mexico

Shaker Meeting House, USA

Each fall, Mexicans welcome back the spirits of their dead and celebrate their lives. 
The pageantry is at once comic, tragic, and spiritual. It is among the most healing 
of human ritual celebrations.

The simple life, work, and worship of the Shakers exemplified for them the 
spirituality of Jesus.
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Rabbi Norman Hirsh is Rabbi Emeritus at Temple Beth Am, in Seattle, Washington.

Know Before Whom You Stand
norman Hirsch

Know; original art, Lonnie Hanzon

You can’t rush a prayer to God,
If it comes from the heart
It will rush out on its own
Speed through receding galaxies or
Silences in the soul,
And God will hear.

Honesty with all, but 
Speaking to God is different.
Mine the soul 
For your coal and gems and regular earth,
No pretense,
And God will hear.

Don’t force the prayer
Or string words together,
Pause, perhaps
Better not to pray,
Silence will be a message of awe,
And God will hear.

Now step off into the very deep, 
Beyond the way of prayer:
We glimpse unknown magnitudes of God,
No more, or we would be stunned into silence.
Except that Love makes itself small,
We could not pray at all.
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Introduction

Scholars of religion point to “the Axial Age” (roughly the first millennium bce) as 
the period of the dawn of the great classical religions that we know today. These 

days, it’s often suggested that we have entered a second great “turning on the religious 
axis,” a Second Axial Age. If the first brought the individual to the fore, the latter 
shifts our focus to the global dimension of ethical, religious, and spiritual awareness 
and action.

The great theologian Ewert Cousins believed that the 21st century marked a new 
evolutionary turning that will reshape religion and spirituality in extraordinary ways.

If we shift our gaze from the first millennium bce to the eve of the twenty-
first century, we can discern another transformation of consciousness. It is so 
profound and far-reaching that I call it the Second Axial Period. Like the 
first it is happening simultaneously around the earth, and like the first it will 
shape the horizon of consciousness for future centuries. Not surprisingly, too, it 
will have great significance for world religions, which were constituted in the 
First Axial Period. However, the new form of consciousness is different from 
that of the First Axial Period. Then it was individual consciousness, now it is 
global consciousness.

The “Awakened World 2012” conference will center on the evolution of religion 
and spirituality in the 21st century. In that process, the Charter for Engaged Spirituality 
in the 21st Century can serve as an inspiration and a guide as we take up a number 
of vital questions. What are the most dramatic changes that might be on the horizon 

A Charter for 
Engaged Spirituality 
in the 21st Century



61 | V10 N1 July 2012

for religion and spirituality in the years 
ahead? What is the promise of our evo-
lutionary age? What are the dangers, the 
challenges, and the opportunities? What 
does it mean to be at the threshold of 
a “Second Axial Age?” What commit-
ments to action can we offer?

Sixteen Axial Markers: 
Domains and Stages

The Charter is structured around 
sixteen Axial Markers – observable 

signs that ours is indeed a time of 
dramatic evolutionary change in reli-
gious and spiritual values. The Markers 
are presented in a matrix with four 
vertical columns, representing thematic 
areas – Domains – and four horizontal 

rows, representing key Stages of the 
evolutionary unfolding. The Markers 
are certainly not the only indicators of 
progressive shift; the list is not exhaus-
tive, but it is descriptive and persuasive. 
It will help to shape many of the event’s 
discussions and, it is hoped, many of the 
concrete initiatives that arise from our 
group efforts.

Preamble

If ours is indeed an age of value shift, 
no dimension of that epochal change 

is more important than that which is 
underway in the world’s great religious 
and spiritual communities. It is a move-
ment that embraces the possibility of 
peace, champions the causes of jus-
tice, accepts the burdens and privileges 
of ecological stewardship, and demon-

The Interreligious Story:
Spiritual Evolution

in Our Time

New Models and Maps for 
Community, Leadership, and 

Governance

SECOND AXIAL MARKERS 

Beyond Dogma:
Toward Creative Inquiry

Interspirituality:
Spiritual Convergence and

Mutual Illumination

The Passing of Patriarchy:
Women's Leadership

and Authority;
the Divine Feminine

The Passing of Exclusivism:
A New Openness

Healing the World:
Sustainability, Resources, and 

Equity

Interreligious Awakening & 
the Global Interreligious 

Movement

Spiritually Motivated
Social Engagement

Peace and the Just Society:
Striving for Nonviolence, 

Social and Economic 
Fairness, & Human Rights 

Care for Sacred Earth and 
the Planetary Community

Celebration of the Whole:
Interdependence as the Key

to Evolutionary Values

Global Spiritual Perspective 
and the Emerging
Global Consensus

The Inner Life:
Mysticism / Consciousness /  

Enlightenment

Reclaiming the
Great Meme:

Living Our Oneness

New Lifestyles:
Sustainability, Compassion, 

Fairness, and Trust

Signs of Change

Systemic Shift

Engagement

Embodiment

Reconciling with the Other Transforming Society Embracing the Earth Family Rediscovering the Sacred
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awareness, concern, commitment, and 
spiritual understanding.

Spiritual evolution unfolds as a key 
dimension of the process of cultural evo-
lution: the slow, steady (and occasionally 
dramatically accelerated) shift of prevail-
ing cultural values, assumptions, memes, 
and behavior patterns toward a closer fit 
with our best understanding of reality.

“Four strong winds” of cultural evo-
lutionary transformation drive the pro-
cess and will help to shape the Awakened 
World 2012 dialogues:

•	 Complexity:	 the	 tendency	 of	
human culture to grow steadily 
more complex and, in the process, 
more evolved;

•	 Chaos	 to	 Order:	 a	 dynamic	 sys-
tem’s inclination to move from 
turbulence to transforma-
tion…from apparent chaos to 
emerging order;

•	 Creativity:	 cultural	 evolution	
from the bottom-up, through the 
astonishing processes of “self-orga-
nization” and “emergence”; and

•	 Cooperation:	 human	 social	 evo-
lution’s inherent bias toward 
interdependence: the rise of 
“non-zero-sumness.”

Four Domains of 
Evolutionary Transformation

Together, we call attention to the 
progressive changes already under-

way in the world’s great religious and 
spiritual communities. We envision a 
not-too-distant future in which that 

strates compassionate service in the face 
human need.

Each of these commitments springs 
from a deeper spiritual understanding, 
grounded in experience.

We gather here, early in the sec-
ond decade of the 21st century, to 
affirm these principles and to chart 
a course that will inspire hope and 
energize action.

Awakened World 2012 brings 
together distinguished religious and 
spiritual leaders, noted experts in the 
most critical issues, and committed 
global citizens representing some of the 
most vital action frontiers of our time.

Together, we articulate the indisput-
able challenges facing the human and 
planetary communities. We envision a 
hopeful future. We commit to creative 
common action to bring the wisdom of 
the world’s religious and spiritual tradi-
tions to bear on the urgent needs and 
beckoning opportunities that shape our 
reality.  And we hold in our hearts joy 
and excitement for the future of a child 
born today.

The Vision

We are in the first stages of a period 
of dramatically accelerated cul-

tural evolution – a sea change: a shift 
in the dominant values of humankind 
toward a closer fit with reality. The 
religious and spiritual manifestation of 
that process has been termed “a Second 
Axial Age” (after the First Axial Age of 
the first millennium bce, which gave 
rise to the great religious traditions). 
The dominant characteristic of the new 
axial period is the emergence of global 
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•	To	 support	efforts	 to	 identify	and	
overcome our own rigidities and 
unexamined certainties and to 
create in their place new mod-
els for dialogical exchange and 
creative inquiry. 

•	To	celebrate	the	new	story	of	reli-
gious and spiritual evolution as 
part of the larger emerging story 
of the ongoing evolution of plan-
etary culture. 

Transforming Society 
From redemPtive violence to 
restorative Justice

The Vision

We envision a world in which peace 
and fairness are cherished as 

inseparable and vital dimensions of the 
existence of every individual and of the 
whole human community. We trust in 
the growth of a powerful and universal 
new story of nonviolent conflict resolu-
tion and restorative justice.

Call

We call on the World’s Religious 
and Spiritual Communities and 

all concerned groups and individuals…

•	 To	 engage	 in	 creative	 common	
action in for peace, nonviolence, 
social	 and	 economic	 justice,	 and	
human rights. 

•	 To	 work	 to	 heal	 the	 social	 and	
economic inequity driven by the 
“unlimited growth” paradigm and 
the systemic disregard of the needs 
of the Earth’s disadvantaged. 

axial turning will give rise to new levels 
of understanding, mutuality, commit-
ment, and service to the human com-
munity and the Earth. To that end, 
we pledge our energies – physical, 
conscious, and spiritual – to the real-
ization of the evolutionary promise 
embodied in these four Domains of 
evolutionary transformation.

Reconciling with the Other 
From enmity to emPathy

The Vision

We envision a world in which the 
cultural and religious barriers 

that once divided humankind have been 
overcome at last. We trust that one day 
every stranger will come to be seen as a 
neighbor and every neighbor as a friend

Call

We call on the World’s Religious 
and Spiritual Communities and 

all concerned groups and individuals…

•	To	 work	 to	 broaden	 and	 deepen	
understanding, respect, and coop-
eration among the world’s reli-
gious and spiritual communities.

	•	 To	 engage	 the	 openness	 and	
unspoiled wisdom of the next 
generation in initiatives fos-
tering interreligious dialogue 
and engagement. 

•		To	strive	to	move	beyond	religious	
exclusivism and to nurture the 
developing spirit of inclusivism 
and pluralism in our communi-
ties and our world. 
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community and the sacred Earth 
a core value and decision-making 
principle in all that we do. 

•	To	 work	 to	 articulate	 and	 share	
the emerging global consensus 
with respect to the challenges and 
strategies that define engaged life 
on Earth in the 21st century. 

•	To	 commit	 ourselves	 to	 the	 heal-
ing of the world through the 
vital linkage of human equi-
ty and the stewardship 
of resources.  

•	To	shape	and	model	new	lifestyles	
grounded in sustainability, fair-
ness, forgiveness, and trust. 

•	To	turn	to	the	next	generation	for	
guidance, inspiration, and the 
promise of the future as we strive 
to heal the Earth and sustain our 
human relationship with her.

Rediscovering the Sacred 
From Praying aPart 
to celebrating the Whole

The Vision

We envision a world in which spiri-
tual growth is recognized as a 

genuine human possibility and the most 
authentic goal of every life. We trust 
in the emergence of a rich, mutually-
irradiating interspirituality among the 
world’s religions.

Call

We call on the World’s Religious 
and Spiritual Communities and 

all concerned groups and individuals…

•	To	 strive	 to	 hasten	 the	 decline	 of	
patriarchy through the creation of 
new initiatives to energize wom-
en’s leadership and authority. 

•	 To	 develop	 and	 share	 –	 in	 col-
laborative networks and with a 
strong emphasis on the next gen-
eration – new models and maps 
for community, leadership, and 
governance at every level of society. 

•	To	commit	our	energies	to	learning	
about, proclaiming, and defend-
ing the Global Commons as the 
shared physical, biological, social, 
intellectual, and cultural heritage 
of humankind. 

•	 To	 dedicate	 ourselves,	 our	 orga-
nizations, and our communi-
ties to spiritually motivated 
social engagement.

Embracing the Earth Family 
From exPloitation to deeP ecology

The Vision

We envision a world in which 
human culture reclaims the deep 

human bond with the entire planetary 
community. We trust that the ethic of 
loving stewardship of the Earth family 
and the gentle rhythms of sustainable 
living will come once again to guide our 
course.

Call

We call on the World’s Religious 
and Spiritual Communities and 

all concerned groups and individuals…

•	 To	 make	 care	 for	 the	 planetary	
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•	to	work	consciously	toward	a	future	
of cooperative common action

•	to	nurture	nonviolence	and	peace,	
•	to	promote	restorative	justice,	
•	 to	 encourage	 sustainable	 econo-

mies and lifestyles, and 
•	 to	 deepen	 spiritual	 awareness 

and action.

We offer, in the spirit of A Charter for 
Engaged Spirituality in the 21st Century, 
the following proposals, projects, and 
promises to one another, to the global 
community of evolutionary activists, to 
our brothers and sisters of the world’s 
religious and spiritual families, and to 
all life.

The convening organizations pledge 
in their turn to share the Charter and 
these initiatives as widely as possible, to 
track their progress and report regularly 
on outcomes and instructive experi-
ences. In this way, we hope to multiply 
the extraordinary energies of Awakened 
World 2012 and to help to breathe 
vibrant life into the Second Axial Age.

•	To deepen our own spiritual lives – 
and those of others – by learning 
about the richness of interspiri-
tuality, by deepening awareness 
of spiritual convergence, learning 
about the gifts of other spiri-
tual paths, and by sharing the 
power of the mutual irradiation 
of every authentic spirituality by 
every other. 

•	 To engage the energies of the 
next generation in the great work 
of interspirituality. 

•	 To explore the power of inter-
dependence as one of the most 
important philosophical / spiri-
tual insights of our age and as a 
critical key to the evolutionary 
transformation of human values. 

•	 To broaden understanding of 
the oldest human wisdom story 
– a powerful memes for our 
time – the tale of the inter-
penetration of the One and 
the Many.

Beyond the charter

We, the undersigned, participants 
in the “Awakened World 2012” 

conference in Rome and Florence, Italy, 
and others who embrace the creative 
work of that gathering, commit our-
selves to spiritually grounded service to 
the whole of the Earth family.

We pledge our energies and resources 
to bold, achievable initiatives to advance 
the evolution of religion and spirituality 
in our time. We commit ourselves:
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Pierre Teilhard de Chardin SJ, born in 1881, was a French philosopher and Jesuit priest who trained as a 
geologist and paleontologist and took part in the discovery of Peking Man. He was revered as perhaps the 
greatest expert on the mammalian fossils of China. Teilhard, however, was also a profound (and later pro-
foundly influential) philosopher. He conceived the idea of the Omega Point, as the maximum level of com-
plexity and consciousness toward which the spiritual evolution of the universe was leading. His views led to 
his formal censure and silencing by the Roman Catholic Church. He died in New York City in 1955.

This reflection is from his The Making of a Mind: Letters from a Soldier Priest (1914-1919), published 
postumously in 1965.

Prayer of Teilhard Pierre Teilhard de Chardin

The Evolution of Life; original art, Setsuko Yoshida

Above all, trust in the slow work of God.
We are quite naturally impatient in everything to reach the end without delay.
We should like to skip the intermediate stages.
We are impatient of being on the way to something unknown, something new.
And yet it is the law of all progress that it is made by passing through some stages of insta-
bility –and that it may take a very long time.

And so I think it is with you.
Your ideas mature gradually – let them grow,
Let them shape themselves, without undue haste.
Don’t try to force them on, as though you could be today 
what time will make of you tomorrow.

Only God could say what this new spirit gradually forming within you will be.
Give our Lord the benefit of believing that his hand is leading you,
and accept the anxiety of feeling yourself in suspense and incomplete.
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The 21st Century Evolution of Religion and Spirituality

Scholars of religion point to “the Axial Age” (roughly the first millennium BCE) 
as the period of the dawn of the great classical religions that are so prominent in 

modern culture. These days, it’s often suggested that we have entered a second great 
“turning on the religious axis,” a Second Axial Age. If the first brought the individual 
to the fore, the latter shifts our focus to the global dimension of ethical, religious, and 
spiritual awareness and action.

The great theologian Ewert Cousins (1927-2009) believed that the 21st century 
marked a new evolutionary turning that would reshape religion and spirituality in 
extraordinary ways.

Barbara Fields is the Executive Director of the Association for Global New Thought. Jim Kenney is the 
Executive	Director	of	Common	Ground	and	of	the	Interreligious	Engagement	Project	(both	co-publishers,	
along with the World Congress of Faiths) of the Interreligious Insight. Barbara and Jim are the principal 
organizers of the Awakened World 2012 conference described here.

Awakened World 2012
engaged spirituality for the 21st century
october 13-21

Barbara Fields and Jim Kenney

The Logo of the Awakened World 2012 Conference, 
with figures representing Earth, Fire, Water, and Air 
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If we shift our gaze from the first 
millennium BCE to the eve of 
the twenty-first century, we can 
discern another transformation 
of consciousness. It is so profound 
and far-reaching that I call it the 
Second Axial Period. Like the 
first it is happening simultane-
ously around the earth, and like 
the first it will shape the horizon 
of consciousness for future cen-
turies. Not surprisingly, too, it 
will have great significance for 
world religions, which were con-
stituted in the First Axial Period. 
However, the new form of con-
sciousness is different from that 
of the First Axial Period. Then 
it was individual consciousness, 
now it is global consciousness.
(Ewert Cousins, Christ of the 
21st Century, pp. 7-8.)
 
What are the most dramatic changes 

that might be on the horizon? What is 
the promise of our evolutionary age? 
What are the dangers, the challenges, 
and the opportunities? What does it 
mean to be at the threshold of a “Second 
Axial Age?” What commitments to 
action can we offer?

 

An Expedition into 
Spiritual Citizenship 

A partial answer to those questions 
may lie in an extraordinary confer-

ence – “Awakened World 2012: Engaged 
Spirituality for the 21st Century” –that 

will take place in Rome and Florence, 
Italy, October 13-21. (You can learn 
more by visiting the Conference web site: 
http://www.agnt.org/awakened2012.)

The reference to “engaged spiritual-
ity” in the Conference subtitle, refers to 
the dedication of spiritual insights and 
energies in service to the entire planetary 
community. The purpose of 2012 gath-
ering will be to explore the evolution of 
religion and spirituality in these times, 
as a significant challenge and opportu-
nity for the world. The event will help to 
set the stage for the next decades of evo-
lutionary activism in humanity’s story of 
religion and spirituality.

Participants will meet in Rome from 
October 13 to 17 and, midway through 
the conference, share their progress with 
international media at a press confer-
ence held at the historic Capital Hill of 
Rome. On October 18, the entire con-
ference will transfer by express train in 
private cars to Florence, where working 
sessions will continue, culminating in 
a second press conference at the world 
famous Palazzo Vecchio in the heart 
of Florence. 

The ultimate goal – helping to 
envision and begin to shape a world 
that works for everyone – is bringing 
together a diverse assembly of men and 
women from 28 countries, who believe 
in religious and spiritual evolution and 
are committed to healing the world. 

But the real breakthroughs at the 
gathering will be made by the grassroots 
and organizational activists who attend:

•	 Activists	 will	 work	 closely	 with	
religious and spiritual leaders and 
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Key Participants

The 2012 Charter Dialogues will 
revolve around a Core Group, fea-

turing key members of the International 
Interreligious Peace Council and their 
peers from the world’s religious and 
spiritual communities. Joining them 
will be respected wisdom leaders drawn 
from the world’s “guiding institutions,” 
including in addition to religion: gov-
ernment, commerce, education, the arts, 
science, intergovernmental institutions, 
and civil society. Leaders of the conven-
ing organizations (AGnT, ICPC, IEP21) 
will complete the Core Group and pro-
vide facilitation for the conference.

The convening organizations are 
recruiting a broadly inclusive Action 
Group of people engaged in the effort 
to build a better world. These indi-
viduals will participate fully in working 
groups with global leaders from the 
various faiths and cultures. The Action 
Group will take part in plenary sessions 
– listening, learning, and helping to 
frame a strategic action plan for spiritual 
engagement. In working sessions with 
leaders, Action Group members will 
shape programs and help design train-
ing programs to benefit communities 
at the local and regional levels. Action 
Group members will come away from 
the conference equipped with cutting-
edge information and tools to lead ini-
tiatives at home, based on their areas 
of expertise and the personal passions 
that call them. They will remain in con-
tact with peace leaders and conveners 
through a communications hub that will 
be shaped at the conference.

secular experts from all faiths and 
cultures as they shape an agenda 
for “Engaged Spirituality in the 
21st Century,” and a working 
plan for its implementation.

•	 All	 participants	 will	 play	 a	 sig-
nificant role in designing and 
implementing collaborative 
projects	 for	 peace,	 justice,	 and 
ecological sustainability.

•	Attendees	will	 form	a	 communi-
cation chain for continuing stra-
tegic contact with offices of these 
world leaders.

•	 All	 participants	 will	 return	
to their home communities 
with a message of hope and 
new commitment.

Awakened World 2012 is not a 
“talking heads” conference – there will 
be no keynotes or lectures – but, instead, 
a constant flow of interaction supported 
by a well-integrated design. 

Convening Organizations

Three organizations – The Association 
for Global new Thought (AGnT), 

The International Committee for 
the Peace Council (ICPC), and the 
Interreligious Engagement Project for 
the 21st Century (IEP21) – will con-
vene the event. They are working closely 
with colleagues and governing officials 
in Italy.
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•	 Complexity:	 the	 tendency	 of	
human culture to grow steadily 
more complex and, in the process, 
more evolved

•	 Chaos	 to	 Order:	 a	 dynamic	 sys-
tem’s inclination move from tur-
bulence to transformation…from 
apparent chaos to emerging order 

•	 Creativity:	 cultural	 evolution	
from the bottom-up, through the 
astonishing processes of “self-orga-
nization” and “emergence”

•	 Cooperation:	 human	 social	 evo-
lution’s inherent bias toward 
interdependence: the rise of 
“non-zero-sumness”
 

•	Action	Group	participants	should	
demonstrate an understanding 
of and involvement with some 
aspect(s) of the cultural evolu-
tionary process. Their areas of 
interest should concern one or 
more of the Axial Markers which 
the conference will address. Each 
should be able to make a posi-
tive contribution to the dialogues 
and to assist in implementing the 
ongoing process of awareness and 
action. Finally, these participants 
should have a strong interest in 
the theme of evolutionary religion 
and spirituality.

•	A	key	theme	for	the	Action	Group	
will be linking agreed upon prin-
ciples to actual responsibilities: in 
other words, charting an appro-
priate course of action for the 
profound yet practical realization 
of the vision.
 

The Vision

The dominant characteristic of the 
new Axial period is the emergence 

of global awareness, concern, com-
mitment, and spiritual understanding. 
Spiritual evolution unfolds as a key 
dimension of the process of cultural evo-
lution: the slow, steady (and occasionally 
dramatically accelerated) shift of prevail-
ing cultural values, assumptions, memes, 
and behavior patterns toward a closer fit 
with our best understanding of reality.

 “Four strong winds” of cultural evo-
lutionary sea change drive the process 
and will help to shape the Dialogues:

At Awakened World 2012,
you will:

...work closely with global leaders 
from all faiths and cultures 

...explore the evolution of religion 
and spirituality in the 21st century 

...help to set the stage for the next 
decades of evolutionary activism

...ground our shared vision by 
contributing to a plan of action

Is this event your personal 
quantum leap in 2012?
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The Process

In October 2012, 200 visionaries and 
activists from the great faith traditions 

and from the secular sphere will meet in 
Rome and Florence, Italy to explore that 
evolutionary process. They will work 
together to shape initiatives that will 
inform and energize spiritually moti-
vated global action for a better world.

Participants will spend the first four 
days of the conference in Rome, gather-
ing in working sessions to deepen their 
collective understanding of the vital 
dimensions of the 21st-century evolu-
tion of religion and spirituality:

•	 Signs	 (compelling	 indicators	 that	
ours is a time of real change in the 
world’s religions)

Every cultural evolutionary pas-
sage needs to find its thematic moment 
and its first voice. Awakened World 
2012 can help to shape a genuine Axial 
Moment, calling attention to the shift-
ing paradigm, and helping to facilitate 
the religious and spiritual healing of the 
world.

Awakened World 2012 will model 
the harmony of the world’s great reli-
gious and spiritual communities – their 
common ground and the differences 
that give them unique identities – dem-
onstrating that a shared vision can 
transcend differences and reveal wis-
dom. This value of this undertaking 
will lie in the contribution it can make 
to global evolutionary awareness and 
transformative action.
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Our working conversations will 
trace the evolutionary process in each 
Domain through Four Stages:

•	Signs	of	Change
•	Systemic	Change
•	Engagement
•	Embodiment

After four days of small group and 
plenary sessions, participants will be 
fully immersed in the key elements of 
the Axial transformation that lies at the 
heart of the Conference process.

Then the gathering moves to 
Florence and the focus shifts to synergy, 
implementation, and shared commitments 
to action. In these final days of the 
Conference, the Charter for Engaged 
Spirituality in the 21st Century takes on a 
key role. Participants will work together 
to create ways to make the Charter a 
living process, rather than simply an 
urgent declaration.

A Charter for 
Engaged Spirituality  
In the 21st Century

The “Awakened World 2012” confer-
ence will center on the evolution 

of religion and spirituality in the 21st 
century. In that process, the Charter for 
Engaged Spirituality in the 21st Century 
can serve as an inspiration and a guide as 
we take up a number of vital questions. 

The Charter is structured around 
sixteen Axial Markers – observable signs 
that ours is indeed a time of dramatic 

•	 Shadows	 (obstacles	 to	 this	 evolu-
tionary advance)

•	 Strengths	 (collective	 values	 and	
resources we bring to the table)

•	 Solutions	 (new	 initiatives,	 proj-
ects, and action plans to encour-
age the progressive process).

The group will travel to Florence for 
the gathering’s final three days, which 
will be devoted to sharing action plans 
and refining a critical vision for our time 
– A Charter for Engaged Spirituality 
in the 21st Century, and a plan for its 
implementation. The living document 
will provide the framework for an ongo-
ing global process of interreligious and 
intercultural dialogue and engagement.

The Working Sessions

In Rome, all participants will take 
part in Working Sessions designed to 

deepen our shared insight in the dynam-
ics that are reshaping religion and spiri-
tuality in our Axial Age. The Conference 
design identifies Four Domains of evo-
lutionary change that will shape our 
dialogues – four key areas in which 
religious and spiritual understanding 
and practice are most evident and most 
important. The Domains are:

•	Reconciling	With	the	Other
•	Transforming	Society
•	Embracing	the	Earth	Family
•	Rediscovering	the	Sacred
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“Practically Speaking” section in this issue 
of Interreligious Insight.

Words That 
Make a Difference

People often ask, just what good are 
conferences and their declarations 

about how things should be? From a 
cultural-evolutionary perspective, such 
gatherings often give expression to the 
latest insights into a maturing idea or 
value set. The wisest words of an age of 
transition are of immense value not only 
to that age but also to those that follow. 

Below, we highlight several of the 
most influential and illuminating docu-
ments of the twentieth century. The 
following list is based on two measures: 
How broad is the vision of the declara-

evolutionary change in religious and 
spiritual values. The Markers are pre-
sented in a matrix with four vertical col-
umns, representing thematic areas – the 
Domains – and four horizontal rows, 
representing the key Stages of the evo-
lutionary unfolding. (As noted above, 
the Domains and Stages will guide the 
discussions in Rome.) The Markers are 
certainly not the only indicators of pro-
gressive shift; the list is not exhaustive, 
but it is descriptive and persuasive. It 
will help to shape many of the event’s 
discussions and, it is hoped, many of the 
concrete initiatives that arise from our 
group efforts.

Note that the Draft Charter, complete 
with the graphic display (seen below) of 
the Sixteen Axial Markers, arrayed by 
Domains	and	Stages,	 is	 the	 subject	 of	 the	
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The Universal Declaration of 
Human	Rights	•	(1948:	no	peace	
or progress without human rights)

The	Brandt	Report	•	(1980:	inter-
national development)

The	 Brundtland	 Report	 •	 (1987:	
environmental problems global 
in nature; our common human 
obligation to address them)

The Seville Statement on Violence 
•	(1986:	violence	not	part	of	the	
human condition; learned behav-
ior that can be overcome)

The	 Assisi	 Decalogue	 •	 (Offered	
by Pope John Paul II as a sum-
mary of the reflections of over 200 
religious leaders who gathered in 
2002 for the Assisi Day of Prayer 
for Peace)

Towards a Global Ethic: An Initial 
Declaration	•	(Parliament	of	 the	
World’s Religions, 1993: ethical 
principles on which the world’s 
religions can come together)

A Call to Our Guiding Institutions 
•	 (Parliament	 of	 the	 World’s	
Religions, 1999: interreligious 
outreach to the world’s key insti-
tutions regarding the critical issues 
facing the twenty-first century)

The	Earth	Charter	•	(1987–2000:	
environmental protection, human 
rights, equitable development, 
and peace)

The UN Millennium Development 
Goals	•	(2000:	social	justice,	gen-
der equity, global partnership)

tion? And how widely was it received? 
On the basis of these two criteria, we’ve 
listed the most formative, thematic, 
and instructive documents of our time. 
Reading these nine extraordinary docu-
ments clearly demonstrates the evolu-
tion of the twentieth-century focus on 
the critical issues and the development 
of a shared vocabulary that is still help-
ing to shape the emerging global con-
sensus on peacemaking, human rights, 
and ecological sanity. 

We recommend at all involved in 
the the Awakened World 2012 project 
familiarize themselves with the follow-
ing nine statements (all are available at 
the Conference web site – http://www.
agnt.org/charter/charters.html), and 
note their essential contributions to the 
evolution of vision, ideas, and language 
– in other words, of culture – in the 
20th century. 

But why should the  Awakened 
World 2012 Conference consider 
the creation of another document, A 
Charter for Engaged Spirituality in the 
21st Century? The event will convene 
with the awareness that we have entered 
a unique period of  transformation – a 
Second Axial Age. This is the precisely 
the time for a clearly articulated and 
shareable call to action in a time of tur-
bulence and opportunity. The Charter 
will meet that need with visions, ideas, 
and language that radically re-illuminate 
the challenges and solutions of our time. 
Therein lies our new story. 

It is to be hoped that one day, 
the evolving Spiritual Charter for the 
21st Century will take its place on the 
remarkable list that follows. 
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At the outset, I would like to clarify my understanding of the situation in which 
the religions of the world (Hinduism, Buddhism, Judaism, Christianity, Islam, 

etc.) find themselves. Are they facing modernity? Or postmodernity? Or even a 
greater challenge? I believe they are facing a greater challenge than modernity or post-
modernity. In fact, as I will develop below, I believe that it is the greatest challenge 
that has confronted the human race in its entire history. 

The late Dr. Ewert Cousins was Professor Emeritus at Fordham University, General Editor of the 25-vol-
ume series World Spirituality: An Encyclopedic History of the Religious Quest and author of Global 
Spirituality: Toward the Meeting of Mystical Paths.		He	was	a	major	presenter	at	three	Parliaments	of	the	
World’s Religions, Chicago 1993, Capetown 1999 and Barcelona, 2004.

From the Archives

religions of the World
teilhard and the second axial turning

Ewert Cousins

Earth; original art, Lonnie Hanzon

From time to time, the Editors will offer a particularly appropriate piece from an earlier issue of the Journal. 
This wonderful article by the late Ewert Cousins, appeared in October 2006. It resonates strangle with the 
evolutionary theme that touches many of this issues’ articles.1
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All the religions and all the peoples 
of the world are undergoing the most 
radical, far-reaching, and challenging 
transformation in history. The stakes 
are high: the very survival of life on our 
planet; either chaos and destruction, or 
creative transformation and the birth 
of a new consciousness. Forces, which 
have been at work for centuries, have 
in our day reached a crescendo that has 
the power to draw the human race into 
a global network and the religions of the 
world into a global spiritual community.

Modernity and 
Postmodernity 

Can this transformation be called 
modernity? Yes, if modernity is 

taken in the most general sense to mean 
our present situation. But the term 
“modernity,” as it has been used, car-
ries other meanings and connotations. 
It has come to mean the intellectual 
and cultural heritage of Western sci-
ence and the Age of Enlightenment As 
such, it includes the empirical-rational 
mindset derived from scientific research, 
our industrial-technological lifestyle, 
free market economy, and the political 
ideals of individual human rights and 
democracy. Over the last four hundred 
years, Judaism and Christianity and 
more recently Islam have had to grapple 
with the forces of modernity, critically 
assimilating some of its values at the 
same time striving to maintain their reli-
gious heritage against modernity’s thrust 
towards secularization.

Over the last decade the mindset 
of modernity, especially in its scientific 
enterprise, has been radically challenged 

in intellectual circles. In its place there 
has arisen “postmodernity,” a cluster of 
attitudes and positions that have turned 
away from science’s passionate search for 
a unified truth about the material world 
and have concerned themselves with an 
endless examination of human expres-
sions in texts and cultural forms. Closely 
connected with this is an affirmation 
of pluralism in the form of multi-
culturalism and the emerging voices of 
the oppressed. 

In this essay I am making the claim 
that both modernity’s search for unity 
and postmodernity’s affirmation of plu-
ralism reflect aspects of our present cul-
tural and religious situation. However, 
neither provides the whole picture. At 
least in their origins, modernity and 
postmodernity are Western phenom-
ena, and our present and immediate 
future is a global phenomenon. I believe, 
therefore, that Judaism, Christianity, 
and Islam must face this phenomenon 
together; but in so doing, they must 
face it also together with Hinduism, 
Buddhism, and the other religions of the 
world. Secondly, the West must cease 
reading history from within its own 
cultural horizons, as it usually does in 
tracing the origin and development of 

In this essay I am making 
the claim that both moder-
nity’s search for unity and 
postmodernity’s affirmation 
of pluralism reflect aspects 
of our present cultural and 
religious situation.
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The Axial Period 

From our astronaut’s position, let 
us look back in history to another 

period when the foundations of the 
world’s religions were laid. If we look 
at the earth from our distant vantage-
point during the first millennium bce, 
we would observe a remarkable phe-
nomenon. From the period between 
800-200 bce, peaking about 500 bce, a 
striking transformation of consciousness 
occurred around the earth in three geo-
graphic regions, apparently without the 
influence of one on the other. If we look 
at China, we will see two great teach-
ers, Lao-tze and Confucius, from whose 
wisdom emerged the schools of Chinese 
philosophy. In India the cosmic, rit-
ualistic Hinduism of the Vedas was 
being transformed by the Upanishads, 
while the Buddha and Mahavira ush-
ered in two new religious traditions. 
If we turn our gaze farther west, we 
observe a similar development in the 
eastern Mediterranean region. In Israel 
the Jewish prophets – Elijah, Isaiah, and 
Jeremiah – called forth from their peo-
ple a new moral awareness. In Greece 
Western philosophy was born. The pre-
Socratic cosmologists sought a rational 
explanation for the universe; Socrates 
awakened the moral consciousness of 
the Athenians; Plato and Aristotle devel-
oped metaphysical systems.

It was Karl Jaspers, the German 
philosopher, who some forty-five years 
ago pointed out the significance of this 
phenomenon in his book The Origin 
and Goal of History.2 He called this peri-
od from 800-200 bce the Axial Period 
because “it gave birth to everything 
which, since then, man has been able to 
be.” It is here in this period,

modernity and postmodernity. The forc-
es that are bringing about our present 
transformation have been global from 
the start. It is imperative, then, that we 
make an attempt to see our history as a 
global history. 

In order to do this, we must dis-
engage ourselves from any particular 
culture or religion, situating ourselves at 
a viewing point from which we can see 
clearly both cultures and religions in a 
global perspective. In doing this we will 
be like the astronauts who traveled into 
outer space and looked back on the earth. 
What they saw overwhelmed them! For 
the first time in history, humans actually 
saw the earth as a whole. They saw the 
earth’s clouds, oceans, and continents, 
it is true, but not as discrete elements; 
nor did they behold merely a limited 
horizon as when standing on the earth’s 
surface. Rather, they saw the earth as an 
interrelated, organic whole – a single 
globe of remarkable beauty and unity. 
It is striking that at the very moment in 
history when culture is becoming glo-
balized, we have obtained our first sense 
impression of the earth as a single globe. 
This image of the beautiful blue globe, 
shining against the black background of 
the universe, moving in its orbit in space 
can concretely symbolize the emergence 
of global consciousness at the threshold 
of the twenty-first century. 

From the period between 
800-200 bce a striking trans-
formation of consciousness 
occurred around the earth 
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tion and explorations, thus becoming 
the dominant, though not exclusive, 
form of consciousness in the world. To 
this day, whether we have been born and 
raised in the culture of China, India, 
Europe, or America, we bear the struc-
ture of consciousness that was shaped in 
this Axial Period. 

What is this structure of con-
sciousness and how does it differ from 
pre-Axial consciousness? Prior to the 
Axial Period the dominant form of 
consciousness was cosmic, collective, 
tribal, mythic, and ritualistic. This is 
the characteristic form of conscious-
ness of primal peoples. Between these 
traditional cultures and the Axial Period 
there emerged great empires in Egypt, 
China, and Mesopotamia, but these did 
not yet produce the full consciousness of 
the Axial Period.

“that we meet with the most 
deepcut dividing line in history. 
Man, as we know him today, 
came into being. For short, 
we may style this the ‘Axial 
Period’.” 3 

Although the leaders who effected 
this change were philosophers and reli-
gious teachers, the change was so radical 
that it affected all aspects of culture; for 
it transformed consciousness itself. It 
was within the horizons of this form of 
consciousness that the great civilizations 
of Asia, the Middle East, and Europe 
developed. Although within these hori-
zons many developments occurred 
through the subsequent centuries, the 
horizons themselves did not change. It 
was this form of consciousness that was 
spread to other regions through migra-
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cally, energizing all aspects of their lives. 
To be separated from the tribe threat-
ened them with death, not only physi-
cal but psychological as well. However, 
their relation to the collectivity often 
did not extend beyond their own tribe, 
for they often looked upon other tribes 
as hostile. Yet within their tribe they 
felt organically related to their group as 
a whole, to the life cycles of birth and 
death and to nature and the cosmos. 

The Axial Period ushered in a 
radically new form of consciousness. 
Whereas primal consciousness was trib-
al, Axial consciousness was individual. 
“Know thyself ’ became the watchword 
of Greece; the Upanishads identified 
the atman, the transcendent center of 
the self. The Buddha charted the way 
of individual enlightenment; the Jewish 
prophets awakened individual moral 
responsibility. This sense of individual 
identity, as distinct from the tribe and 
from nature, is the most characteristic 
mark of Axial consciousness. From this 
flow other characteristics: consciousness 
that is self-reflective, analytic, and that 
can be applied to nature in the form of 
scientific theories, to society in the form 
of social critique, to knowledge in the 
form of philosophy, to religion in the 
form of mapping an individual spiritual 
journey. This self-reflective, analytic, 
critical consciousness stood in sharp 
contrast to primal mythic and ritualistic 
consciousness. When self-reflective logos 
emerged in the Axial Period, it tended 
to oppose the traditional mythos. Of 
course, mythic and ritualistic forms of 
consciousness survive in the post-Axial 
Period even to this day; but they are 

The consciousness of the tribal  
cultures was intimately related to the 
cosmos and to the fertility cycles of 
nature. Thus there was established a 
rich and creative harmony between pri-
mal peoples and the world of nature, a  
harmony which was explored, expressed, 
and celebrated in myth and ritual.  
Just as they felt themselves part of 
nature, so they experienced themselves 
as part of the tribe. It was precisely the 
web of interrelationships within the 
tribe that sustained them psychologi-

Axial Consciousness; original art, Lonnie Hanzon

This sense of individual iden-
tity, as distinct from the tribe 
and from nature, is the most 
characteristic mark of Axial 
consciousness. 
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the new subjectivity became the avenue 
into the transcendent. It allowed the 
deeper self to sort out the difference 
between the illusion of the phenomenal 
world and the authentic vision of reality. 
On the ethical level it allowed individual 
moral conscience to take a critical stand 
against the collectivity. And it made pos-
sible a link between the moral and the 
spiritual aspects of the self, so that a path 
could be charted through virtues toward 
the ultimate goal of the spiritual quest. 

One of the most distinctive forms of 
spirituality that became available in the 
Axial Period was monasticism. Although 
it had roots in the earlier Hindu tradi-
tion, it emerged in a clearly defined 
way in Buddhism and Jainism at the 
peak of the Axial Period and later devel-
oped in Christianity. Monasticism did 
not exist among primal peoples because 
their consciousness was not oriented 
to sustain it. Axial consciousness was 
ground in a distinct center of individu-
ality necessary to produce the monk as 
a religious type. For the monks and 
nuns themselves take a radical stand as 
marginal persons, separating themselves 
from family and community, stripping 
themselves of material goods by practic-
ing poverty and withdrawing from the 
fertility cycles by celibacy. They act as 
wandering beggars or as members of 
monastic communities who share their 
sense of radicalness. 

Although Axial consciousness 
opened many possibilities, it tended to 
close off others and to produce some 
negative results. The release of spiritual 
energy thrust the Axial person in the 
direction of the spirit and away from 

often submerged, surfacing chiefly in 
dreams, literature, and art. 

Although Axial consciousness 
brought many benefits, it involved loss 
as well. It severed the harmony with 
nature and the tribe. Axial persons were 
in possession of their own identity, it 
is true, but they had lost their organic 
relation to nature and community. They 
now ran the risk of being alienated from 
the matrix of being and life. With their 
new powers, they could criticize the 
social structure and by analysis discover 
the abstract laws of science and meta-
physics, but they might find themselves 
mere spectators of a drama of which in 
reality they were an integral part. 

The emergence of Axial conscious-
ness was decisive for religions, since it 
marked the divide in history where the 
major religions emerged and separated 
themselves from their primal anteced-
ents. The great religions of the world as 
we know them today are the product of 
the Axial Period. Hinduism, Buddhism, 
Taoism, Confucianism, and Judaism 
took shape in their classical form dur-
ing this period; and Judaism provided 
the base for the later emergence of 
Christianity and Islam. The common 
structures of consciousness found in 
these religions are characteristic of the 
general transformation of consciousness 
effected in the Axial Period. 

Axial and Primal Spirituality 

The move into Axial consciousness 
released enormous spiritual energy. 

It opened up the individual spiritual 
path, especially the inner way in which 



81 | V10 N1 July 2012

edge to what can be grasped only by an 
empirical method. In Western science 
the earlier Axial split between matter 
and spirit was intensified. Descartes 
ignored spirit and saw mind as a 
detached observer of mechanical forces. 
Although this paradigm yielded enor-
mous knowledge of the physical world, 
its narrow perspective only added to 
the fragmentation latent in the original 
Axial transformation. 

The Second Axial Period 

If we shift our gaze from the first mil-
lennium bce to the eve of the twenty-

first century, we can discern another 
transformation of consciousness. It is so 
profound and far reaching that I call it 
the Second Axial Period.4 Like the first 
it is happening simultaneously around 
the earth, and like the first it will shape 
the horizon of consciousness for future 
centuries. Not surprisingly, too, it will 
have great significance for world reli-
gions, which were constituted in the 
First Axial Period. However, the new 
form of consciousness is different from 
that of the First Axial Period. Then it 
was individual consciousness, now it is 
global consciousness. 

In order to understand better the 
forces at work in the Second Axial 
Period, I would like to draw from the 
thought of the paleontologist Pierre 
Teilhard de Chardin.5 In the light of 
his research in evolution, he charted the 
development of consciousness from its 
roots in the geosphere and biosphere 
and into the future. In a process which 
he calls “planetization,” he observed 

the earth, away from the life cycles and 
the harmony with nature which the 
primal people experienced and which 
they made the basis of their spiritual-
ity. In some traditions this emergence 
of spiritual energy caused a radical split 
between the phenomenal world and 
true reality, between matter and spirit, 
between earth and heaven. Although in 
a number of traditions this separation 
was not central, nevertheless the emer-
gence of Axial consciousness, with its 
strong sense of subjectivity, made that 
separation not only possible, but a risk 
and a threat. From the time of the Axial 
Period, the spiritual path tended to lead 
away from the earth and towards the 
heavenly realms above. 

note that I am placing the radical 
transformation of consciousness in the 
first millennium bce and not at the rise 
of Western science in the Renaissance 
and the Age of Enlightenment. It is, of 
course, true that Western science was 
innovative, even radical. Yet I believe 
that it developed within the horizons 
of Axial consciousness and represents 
one of its possible trajectories. In fact, at 
the same time that science enlarged the 
understanding of matter, it progressively 
narrowed Western Axial consciousness 
by employing exclusively a mechanical 
model and by limiting human knowl-

the new form of conscious-
ness is different from that 
of the First Axial Period. 
Then it was individual 
consciousness, now it is 
global consciousness. 
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observes throughout the universe. From 
the geosphere to the biosphere to the 
realm of consciousness, a single process 
is at work, which he articulates as the 
law of “complexity consciousness”. “In 
any domain,” he says, “whether it be the  
cells of a body, the members of a soci-
ety or the elements of a spiritual syn-

thesis – union differentiates.”7 
From subatomic particles 

to global conscious-
ness, individual ele-

ments unite in what 
Teilhard calls center 
to center unions. 
By touching each 
other at the cre-
ative core of their 

being, they release 
new energy which 

leads to more complex 
units. Greater complex-

ity leads to greater interiority 
which, in turn, leads to more cre-

ative unions. Throughout the process, 
the individual elements do not lose their 
identity, but rather deepen and fulfill it 
through union. “Following the conflu-
ent orbits of their center,” he says, “the 
grains of consciousness do not tend to 
lose their outlines and blend, but, on the 
contrary, to accentuate the depth and 
incommunicability of their egos. The 
more ‘other’ they become in conjunc-
tion, the more they find themselves as 
‘self.’”8 At this point of history, because 
of the shift from divergence to conver-
gence, the forces of planetization are 
bringing about an unprecedented com-
plexification of consciousness through 
the convergence of cultures and religions. 

that a shift in the forces of evolution 
had occurred over the past hundred 
years. This shift is from divergence to 
convergence. When human beings first 
appeared on this planet, they clustered 
together in family and tribal units, form-
ing their own group identity and sepa-
rating themselves from other tribes. In 
this way humans diverged, cre-
ating separate nations and a 
rich variety of cultures. 
However, the spheri-
cal shape of the earth 
prevented unlim-
ited divergence. 
With the increase in 
population and the 
rapid development 
of communication, 
groups could no lon-
ger remain apart. After 
dominating the process 
for millennia, the forces of 
divergence have been superceded 
by those of convergence. This shift to 
convergence is drawing the various cul-
tures into a single planetized communi-
ty. Although we have been conditioned 
by thousands of years of divergence, we 
now have no other course open to us but 
to cooperate creatively with the forces 
of convergence as these are drawing us 
toward global consciousness.6 

According to Teilhard this new 
global consciousness will not level all 
differences among peoples; rather it will 
generate what he calls creative unions in 
which diversity is not erased but inten-
sified. His understanding of creative 
unions is based on his general theory 
of evolution and the dynamic that he 
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values from within the other’s per-
spective. This can be enormously 
enriching, for often the partners 
discover in another tradition val-
ues which are submerged or only 
inchoate in their own. It is impor-
tant at this point to respect the 
autonomy of the other tradition: 
in Teilhard’s terms, to achieve 
union in which differences are 
valued as a basis of creativity. 

(3) If such a creative union is 
achieved, then the religions will 
have moved into the complexified 
form of consciousness that will be 
characteristic of the twenty-first 
century. This will be complexi-
fied global consciousness, not a 
mere universal, undifferentiated, 
abstract consciousness. It will be 
global through the global con-
vergence of cultures and religions 
and complexified by the dynamics 
of dialogic dialogue. 

This global consciousness, com-
plexified through the meeting of cul-
tures and religions, is only one charac-
teristic of the Second Axial Period. The 
consciousness of this period is global in 
another sense: namely, in rediscover-
ing its roots in the earth. At the very 
moment when the various cultures and 
religions are meeting each other and 
creating a new global community, our 
life on the planet is being threatened. 
The very tools which we have used to 
bring about this convergence – indus-
trialization and technology – are under-
cutting the biological support system 
that sustains life on our planet. The 

In the light of Teilhard’s thought, 
then, we can better understand the 
meeting of religions on the eve of the 
twenty-first century. The world religions  
are the product of the First Axial Period 
and the forces of divergence. Although 
in the first millennium bce, there was a 
common transformation of conscious-
ness, it occurred in diverse geographi-
cal regions within already differentiated 
cultures. In each case the religion was 
shaped by this differentiation in its 
origin, and developed along differenti-
ated lines. This produced a remarkable 
richness of spiritual wisdom, of spiritual 
energies and of religious-cultural forms 
to express, preserve, and transmit this 
heritage. now that the forces of diver-
gence have shifted to convergence, the 
religions must meet each other in center 
to center unions, discovering what is 
most authentic in each other, releasing 
creative energy toward a more complexi-
fied form of religious consciousness. 

Such a creative encounter has been 
called the “dialogic dialogue” to distin-
guish it from the dialectic dialogue in 
which one tries to refute the claims of 
the other.9 This dialogic dialogue has 
three phases: 

(1) The partners meet each other in 
an atmosphere of mutual under-
standing, ready to alter miscon-
ceptions about each other and 
eager to appreciate the values of 
the other. 

(2) The partners are mutually 
enriched, by passing over into the 
consciousness of the other so that 
each can experience the other’s 
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other on the surface of the globe, 
entering into creative encounters 
that will produce a complexified 
collective consciousness; 

(2) from a vertical perspective, they 
must plunge their roots deep into 
the earth in order to provide  
a stable and secure base for future 
development.

This new global consciousness must 
be organically ecological, supported 
by structures that will insure justice 
and peace. The voices of the oppressed 
must be heard and heeded: the poor, 
women, racial and ethnic minorities. 
These groups, along with the earth itself, 
can be looked upon as the prophets and 
teachers of the Second Axial Period. 
This emerging twofold global conscious-
ness is not only a creative possibility to 
enhance the twenty-first century; it is an 
absolute necessity if we are to survive. 

The Task of Religions 

What does this mean for religions 
on the eve of the twenty-first cen-

tury? It means that they have a double 
task: to enter creatively into the dialogue 
of religions and to channel their ener-
gies into solving the common human 
problems that threaten our future on the 
earth. It means that they must strip away 
negative and limiting attitudes towards 
other religions. They must avoid both 
a narrow fundamentalism and a bland 
universalism. They must be true to 
their spiritual heritage, for this is the 
source of their power and their gift 
to the world. They must make every 
effort to ground themselves in their 
own traditions and at the same time to 

future of consciousness, even life on the 
earth, is shrouded in a cloud of uncer-
tainty by the pollution of our environ-
ment, the depletion of natural resources, 
the unjust distribution of wealth, the 
stockpiling of nuclear weapons. Unless 
the human community reverses these 
destructive forces, we may not see the 
twenty-first century. The human race 
as a whole – all the diverse cultures and 
the religions – must face these problems 
squarely. In this Second Axial Period 
we must rediscover the dimensions of 
consciousness of the spirituality of the 
primal peoples of the pre-Axial Period. 
As we saw, this consciousness was col-
lective and cosmic, rooted in the earth 
and the life cycles. We must rapidly 
appropriate that form of consciousness 
or perish from the earth. However, I 
am not suggesting a romantic attempt 
to live in the past, rather that the evolu-
tion of consciousness proceeds by way 
of recapitulation. 

Having developed self-reflective, 
analytic, critical consciousness in the 
First Axial Period, we must now, while 
retaining these values, reappropriate and 
integrate into that consciousness the 
collective and cosmic dimensions of 
the pre-Axial consciousness. We must 
recapture the unity of tribal conscious-
ness by seeing humanity as a single 
tribe. And we must see this single tribe 
related organically to the total cosmos. 
This means that the consciousness of the 
twenty-first century will be global from 
two perspectives: 

(1) from a horizontal perspective, cul-
tures and religions must meet each 
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must rediscover the material dimension 
of existence and its spiritual significance. 
In this they can learn from the secular: 
that justice and peace are human values 
that must be cherished and pragmatical-
ly cultivated. But they must not adopt 
an exclusively secular attitude, for their 
unique contribution is to tap their reser-
voirs of spiritual energy and channel this 
into developing secular enterprises that 
are genuinely human. It is in this larger 
context that I believe the religions of the 
world must face together the challenges 
of the Second Axial Period. 

open themselves to other traditions. In 
concert with the other religions they 
should commit themselves to creating 
the new complexified global conscious-
ness we have been exploring. Just to 
meet, even creatively, on the spiritual 
level is not enough. They must chan-
nel their spiritual resources toward the 
solution of global problems. For the 
most part, this calls for a transformation 
of the religions. Having been formed 
in the First Axial Period, the religions 
bear the mark of Axial consciousness: 
in turning toward the spiritual ascent 
away from the material. The religions 

Waking; photo, Al Burgun
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Phenomene humain. Paris: Editions du 
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1. For the ongoing academic discussion 
of Jaspers’ position on the Axial Period, 
see “Wisdom, Revelation, and Doubt: 
Perspectives on the First Millennium 
B.C.” Daedalus Spring, 1975; and 
The Origins and Diversity of Axial Age 
Civilizations. Ed. S.n. Eisenstadt new 
York: State University of new York 
Press, 1989. 
4For a more comprehensive treatment of 
my concept of the Second Axial Period, 
see my book Christ of the 21st Century. 
Rockport, MA: Element, 1992. 
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Chaos was within me –
the void that negates hope,
not full of noise,
not swirling like the many-armed galaxies
not glowing with color.
No, it was silent,
it was more empty than
an abandoned room,
thick with nothing-ness,
no music
no cacophony
no meaning.
no desire,
no fear,
no self 

Into my abyss

You

With an Idea of Love

Came

And Everything

Began

when God created the heavens and the earth,
the earth was a formless wasteland,
and darkness covered the abyss,
while a mighty wind swept over the waters.
   Genesis 1:1-2

Jane Cook Barnes lives and teaches in Naperville, Illinois, where teh midwestern landscape and the lives of 
her family give energy to her poetry. This piece is the first of a series of poems on the seven days of creation.

In the Beginning (an excerpt)
Jane Barnes

Chaos; original art, Lonnie Hanzon
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