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Abstract
Religion and spirituality should reinforce one another. Religion (literally “tying together again and again”) grows out of a mystical experience of the mystery and beauty of the universe, which is spirituality. Religion is a human effort to “tie up repeatedly” or rekindle this mystical experience with several constructs among members over time -- stories, doctrines, rituals, ethical teachings, institutions and communities. Spirituality or mystical experience, however, is the purpose and soul of genuine religion. When the constructs of a religion fail to nourish the mystical among its members, they seek spirituality elsewhere. Religion is but a means for something more profound and necessary for human life – spirituality. We do not live by bread alone. 
Introduction
Historically religion and spirituality have had a close relationship. They mutually inform one another, although they are not the same. Religion originated in mystical experiences of something mysterious and nonmaterial or spiritual that moved ancient humans—normally the beauty and order in the natural world. 
The words of the Chinese sage, Lao-Tse, which we heard in the first reading/ capture some of the wonder and awe which humans centuries ago felt when they gazed at nature.:
“… a presence existed . . . pervaded with unending motherhood . . . the ‘fullness of life’ . . . Earth rounding the way of heaven, Heaven rounding the way of life till the circle is full.”
Early humans who had such mystical experiences of sacredness in nature created a series of means to continue them as nourishment for their spirits. These strategies became the components of religion. 
Spirituality or mysticism was the origin and the heart of religion and its very purpose. This was the ideal relationship between the two. Spirituality was the goal, religion the means to develop it.
Primal Spirituality
	Our earliest ancestors in Africa and here in America had “full-of-wonder” relationships with the natural world. They sensed something that enkindled awe and reverence in their spirits by living close to nature. They knew they did not create this wonder-filled world and believed that some invisible power greater than themselves did, and continually sustained it– often called a Great Spirit, a loving being pervading nature and nourishing them in body and spirit.
This sense of sacredness in nature motivated them to care for the earth reverently. They told stories to their children about this Great Spirit and how it created and cared for nature and themselves. They had an intimate relationship with this Great Spirit – it lived in their own spirits -- and they crafted moral rules of behavior to treat one another with respect and compassion in communities. Everyone was also part of a “we” and all shared in the life of the Great Spirit.
From the earliest times humans knew they needed ways to preserve a sense this reverence for the goodness in nature and themselves. They did this by creating strategies to deepen and transmit this sense of mystery with elements of what we now call religion. Such were story, ritual, and morality which were all created as means to promote this sense of awe and reverence for the sacred in nature and in themselves. Each dimension contributed to maintaining their spirituality.
Religion
The word “religion” was never used by primal peoples since their spirituality was interwoven in the ways they lived their daily lives. Spirituality for them was a verb, not a noun. The word religion developed later as civilizations grew and humans developed additional ways to explain and access the sacred in more organized frameworks. The English word religion is from the Latin word “religare” which means to bind up or tie repeatedly. 
In ancient Rome, the hands of a devotee to a god or goddess at initiation had their hands wrapped in white cloth to symbolize the mutual commitment or covenant being made – the new devotee to the divinity, and the divinity to them. This binding of the hands was taken over by early Christians in the ordination ceremonies for new priests and for bride and groom at weddings. It is still used in Eastern Orthodox Churches today.
Religion was seen as tying a person to something beyond oneself (the sacred or ultimate meaning in life) and in so doing produced harmony and peace in one’s spirit. Religion ties up loose ends by giving answers to questions about the purpose of life. As time went on and societies became larger and spread over wider territories, humans expanded the means to promote spirituality. They put the oral stories into writing (scriptures), developed some rational explanations of mysteries (doctrines), and created structures and trained specialists (institutions) to preserve and transmit information about the sacred in a more systematized manner than did the primal peoples.
Modern religions have all these elements. Written stories (scriptures) about origins and purpose of life, doctrinal explanations to enhance understanding of beliefs, specialized rules to reinforce basic morality, trained clergy to perform rituals, teach doctrines and promote distinctive rules for members. All of these, however, are to be at the service of mystical experiences among adherents, and thus promote spirituality. 
Loyal Rue, Professor Emeritus of Philosophy and Religion at Luther College in Iowa, has described this process of how spiritualty gave rise to religion from earliest to modern times in his book, Religion is Not About God: How Spiritual Traditions Nurture Our Biological Nature and What to Expect When They Fail (Rutgers University Press, 2004). He also describes how crises emerge in a religion when its core myths or stories no longer are compatible with science or when competing religions emerge with quite different understandings of the sacred. (I would add or when religion no longer nourishes spirituality which is the argument of Tomas Halik in his Afternoon of Christianity.)
Tensions Between Spirituality and Religion
Although religions developed as human constructs to stimulate and continue spiritual experiences over time in a comprehensive way, tensions or contradictions between the two have sometimes emerged. In fact, in many large religions reform movements have occurred from time to time when some of the elements of religion no longer nourish spirituality. Jesus reformed Judaism when its morality became too legalistic, Luther started the Reformation in Christianity when its institutions became corrupt, Buddha pared down abstruse doctrines in Hinduism, and Lao-Tse provided a mystical complement (the yin) to the ethics of Confucianism (the yang) in Chinese religion (as we heard in the first reading). 
Spirituality does not die but needs to be rekindled when the religious means to protect it smothers the mystical dimension. Reforms in religions are essential when this occurs and until they occur sometimes adherents of religions look elsewhere to nourish their spirituality.
Exit From Religion by the Nones Today
	Today in our own country the dominant religion of Christianity no longer nourishes spirituality among growing numbers of Americans. Between 1/3 and over 2/5 of Americans between teenage years to early 40s, and increasing numbers of older persons, identify as “nones” - who no longer choose any religious preference in surveys. A growing exodus from churches is occurring, and based on current trends will continue for some time.
	Reasons given by these “nones” for having no, or no longer any, religious affiliation are varied. Abstract doctrines no longer are credible when they clash with science or personal experience. Communal rituals have become boring or overly didactic. Condemnations of members of the LBBTQ community, many of whom are family members or friends of Christians, are discriminatory and cruel. Rampant destruction of the environment is the major threat to life in our time but life in the womb has become an almost exclusive moral preoccupation of many clergy. The poor and especially migrants at our borders are not adequately served and often ignored by many churches. 
Many churches explicitly or implicitly endorse conservative political parties and this partisanship is causing dissension among laity. Many clergy seem unable to sympathize with challenges and struggles of church members in their personal and professional lives. Countless priests and pastors have been unmasked as being financially corrupt or sexually abusive of women or children and their superiors have long taken every means to cover up this atrocious behavior.
(Ryan P. Burge, The Nones: Where They Came From, Who They Are and Where They Are Going, Second edition. Fortress Press, 2023 and 
Charles R. Miller, The Rise of the Nones and the Decline of Denominational Christianity: The Case for Reasoned Reform of the Christian Church. Mr. Charles Miller, 2013.)
	
No matter what one thinks of these and other criticisms of Christianity in America by “nones” there are few churches listening to their challenges or effectively addressing them. Few of the “nones” have given up on God or a quest for spirituality but now look elsewhere to nourish it.
Spirituality of the Nones
	Most “nones” are not atheists but need to find ways to relate to life’s mysteries differently from what churches are offering. Like Thoreau the “nones” want:
“To live deliberately . . . to front only the essential facts of life . . . to learn what life has to teach . . . I do not wish to live what is not life, living is so dear . . . if it is sublime, to know it by experience, and to be able to give a true account of it.”
Many find Jesus’s spirituality and teachings attractive to realize this “sublime” quality in life, but do not see many church communities proclaiming or following them consistently. Nones often take the Beatitudes we read in the third reading more seriously than many Christians: “Blessed are you poor . . . blessed are the merciful . . . blessed are the peacemakers.” Many “nones” find ways to live these values outside the walls of organized religion.
	Studies have shown that new forms of community are also emerging among the “nones” to promote spirituality. They are creating meditation circles and discussion groups of ancient texts, secular and religious – in person or online. They have formed nature communities to spend time in natural habitats to breathe in their beauty and work to preserve them (as did our primal ancestors). Some have joined physical activity clubs working out and setting goals of achievement which they find not only physically but spiritually exhilarating. Many participate in service programs to assist the poor or migrants and they find such compassionate work deeply spiritual. They experience something blessed in the lives they touch, as the Beatitudes of Jesus promised.
(Angie Thurston and Casper ter Kuile, “How We Come Together.” 2015, file:///C:/Users/bhsmi/Desktop/how-we-gather.pdf.)

The Nuns and Nones Movement
	In a book I just published about comparative strategies to engage these “nones” one of the most impressive methods religious people have developed to reach them is being done by Catholic religious sisters or nuns, many of whom are retired. Over 300 sisters are now involved in the Nuns and Nones movement with chapters throughout the country.
These sisters have underused convents due to a dramatic decline in vocations to their respective congregations. They are using these spaces for conversations with “nones” interested in learning how to meditate and to live in community to sustain them, many of whom are committed personally or professionally to lives of service among the needy and to saving the environment.
	These “nones” share meals and communal meditations with the sisters. The sisters are thrilled to hear their stories, their struggles and their lofty ideals which remind the sisters how they themselves were when they first entered religious life years ago as young women. Some sisters accompany “nones” in service projects of nonviolent public protests for social justice. The Nuns and Nones movement also sponsors land reclamation projects to preserve the environment and promote ecologically friendly methods for agriculture to be tilled by the poor – including on lands no longer needed by convents. 
There also have been shared living experiences where “nones” move into convents for weeks or months at a time. They share conversations, meals and meditation with the sisters while continuing their busy secular lives in the world. For more information about the activities of the Nuns and Nones movement see their website: https://www.nunsandnones.org/.
This is an example of how some inside organized Christianity are relating to those on the outside to find some common grounds and to nourish their spirituality together. There is no attempt by the sisters to convert any of the “nones” or to bring lapsed Christians back into the fold. Their wish is to affirm the goodness and idealism already present among so many “nones” and to enable them to develop the interior resources to strengthen them in their respective life journeys. If serious engagement of the “nones” is not being offered by churches, so be it conclude the sisters. The important thing for the sisters is that the spirituality of “nones” is nourished, and the sisters are committed to helping them accomplish this in a non-judgmental manner devoid of proselytizing. 
The faith and trust of these sisters (and of Tomas Halik in the Afternoon of Christianity) is that the God they have committed their lives to continues to work beyond the walls of religion (as he/she always has done) to enkindle spirituality among people of good will regardless of what they believe or don’t believe. The sisters are convinced that this was also the conviction of Jesus who spent most of his time in the streets and fields—not in synagogues -- among those disaffected from the organized religion of his day.
Concluding Remarks
	The ordinary way to salvation, I was taught in a Jesuit seminary many years ago, was outside the Church; the extraordinary way was inside. This was the theology of Fr. Karl Rahner, S.J. a German Jesuit who was influential in shaping reforms in the Catholic Church at the Second Vatican Council in the 1960s. 
He knew that most humans were not in the past, nor are today, or ever will be Christian. He also was convinced that a God who reserved places in heaven only for those who were Christian was cruel, not to be worshipped, or non-existent. For Rahner, there had to be other ways of developing a spiritual dimension in life when religion did not. If the Church fails to reach people, Rahner believed God does not.
The God that Rahner, the sisters in Nuns and Nones and Jesus himself believed in is a God who does not force Himself/Herself on humans but quietly offers different opportunities for humans to develop a spiritual dimension of life anywhere they are. If it is true that all humans have a piece of the divine in them (as is taught by primal people and most world religions) then nourishing a spiritual life based on wonder, respect and love for nature and other human beings brings one into a relationship with that mysterious God who exists in nature and in the spirit of every human being – even if people do not call it that. Belief in God is not as important as experiencing him/her by how one lives, -- an existential faith, according to Halik -- whether the experience is called religious or not.
We do not live by bread alone. We need spirituality to nourish and fulfill our lives, but we do not need religion when it fails to enhance it. We then must cultivate spirituality by other means or rekindle the deep spiritual resources that exist in religions.
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