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Looking at the questions provided as guidelines for this edition of the Shap Journal, there were two in particular which inspired my choice of topic. These were “Which aspects of your tradition should be carried forward from one generation to another?”, and “Are there new ways of thinking and means of accommodating new ideas?”  In answer to these I am particularly concerned with the directions taken by the impressive growth of interest in spirituality in recent years. This development has occurred both inside and outside religious traditions, but I will look at the topic from a more inclusive, and not necessarily only religious, perspective. 
Mary Hayward rightly pointed out to me that the volume on Turning Points in Religious Studies (which I edited more than ten years ago in honour of Geoffrey Parrinder’s eightieth birthday, published by T. & T. Clark, 1990) contained nothing on spirituality and the topic was not even mentioned in the book’s index. Who could have known at the time that this would become such a growth area? Now even sociologists of religion work on this topic, as the recent conference on “A Sociology of Spirituality” held in March 2004 by the British Sociological Association’s Sociology of Religion Study Group, clearly showed. Further evidence can be found among the articles and book titles cited in the Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion which, as elsewhere, reflect the concern and difficulty among sociologists in trying to find a sharper conceptualization and measurement of spirituality. 
Sociologists are particularly interested in mapping the boundaries between the spiritual, the religious and the secular. Some see spirituality as rather different, or even in opposition to, the religious so that spirituality is almost considered an alternative to both religion and secularisation. This is well expressed in the subtitle of the recently published research on religion and spirituality undertaken in Kendal, Cumbria, The Spiritual Revolution. Why Religion is Giving Way to Spirituality? (eds Paul Heelas, Linda Woodhead et al., Oxford: Blackwell 2004). It is not possible to discuss this project in any detail here, but the somewhat oppositional stance expressed in the subtitle of the book does not seem to me to encompass the dynamic of spirituality in terms of its religious roots and networks, the interactions and reactions continuously going on between the ideas and practices of different religious traditions, different spiritual ideals, practices and disciplines, and life as ordinarily lived and experienced. The following remarks are less concerned with the current sociological and theoretical elucidations of the understanding of spirituality but derive largely from the perspective of the comparative study of religions and from reflections on spirituality arising from a faith and an interfaith perspective.
The widely used, and now increasingly more thoroughly analysed, term “spirituality” still remains surrounded by much conceptual confusion. However described, the subject matter of spirituality continues to be a perennial human concern, but the concrete expression of this concern varies greatly from culture to culture, and from one religious and philosophical tradition to another. We all know many different schools of spirituality and realize that past and present spiritualities are not necessarily the same, not even within the same religious tradition. As a word, “spirituality” has its origin in the Christian tradition, but today its usage has become universalized, so that the term is found in connection with different religions, in a comparative and interfaith context as well as in secular settings outside religious institutions altogether. 
Wrestling with the meaning of the spiritual aspects of life, a recent writer suggested that the idea of the “spiritual” stems from religious teaching and usage; that it can relate to various institutional practices, such as Transcendental Meditation, systems of Yoga, or others; that it can be the result of reading in various religious fields, such as mysticism, the lives of saints, various scriptures etc; that it can be linked to codes of behaviour based on religious injunctions such as “love one another” or “practise charity and helpfulness”; that spiritual qualities promote human welfare; and some take the view that the workings of nature are spiritually based, and that this spiritual nature is reflected in human beings (see G. Farthing, “Spiritual Aspects of Life Group. What is it for and where it is going”, Network  Review 78, April 2002: 27). One could go on listing other aspects, but from the growing studies on spirituality it is clear that the following distinctions help to clarify its meaning. From a historical point of view, different spiritualities are different cultural forms or the expression of different religious ideals. From the point of view of a person of faith, spirituality forms part of the history of divine-human interaction, a breakthrough of the spirit into history, a piercing through beyond history. Spirituality, not as an idea or concept but as praxis, is resonant with the longings of the human spirit for the permanent, eternal, everlasting - for wholeness, peace, joy and bliss, which have haunted human beings throughout history and for which many persons on our planet are seeking today.
         It is possible to distinguish three distinct, but interdependent levels in the understanding of spirituality: 1. spirituality as lived experience or praxis (whether in traditional religions, new religious movements, or in a secular context) ; 2. spirituality as a teaching that grows out of this praxis and guides it in turn (the spiritual disciplines and counsels of perfection found in different religions, or newly developed spiritual guidelines); 3. the systematic, comparative and critical study of spiritual experiences and teachings which has developed over recent years in quite new ways and which is now carried out in a number of educational institutions. Much could be said on each of these three areas, but instead of pursuing these distinctions further, I would like to ask what significance spirituality has within our contemporary global environment, how it can actively and holistically help to shape persons and planet?
One of the greatest challenges today is to find what might be called “a spirituality-of-being-in-the-world”, a deeply reflective, responsible and responsive spirituality that addresses itself to the practical problems and tasks of our world, including the great environmental tasks of species conservation and ecologically sustainable development. Many traditional spiritualities are neither connected to the world as a whole nor to the every-day world of our lives. In many ways, traditional spirituality has to be reconceived and re-visioned in order to become a true leaven of life. Past spiritual advice was often based on strong dualistic notions, dividing the ordinary world of work and matter from that of the spirit. Today we need a spirituality of being connected to the ordinary life in the world with its daily relationships and responsibilities, a spirituality which makes sense of our environment without and within. Such a perspective is not without precedents in earlier religious teachings, but on reading many spiritual "classics" today, one is often struck by the one-sided emphasis on renunciation and asceticism, sometimes developed to pathological extremes. One is equally struck, especially as a woman, by the discovery that what first appears as gender-neutral spiritual advice addressed to apparently asexual beings, often turns out in practice to be the advice of male spiritual mentors to their male disciples. Thus spiritual writings throughout world religious literature contain many, often implicit, sexist and antifeminist passages which cannot promote the balanced wholeness and interpersonal connections we seek and need today. From a contemporary planetary and personal perspective much of traditional spirituality has to be reconceived and re-visioned.
         Many religions, the Indian religions in particular, know of two parallel models of spirituality - an ascetic/monastic model on one hand, and a model of "householder spirituality" on the other. If we extend the parameters of the latter model, we can say that our world today needs this model at an individual and social level - the responsible householder who takes care of the "oikos", of our house which is the world, and of the "oikumene" which is the whole inhabited world, the globe or planet from which all life springs and which feeds and sustains it in one continuous living web, but also includes the “ecumenical” religious and spiritual heritage of our globe. 
Contemporary ecological thinking is of immense importance for the future of humanity and planet earth. It also has a deep impact on all forms of contemporary spirituality, and we can currently observe the emergence of a new ecological spirituality which is gradually affecting all faiths. At present, different ecological concerns are also bringing about the revival of very different ancient religious beliefs and practices, and the growth of new religious movements. There is talk about a new ecotheology, and a new ecospirituality which is more bound up with the development of the earth in the light of contemporary ecological thinking than is the case with creation spirituality (see David G. Hallman, Ecotheology. Voices from South and North, Geneva: WCC Publications and Maryknoll/New York: Orbis Books, 1994). There exist quite a few attempts to develop a stronger ecological spirituality, not least in ecofeminism where the concerns of the women’s movement come together with those of the ecological movement in order to work out what Rosemary Ruether has called Women Healing Earth (see her edited volume, Women Healing Earth. Third World Women on Ecology, Feminism, and Religion, Maryknoll/ New York: Orbis Books, 1996).
A planetary, ecological vision together with a commitment to a culture of non-violence and peace also undergirds the principles of The Earth Charter (see website www.earthcharter.org), developed through an international consultation process and approved at UNESCO Headquarters in Paris in March 2000. It is a declaration of fundamental principles for building a just, sustainable, and peaceful global society in the twentieth century, drawing its inspiration among others from “the wisdom of the world’s great religions and philosophical traditions”. Several religious organisations were part of its consultation process, and some religious groups have already issued statements in response to the Earth Charter. Its call for action includes the promotion of “a culture of tolerance, nonviolence and peace” (IV.16) and it underlines the need for “sustainability education”(IV.14b) and “the importance of moral and spirituality education for sustainable living” (IV.14d). The Earth Charter calls all people to “Recognize that peace is the wholeness created by right relationships with oneself, other persons, other cultures, other life, Earth, and the larger whole of which all are a part” (IV.16f). This is a profoundly spiritual statement which draws on all available religious and secular sources to meet the greatest challenge humankind has ever met: to create a new peace culture on earth. (For more information contact Earth Charter International Secretariat c/o Earth Council, PO Box 319-6100 San José, Costa Rica. E-mail info@earthcharter.org).  
To renew the earth as “a bio-spiritual planet” we need to draw on all available spiritual disciplines, use all our educational resources and energies in new creative efforts that cross over the traditional boundaries between different religions, spiritualities and cultures. Thinking of ecological spirituality also means that spirituality is understood in an evolutionary sense. Spirituality itself develops and unfolds so as to articulate the human condition in a way that is commensurate to a particular time and age. Contrary to an earlier instrumental attitude which explored and exploited nature, the ecological attitude approaches the natural world as our home and as a sanctuary which needs to be treated with responsibility, care and reverence.      Studying the epic of evolution, the history of an evolving universe, the history of our planet and its living forms, can create a new kind of religiousness, a deep sense of wonder and mystical awareness of oneness which links up with earlier mystical experiences, yet also contains something new. The biologist Ursula Goodenough has movingly written about The Sacred Depths of Nature (New York: OUP 1998) where she articulates a “covenant with Mystery” and a profound gratitude for being part of the immense web of life. This is just one of several examples which shows that a new spirituality is in the making, that future spirituality will not be identical with that of the past, and the kind of spirituality adopted by individuals and communities will in turn shape the future of humanity and the planet.
I hope I have provided enough evidence to show that numerous new ways of thinking are developing, proliferating even, around spirituality in the contemporary world. There is a profound hunger and need for spirituality, but the spirituality of the past is not enough. We have an obligation to hand down the spiritual heritage of the past from one generation to the next, but in doing so these living sources of wisdom have to be creatively reinterpreted and made relevant for life in the twenty-first century. In order for humans to flourish, and for the world to become more just, non-violent and peaceful, we also need to learn a new language of the spirit which incorporates not only the ancient wisdom of faiths and philosophies, but also the wisdom of cosmos and life, of science and nature, and an inclusive global perspective.
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