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From New religious Movements to New Spiritualities / Spiritualities of Life

New Religious Movements (NRM), New Religions (NR) or Cults, as they were often called, received a massive publicity when The Beatles in the 1960s turned to Maharishi Mahesh Yogi (Transcendental Meditation) for spiritual guidance.

NR are not necessarily new; they may have a long history, but just be new in a new context or be changed in and adapted to a new cultural situation as when Hindu and Buddhist religion and spiritual practices found their way to Western societies; this influx of Eastern spirituality and religious thoughts was promulgated by the Theosophical movement founded in 1875 and the Parliament of the World’s Religions in Chicago 1893. But new religions exploded in the 1960s and the following decades.

In the 1970s NR were sometimes called “Jugendreligionen”, because young people were attracted to them. The new religions often gathered their followers around a “charismatic” leader, offered an intimate and dedicated fellowship and a clear message which was understood as a panacea for the evils of our culture.
The new religious world of the 1970s and the 1980s were characterized among others by yoga-courses, Hindu gurus (Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, Osho, and Sathya Sai Baba), zen-meditation, Scientology, The Unification Church, and The Family of Love (Children of God). Also alternative healing practices appeared in the old Christendom world, among others inspired from traditional Chinese medicine and other practices linked up with an energetic worldview. Many of the “old” new religions or cults have diminished in influence since the 1990s where “new” new religions began to appear with a less authoritarian character and a more fluid membership or affiliation. The “new” religions sometimes are part of the new spirituality milieu (cf. the following paragraph) or have grown out of it. Also a westernised Buddhism attracts many Westerners, and neo-pagan groups arise sometimes linked up with feminist and ecological spirituality. 
Since the late 1970s a broader spiritual movement got the focus. This was not a new religion, but borrowed insights and practices from many religious and spiritual sources. Defining these new spiritualities is almost impossible, just as finding the right name for the phenomenon is difficult. In the 1980s and 1990s many people were satisfied with “New Age” and later on with “Holistic Movement”.
 We suggest the terms “new spiritualities” or “neo-spiritual milieus” because “New Age” does not cover for instance neo-pagan movements which do not understand themselves as New Age, yet have an important role in today’s spiritual world. New spirituality (NS), however, might also be a difficult term since spirituality is a very broad term covering Christian spiritual practices, the practices of other religions as well as non-religious spirituality in the culture of wellbeing and wellness. The non-religious spiritualities have recently also been called “Spiritualities of Life”.
 At least in Scandinavia also humanistic atheism should be understood as a non-religious spirituality, e.g. creating its own rites of transition.

NS  might be understood in the light of the history of Western Esotericism.
 The rise of neo-spiritual milieus may be understood as a part of a spiritual revolution and a drifting away from traditional, dogmatic religion to a non-sectarian spirituality.
 New spiritualities thus may be seen as a reaction against Christianity or at least Churchianity as in some forms of neo-paganism.

The world view involved in the neo-spiritual milieus may be only vaguely implied or find more consciously worked-out expressions as in many neo-pagan groups and among practitioners of complementary medicine / alternative healing and spiritualities of  life. In theosophical/neo-theosophical groups and among trendsetters and teachers the world view is expressed as more or less developed philosophies.

Significant features of the new spiritualities may be expressed in these statements:
· Spirituality is being in touch with the divine, which may have many names such as the Source, Love, Father-Mother-God, all that is, the Universe; often adherents speak of transmitting energy from the Universe.
· Spirituality concerns personal development, transformation of consciousness and spiritual experience as a process; some speak of finding the inner guru and being in contact with one’s higher Self, which often is seen as a divine spark or a part of God. Spirituality is experiential and experimental and truth is not accepted unless personally experienced.
· Humans need tools for growth and for discovering and developing their spiritual, psychic or energetic potentials.

· Authenticity is valued above the authority of institutions, of dogmatic religion and reductionist science.  Spiritual counsellors and teachers shall be authentic and be living examples of what they teach.

· Spirituality shall be relevant on the personal as well as the global level

NS have a holistic understanding of life; body, mind and spirit interact. In many parts of the neo-spiritual milieus holism tends to be monistic or non-dual, seeing the conditions human life as illusionary; one might speak of a monistic or non-dual holism. Yet NS adherents care for the planet and the ecological environment; there is a sense of responsibility for the healing of nature and the protection of all life; one might speak of a planetary holism. At the same time it is an individual or personal holism – being concerned with personal wholeness, wellness and well being, personal development, and the transformation of consciousness.
From Demonization and Stigmatization to Dialogue and Contextual Mission 

The contact between Christians and adherents of NR and NS has been marred by mutual suspicion and prejudice. The emphasis of many Christian expositions on New Religions and Spiritualities is on explaining how the New Age movement differs from Christian faith. It is the spiritual conflict and the view of New Age as a catalogue of heresies all the way back to Gnosticism that prevails. The main concern is pastoral, warning Christians to engage in a spirituality which eventually will lead them away from Christ and the Church. This approach may be important to help believers discern what is true and what is not, but it is not helpful for a dialogical evangelism and mission or for the inculturation of the Church in the holistic and neo-spiritual subcultures. This apologetically and heresy hunting attitude may even lead to a demonization of the new religions and spiritualities.
Even if Christian documents on New Age document may state, “It is indeed our conviction that through many of our contemporaries who are searching, we can discover true thirst for God,” they will not point at bridges between Christian and New Age spirituality or areas of affinity and mutual concerns.

An honest dialogue of course includes talking of differences, but if it shall open the other person to what we have received and experienced as truth we also have to recognize the logoi spermatikoi within NS.

There is a need for a new paradigm
 for the Church’s encounter with NRM, NR and NS. Such a paradigm calls for an abandonment of the atmosphere of fear in the relationship with adherents of the NRM, of the automatic demonization of their spiritual practices, and of the typecasting of them as spiritual enemies.

The new paradigm looks upon the adherents of NRM and practitioners of NS as people whom God loves and as potential disciples of Jesus Christ. This does not mean that the discernment of spirits is abandoned in relation to NRM and NS, but it means that Christians should not be afraid of establishing friendships, of studying and understanding their beliefs, their practices, their hopes, their hurts, and their fears. We recognize in and among ourselves similar beliefs, hopes, and fears sharing a common humanity and being created in the image of God.
In ministering among the people who comprise the NRM and NS, we are dealing with a group of people who many times have been deeply hurt by Christians, and who have suffered from rejection and suspicion from Christians. For this reason a sincere asking forgiveness is a condition sine qua non for the inculturation of the Church in the NS milieus and for a contextual proclamation of the Gospel. Among adherents of the NRM and NS we also find many people who have misunderstood Christian teachings and practices, and who are unaware of the message and viability of Christianity in the post-modern world. Many spiritual seekers however have found inspiration in new expressions of East Asian religions, in nature-based spiritualities such as Contemporary Paganism, Neo-Pagan movements, Wicca, and in various esoteric traditions.

A new paradigm includes learning from the NRM and NS, since their practice and beliefs may reflect the unpaid bills of the Church, or failures of the church in engaging significant issues on a personal, spiritual, moral, social or global level, and in so doing, creating a vacuum filled by NRM and NS. This reflection, as well as the discerning of the points of contact and the areas of potential conflict, may help the Church to understand the questions of post-modern men and women, and this in turn may help Christians to proclaim the gospel by meeting actual concerns instead of answering questions which may be of interest to the Church but which are often not raised by the people we seek to meet.

The recognition of these unpaid bills and points of contact may help the Church to find new expressions of its life and spiritual practice, which may contribute to the creation of a revitalized Christian community where the spiritual seeker and the new follower of Christ may feel at home in Church and accepted in the Christian fellowship.
A Christian theological response to the new spiritualities

A Christian theological reflection answering the new spiritual concerns might find points of contact and a common background in the roots of Western esotericism,
 and may be summarized this way.

What is needed is a Trinitarian theology of creation. God creates the world through God’s Logos breathing the life-giving Holy Spirit into the created world. The original nature of the created world is reflecting the Logos and the Spirit. The Logos is reflected in the order of the created the world, that law of servant love which is the condition of life and the unity of the world. The original nature of humankind as created in the image of God in a microcosmic way serves, reveals and establishes this logos of earthly creation. Thus humankind is closely linked to nature and all fellow creatures of the Earth. And everything lives, breathes and moves in the Spirit or Breath of God. So far a Christian theology of creation affirms a planetary and personal holism in the understanding of the role of humans and in the understanding of the human person. It also affirms the idea of nature as a book of revelation, proclaiming the glory or presence of the Lord. The created world was thus meant to be a sacrament. It does not however affirm a monistic or non-dual holism. Christian theology does not see the created world as maya (illusion), but as real and understands the network of right relations between humans and between all creatures as a reflection of the servant love of God.

Christian theology however takes the fact of sin into account. The original nature of humans and of nature is disturbed by original sin which distorts the revelation of God in creation, breaks the relationship between God and humans and uproots the loving network of relations between all earthly creatures. The incarnation of the Logos of God restores the original nature of humans. Christian theology affirms the individual/personal way a of transformation / sanctification, preparing for the kingdom of God being fully established among humans, and fulfilling the longing of all earthly creatures for the freedom of the children of God. Through the Holy Spirit Christians recognise the original sacramental nature of their fellow creatures, and restored to their own original nature in Christ they call their fellow creatures into a renewed relationship to God. As a microcosmic being humans reveal to nature, the Earth and their fellow creatures what is the nature of the created world. If humans live in original sin and a distorted relationship to God and one another, this is reflected to the world and submits creation to corruption and death. If humans are restored in the image of God, this is the restored image of what the world is meant to be.
A Christian liturgical response (servants / stewards)

Christian liturgy may reveal its inner meaning to the esoteric neo-spiritual groups if it is experienced as a microcosmic event, referring to the sign character of creation (nature as a book of revelation). The Church’s sacraments and blessings are honouring the sacramental character of all of creation, and are founded in the sign character of nature and will thus provide for a Christian interpretation of the re-enchantment of nature which is happening in the neo-spiritual milieu. They thus are an antidote to consumerism, because they acknowledge the created world and its elements as gifts. This is most clearly established in the Eucharist, giving thanks for creation and its restoration and salvation through Christ. The Eucharist is an anticipatory reunion of the created world with the Creator in Christ.

The Church may in this way understand the role of its sacraments and spiritual practices in the light of sanctification, prefiguring the transformation of humankind and the reestablishment of the balance/harmony of nature. Partaking in liturgy is partaking in a process of mediation: “Through Jesus Christ, God is persuading the Church in the direction of greater union with Godself. Through the Church and the liturgy, Jesus Christ is luring the world in the direction of greater humanization.”

In developing a spiritual practice in the context of NS Christians will have to acknowledge that new rituals and liturgies will only be a full answer to spiritual seekers if it is also able to address individual concerns of spiritual growth and be seen as means towards achieving a higher consciousness. The priesthood of all believers may thus involve their privilege to create their own rituals as part of their disciple relationship to Jesus. New liturgies meeting the holistic spirituality may thus find much more room for the body and the bodily expressions in the liturgy such as dancing, healing touch, foot washing, incense, aromatic oils and fragrances, and healing music.
Christians could on the basis of their own spiritual and liturgical tradition create liturgies, which express the concern for the Earth and the human race, which is common to NS adherents and Christians.
 Such liturgies may express solidarity in concern, uniqueness in faith. 
A Christian Pastoral response
Soul care and spiritual direction as well as a healing ministry including prayer for the sick, inner healing and deliverance of demonised persons are very important if the Gospel should meet the needs of post modern spiritual seekers and the broader well being culture. The Church has a rich experience and tradition. In praying for a sick or suffering person the Church’s healing ministry focuses on the re-establishing of the logos (the created order) of the malfunctioning organs of the body in asking the Logos (Word) of God once more to call the organs back into their natural order. But more than that, at its deepest level it reminds the spiritual seeker of his/her original nature as a child of. Where God has been reduced to an impersonal energy or force, God is now experienced in an I-You-relationship.
One of the recurring themes in the counselling situation and in dialogue with holistic and neo-spiritual seekers is the idea of reincarnation. The Church has to consider, how are we to deal with the past life experiences and the belief in reincarnation?
A condition sine qua non for the pastoral care for spiritual seekers and adherent of the NS is the Christian presence in the neo-spiritual milieus as such. Booth ministry at NS fairs and festivals like the Body Mind Spirit festival and alternative heath festivals has proven successful in ministering to NS adherents and seekers. Also a co-wandering with to-days pilgrims and the establishing of hostels and shelters along pilgrim routes makes the healing and loving presence of Jesus manifest and provides opportunities for both sould care and Christian witness to Christ.

The Christian understanding of creation and of the role of humans as stewards of the planet, nature and fellow creatures as well as the celebration of the creative and restoring work of God in liturgy should be followed up by a “green diakonia”, a practical environmental engagement and a less consumerist life style.
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