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owens:  In your talk today, or at least in 
your preliminary statement about your 
talk today, you suggested that spirituality 
has become more broadly accessible as a 
subject across every world religious tra-
dition. Can you say a little bit about what 
you mean by that?

morris:  It’s an oddly invisible conse-
quence of what some people call secu-
larization. I think it’s probably better to 
say the movement from agrarian-based 
societies to post-agrarian societies. We 
call them modern; we wouldn’t call them 
industrial anymore. We don’t know what 
to call them. You move from a society in 
which essentially, from the point of view 
of participants at the local level, every-
thing is religion. Culture and religion is 
the same thing. And this doesn’t mean 
that they’re monolithic, far from it. It 
means exactly the opposite. Every local 
culture is often radically different from 
the one down the road, or the language 
or the religion down the road.

But there’s a kind of assumption that the 
religion is the same as the culture that 
people grew up with. Under all of the 
impacts of modernity, which in Europe 
and the U.S. took several centuries to 
unfold and often unfold in the life of one 
individual in other parts of the world, 
it looks like those traditional forms of 
spiritual life and both ritual belief and 
practice simply disappear because they do 

outwardly disappear. So one of the things 
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natural world. And all of these have been 
central elements of that sort of classical, 
high cultural religion, but today those 
key contemporary political and ethical 
issues are generally not seen as a visible 
part of what the media and modern ideol-
ogies normally identify as “religion”.

So when we look at what happens to our 
religious studies students, they tend to 
go almost entirely into three areas. One 
is service professions, so they become 
doctors and psychologists and therapists. 
Or often it’s political and NGO activism, 
whether locally or internationally. And 
the third one is creative arts, an appli-
cation of the arts to spiritual life. All 
of these again have their pre-modern 
equivalents. But basically, it’s rare in my 
experience that they do any of these three 
things in what people identify today as 
an explicitly “religious” framework. But 
in fact they’re forging the new religious 
forms of the centuries to come.

And also, this all depends on the local 
politics surrounding religious issues. 
You were just mentioning the [Fethullah] 
Gülen movement there, so certainly there 
are interesting parallels to be teaching in 
a Catholic university, a self-consciously 
Catholic university, that are very similar 
to the dilemmas that most Muslims face 
in the contemporary world. They grow up 
in nation states, ostensibly in secular ed-
ucation systems, but want those systems 
to pay lip service to Islam. So the partic-
ular form of the dilemma that Muslims 
face in those nation state environments 
mirrors a great deal what people are wres-
tling with who are Catholic in Catholic 
educational contexts.

owens: I want to come back to the 
Catholic question in just a minute and 
your argument about the liberal arts 
tradition and religious studies, a place of 
religious studies and spirituality there. 
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how do you account for the resurgence of 
interest in this?

morris:  Well again, I think it’s a shift 
of expression. So in traditional times, if 
somebody were interested in this, they 
became a nun or a monk or a Sufi or 
a hasid. They became somebody who 
specialized in this within a particular 
culture, within a particular environment. 
Today, people who still have the same 
inclinations and the same interests, both 
in order to practice, fully, their spiritual 
life, and in particular to communicate 
and share it to other people. They have to 
find what the Buddhists call “appropriate 
means.”

And that’s where creativity comes in. I’d 
love to give concrete illustrations and 
anecdotes, because as I was saying about 
our students and graduates that if they’re 
inclined artistically, they’re not going to 
end up doing stained glass windows or 
manuscript illustration, but they’re going 
to have to find new artistic means to 
express their still religious devotional art. 
The forms in which they communicate it 
and the way they get across their mean-
ings, as well as the wider contexts have 
all changed. For example, the digital me-
dia have suddenly become so important 
both in communicating about aspects of 
spiritual practice and experience and in 
communicating about the wider artistic, 
ethical, political consequences of that. I 
felt strange, in fact, mentioning our grad-
uates going into the helping professions 
or into NGOs, larger political activities 
or into artistic ones, because in fact most 
people who graduate today already are 
doing something of all of those. They 
make their living in those necessarily 
creative and changing new contexts. And 
this has to do with simply the extent of 
change in the world we live in today—in 
that creativity used to be something that 
was severely constrained by the socio-eco-
nomic realities of the situations in which 
people lived, even in the 1930s and ‘40s 
in the U.S.

And now, on the contrary, we live in a 
situation, whether you look at education 
or ethics or intersection of politics and 
ethics, where human rights come to the 
fore—or at the intersection of politics, 
economics and sciences, in ecology and 
environment. People are actually being 
obliged to create new solutions to those 
problems. You still have to do what you 
always did, which is you try out some-
thing, see if it works. But if it works, you 
could go from the pilot stage to sharing 
that and asking other people to try and 
imitate it very, very rapidly in the world 
today. In the old days, you had to set up 
an intentional community whether it be 
a monastery, or America’s longstanding 
tradition of Protestant and other little 
intentional communities. That was a 
lifetime’s task. But now mom and dad 
and their two kids and their neighbors 
can do it: let’s see if we can find a new 
way of educating our kids that brings in 
the centrality of nature, spiritual values 
and all that. And you don’t have to call it 
anything or whatever, but if it works, that 
practice catches on pretty quickly and 
your college friends in Pakistan or Aus-
tralia or China, well, you let them know 
about it, and they’ll try it out. So yes, it’s a 
different world.

owens: So is it fair then, just to clarify, 
there hasn’t been resurgence of spirituali-
ty as you defined it –

morris:  A spiritual renewal.

owens:  Yeah, not in any sensee.
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