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This discussion is about preparations, provisions, and people that can greatly enrich the spiritual journey and about celebrating and honoring the fact that we are in essence spiritual beings. To raise our consciousness about our spiritual nature and the spiritual journey, I present some ideas I hope will be useful in organizing your memories, thoughts and intentions. 
Spirituality


Spirituality refers to an inner, experiential capacity that involves three types of awareness: being present, transcending the personal self, and being open to connection with the sacred. These three ways of being can be cultivated and practiced, and as they are, the full richness of spiritual capacity can develop. Consciousness that is fully present, that rises above the personal self with its bundles of desires, fears, and ego agendas, and that is open to direct connection with the sacred is fully capable of taking in and finding meaning in the spirituality of every moment. Spiritual capacity requires development of abilities to perceive the intangible spiritual elements of all life experience. For example, whether people experience wonder upon seeing Niagara Falls or the Grand Canyon depends mainly on how open they are to this experience within themselves. Wonder is not inherent in the falls or the canyon but is the result of a response to these places by an individual human spirit.  This very basic human experience of wonder is then converted into perception and language and stored in memory as spiritual experience.
Experiences labeled spiritual have specific qualities, such as wonder, compassion, clarity, joy, aliveness, energy, mystery, stillness, silence, appreciation, openness, playfulness, humor, beauty, expansiveness and well-being. Spiritual experiences can occur through various avenues of experience, such as the senses, consciousness/awareness, thought, and transcendence. Spiritual practices are activities intended to cultivate and develop an ability to perceive these various aspects of spiritual experience. As mentioned, spiritual experience also involves the developed capacities of the perceiver—for experiencing pure being, for experiencing a level of awareness that dispassionately witnesses the “I” who acts, and for experiencing a connection with a being or web of being far greater than individual existence. 

Having spiritual experiences motivates most people to want more spiritual experiences because the very qualities associated with spiritual experience are enormously desirable. As people develop their capacities for spiritual experience, they also usually develop their capacity for understanding a bigger range of their ordinary life experiences as fitting into a meaningful spiritual context.

Most people agree with the statement: “I am on a spiritual journey.” And most who see themselves this way can give a brief summary of their journey because they have given a good deal of contemplative, introspective thought to their history of spiritual experiences, the degree of spiritual integration they experience, their network of spiritual friends, and their sense of spiritual direction. 

Spiritual Journeys

Spiritual journeys are individual histories of the experiences, actions, and insights connected with a quest for spiritual experience and meaning. The story of a person’s spiritual journey weaves together themes and events over time. Spiritual journeys tell us how people became the spiritual beings they are now, the processes they went through, and sometimes where the person sees this journey leading, usually in terms of a general direction rather than a specific destination. Spiritual journeys usually include an element of learning to persist and be content on a journey into imperfectly known territory, where insights are usually limited, no matter how profound they may seem at the time. These journeys are often described with humor in the face of life’s contradictions and paradoxes, which are also food for contemplation. There is often a “let be” attitude toward “progress” on the journey, an understanding that spiritual development cannot be forced. There is much wisdom in accounts of spiritual journeys, not wisdom as something one might claim or make into adages, but wisdom as a living process we can all aspire to. Each of the hundreds of spiritual journeys I have listened to or read is a unique expression of the individual telling the story.
Nurturing the Spiritual Journey

Some people develop their spiritual capacities spontaneously and non-consciously. But many people also engage in a conscious and deliberate effort to nurture and develop spiritual capabilities and to increase the proportion of their total experience that they see as spiritual. They can do this through: 
· having an enduring set of questions used to remain spiritually self-aware—questions such as what is my spiritual nature, what makes an experience spiritual to me, and how does spirituality manifest in my world; 
· being committed to regular spiritual practices such as contemplative reading, meditation, prayer, devotional practices and/or movement practices such as yoga or labyrinth walking; 
· participating in a spiritual community; 
· participating in programs aimed at spiritual growth; or
· participating in spiritual friendships or small groups of spiritual friends aimed at providing social support for the spiritual journey and opportunities for expression.

People who entered adulthood in the 1950s or later are likely to see spirituality as an internal realm over which the individual is the ultimate authority in terms of how to perceive, strive for, organize and integrate spiritual experiences. They may be helped in this by texts, religious traditions, clergy, spiritual teachers, and direct experiences of the sacred, but it is up to each person to make the decisions and learn from the results. They see the spiritual journey as their personal responsibility, brought to life through choices they make and their attention to the life experiences resulting from those choices. Feedback from experience disciplines our ideas about spirituality and the spiritual journey.
Spiritual Growth Cycles


For many people, spiritual growth is continuous and gradual, but within that context there are also “growth spurts.” Something happens to awaken interest in intentional further development. The individual sees an opening for further growth, feels that something is missing, wants to stimulate deepening, or is attracted to a new practice or perspective. Sometimes awakening interest stimulates a process of inquiry: study, search, discussion, or contemplation. Growth cycles involve endeavor: commitment, self-discipline, establishing practices, creating habits, or dealing with discomfort, confusion, or uncertainty. Growth cycles culminate in a new integration of the individual’s spiritual understanding and behavior and a newly formed or renewed sense of intention concerning the spiritual journey.
Spirituality and Meaning

The spiritual journey is in part a quest for meaning. The issue of meaning addresses the need for sense, significance, and purpose. The need for sense is a need for understanding how things happen and why. The need for significance is a need for understanding the order of things in a system of values. The need for purpose is a need to have a clear set of goals. 


Science gives credibility only to evidence we can measure, and spirituality gives credibility to evidence that comes from intangible elements of experience, which are much less measurable. By allowing both scientific and spiritual evidence to operate within consciousness, a non-personal spiritual vantage point can give the analytical mind more to work with in understanding and solving problems. Hence, non-personal consciousness or self-transcendent awareness--a spiritual vantage point, can lead to a deeper sense of meaning and understanding and life may make more sense.

People who experience the intensity of pure present-moment awareness are drawn toward opportunities to experience this intensity again. People who experience the clarity of perception and purpose that can come with the experience of transcending the personal self are attracted to practices and environments that make such transcending more likely. People who experience a direct connection with the sacred, however briefly, are often drawn to integrate that experience with all regions of life. These experiences dramatically increase the perceived significance of spirituality as a personal value and as a context for life decisions.

People who have spiritual experiences, particularly if they have experiences at all three levels—being, self-transcendence, and connection with the sacred, tend to see spirituality as central to their life purpose. Having spiritual experiences also usually expands the context or mental space within which individuals attribute meaning to various life experiences, including spiritual ones. Spiritual development expands the context within which sense, significance, and purpose are arrived at. The notion of spiritual growth and development accurately conveys the prospect that the spiritual context can continue to expand throughout a lifetime. Spiritual development often shifts life goals: away from concrete goals such as individual economic and social achievement and material accumulation, toward goals emphasizing qualities of experience, such as integrity, peace, and compassion. Spiritual development often creates an attraction that shifts goals from competition toward cooperation, from confrontation toward inclusiveness, from achievement toward contribution, from a focus on “me” to a focus on “us.” 
Bon Voyage


I hope these ideas are helpful as you embark on the next leg of your spiritual journey. There are no “final answers” in what I have written, but simply some orienting ideas that may help you keep your bearings as you go. To walk the spiritual path skillfully and gracefully requires remaining awake, being honest about where you are in a given moment, being courageous in the face of doubt and uncertainty, and being open to inspiration and help along the way. The spiritual journey can be made alone, but most of us benefit immensely from journeying in the company of spiritual friends and most of us flourish best in a supportive spiritual community.
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