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June 9, 2016

Being “Spiritual But Not Religious” Carries
Consequences

bulldogcatholic.org/2016/06/09/being-spiritual-but-not-religious-carries-consequences

Q: I believe that I am a very spiritual person. I don’t personally
believe in any religion, but that doesn’t mean I am not spiritual.

A: This is something I’ve heard quite a bit recently. I wonder where this idea comes from and
if the people who say it realize the consequences. I have a feeling this inclination comes
from dissatisfaction with religious people and their seeming hypocrisy. It is true that many
people who claim to be Christian (even Christian leaders) struggle with sin and living an
authentic Christian life. I think that those who are “spiritual but not religious” wrestle with this
disparity. In a certain sense, that’s fair. We Christians should be better. And yet, there is
something adolescent about demanding perfection from people.

There is a time in young people’s lives when they have a sense of right and wrong and they
have to reconcile this with the reality that people are flawed. For example, Mom and Dad tell
me how I should behave, but they don’t always live that way themselves. I see that they fail
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to live up to their own teachings, so I desire to rebel against them. The question: Can I find a
true balance between justice (there is a right way to live and a wrong way to live) and mercy
(being willing to forgive people when they live the wrong way)?

In order to grow past a mere adolescent faith, we must find the best way to reconcile justice
and mercy. Can I understand that Mom’s and Dad’s teaching might be true even when they
don’t always live it out? Can I grasp the reality that a person can truly believe in Jesus and
still struggle to follow him completely?

…if I am merely spiritual, there are no demands upon me other than to follow my own
sense of “this is what I currently prefer.”

But I think there is another adolescent thing going on in this claim. There is the desire of “I
want to do what I want to do.” If I have religion, then I am obligated to obey someone else’s
will. But if I am merely spiritual, there are no demands upon me other than to follow my own
sense of “this is what I currently prefer.”

I’ve seen this mindset manifest itself with comments like, “Well, I find God the most in nature,
so I would rather go into the woods on Sunday morning than to a church.” I also find God
revealing himself in nature. But what is going on here? I am merely asserting my own
preference: I want to go to the woods, so I will go to the woods. I don’t actually have to be
concerned with what God might want. I’m not even asking if God has a preference regarding
where he wants to be found or how he wants to be worshiped. I am merely doing what I want
to do.

In this case, my “god” is me. I become the one who decides “this is what God would want,”
rather than asking, “God, what do you want?”

“Spiritual but not religious” is just another form of idolatry. In this case, the false god is the
god I have invented. God is no longer a someone. “God” is now just some vague idea, an
impersonal force that makes no demands on me and is simply “there” so that I don’t feel
lonely.

I will talk to people who say, “All I need to know is that God is love.” I believe that God is love
as well. But where did they get that truth about God? They didn’t get it from looking at nature.
If anything, nature is impartial. It can be beautiful, but it can also be ugly. It can bring life, but
it just as easily brings death. There is nothing in nature alone that indicates that God is love.
Nature doesn’t seem to even care about human beings.

We have been told that God is love through the revelation of Jesus Christ. No person on this
planet had even hoped that God is love until Christianity. There was no proof of this until God
became one of us and revealed himself in this way. The only way Jesus could accurately
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reveal this truth is if he himself is truly God. And if Jesus is God, then that means that God is
not impersonal, he is not invented by us; he is revealed to us. Our spirituality has been
formed and informed by our religion.

…there is a being in this universe who is spiritual but not religious. Satan, being a
fallen angel, is a pure spirit.

To claim to be spiritual but not religious is like saying, “I’m a scholar, but I don’t read.” What
informs your scholarship? There needs to be content. Where would a spiritual person get
data about the spiritual life? How would they even know the answers to the most basic
questions: Is your spirit good? Is God good? Who is God? Is God on your side? Who are
you? What is the goal of living?

On a semi-light/semi-serious note, there is a being in this universe who is spiritual but not
religious. Satan, being a fallen angel, is a pure spirit. There are no creatures more spiritual
than Satan. So being spiritual doesn’t necessarily put us on the team we want to be on.







