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With regard to the main theme of this conference:  cultural diversity and transversal values, I would like to explore issues around spirituality and education.  In short, what role does spirituality play in culture and more specifically how can we educate the whole person within this context?  There is a long tradition in most cultures of educating the whole person but today schooling in most countries focuses on a narrow set of skills that are supposed to prepare students for the job market and help the nation compete in the global economy.  There is no vision of educating our children so that they can think, act and feel and become whole human beings rather than cogs in an economic machine.  This paper attempts to address this issue by outlining a framework that supports a holistic approach to education.

Spirituality and Culture: A Relaxed Universalism


The concept of culture is quite broad so I would like to focus on religion and spirituality.  Before I go further I would like to explain my perception of the two concepts.  Religion is characterized by its organizational and institutional nature; we attend or become members of a mosque, church, synagogue, or temple.  Spirituality tends to focus less on institutions and more on direct personal experience with the Divine.  The two concepts  are not necessarily separate as a person can experience spirituality within a religious context.   


It can also be argued that the spiritual focuses on the transversal and the religious on the cultural.  The Dalai Lama and others have suggested that all humans have certain spiritual needs.  At the most basic level, we seek to avoid suffering and find happiness.  Religion in various cultures has provided different approaches to exploring spirituality.  


One term that expresses for me the balance between the transversal and the cultural is Jorge Ferrer’s (2002) “relaxed universalism”.  Ferrer believes that we must begin with a pluralistic view before we can address any transversal characteristics of spirituality.  Furthermore, we should not carelessly conflate terms from different religious traditions; for example, we should not equate God with the Tao, or the Brahman (Hinduism) with shunyata (Buddhist concept of emptiness).  Each tradition needs to be honored and seen on its own terms. Honoring various traditions can lead to a sense of wonder and celebration.  Ferrer (2002) comments:

The diversity of spiritual truths and cosmologies, then rather than being a source of conflict or even cause for considerate tolerance, can be reason for wonder and celebration.  Wonder in the wake of the inexhaustible creative power of the self-unfolding of being.  And celebration in the wake of the recognition of both our participatory role in such unfolding, and the emerging possibilities for mutual respect, enrichment and cross-fertilization out of the encounter of traditions.      (p. 166). 

 Ferrer suggests that in spiritual experience,  we do not encounter a separate divinity but we participate in an “indeterminate and unpredictable divine unfolding” (p.154).   Ferrer cites the example of the Christian mystics such as Teresa of Avila whose love for God affects divine self-expression and “can even transform God himself” (p. 153).  Participatory spirituality means that the person totally engages the  Divine with body, mind and soul.  This engagement is not one of appropriation but instead involves communion and co-creation.  By our very existence we are part of the Divine.  In Emerson’s words we are “part and particle of God”   Emerson (1990) also wrote:
As there is no screen or ceiling between our heads and the infinite heavens, so is there no bar or wall in the soul, where man, the effect, ceases and God, the cause, begins.  The walls are taken away.  We lie open on one side to the deeps of spiritual nature, the attributes of God.  Justice we see and know, Love, Freedom and Power.  (p.175)

Ferrer calls this participatory spirituality “a hermeneutics of the heart (of love, trust, and communion with reality)” (p.173).   This participation leads us to a sense of cosmic well being.  Panikkar (1996) writes:
Cosmic confidence is not trust in the world, confidence in the cosmos.  It is the confidence of the cosmos itself, of which we form a part inasmuch as we simply are. . . .The confidence itself is a cosmic fact of which we are more or less aware, and which we presuppose all the time.  (p.281)

For Panikkar (1988), the ground of this confidence “lies in the almost universal conviction that reality is ordered - in other words, is good beautiful, and true.  It is divine Reality” (p.144). 


Even when we start with a pluralistic perspective, we need what Ferrer calls a “shared spiritual ground” (p. #?) so that we can dialogue about the spiritual aspect of life.  This dialogue has sometimes led to interesting transformation; for example, the work of Thomas Merton, the Trappist monk, was enriched by his interest in Buddhism.  A relaxed spiritual universalism recognizes a “common spiritual dynamic” which underlies different religious and spiritual traditions.  In my view, a common spiritual dynamic contains the following principles:

The cosmos is characterized by both a mysterious unity and rich diversity.  A relaxed universalism acknowledges diversity and that the universe is in process; however, underlying the diversity and change is a unity. This unity, however, is not monistic; instead, the emphasis is on the relationships between the whole and the part, or the one and the many. It is this relationship that is at the heart of a relaxed universalism. Ferrer refers to Martin Buber (1970) and Mendes-Flohr (1989) and the realm of “the Between” which is the place between objects.  This is the mysterious nature of relationship and of the divine unity. Also, relationship is not static but dynamic.  David Bohm (1980) referred to this as holomovement and he stated that “holomovement is undefinable and immeasurable” (p.151).
The word cosmos means order.  Eckhart Tolle (2005) describes that underlying unity and order this way, “there is a hidden harmony here, a sacredness, a higher order in which everything has its perfect place and could not be other than what it is and the way it is” (p.195).    Einstein (in Wilber, 1984) spoke of a cosmic religion which involves an awareness of the harmony of nature:

The individual feels the sublimity and marvelous order which reveal themselves both in nature and in the world of thought. Individual existence impresses him as a sort of prison and he wants to experience the universe as a single significant whole. (p. 102)


Wisdom or knowledge of the mysterious unity can be developed through various contemplative practices.  The rational mind, which focuses on analysis, cannot fully grasp the wholeness of existence. Instead, intuition should be cultivated in order to see more clearly the interrelatedness of reality.  Gandhi (1980) refers to intuition as that "still small voice within" [that prods him to social action]: "There are moments in your life when you must act, even though you cannot carry your best friends with you. The 'still small voice' within you must always be the final arbiter when there is conflict of duty" (p. 62). 


Specific approaches have been advocated to cultivate intuition. These methods, which include contemplative practices (e.g. meditation), body work, and loving service have been developed to help one to "see." This seeing is usually a gradual awakening to the interconnectedness of things.


Emerson, for example, suggested that it was helpful to be quiet and to listen.  Gandhi (1980) believed that silence was helpful in seeking God. He said:



 It [silence] has now become both a physical and spiritual necessity for me. Originally it was taken to relieve the sense of pressure. Then I wanted time for writing. After, however, I had practiced it for some time, I saw the spiritual value of it. It suddenly flashed across my mind that that was the time when I could best hold communion with God. And now I feel as though I was naturally built for silence. (p. 101)

The contemplation of Emerson, however, is different from Gandhi's meditation. In Eastern practices, meditation tends to be more focused (e.g., repeating a mantra or counting one's breath) than contemplation, which is more unstructured. It is important to realize the diversity of methods used and not assign priority to any one method or practice. (Ferrer, 2002)


Contemplative practices nurture a sense of awe and wonder as we participate in the unfolding of the cosmos.  Emerson believed that we all have an inherent right to “an original relationship to the universe”.  We can begin by looking at the stars, which in Emerson’s words are “envoys of beauty and light the universe with their admonishing smile. . .and awaken a certain reverence” (p. 17).

Thoreau (2001) followed the inspiring words of Emerson and made the contemplation of nature his spiritual practice that is so beautifully described in Walden, “I believe in the forest, and in the meadow, and in the night in which the corn grows” (p.239).   Robinson (2004) writes about Thoreau’s original relationship to the universe, “His field work was a continual testing of his faith in a vital, harmonious, and evolving cosmos, and persistent attempt to reclaim his own place in it.  The moon, with its ‘world of poetry-its weird teachings-its oracular suggestions’ became for him a central scripture” (p.147).
Values are derived from seeing and realizing the interconnectedness of reality. Values are derived from realizing the fundamental connectedness; in other words, values are linked to relatedness. Positive values enhance or realize relatedness, and negative values foster separateness and paranoia.  Love and compassion are central to a relaxed universalism; for example, the Dalai Lama (1995) consistently refers to the importance of compassion. If we experience interconnectedness and interdependence, a natural sense of compassion for all beings tends to arise.  Not seeing ourselves as separate, we feel a basic connection to living beings, both human and non-human.  According to the Dalai Lama, “compassion is based on a clear acceptance or recognition that others, like oneself, want happiness and have the right to overcome suffering.  On that basis one develops some kind of concern about the welfare of others, irrespective of one’s attitude to oneself.  That is compassion” (p. 63).
An awareness of the mysterious unity of existence leads to social action to counter injustice and human suffering. If human beings realize they are part of a fundamental unity, then they naturally feel a connectedness and responsibility to others. Most important is the idea that social reform should start from within. 


Gandhi, of course, was a social activist who used ahimsa (non-violence) and satyagraha (soul force) as vehicles for social change. For Gandhi (1980), religion and politics cannot be compartmentalized:

I could not be leading a religious life unless I identified myself with the whole of mankind, and that I could not do unless I took part in politics. The whole gamut of man's activities today constitutes an indivisible whole. You cannot divide social, economic, political and purely religious work into watertight compartments. I do not know any religion apart from human activity. It provides a moral basis to all other activities which they would otherwise lack, reducing life to a maze of 'sound and fury signifying nothing.' (p. 63)

Based on his holistic perspective, Gandhi acted to relieve the suffering of his people and to help India become independent of British rule. What is instructive about Gandhi is that his social activity tended to be soul-based rather than ego-based.  The famous salt march to the sea is a good example of this, as the idea for the march came to him in a dream one night after months of meditation and reflection. Some people (Fischer, 1954) have argued that the salt march was the most important event leading to Indian independence.


In summary, a relaxed spiritual universalism lets us see ourselves as intimately connected with the people around us, our environment, and ultimately the cosmos. Contemplation allows us to experience this interconnectedness in a deep and profound way.   From this experience, love and compassion can arise naturally within us. A relaxed spiritual universalism provides a much richer and more inspiring vision than the economic one driven by the large corporations and governments.  It can also help us find a different vision of education that is so desperately needed today. 

Holistic Education

 
Education in most countries tends to focus on competition, individual achievement and knowledge acquisition.  It does not develop the qualities associated with a relaxed universalism, e.g. love and compassion. This approach to learning is driven primarily by an economic agenda.  We hear the mantra constantly that students need to be trained so that they can compete and participate in the global economy.  This narrow vision of education has played a role in the corporate corruption that we see today.  With the emphasis on individual achievement and test scores, our system is basically one of student competition.  This system contributes to large numbers of students cheating on tests to succeed.  In this approach, our students today are rarely given the larger vision of what it means to be a human being inhabiting the earth and the cosmos.

  
 In contrast, we need a holistic approach to education that centers on the wholeness of the child.  Gandhi (1980) has written one of the best descriptions of holistic education:



I hold that true education of the intellect can only come through a proper exercise and training of the bodily organs, e.g., hands, feet, eyes, ears, nose, etc.  In other words an intelligent use of the bodily organs in a child provides the best and quickest way of developing his intellect.  But unless the development of the mind and body goes hand in hand with a corresponding awakening of the soul, the former alone would prove to be a poor lopsided affair.  By spiritual training I mean education of the heart.  A proper and all round development of the mind, therefore, can take place only when it proceeds pari passu with the education of the physical and spiritual faculties of the child.  They constitute an indivisible whole.  According to this theory, therefore, it would be a gross fallacy to suppose that they can be developed piecemeal or independently of one another.  (p. 138)

Ministries and departments of education around the world, of course, have committed the gross fallacy that Gandhi refers to, by focusing almost solely on the intellect.  The hands and the heart have been ignored. 


Holistic education acknowledges that spirituality is a central aspect of human experience and attempts to nourish the inner, soul life of the child.  It accomplishes this in a non-doctrinaire and non-dogmatic manner through curriculum connections, the overall climate of the school, and most importantly, the presence of the teacher.  A relaxed spiritual universalism helps provide the framework and rational for such an approach.

Curriculum Connections
Since  the common spiritual dynamic underlying a relaxed spiritual universalism, holistic education focuses on making connections.  These can include connections between subjects so the student sees what Dewey called the “unity of knowledge”.   Another connection is body-mind so that students feel at home in their bodies.  The eating disorder is an example of how young people have become alienated from their physical selves. Being connected to the earth and its processes is another important connection.  This can be done through direct experiences with nature (e.g. gardening) or reading the literature of indigenous peoples.  

Holistic education also attempts to connect various forms of thinking including both the analytic and intuitive.  Synthetic thinking is encouraged so that students can see the whole and the relation between the whole and the part. Too often, information in schools is offered in small segments that are unrelated so that students cannot make connections.  

              Being part of community is another connection, as teachers can help create it within the classroom. Marcia Umland (1984)  talks about creating community in her elementary school classroom: “Lately I've realized that in setting up a classroom at last I've given myself permission to form a society I'd like to live in”  ( pp. 161).  The teacher, of course, is central to this process by being authentic and compassionate.

                  The inner life, or soul of the child can be nurtured through the arts, storytelling, and what Montessori  called “cosmic education” .  Cosmic education is about the story of the unfolding of the universe from the big bang, to the beginnings of life on earth and finally human life on the planet.   Montessori felt  that cosmic education would help students see their place in the cosmos and give meaning and purpose to their lives.

School Culture.   The culture of the school is critical to holistic education. Ideally, schools should be what Martin Luther King (1957) called “Beloved Communities” where there is love and justice.  Jing Lin (2006) has written about the importance of creating such schools.  She writes:

The challenge, foremost task, is the cultivation of universal, unconditional, all-embracing love in the hearts of all students so that they become the builders of a new world - a better world that gives the human race long-lasting peace and all existences on earth a sustainable ecological home. (p.25)

Schools should be places where students would learn to care (Noddings, 1992) and   not to accept injustice.  Jonathan Kozol (2007) writes about how inner city students read about courageous black students who encountered so much adversity when they began going to integrated schools in the 50’s and 60’s; yet in classrooms today, there is little discussion about how schools are just as segregated now as they were in the early 60’s.


Whole Teachers.  Our schools need teachers who are whole; these are teachers who teach from the head and the heart.  They are present to their students and convey a sense of care and compassion and through their presence they nurture these same qualities in students.  In my work I teach teachers and have introduced them to contemplative practices as a way to wholeness and have found that these practices are extremely helpful in this regard. (Miller & Nozawa, 2002).[not included in references] The Dalai Lama has stated that the teacher who teaches with compassion has the greatest impact on the student.   He writes “. . .it is my experience that those lessons which we learn from teachers who are not just good, but who also show affection for the student, go deep into our minds” (p. 60).   

Holistic education then, attempts to be in harmony with the principles underlying a relaxed spiritual universalism outlined in this paper.  As we confront the problems of environmental degradation, violence and war, and massive poverty around the globe, we need schools that nurture wisdom rather than just competition and self aggrandizement.  It is vital that we find a vision of education that helps create a world where love and compassion are central to our lives.
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