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Spiritualit
at Starbucks

By Kelli B. Trujillo

At first I thought it was a women's Bible study
group. They'd pulled up a circle of chairs right next
to the little table I'd claimed at Starbucks. They had
journals and thick books in hand, were introducing
themselves to each other, and looked pumped to have
a great conversation.

Then I decided that it must be a book-club group
meeting for the first time as they said things like,
"I ended up reading six chapters ... I just couldn't
stop!”

3
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I tried to ignore them and stick to typing away on my
laptop, but their enthusiasm was effusive (and their
volume was rather loud). My ears perked up when I heard
this comment: "I feel like this is the first time anyone
has ever told me the truth about God ... and about myself.

Hmmm ... what kind of book did they read? 1 wondered.
Maybe this is a Bible study.

I heard more comments along these lines: "It is just so
refreshing to realize I can experience God without having
to go through a religion!”

"I used to go to church, but I haven't gone much over the
past few years. I've felt really quilty about it ... but now I
feel free. I've realized that I don't need church anymore.”

"I want spirituality in my life—not a system of rules.”

Ah-ha! 1 deduced: This is an Oprah book club!

It was a group of women who'd gathered to read and
discuss Eckhart Tolle's book A New £arth and who'd
begun watching weekly global cybercasts on spirituality
hosted by Oprah.

Spirituality is the religion du jour. According to a recent
Newsweek poll, 30% of Americans claim to be "spiritual
but not religious.” Another survey found that 37% of
evangelical Christians believed that various religions
could provide truth and lead to eternal life.

4
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One of the appeals of popular spirituality is that it can
sort of be whatever you want it to be—it can include
elements of Christianity with some eastern mysticism

thrown in for flavor. It can combine Native American
beliefs with Buddhism and some good 'ole New Age
self-actualization. Or it can be completely made up:
no dogma needed, no religious text required, just your
own ideas about your self, the planet, and the divine.

Oprah's not the only cultural icon espousing popular
spirituality; books like £at, Pray, Love are growing
cultural interest in spiritual leaders like Deepak
Chopra and the Dalai Lama. And even the enduring
influence of novels like The Da Vinci Code have led
many people (including many Christians) to redefine
their sense of what it means to be a spiritual person.

So what's the truth about pop spirituality? Is there
good in it? Are there kernels of truth in the uplifting
messages it conveys? Can any of it mesh with
traditional, orthodox Christianity? In the following
articles you'll have a chance to explore popular
spirituality on a deeper level. You'll compare the key
tenants of pop spirituality with the core beliefs of
orthodox Christianity. You'll look at the philosophies
behind meditation and yoga and the ideas promoted by
bestsellers like A New Earth and The Secret. And you'll
get a chance to consider what Christian spirituality

is and how it contrasts with the brand of spirituality
espoused by our culture.

5
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Back at Starbucks, I began to feel really sad as I
thought about the comments I'd heard. I could sense
the strong feeling of longing—the desire for meaning—
expressed in each of the women's voices. I wondered
what they thought Oprah could offer them that Jesus
couldn't. And I felt especially sad when I heard them
talk about the idea that we can find true meaning

and divinity within ourselves; what a false promise!
Eugene Peterson describes the essence of Christian

spirituality as just the opposite: "[It's] getting so tired
and fed up with yourself [that] you go on to something
better, which is following Jesus.” As you explore the
articles in this download, my hope is that they'll help
you navigate the various claims about spirituality in
our culture and that they'll equip you to share the true
spirituality our souls were designed for: intimacy with
Jesus—the authentic way, the ultimate truth, and the
source of abundant life.

Grace,

Kelli B. Trujillo
Managing Editor, Kyria downloads,
Christianity Today International
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Leader’s Guide

How to use
"Pop Spirituality”
for a group study

:8

Pop Spirituality” can be used for individual or group study.
If you intend to lead a group study, some simple suggestions
follow.

1. Make enough copies for everyone in the group to have her own

:

guide.

2. Depending on the time you have dedicated to the study, you
might consider distributing the guides before your group meets
so everyone has a chance to read the material. Some articles are
quite long and could take a while to get through.

3. Alternately, you might consider reading the articles together as a
group—out loud—and plan on meeting multiple times.

4. Make sure your group agrees to complete confidentiality. This is
essential to getting women to open up.

5. When working through the "Reflect” questions, be willing to make

yourself vulnerable. It's important for women to know that others
share their experiences. Make honesty and openness a priority in
your group.

6. End the session in prayer.

7
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The Truth
About

Spirituality

Can you tell what's Christian
from what's not?

By Ruth E. Van Reken

"

Several years ago, I was excited that the topic of
spirituality kept cropping up on talk shows, in books
and magazines, in politics, even in health food stores.

What a refreshing change from the "God is dead"
philosophy so prevalent during my college years in
the sixties, I thought. In my naiveté, I believed this
spiritual awakening represented a trend toward a
search for a biblically based relationship with God.

I accepted what I heard and read with little critical
thought.

8
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Then, my nursing supervisor praised me one day for
my "deep spirituality.” I thanked her, secretly thrilled
my Christian witness had been showing through. My
excitement dissolved, though, when I read a book she
gave me called A Course in Miracles. Although it used
Christian lingo like atonement and sanctification, the

concepts were far from Christian. I was puzzled. Weren't
we speaking the same lanquage? What had my supervisor
meant by spirituality?

After that interchange, I began listening more closely to
all the discussions of spirituality going on. Since then
I've been learning how to discern whether the things

I hear and read are truly Christian. Here are some
guidelines I now use to tell the difference.

Logically examine the claims being made. Many
statements about spirituality being passed off as "truth”
today are not only lies, they're logically impossible.

I discovered this when my daughter's public high

school class planned a field trip to a meditation center
known for its psychic readings. I objected, but the
teacher justified the trip by saying this center taught
spirituality—not religion. He claimed spirituality doesn't
endorse one set of beliefs. That's simply not true. The
basic (though flawed) belief system behind the whole
concept of spirituality is that each person has a right

to his or her own "truth”"—that there's no such thing as
objective, absolute truth. This view essentially makes
each person responsible for deciding what's right or
wrong, good or bad, truth or lie. The result: There is no
truth; people do what's right in their own eyes.

9
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Another popular notion is that all religions and spiritual
quests lead to God. Yet that belief denies the claim of
Jesus Christ, who boldly declared he alone is the way, the
truth, and the life: "No one comes to the Father except
through me" (John 14:6). Period.

Compare popular spiritual concepts with what the Bible
says. Our human reasoning alone isn't enough to discern
truth from error. Just like the bank teller who knows the
feel of counterfeit money after years of handling the real
thing, our best protection against deception is to study
and know God's revealed truth, the Bible.

This seemed more crucial as I began seeing angel pins,
books, and stories in every checkout lane, bookstore,
and on TV. At first I took this as another sign of people
becoming more interested in spiritual (to me, meaning
biblical) things. After all, the Bible teaches that angels
are "ministering spirits,” assigned by God to help us in
many ways. But when I began comparing the media's
portrayal of angels with the Bible's account of angels,

I quickly discovered major differences. In popular
culture, an angel is often portrayed as a beloved family
member who dies and then gets his wings. The parents or
children left on earth then seek guidance and help from
their departed relative-now-turned-angel. So what's the
problem with that?

For one thing, the Bible is very clear that angels are not
repackaged souls of people but spiritual beings created
by God to serve his purposes. By portraying them as
reincarnated humans, the horrible reality of death as

©2009 Christianity Today International Y&  www.Kyria.com
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the dreadful consequence of sin is blunted. There is no
judgment or hell to consider if we all turn into cute angels

when we die.

The truth is, everyone will appear before the judgment
seat of Christ, who was sacrificed for sinners and
promises salvation to those who are waiting for him
(Hebrews 9:27-28). Jesus is the only mediator between
God and man—not angels.

In today's world, biblical discernment is crucial even
when listening to the nightly news. I remember hearing
that Nancy Reagan had reportedly contacted a psychic to
decide when, where, and how her husband should make
decisions. I also recall news reports that told us Hillary
Clinton has "spoken” to Eleanor Roosevelt through a New
Age "sacred psychologist.” The news media scoffed at
Mrs. Reagan for her silliness. But they generally excused
Mrs. Clinton's actions because, as one reporter said, "We
all have our imaginary friends.” It's interesting to me
that in the brief span of time between the Reagan and
Clinton administrations, our culture had already become
so much more open to spiritual experimentation. Yet both
reactions missed the point: It's dangerous and completely
outside of God's plan for us to try and make contact

with the spirits of the dead through psychics or sorcery
(Deuteronomy 18:10-13).

Remember, “Christian’” words or songs aren’t
necessarily Christian. One day I heard the glorious
strains of "Amazing Grace" coming from my TV set in the
den. I ran to see who sang with such power, certain only
a Christian could so magnificently sing those wonderful

11
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words: "Amazing Grace, how sweet the sound that saved
a wretch like me." After the song ended, the show's host
complimented the soloist, a well-known recording artist,
on her performance. She thanked him and explained how
meaningful the song had been to her.

"So does that mean you've got religion in your life now?"
the host asked. I waited, eager to hear a wonderful story of
conversion to Jesus Christ.

Instead the singer replied, "Of course not. Religion is what
you get when you're afraid of hell. Spirituality is what you
get when you've been there and back.”" I couldn't believe
it! Although she'd sung the whole story of Christ's atoning
work for her, the fact that she needed a Savior from sin
seemed the furthest thing from her mind. To her, being
saved meant she'd been rescued from the lostness of "not
knowing who I was." Being "born again” meant getting in
touch with her "inner self.”

In the past, I'd occasionally examined supposedly spiritual
claims by comparing them to Scripture. But I'd never
thought to see what the Bible said about the whole idea of
spirituality.

Oddly enough, when I did a word search through my online
Bible, looking for verses on "spirituality,” the answer
flashed back "word not found." That surprised me. Then

I tried "spiritual” and all sorts of verses popped up. My
friend, Barb, pointed out that throughout Scripture,
spiritual is used to describe something else (e.g., a spiritual
man, spiritual gifts, spiritual truths). Spirituality on the
other hand, is something all by itself. Why is that an

important distinction?
12
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The Bible tells us our spiritual nature is dead in sin
until we're born again by the Spirit of God who gives

us spiritual birth through faith in Jesus Christ (John 3;
Ephesians 2:1-9). Any discussion of what it means to be
"spiritual” must relate to that diagnosis of our condition.

To become a Christian means we receive a person, Jesus—
not a thing, spirituality.

When someone speaks of spirituality, ask him or her

to explain who Jesus is. One day I met a former high
school friend for lunch. I was surprised when he began
describing his spiritual quest, which included visiting
gurus in India. As we talked back and forth about our
views of God, I became increasingly frustrated and
confused. No matter what I said, he seemed to agree, yet
I knew we were miles apart in our beliefs. Why couldn't I
pinpoint the difference?

The next morning I woke up and realized my mistake
from the day before. Although my friend and I had talked
extensively about God, I'd never asked him one simple
question: Who is Jesus Christ? It's fairly easy to agree
about God in some vague sense—"Well, that's how you see
your God. I see mine a bit differently." When we discuss
Jesus Christ, however, we must deal with the specific
claims Jesus made about himself—including his assertion
that he is God—and face the question, "Are they true or
not?”

The answer to who Jesus is marks the ultimate dividing
line between who or what is and isn't Christian. In 1 John
4, we're told to "test the spirits to see whether they are
from God, because many false prophets have gone out into

13
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the world." The apostle John also says those who deny
Jesus is the Messiah are liars (1 John 2:22).

Many religions and various forms of spirituality
accept Jesus as a historical figure, but reject him as
the Christ, the one whom God sent to be "an atoning
sacrifice for our sins” (1 John 4:10). Others talk of a
"Christ-consciousness” in some mystical, global sense
but refuse to tie that down to the flesh-and-blood
person of Jesus Christ, the Son of God. The fact is,

if a person has strong morals and values but doesn't
embrace Jesus Christ as the only begotten Son of God,
Savior, and resurrected Lord, his or her spirituality
isn't Christian and cannot save.

Some days I feel intimidated as I realize how "narrow”
others may see me because I believe the claims Christ
made for himself. But the words of the apostle Paul
are true: "For the message of the cross is foolishness
to those who are perishing, but to us who are being
saved it is the power of God” (1 Corinthians 1:18).

I'm also encouraged. When we stand in the truth of
God's Word, we need not fear the spiritual confusion
all around. God's promised the gates of hell will not
prevail against the church of Jesus Christ. As the
darkness of false spirituality grows deeper, the light
of his truth can only shine brighter—pointing the way
to those who still seek him.

14
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THE LIES OF “SPIRITUALITY"”

* All paths lead to God. You control your own destiny.

e We're born basically good. Guilt over sin is an illusion left over from
oppressive religions.

* Feeling fulfilled in this life is all that matters. What happens after you die is
irrelevant.

* There is no hell. Heaven, if it exists, is a place where all are unconditionally
accepted.

* Jesus was a good man, a fine teacher, one of many ways to God.

® Everyone has his or her own truth. There is no objective truth.

® Quiet your mind and let your inner feelings and instincts be your guide.

* Love yourself first. Pursue self-fulfillment above all else.

* Adhering to creeds and doctrines stifles spiritual growth.

® Expressing yourself and being creative is inherently spiritual.

THE TRUTH OF THE BIBLE

* There is only one way to God; we are saved through Christ Jesus alone. We
are to submit to God, who is the immortal Creator and Ruler of all (Romans
[:20; James 4:7).

e We’re born in sin (Psalm 5I:5). Anyone who claims not to have sinned is
deceived (I John I:10).

e All are destined to die once, then face judgment which leads to eternal
punishment or eternal life (Hebrews 9:27; Matthew 25:31-46).

* Those who don’t receive Christ as Savior and Lord will be thrown into the
eternal fire (Revelation 20:15). Those who do will go to heaven, the place
prepared for those who've accepted Jesus’ blood as payment for their sins.

e Jesus, God’s only begotten Son, gave his life as a sacrifice for sins (John
3:16). He’s the only way to God the Father (John 14:6).

* Truth comes through Jesus Christ and God’s Word. Jesus said he is the
truth. He is the same yesterday, today, and forever (John 17:17; Hebrews 13:8).

e Don’t trust your sinful nature (Galatians 5:16-17). The Holy Spirit will guide
you into all truth (John 16:13).

©2009 Christianity Today International &  www.Kyria.com

15


www.kyria.com

Pop Spirituality
The Truth About Spirituality

THE TRUTH OF THE BIBLE

® Love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, mind, and strength. And
love your neighbor as yourself (Mark 12:30-31). Whoever wants to be great
must become a servant (Matthew 20:26-27).

* | earn sound doctrine, because all Scripture is useful for teaching, rebuking,
correcting, and training in righteousness, so that you will be equipped to
preach the Word (2 Timothy 3:16-17).

® L ooking for ultimate meaning in creativity or in creation, apart from the
Creator, is idolatry (Romans 1:25).

Ruth Van Reken, the creator of this article, is a speaker

and author of several books and Bible studies. "The Lies of
Spirituality” sidebar was created by Barbara H. Knuckles.
This article and sidebar were first published in the November/
December 1996 issue of Tobay's CHRISTIAN WOMAN.

16
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Reflect

O Review some of the beliefs of pop spirituality mentioned
in the article and highlighted in the sidebar. Which of these
beliefs or ideas have you observed as most common among
your non-Christian friends (or in the culture at large)?
What are some examples of ways you've seen those ideas
and beliefs expressed?

O Have you seen any of those beliefs creep into the church
or heard them expressed by well-meaning Christians?
Why do you think some Christians adopt the beliefs of pop
spirituality? What's appealing about them?

O Have you ever had a conversation with someone like the
friend Ruth described in which you both seemed to agree
about God but you actually knew you were miles apart in
your spiritual beliefs? What was that conversation like?
What do you think that friend believes about God and about
Jesus?

O To a believer in pop spirituality, one of the most offensive
aspects of orthodox Christianity is its claim of exclusivity.
Read John 14:6, Romans 1:20, and James 4:7. Step into
the shoes of a friend who's into spirituality for a moment;
how do you think she'd react to these verses? What might
they make her feel? What might she say? Compare those
reactions to what you feel and think as you read these
truths of Scripture.

17
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Dongefous
Meditations

What harm is there in achieving a higher
state of consciousness through meditation?

By Douglas Groothuis

Overstressed Americans are increasingly turning to
various forms of Eastern meditation, particularly yoga,
in search of relaxation and spirituality. Underlying
these meditative practices, however, is a worldview

in conflict with biblical spirituality—though many
Christians are (unwisely) practicing yoga.

Many Eastern religions teach that the source of
salvation is found within, and that the fundamental
human problem is not sin against a holy God but
ignorance of our true condition. These worldviews
advocate meditation and "higher forms of
consciousness” as a way to discover a secret inner
divinity.

18
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Yoga, deeply rooted in Hinduism, essentially means to
be "yoked" with the divine. Yogic postures, breathing,

and chanting were originally designed not to bring
better physical health and well-being (Western
marketing to the contrary), but a sense of oneness with
Brahman—the Hindu word for the absolute being that
pervades all things. This is pantheism (all is divine), not
Christianity.

Transcendental Meditation is a veiled form of Hindu
yoga, though it claims to be a religiously neutral method
of relaxation and rejuvenation. Initiates to TM receive

a mantra (Hindu holy word) to repeat while sitting in
yogic postures and engaging in yogic breathing. The
goal is to find God within their own beings, since God
(Brahman) and the self (Atman) are really one.

Differences in various forms of Eastern meditation
aside, they all aim at a supposedly "higher” or "altered”
state of consciousness. Meditation guides claim that
normal consciousness obscures sacred realities.
Therefore, meditation is practiced in order to suspend
rational patterns of thought.

This helps explain why so many Eastern mystics claim
that divine realities are utterly beyond words, thought,
and personality. In order to find "enlightenment,” one
must extinguish one's critical capacities—something
the Bible never calls us to do (Rom. 12:1-2). In fact,
suspending our critical capacities through meditation
opens the soul to deception and even to spiritual
bondage.

19
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The biblical worldview is completely at odds with the
pantheistic concepts driving Eastern meditation. We are
not one with an impersonal absolute being that is called

"God." Rather, we are estranged from the true personal
God because of our "true moral quilt,” as Francis
Schaeffer says.

No amount of chanting, breathing, visualizing, or
physical contortions will melt away the sin that
separates us from the Lord of the cosmos—however
"peaceful” these practices may feel. Moreover, Paul
warns that "Satan himself masquerades as an angel of
light" (2 Cor. 11:14). "Pleasant” experiences may be
portals to peril. Even yoga teachers warn that yoga may
open one up to spiritual and physical maladies.

The answer to our plight is not found in some "higher
level of consciousness” (really a deceptive state of mind),
but in placing our faith in the unmatched achievements
of Jesus Christ on our behalf. If it were possible to find
enlightenment within, God would not have sent "his one
and only Son” (John 3:16) to die on the Cross for our sins
in order to give us new life and hope for eternity through
Christ's resurrection. We cannot raise ourselves from the
dead.

The biblical concept of prayer assumes that rational and
meaningful communication between God and humans

is possible. There is no summons to suspend rational
judgment even when prayer through the Holy Spirit is
"with groans that words cannot express” (Rom. 8:26).
Nor should we repeat words meaninglessly to induce a
trance (Matt. 6:7).

20
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In the Bible, meditation always means pondering God's
revealed truths and reflecting on how they pertain to
us. David revels in the richness of God's law throughout
Psalm 119. He encourages us to meditate on it: "I
meditate on your precepts and consider your ways. I
delight in your decrees; I will not neglect your word"
(Ps. 119:15-16). Since all Scripture is God-breathed

(2 Tim. 3:16), all of it is profitable for meditation in the
biblical sense.

Douglas Groothuis is professor of philosophy at Denver
Seminary and the author of several books, including
Unmasking the New Age and Confronting the New Age.
This article was first published in the November 2004
issue of CHRISTIANITY TODAY.

Interested in exploring the issue of yoga a bit more?
Check out these articles:

““Yes to Yoga" by Agnieszka Tennant—one Christian woman’s
explanation of why she practices yoga.

“Take a Pass on Yoga” by Holly Vicente Robaina—another Christian
woman’s arguments against participating in yoga.
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Reflect

O Have you ever practiced yoga or popular meditation?
Why or why not? Why do you think these practices are
increasingly popular in our culture?

O Scripture repeatedly calls us to meditate, but in a
manner that's much different than espoused by popular
spirituality. Read Psalm 119:15-16 (or, if you've got
time, review all of Psalm 119). How would you explain
Christian meditation to a friend who's interested in
learning more? In what ways might it be similar to
popular meditation? What makes it different?

O Douglas Groothuis hits on an essential difference
between Christianity and pop spirituality. Popular
spirituality teaches that we can find enlightenment or
fulfillment within ourselves. Christianity, on the other
hand, teaches that we must look outside of ourselves for
true meaning and satisfaction; we must look to Jesus.
Groothuis put it this way: "If it were possible to find
enlightenment within, God would not have sent 'his one
and only Son' (John 3:16) to die on the Cross for our sins
in order to give us new life and hope for eternity through
Christ's resurrection." Why is looking inside of ourselves
for fulfillment a dead-end street? When have you
experienced the reality that we can't find true meaning in
life apart from Jesus?

2
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Nothing
New

Popular spiritual author and Oprah
favorite Eckhart Tolle quotes Jesus
a lot. So is he a Christian?

By James A. Beverly

Oprah Winfrey's recent promotion of Eckhart
Tolle has put the German-born author's book, A
New Earth, on the bestseller lists with the largest
reprint run in the history of Penguin Books. Tolle,
in turn, has given Oprah a new sense of purpose.
She calls her work with him the most important
and exciting thing she has ever done. In the spring
of 2008 she hosted 10 Monday-night web seminars
with him. As many as one million people watched
them live, and 27 million more downloaded them
afterward.

23
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Tolle claims no specific religion and states that his
teaching fits with the essence of all spiritual paths.
While he quotes freely from Jesus, Buddha, and others,
he focuses on the divinity in all beings. "How 'spiritual’
you are has nothing to do with what you believe but
everything to do with your state of consciousness,” he
writes in A New Earth.

To his credit, Tolle is quite good at recognizing human
folly, which is significant given New Age tendencies to
deny evil outright. A New Earth states, "If the history
of humanity were the clinical case history of a single
human being, the diagnosis would have to be: chronic
paranoid delusions, a pathological propensity to commit
murder, and acts of extreme violence and cruelty.”

Tolle is also sharp in his critique of false paths to
freedom. He warns about "outer riches and inner
poverty.”" He states that "the absurd overvaluation of fame
is just one of the many manifestations of egoic madness
in our world." He also provides some telling commentary
about the dangers of grounding identity in the external
roles of society. Further, his writings are seasoned with
sensible advice, such as, "It is not uncommon for people
to spend their whole life waiting to start living,” or, "If
you delve into the past, it will become a bottomless pit:
there is always more."

Yet Tolle's occasional realism and practical wisdom are
outweighed by a worldview at odds with central Christian
convictions. First, he argues that there is no ultimate
distinction between humans and God since all is one.
From this monistic perspective, Tolle scorns common

24
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Western usage of the term God: "There can be no subject-
object relationship here, no duality, no you and God."

Not only is there no you and God—Tolle also claims
there's no actual you. Pulling a page from Buddhism,
Tolle says the human self is an illusion, and belief in

it is the main reason for human suffering. "If a fish is
born in your aquarium and you call him John, write out
a birth certificate, tell him about his family history, and
two minutes later he gets eaten by another fish—that's
tragic,” he writes in The Power of Now. "But it's only
tragic because you projected a separate self where there
was none."” Tolle even tries to argue that Jesus affirmed
this view when he told his disciples to deny themselves
(Mark 8:34). According to Tolle, Jesus meant, "Negate
(and thus undo) the illusion of self."

Yet the New Testament's concerns about self have to do
with its corruption, not its existence. Jesus lamented
those who gain the whole world but lose their very
selves. The New Testament's call for the eradication

of self comes in the context of the new self created in
Christ (Col. 2:9-10).

Tolle's reworking of Hindu monism and Buddhist no-
self thought may be popular, but one wonders whether
claims such as "time isn't precious at all, because it is
an illusion” and "both death and the body are illusions”
resonate with American readers. Then there are Tolle's
impenetrable claims, such as "the energy frequency

of the mind appears to be essentially male” and "at the
level of Being, all suffering is recognized as an illusion.”
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There were moments in the webcasts when even Oprah
seemed to have no idea what he was talking about.

Ultimately, Tolle's system undercuts the person and
work of Jesus, the most quoted teacher in both of Tolle's
books. At the beginning of A New Earth, he denies the
deity of Jesus and grossly distorts Jesus' teaching about
himself: "The Truth is inseparable from who you are.
Yes, you are the Truth. If you look for it elsewhere, you
will be deceived every time. The very Being that you are
is Truth. Jesus tried to convey that when he said, 'I am
the way and the truth and the life.”

For Tolle, ascribing any unique significance to Jesus of
Nazareth is ultimately wrong-headed. The Power of Now
states: "Never personalize Christ. Don't make Christ into
a form identity. Avatars, divine mothers, enlightened
masters, the very few that are real, are not special as
persons.” In Tolle's system, "Jesus” is little more than

a cipher for "awakened consciousness.” The particular
God-man Jesus and his saving acts in history are of no
concern to Tolle. In fact, Jesus only becomes "the way”
when the crucified, risen, and exalted Lord of history is
put aside.

James A. Beverley is professor of Christian Thought and
Ethics at Tyndale Seminary in Toronto, and associate
director of the Institute for the Study of American Religion
in Santa Barbara. This article was first published in the
July 2008 issue of CHRISTIANITY ToDAY.
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Reflect

O Massive numbers of Oprah viewers read Tolle's book
and tuned in for his webinars. What do you think are the
key motivating factors that drive so many people in our
culture toward pop spirituality qurus like Tolle? Who
are some other spiritual writers or speakers that you've
seen people flock to? What do you think makes them so
popular?

O James Beverley points out multiple problems with
Tolle's belief system, including his assertion that the
self is an illusion. Yet Scripture speaks of God's unique
design and loving care for each individual "self" he's
created. Read and meditate on Psalm 139:1-16. What
does it mean to you personally that Scripture affirms the
reality of the self rather than treating it as an illusion?

O Tolle and others like author Dan Brown (The Da Vinci
Code) have produced extremely popular books that
distort the truth about the historic person of Jesus. If
you were having a conversation with someone who'd
adopted the beliefs of pop spirituality, what do you think
would be most important to emphasize about Jesus?
Why?
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The Secret

What's the truth behind the popular
book that espouses a connection
between our deepest desires and
“the universe™?

By Lisa Harper

"

Q: Does the book The Secret and popular ideas
about “the universe” bringing us good things
contain any biblical truth?

A: My seminary professors used to tell me that

if we look hard enough, we'll discover redemptive
elements that illustrate biblical truth in all good film
and literature. For instance, Harper Lee's classic
novel, To Kill a Mockingbird, emphasizes the inherent
dignity of humankind regardless of skin color. Even
pop culture's quintessential joker, actor Jack Black,
emphasizes the importance of inner beauty over
physical beauty in his cinematic comedy Shallow Hal.
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The Secret, a presumptuously titled bestseller by Rhonda
Byrne that was promoted on Oprah and became a huge
best-seller, is no exception: Her book contains a few
positive—some would even argue sound—ideas, such as
an emphasis on gratitude. However, the "secret” of The
Secret—its "Law of Attraction”"—isn't even close to the

biblical concept of gratitude.

Wallace D. Wattles originally conceived the Law of
Attraction in his 1910 manual, The Science of Getting
Rich. This "law" asserts we have the power to persuade
the universe to do whatever we want; that we can
essentially manipulate our circumstances simply
through changing our thoughts. If we visualize ourselves
as slender, we'll "attract” a svelte body to ourselves.
Conversely, if some chunky chick walks into our line

of vision, we need to look away; otherwise chubby
thoughts will "attract” cellulite to us. If only I'd known I
could squeeze back into my skinny jeans by conjuring up
images of Jessica Alba. Instead of working out,

I could've just pondered "thin thoughts” while gorging on
Krispy Kremes and saved my middle-aged body plenty of
blood, sweat, and tears.

What Does God Say About This?

Unlike the Law of Attraction, which espouses a
benevolent universe that promises we can click our
mental heels and, like Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz, have
our wishes granted, the Bible tells us we live in a broken
world polluted by sin. This planet isn't our true home,
nor is it a place where we can invoke continual bliss:
"For we know that all creation has been groaning as

in the pains of childbirth right up to the present time.
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And we believers also groan, even though we have the
Holy Spirit within us as a foretaste of future glory,
for we long for our bodies to be released from sin and
suffering. We, too, wait with eager hope for the day
when God will give us our full rights as his adopted

children, including the new bodies he has promised us”
(Romans 8:22-23, NLT).

Furthermore, while the Law of Attraction encourages us
to focus on becoming self-centered cool-stuff magnets,
the Bible teaches us to focus on becoming God- and
others-centered: "But seek first the kingdom of God and
his righteousness, and all these things will be added to
you" (Matthew 6:3, ESV). And, "Do nothing out of selfish
ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider
others better than yourselves” (Philippians 2:3).

Finally, the Law of Attraction implies that material
possessions and personal achievements bring joy and
fulfillment. But God's Word makes clear the only thing
that satisfies a hungry heart is a loving relationship
with God through faith in Jesus: "Jesus said, 'I am the
Bread of Life. The person who aligns with me hungers
no more and thirsts no more, ever' (John 6:35, The
Message).

How Does This Affect Me?

Recently a friend gave me a book to read, but warned me
first, "There's some sweet fruit in here, but you'll have
to spit out many seeds to get to it." Adapting her folksy
warning to The Secret, I say, "There's a smidgen of fruit
in here, but be careful, because you could choke on its
gigantic seeds!”

30
©2009 Christianity Today International Y&  www.Kyria.com


www.kyria.com

Pop Spirituality
The Secret

Any philosophy that diverts our attention from the
sufficiency of Christ to self-sufficiency is dangerous. In
my opinion, not only is the Law of Attraction unbiblical,

it's mostly a bunch of metaphysical hooey!

Lisa Harper has a Masters in Theology with an emphasis
in biblical studies from Covenant Theological Seminary in
St. Louis. She's a sought-after speaker and has written
several books, including Holding Out for a Hero: A New
Spin on Hebrews (Tyndale) and What the Bible Is All
About for Women: A Book of Devotions (Regal). Visit her
at www.lisaharper.net. This article was first published

in the January/February 2008 issue of Tobay's CHRISTIAN
WomMaN.
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Reflect

O Have you ever heard someone describe personal beliefs
like those promoted in The Secret? Do you think there's
anything legitimate in the notion of the power of positive
thinking? What's true about it? What's untrue or illogical?

O Why do you think some people find it easer to believe

in a benevolent "universe" (or what other pop spirituality
sources vaguely refer to as "the divine") than in the God of
the Bible?

O The Secret, like much of popular spirituality, is
ultimately all about self-fulfillment and personal happiness.
It's a natural human desire to be comfortable and happy—
isn't it? But Jesus' "advertisements" for following him
promised quite the opposite of what The Secret puts forth.
Read Matthew 9:17-31 and Luke 9:22-25. What "losses”
should Christians expect in this life? What have you lost,
given up, or suffered because of your faith in Jesus?

O On the other hand, Christianity does offer an answer to
the deep human longing for fulfillment and happiness. In
what ways does Christianity lead to inner contentment and
joy? How have you experienced this in your own life? How
does this type of fulfillment compare or contrast with that
promised by popular spirituality?
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Eugene Peterson talks about the
essence of biblical spirituality.

Interview by Mark Galli

:

Eugene Peterson is a retired pastor, a former professor, the
author of multiple books including Christ Plays in Ten Thousand
Places, and the creator of The Message—a modern paraphrase

of Scripture. Christianity Today editor Mark Galli interviewed
Peterson about his views on Christian spirituality: what it

means, what it doesn’t, and how to go about living it out.

What is the most misunderstood aspect of Christian
spirituality?

That it's a kind of specialized form of being a
Christian, that you have to have some kind of in. It's
elitist. Many people are attracted to it for the wrong
reasons. Others are put off by it: I'm not spiritual.

I like to go to football games or parties or pursue my
career. In fact, I try to avoid the word spirituality.
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Many people assume that spirituality is about
becoming emotionally intimate with God.

That's a naive view of spirituality. What we're talking
about is the Christian life. It's following Jesus.
Spirituality is no different from what we've been doing
for two thousand years just by going to church and
receiving the sacraments, being baptized, learning to
pray, and reading Scriptures rightly. It's just ordinary
stuff.

This promise of intimacy is both right and wrong.
There is an intimacy with God, but it's like any other
intimacy; it's part of the fabric of your life. In marriage
you don't feel intimate most of the time. Nor with a
friend. Intimacy isn't primarily a mystical emotion.

It's a way of life, a life of openness, honesty, a certain
transparency.

Doesn’t the mystical tradition in Christian history
suggest otherwise?

One of my favorite stories is of Teresa of Avila who's
considered an important Christian mystic. She's
sitting in the kitchen with a roasted chicken. And
she's got it with both hands, and she's gnawing on it,
just devouring this chicken. One of the nuns comes in
shocked that she's doing this, behaving this way. She
said, "When I eat chicken, I eat chicken; when I pray, I

pray.”

If you read the saints, they're pretty ordinary people.
There are moments of rapture and ecstasy, but once

every 10 years. And even then it's a surprise to them.
They didn't do anything. We've got to disabuse people

34
©2009 Christianity Today International Y&  www.Kyria.com


www.kyria.com

4o

Pop Spirituality
Spirituality for Christians

of these illusions of what the Christian life is. It's a
wonderful life, but it's not wonderful in the way a lot
of people want it to be.

Yet evangelicals rightly tell people they can have a
“personal relationship with God.” That suggests a
certain type of spiritual intimacy.

All these words get so screwed up in our society. If
intimacy means being open and honest and authentic,
so I don't have veils, or I don't have to be defensive
or in denial of who I am, that's wonderful. But in our
culture, intimacy usually has sexual connotations,
with some kind of completion. So I want intimacy
because I want more out of life. Very seldom does

it have the sense of sacrifice or giving or being
vulnerable. Those are two different ways of being
intimate. And in our American vocabulary intimacy
usually has to do with getting something from the
other. That just screws the whole thing up.

This corruption of the word spirituality evenin
Christian circles—does it have something to do with
the New Age movement?

The New Age stuff is old age. It's been around for a
long time. It's a cheap shortcut to—I guess we have
to use the word—spirituality. It avoids the ordinary,
the everyday, the physical, the material. It's a form
of Gnosticism, and it has a terrific appeal because it's
a spirituality that doesn’t have anything to do with

doing the dishes or changing diapers or going to work.

There's not much integration with work, people, sin,
trouble, inconvenience.
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I've been a pastor most of my life, for some 45 years.
I love doing this. But to tell you the truth, the people
who give me the most distress are those who come
asking, "Pastor, how can I be spiritual?” Forget about
being spiritual. How about loving your husband? Now
that's a good place to start. But that's not what they're

interested in. How about learning to love your kids,
accept them the way they are?

You make spirituality sound so mundane.

I don't want to suggest that those of us who are
following Jesus don't have any fun, that there's no
joy, no exuberance, no ecstasy. They're just not what
the consumer thinks they are. When we advertise the
gospel in terms of the world's values, we lie to people.
We lie to them, because this is a new life. It involves
following Jesus. It involves the Cross. It involves
death, an acceptable sacrifice. We give up our lives.

The Gospel of Mark is so graphic this way. The first
half of the Gospel is Jesus showing people how to live.
He's healing everybody. Then right in the middle, he
shifts. He starts showing people how to die: "Now that
you've got a life, I'm going to show you how to give it
up.” That's the whole spiritual life. It's learning how
to die. And as you learn how to die, you start losing all
your illusions, and you start being capable now of true
intimacy and love.

It involves a kind of learned passivity, so that our
primary mode of relationship is receiving, submitting,
instead of giving and getting and doing. We don't do
that very well. We're trained to be assertive, to get, to

apply, or to consume and to perform.
36
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Repentance, dying to self, submission—these are not very
attractive hooks to draw people into the faith.

I think the minute you put the issue that way you're in
trouble. Because then we join the consumer world, and
everything then becomes product designed to give you
something. We don't need something more. We don't need
something better. We're after life. We're learning how to
live.

I think people are fed up with consumer approaches,
even though they're addicted to them. But if we cast the
evangel in terms of benefits, we're setting people up for
disappointment. We're telling them lies.

This is not the way our Scriptures are written. This is

not the way Jesus came among us. It's not the way Paul
preached. Where do we get all this stuff? We have a
textbook. We have these Scriptures and most of the time
they're saying, "You're going the wrong way. Turn around.
The culture is poisoning.”

Still, the one big hook or benefit to Christian faith is
salvation, no? “Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ and
you will be saved.” Is this not something we can use to
legitimately attract listeners?

It's the biggest word we have—salvation, being saved.
We are saved from a way of life in which there was no
resurrection. And we're being saved from ourselves. One
way to define spiritual life is getting so tired and fed up
with yourself you go on to something better, which is
following Jesus.
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But the minute we start advertising the faith in terms of
benefits, we're just exacerbating the self problem. "With
Christ, you're better, stronger, more likeable, you enjoy

some ecstasy.” But it's just more self. Instead, we want
to get people bored with themselves so they can start
looking at Jesus.

We've all met a certain type of spiritual person. She's

a wonderful person. She loves the Lord. She prays and
reads the Bible all the time. But all she thinks about is
herself. She's not a selfish person. But she's always at
the center of everything she's doing. "How can I witness
better? How can I do this better? How can I take care of
this person's problem better?” It's me, me, me disquised
in a way that is difficult to see because her spiritual talk
disarms us.

So how should we visualize the Christian life?

In church last Sunday, there was a couple in front of

us with two bratty kids. Two pews behind us there was
another couple with their two bratty kids making a lot
of noise. This is mostly an older congregation. So these
people are set in their ways. Their kids have been gone
a long time. And so it wasn't a very nice service; it was
just not very good worship. But afterwards I saw half a
dozen of these elderly people come up and put their arms
around the mother, touch the kids, sympathize with her.
They could have been irritated.

Now why do people go to a church like that when they can
go to a church that has a nursery, is air conditioned, and
all the rest? Well, because they're Lutherans. They don't
mind being miserable! Norwegian Lutherans!
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And this same church recently welcomed a young woman
with a baby and a three-year-old boy. The children were
baptized a few weeks ago. But there was no man with
her. She's never married; each of the kids has a different
father. She shows up at church and wants her children
baptized. She's a Christian and wants to follow in the
Christian way. So a couple from the church acted as
godparents. Now there are three or four couples in the
church who every Sunday try to get together with her.

Now, where is the "joy" in that church? These are dour
Norwegians! But there's a lot of joy. There's an abundant
life going, but it's not abundant in the way a non-
Christian would think. I think there's a lot more going on
in churches like this; they're just totally anti-cultural.
They're full of joy and faithfulness and obedience and
care.

A longer version of this article, called "Spirituality for all
the Wrong Reasons,"” was first published in the March 2005
issue of CHRISTIAN ToDAy.
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Reflect

O Peterson defines Christian spirituality quite simply.

Rather than something mystical or mysterious, he says
Christian spirituality "[is] following Jesus. Spirituality is
no different from what we've been doing for two thousand
years just by going to church and receiving the sacraments,
being baptized, learning to pray, and reading Scriptures
rightly." What's your reaction to his definition? In what
ways have these and other "normal” Christian practices
enriched your spiritual life?

O Peterson believes that Christian spirituality is worked out
in obedience—in being a good parent or spouse, in caring
for the needs of others. He provides several examples of an
elderly congregation living out this spirituality in Christ-
like ways. When have you observed this type of spirituality
in action? Who is an inspiring example of Christian
spirituality to you?

O Peterson encourages Christians to rethink the idea of
intimacy with God. Rather than expecting some "Wow!"
transcendent experience or spiritual union, we need to
understand that intimacy with God is "like any other
intimacy; it's part of the fabric of your life. In marriage
you don't feel intimate most of the time. Nor with a friend.
Intimacy isn't primarily a mystical emotion. It's a way of
life, a life of openness, honesty, a certain transparency."
What does intimacy as "a way of life" look like? In what
ways can the average, everyday aspects of life as a Jesus-
follower transform one's spiritual life?
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Books. Bible studies. and articles
to help you further.

Books:

A Hunger for the Holy by Calvin Miller (Howard
Books, 2003; 199 pages). Using the imagery of

the psalms as a backdrop, author Calvin Miller
explores our hunger for intimacy with our Holy
God. Insisting that the pathway to God's holiness is
through a journey into our own selves, Miller yet
maintains that our end is not to know ourselves but
to know Christ. Our hunger for the Holy leads us to
a table for two in a quiet wilderness. Here, Miller
says, we meet as "ardent lovers in the lonely desert
of the human heart. There, he speaks as much as we
do, and even when both of us say nothing, we are
rapt in a welded oneness."
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Jesus Among Other Gods by Ravi Zacharias (Thomas
Nelson, 2002; 195 pages). No such thing as absolute
truth? Christian apologist Ravi Zacharias' work is a
brilliant defense of the unique truth of the Christian
message. Exposing the futility of Islam, Hinduism and
Buddhism, he also highlights his own journey from
despair and meaninglessness to the discovery that
Jesus is the Way, the Truth and the Life.

The Secret Things of God by Henry Cloud (Howard
Books, 2007; 208 pages). Is the law of attraction really
the key to fulfilling your dreams, or are there deeper
secrets that lead to a happy life? Unlocking the hidden
things of God, Cloud shares 20 ancient principles that
have brought peace and joy to countless generations.

Online Articles:

3 Things You Should Know About The
Secret” by JoHannah Reardon, published on
ChristianBibleStudies.com.

“5 Big Questions from The Da Vinci Code” by Collin
Hansen, published on ChristianBibleStudies.com.

““How Does a Person Meditate on God’s word?’”” from
ChristianBibleStudies.com.

““It's Not About Us: Modern spirituality begins and
ends with the self; Christian spirituality, with the
Alpha and Omega” by Edith Humphrey, published in
CHRISTIANITY ToDAY.
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: ““Oprah’s Gurus: Four popular New Age voices featured

&

on Winfrey'’s television show and in her magazine, O”
by LaTonya Taylor, published in CHrIsTIANITY ToDAY.

“Spirituality vs. Jesus” by Frederica Mathewes-Green,
published on www.GiftedForLeadership.com.

““What You Need to Know About New Age Beliefs”
by Jan Brown, published in Topay's CHRISTIAN WOMAN.

Bible Studies:

“The Dangers of Popular Meditation” from
ChristianBibleStudies.com.

“The Fascination with Secular Spirituality” from
ChristianBibleStudies.com.

“A New Take on A New Earth” from
ChristianBibleStudies.com.

““The Secret is OUT” from ChristianBibleStudies.com.

“Spirituality for Today” from ChristianBibleStudies.com.
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www.ChristianBibleStudies.com
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www.ChristianBibleStudies.com
http://biblestudies.stores.yahoo.net/spirfortod.html
www.ChristianBibleStudies.com
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