Religion and Spirituality: Talk 1
I have actually spoken the words, “I’m spiritual but not religious.” In fact, over 18% of Americans describe themselves as being spiritual. And for over 20 years, I did too. It pains me to look back on those years. I was convinced that I didn’t need church. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Of course I went to mass at Christmas and Easter. But church every Sunday? That was my day to determine how I wanted to spend my time with God, and most of the time that meant reading the Sunday Times and eating a bagel. I’d been to hundreds of masses and I could practically recite the whole thing from start to finish. I didn’t see the point of listening to the same thing, over and over again. God would understand. He had better things to do than take attendance. 
What does it mean to be spiritual? It’s hard to define because it’s many things to different people. Generally, it’s a belief in a higher power and worship that is carried out in private. Many who identify as spiritual say that they’re on a journey and that they’re seekers, and that often moves them toward personal growth and development. They often reject authority and structure. They also often reject organized religion, criticizing it as being hypocritical and narrow minded. 
Spirituality can be kind of free form. In a recent study published in the Journal of the Scientific Study of Religion, researcher Nancy Ammerman said that some who claim to be spiritual, “…do so to avoid being perceived as selfish and unaware that there is something beyond themselves. But they didn’t want to be labeled as religious because that identity has been co-opted by an image of someone trapped by rules, rituals, and superstition.”
A respondent in a recent Boston University study said, “It doesn’t matter what church I’m in, I am who I am.” She provides an important insight into the spiritual mindset. It’s introspective and all about the individual or “me.” And that’s key. Spirituality is the ultimate do-it-yourself project. It also reflects a certain pride that it’s something that can be done without help from others.
On the other hand, religion is all about unity. It’s practiced in public. It’s meant to be a communal act. The word religion means to bind or be tied to one another. That is God’s plan. He wants us to unite with him and to unite with each other. We are called to love our neighbor, and to respect their dignity and to offer them help and support. 
Unlike spirituality, religion is rooted in humility. It’s through loving and helping others that our humility is reinforced. It’s about establishing and deepening a relationship with God and submitting to his will. He gives us many gifts, including the sacraments which are signs of God’s grace and help us to grow in our faith.
Religion is also about structure.  God gave us the gift of free will. But he also provided us with the commandments to keep us from sin which ultimately separates us from God. (And remember our goal is unity.) The commandments are not a straightjacket to keep us from having fun. They’re a road map to the divine. God wants us to join him in his divinity. He loves us so much that he sent his only son to us to die for our sins.
Ultimately, religion is about “we.” Jesus is the head of the church. And the church, made up of people, is the body. According to Fr. John Riccardo, “We are meant to be a community of people centered around the apostles in communion with one another, united by the Eucharist and a life of prayer.”
The human heart longs for beauty and truth and love. We find it in God. And the Catholic Church provides us with structure, organization, the wisdom of its rich history, and a community in which to deepen our bond with God. Is it possible to be spiritual and have a relationship with God? Yes. But it’s a mere shadow of the relationship we can have with God through religion. It’s like looking at a stained glass window from the outside. You can see and appreciate the outline of the structure but it’s kind of vague and dull. God is the light shining through the window. And it’s not until you’re within the Church that you see and experience its true brilliance and beauty. 
