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Modern Spirituality and the Quest for Wholeness: Tai Chi Chih as a 
Contemporary Expression of the Religious Experience in a ‘Secular’ Age

This article examines the global phenomenon of mind-body practices like Tai Chi Chih as contemporary 
expressions of enduring religious impulses in a secular age. Challenging the classical secularization 
thesis, it argues that modernity has not eliminated religiosity but transformed it, relocating the sacred 
from institutional settings to embodied, personal experience. Through the theoretical frameworks 
of the “spiritual revolution” (Heelas & Woodhead) and “implicit religion” (Bailey), the analysis 
demonstrates how practices such as Tai Chi, yoga, and mindfulness function as de-institutionalised 
spirituality, fulfilling traditional religious needs for meaning, transcendence, and connection through 
physical cultivation. The article explores the “theological residues” (Asad) within supposedly secular 
wellness activities, revealing their roots in Daoist, Buddhist, and Hindu traditions. Using Tai Chi Chih 
as a case study, it traces the continuity of spiritual experience from ancient cosmological systems to 
modern adaptations, examining how concepts like Chi represent both theological and anthropological 
frameworks for understanding human wholeness. The study further investigates the complex 
relationship between these practices and institutional religions, noting both tension and potential 
enrichment. By analyzing the work of Hieromonk Damascene, it models constructive theological 
engagement across traditions, proposing complementary rather than contradictory paradigms. 
Ultimately, the article concludes that the wellness culture represents not the disappearance of the 
sacred but its reconfiguration — a migration of transcendence into immanent, embodied forms that 
maintain spiritual continuity while adapting to contemporary sensibilities and needs.

Keywords: theology, embodied spirituality, secularization, tai chi, implicit religion, theological 
mutation, religious transformation, wellness culture, Taoist theology.

For citation
Narinskaya E. Modern Spirituality and the Quest for Wholeness: Tai Chi Chih as a Contemporary Expression of 
the Religious Experience in a ‘Secular’ Age. Theology: Theory and Practice, 2026, vol. 5, no. 1, pp. 79–111. https://doi.
org/10.65324/ttp020

Doctor of Theology, Academic Researcher in 
Abrahamic Religions of the Clare Hall College

E-mail: Elenarinskaya@yahoo.co.uk

Cambridge University

Herschel Rd, Cambridge CB3 9AL, 
United Kingdon

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1776-2565


80

Наринская Елена 

Современная духовность и поиск целостности: Тай чи ча как 
современное выражение религиозного опыта в «секулярную» эпоху

В данной статье рассматриваются телесно-ориентированные медитативные практики, такие 
как Тай чи ча, как современные проявления устойчивых религиозных импульсов в секулярную 
эпоху. Оспаривая классическую теорию секуляризации, автор утверждает, что модерн не унич-
тожил религиозность, а трансформировал её, переместив сакральное из институциональных 
рамок в воплощённый, личный опыт. С помощью теоретических концепций «духовной рево-
люции» (Heelas & Woodhead) и «неявной религии» (Bailey) анализ демонстрирует, как практи-
ки, такие как Тай чи ча, йога и майндфулнес, функционируют как деинституциализированная 
духовность, удовлетворяя традиционные религиозные потребности в смысле, трансцендент-
ности и связи через физическое самовоспитание. Статья исследует «теологические остатки» 
(Asad) в, казалось бы, секулярных оздоровительных практиках, выявляя их корни в даосских, 
буддийских и индуистских традициях. На примере Тай чи ча прослеживается преемствен-
ность духовного опыта от древних космологических систем до современных адаптаций, рас-
сматривается, как концепции вроде Ци представляют собой одновременно теологические и 
антропологические рамки для понимания целостности человека. Исследование также анали-
зирует сложные отношения этих практик с институциональными религиями, отмечая как на-
пряжение, так и потенциальное взаимное обогащение. Анализируя работы иеромонаха Дамас-
кина, статья моделирует конструктивное теологическое взаимодействие между традициями, 
предлагая дополняющие, а не противоречащие друг другу парадигмы. В итоге делается вывод, 
что культура оздоровления не отражает исчезновение сакрального, а его переконфигурацию 
— миграцию трансцендентного в имманентные, воплощённые формы, которые сохраняют ду-
ховную преемственность и одновременно адаптируются к современным потребностям и чув-
ствительности.

Ключевые слова: теология, воплощенная духовность, секуляризация, тайцзи, неявная религия, 
религиозная трансформация, культура здоровья, даосская теология, Тай чи ча.
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Introduction. Embodied Spirituality and Modern Wellbeing Practices

A defining characteristic of contemporary Western, and increasingly global, culture is the 
widespread adoption of body-mind disciplines such as mindfulness, yoga, and Tai Chi for the 
cultivation of health and wellbeing. These practices have transcended their cultural origins to 
become global movements, unified by a common emphasis on holistic health, mindful awareness, 
and personal well-being. This phenomenon is not merely a health or lifestyle trend but signals a 
significant cultural shift: it reflects the emergence of a new form of embodied spirituality.

Embodied spirituality represents a mode of seeking and experiencing meaning and 
transcendence that is grounded in the physical self. Unlike traditional religious forms that may 
prioritize belief, doctrine, or otherworldly focus, this contemporary expression locates the sacred 
in the conscious cultivation and experience of the body and mind. The physical postures of yoga, 
the meditative awareness of mindfulness, and the flowing movements of Tai Chi are not just 
techniques for stress reduction; they are the very vehicles through which spiritual connection, 
inner peace, and a sense of wholeness are pursued.

This leads to the core thesis of this analysis: the rise of modern wellness culture should not 
be interpreted as the disappearance of religion, but rather as its transformation. Where traditional, 
institutional religiosity has declined in many modern societies, the fundamental human impulses 
that once found expression within them — the search for meaning, transcendence, and connection 
— have not vanished. Instead, they have migrated and reconfigured themselves, finding a new and 
potent outlet in the realm of embodied wellbeing practices. These practices can thus be viewed as 
a contemporary, de-institutionalised form of religiosity, adapted to a culture that values personal 
experience, scientific validation, and individual authority (Heelas and Woodhead, 2005).

The Pursuit of Wellness as a New Religiosity

The modern pursuit of wellness can be compellingly interpreted as a new expression of 
religiosity, a transformation rather than an abandonment of the sacred. This argument rests on 
several interconnected premises.

1. The Decline of Institutional Religion and the Rise of Personal Spirituality
The classical secularization thesis predicted the decline of religion with advancing modernity. 

However, a more accurate assessment reveals that while institutional religion (characterized by 
dogma, hierarchical authority, and communal obligation) has waned in many societies, the human 
desire for the sacred has not. This has created a vacuum, leading to what sociologist Grace Davie 
termed “believing without belonging” (Davie, 1994). Individuals, skeptical of traditional institutions, 
have not become purely secular; instead, they have turned inward, seeking a “subjective-life 
spirituality” (Heelas & Woodhead, 2005) where personal experience, authenticity, and inner 
fulfillment become the ultimate authorities. Wellness culture, with its mantra of “listening to 
your body” and finding “your own truth,” perfectly embodies this shift from external authority to 
internal experience.

2. Wellness as a ‘Secular’ Form of Transcendence
In a world that often views itself through a scientific, disenchanted lens, traditional concepts 

of God or the supernatural may feel inaccessible. Wellness culture provides a “secular” language 
for transcendent experiences. The goals of wellness — profound inner peace, a sense of wholeness, 
liberation from the ego (or the “monkey mind”), and connection to a larger reality (be it “the 
universe” or one own “true nature”) — are functionally equivalent to traditional religious goals:
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•	 Mindfulness offers a path to transcend the chatter of the mind and experience pure awareness;
•	 Yoga and Tai Chi promise a state of flow and harmony where the boundary between self and world 

dissolves;
•	 The pursuit of “optimal health” becomes a quest for a state of grace, free from the “sin” of stress, 

imbalance, or dis-ease.
As philosopher Charles Taylor (2007) argues, we live in a “secular age” not because belief is 

impossible, but because it is one option among others. In this context, wellness becomes a viable 
and compelling “immanent frame” for seeking transcendence — a way to find depth, meaning, and 
awe within the confines of human, embodied experience.

3. Bridging Religion and Modernity
Practices like meditation, yoga, and Tai Chi are uniquely positioned to bridge the perceived 

gap between religion and modernity. They are:
•	 Experiential: They prioritize direct, verifiable personal experience over required belief, aligning 

with the modern empirical mindset;
•	 Practical and Beneficial: They deliver tangible, “this-worldly” benefits like reduced stress, 

improved focus, and physical health, which are highly valued in modern societies;
•	 De-institutionalised: One can engage with them without subscribing to a full theological worldview, 

making them compatible with a pluralistic, individualistic culture.
These practices are “portals” through which ancient religious techniques and goals are 

repackaged for a modern audience. They carry the “theological residues” (Asad, 2003) of their 
traditions — whether Buddhist psychology, Daoist cosmology, or Hindu metaphysics — into a 
secular framework, allowing modern individuals to access spiritual experiences without the 
cultural baggage they may reject.

4. The Fulfillment of a Basic Religious Need
At its core, this argument hinges on the anthropological premise that there is a basic, enduring 

religious or spiritual need in the human species — a need for meaning, purpose, connection, and a 
way to navigate suffering and mortality. If this need is a constant, then its modes of expression will 
evolve with the cultural context.

In a health-obsessed, therapeutic, and individualistic age, it is logical that this religious 
impulse would channel itself into the culturally sanctioned and highly visible domain of health 
and well-being. The “salvation” offered is no longer phrased as redemption in the afterlife, but as 
healing, wholeness, and self-actualization in the present life. Therefore, the yoga mat becomes 
the new pew, the meditation cushion the new prayer kneeler, and the wellness retreat the new 
pilgrimage — all serving the same fundamental human need for transcendence and meaning.

Interrogating the New Sacred: Key Questions on Wellness and Religiosity

The rise of embodied spiritual practices forces a critical re-evaluation of long-held categories. 
The following questions are not merely rhetorical but form the core analytical framework for 
understanding this cultural shift.

1. Has Health Become the New «Religion»?
In many significant ways, the pursuit of health and wellness has taken on functions 

traditionally associated with religion, making the analogy a powerful one.
•	 A System of Salvation and Purity: Modern wellness culture often frames poor health not as mere 

misfortune, but as a consequence of straying from the “path” — through poor diet, lack of exercise, 
or negative thinking. The pursuit of “clean” eating, “pure” mindfulness, and “detoxification” 
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mirrors concepts of sin, purity, and redemption. The goal is salvation from the “fallen” state of 
modern life: stress, disease, and disconnection.

•	 Rituals and Priestly Authority: The daily routines of juicing, yoga asana, meditation, and tracking 
steps function as ritualized observances. Fitness influencers, nutritionists, and mindfulness gurus 
act as a new priestly class, offering guidance, wisdom, and curated paths to a state of grace (i.e., 
optimal wellbeing).

•	 A Framework of Meaning: For many, the meticulous management of health provides a overarching 
framework of meaning and purpose, a “cosmic order” in which the body is the temple and its care 
is the primary moral and existential duty.

However, it is more precise to say that health has become a primary locus of the sacred in 
a secular age, rather than a full-fledged religion. It often lacks the comprehensive metaphysics, 
formal theology, and stable communal structures of traditional religions, reflecting instead a highly 
individualized and experiential form of spirituality.

2. Is «Secularity» a Misnomer?
When applied to practices like mindfulness and Tai Chi, the term “secular” becomes highly 

problematic. It is often a misnomer that obscures more than it reveals.
•	 The Myth of Neutrality: The “secular” framing of these practices is a strategic adaptation for 

cultural palatability, stripping away overtly religious terminology (like Buddhism or Daoism) to 
make them acceptable in corporate, educational, and medical settings (e.g., Mindfulness-Based 
Stress Reduction).

•	 Theological Residues: As argued by Talal Asad (2003), the secular is not a space free of religion but 
is itself constituted by it. These “secular” practices are saturated with “theological residues” — the 
core assumptions and goals of their parent traditions. The pursuit of non-judgmental awareness, 
inner stillness, or energetic balance (Chi) are not theologically neutral; they are goals derived 
from specific soteriological systems.

•	 A Post-Christian Sacred: Therefore, what we call “secular” wellness is better understood as 
a transformed sacred — a sacred that has been translated into the immanent, psychological, 
and therapeutic language of modernity (Taylor, 2007). It is not an absence of the sacred, but its 
reconfiguration.

3. How Do Mind-Body Practices Challenge the Secular/Religious Distinction?
Newly rediscovered mind-body practices act as a powerful solvent, dissolving the rigid 

boundary between the secular and the religious. They demonstrate that this distinction is not an 
ontological given but a historically constructed and often unstable binary.

•	 Functional Equivalence: A Tai Chi class in a community centre and a prayer service in a church may 
serve remarkably similar functions: both provide ritualized movement, a focused mind, a sense of 
community, and an experience of transcendence beyond the mundane self. If they produce the same 
psychological and experiential outcomes, the label (“secular” vs. “religious”) becomes secondary.

•	 The Primacy of Experience: These practices challenge the idea that religion is primarily about belief 
(creed) and secularity about non-belief. Instead, they posit experiential transformation as the core 
of the phenomenon. Whether one attributes the peace found in meditation to neurochemistry or 
to connecting with Buddha-nature, the transformative experience itself becomes the common, 
unifying ground that transcends the categories.

4. Does This Reveal a Continuous Human Need for Transcendence-Seeking?
The most profound implication of this entire discussion is a resounding yes. The global 

embrace of these practices provides compelling evidence for the continuity of a fundamental 
human drive for transcendence.
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This is not necessarily a need for a transcendent God, but for self-transcendence — the yearning 
to move beyond the egoic, fragmented self and experience connection, wholeness, and meaning 
within a larger context. In a disenchanted world, where traditional pathways to transcendence have 
become less compelling for many, the human spirit has adapted. It has found a new vessel for this 
ancient impulse: the disciplined and attentive cultivation of the body-mind. The focus on health 
and wellbeing is not a rejection of the sacred, but its modern, immanent, and embodied expression.

Synthesis: Health and Wellbeing Focus as...

In conclusion, the modern focus on health and wellbeing can be understood as:
•	 An expression of modern religiosity that accentuates attention on the physical and mental self as 

the primary site for encountering meaning and the sacred;
•	 The fulfillment of an overwhelming human need for purpose, order, and transcendence, which, 

in the absence of dominant institutional forms, constitutes a new and powerful mode of spiritual 
exploration.

Theoretical Framework: The Secularization Paradox

The academic discourse on religion in modernity has undergone a significant and revealing 
evolution, moving from a narrative of terminal decline to one of profound transformation. The 
foundational perspective, known as the Classical Secularization Thesis, posited a direct and inevitable 
link between modernization and religious decline. Proponents such as Steve Bruce (2002) argued 
that the forces of rationalization, scientific progress, and social differentiation would systematically 
erode the authority and prevalence of religion in public and private life. For a time, the apparent 
weakening of traditional religious institutions in the West seemed to confirm this thesis.

However, this view has been compellingly revised by contemporary scholars who observe 
not a disappearance of the sacred, but its migration. In their seminal work, Heelas and Woodhead 
(2005) propose the framework of a “Spiritual Revolution.” Their core insight is that religion is not 
vanishing from the modern landscape; rather, it is undergoing a fundamental metamorphosis. 
This shift reframes the key sociological question from “Is religion dying?” to the more nuanced 
“Where is the sacred moving in modernity?”

The answer lies in a decisive cultural turn from what Heelas and Woodhead term “life-as 
religion” to “subjective-life spirituality.” “Life-as religion” describes a mode of religiosity grounded 
in external, institutional authority and communal duty, where individuals conform to pre-ordained 
roles and doctrines. In contrast, “subjective-life spirituality” locates the sacred within the realm of 
personal, interior experience. The ultimate authority ceases to be the church, the scripture, or the 
priest, and becomes the individual’s own quest for authenticity, meaning, and holistic well-being. 
This represents a monumental shift in the locus of the sacred, from the institution to the individual.

The overarching thesis that emerges from this theoretical progression is that the ongoing 
evolution of human religious experience is a human universal. It is an enduring exploration of the 
fundamental self and its relationship to the cosmos — a perennial quest that undergoes perpetual 
transformation in response to changing cultural conditions and never faces extinction.

The Two Competing Modes of the Sacred

The contemporary religious landscape is characterized by a fundamental tension between two 
distinct, and often competing, modes of engaging with the sacred. This dichotomy, as articulated 
by scholars such as Heelas and Woodhead, illustrates a profound cultural shift in how individuals 
seek meaning and transcendence.
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On one side lies the traditional paradigm of “life-as” religion. This mode is fundamentally 
institutional, locating authority and truth outside the individual. Its source of truth is derived 
from sacred texts, religious leaders, and established doctrines and traditions. Identity within 
this framework is clearly defined and communal, expressed through declarations such as “I am 
a Christian,” “I am a Muslim,” or “I am a Jew.” The ultimate goal is salvation or redemption as 
defined by the religious institution, and the prescribed path to achieve this is one of obedience and 
conformity to its teachings and rituals. This mode thrives in the congregational domain, where 
collective worship and shared belief reinforce a unified worldview.

In direct contrast stands the modern paradigm of “subjective life” spirituality. This mode is 
personal and individualistic, positing the inner self as the ultimate source of authority. Here, the 
final arbiter of truth is not an external doctrine but personal experience and intuition. Identity 
is consequently fluid and self-defined, often captured in the phrase, “I am spiritual, but not 
religious.” The goal shifts from otherworldly salvation to this-worldly self-realization and holistic 
wellbeing, encompassing mental, physical, and emotional fulfillment. The path is therefore not 
one of conformity, but of personal exploration and growth, often drawing eclectically from a 
variety of traditions and practices in the holistic milieu. The governing motto of this mode, which 
encapsulates its core ethos, is the assertion that “if it feels right for me, it is right.” This represents 
a monumental relocation of moral and spiritual authority from the institution to the individual.

Empirical Evidence and Cultural Drivers: The Kendal Project

The theoretical shift from institutional religion to subjective-life spirituality finds robust 
empirical support in sociological studies such as the Kendal Project, conducted in Kendal, England. 
This comprehensive study meticulously mapped the town’s religious and spiritual activities, yielding 
key findings that have become central to the contemporary understanding of religiosity in the West. 
The project documented a clear and parallel trend: a marked decline in participation within the 
traditional congregational domain was accompanied by a significant growth in activities belonging 
to the holistic milieu, encompassing practices like yoga, meditation, and Reiki. This empirical 
evidence strongly suggests that the sacred has not vanished but has migrated, transforming its mode 
of expression from collective, doctrine-based worship to individual, experience-oriented practice.

This transformation is propelled by several interconnected cultural drivers. Foremost among 
them is the pervasive force of individualization, which involves the breakdown of traditional social 
structures and the subsequent imperative for individuals to construct their own identities and 
life paths. Concurrently, a profound therapeutic turn in culture has elevated emotional wellbeing 
and personal fulfilment to central life goals, reframing spirituality as a tool for self-optimization. 
Furthermore, a widespread distrust of institutions, including religious authorities, has led to a 
scepticism toward external dogma, prompting a search for authenticity within the self. Finally, 
these developments are facilitated by consumer culture, which frames spiritual practices as 
personal choices in a marketplace of meaning, allowing individuals to selectively adopt and adapt 
practices that resonate with their subjective needs. The collective result of these drivers is not the 
end of religion, but a fundamental transformation of religious expression, wherein the pursuit of 
the sacred is increasingly conducted through the lens of personal experience and holistic wellbeing.

The Illusion of the Secular: Religious Continuity in Modern Mind-Body Practices

The growing popularity of supposedly “secular” mind-body practices such as yoga, 
mindfulness, and Tai Chi represents a fascinating paradox in contemporary Western society. While 
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these practices are often marketed and perceived as secular wellness activities, closer examination 
reveals they may not be entirely secular at all. Rather, they preserve profound connections to 
ancient religious traditions, effectively carrying spiritual experiences from past ages into the 
modern world through new cultural forms (Heelas & Woodhead, 2005). This phenomenon occurs 
alongside — and arguably because of — the declining appeal of traditional religiosity, which many 
find unappealing due to its formalism, hierarchical structures, or patriarchal norms (Bruce, 2002).

The secular presentation of these practices represents what Taylor (2007) identifies as a 
characteristic of our “secular age” — not the disappearance of the sacred, but its transformation 
into immanent frameworks. As institutional religious forms decline in appeal, they inadvertently 
make way for modern, embodied practices that continue to fulfil fundamental human needs for 
meaning, transcendence, and well-being. This transition reflects what Asad (2003) describes as 
the genealogical nature of secularism, wherein supposedly secular forms carry deep theological 
residues of their religious origins.

The secular framing of these practices often serves as a strategic adaptation that makes 
ancient spiritual techniques palatable to contemporary audiences. Mindfulness meditation, 
for instance, frequently appears in healthcare and corporate settings stripped of its Buddhist 
foundations, yet retains the core soteriological goal of liberation from mental suffering through 
disciplined attention (Wilson, 2014). Similarly, modern yoga classes, while emphasizing physical 
health, maintain the essential Hindu philosophical framework of unifying body, mind, and spirit, 
even when this spiritual dimension remains implicit (Jain, 2015).

This transformation aligns with what Casanova (1994) identifies as the “deprivatization” of 
religion in modern societies, wherein religious impulses re-emerge in new forms in the public 
sphere. The practices have not so much shed their religious character as they have translated it into a 
language acceptable within contemporary therapeutic and consumer cultures. As Stone (1985) notes 
regarding Tai Chi Chih, the “serenity of the still mind” sought through movement represents a direct 
continuity with Daoist spiritual goals, merely presented in terminology accessible to modern seekers.

The enduring appeal of these practices suggests that they fulfil what Damascene (1999) might 
characterize as enduring human spiritual needs, albeit through channels that bypass traditional 
religious institutions. This represents not the secularization of spirituality but what Woodhead 
(2010) terms a “resacralization” of everyday life through embodied practice. The sacred, rather 
than disappearing, has migrated to new locations — from the church to the yoga mat, from the 
prayer book to the meditation cushion.

In conclusion, the secular presentation of mind-body practices constitutes what Martin 
(2005) might call a “cultural camouflage” that enables the continuation of religious experience 
in a secular age. These practices demonstrate the remarkable adaptability of religious impulses, 
showing that while traditional institutional forms may decline, the fundamental human quest for 
meaning, transcendence, and connection persists through new embodied modalities. The secular, 
in this context, appears not as the absence of religion, but as its contemporary guise.

Reconfiguring the Sacred: The Deinstitutionalisation of Religious Experience in Modern Mind-
Body Practices

The conventional dichotomy between religious and secular domains requires substantial 
reconsideration in light of contemporary spiritual practices. So-called “secular” mind-body 
disciplines frequently embody genuine religious or spiritual experiences, challenging the notion 
that secularity necessarily implies the absence of the sacred. This phenomenon occurs through a 
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complex dynamic that exists despite, alongside, and in certain cases precisely because of the decline 
of formal religious institutions (Bruce, 2002; Taylor, 2007). Rather than representing a departure 
from religious tradition, modern mind-body practices reflect an ongoing spiritual evolution — a 
process of religious transformation adapted to contemporary sensibilities.

This transformation represents what Heelas and Woodhead (2005) identified as the “subjective 
turn” in spirituality, wherein authority shifts from external religious institutions to internal 
experience. Humanity continues its religious development while consciously navigating beyond 
formal, hierarchical, or patriarchal constraints that characterise many traditional religious structures 
(Woodhead, 2010). The result is not the disappearance of religious experience but its reconfiguration 
through individual spirituality and what might be termed the deinstitutionalisation of faith.

This deinstitutionalisation manifests in what Mercadante (2014) describes as “belief without 
belonging,” where individuals maintain spiritual commitments while disengaging from traditional 
religious communities. The practices of yoga, mindfulness, and Tai Chi become vehicles for 
this transformed religiosity, offering what Brown (2013) characterises as “authentic” spiritual 
experiences unmediated by institutional gatekeepers. Participants frequently report experiences 
of transcendence, connection, and meaning that parallel traditional religious experiences, yet they 
frame these within a personal, non-dogmatic spirituality (Ammerman, 2014).

The very aspects that make these practices appealing — their emphasis on personal experience, 
flexibility, and accessibility — stem from their position outside formal religious institutions. As 
Possamai (2005) observes in his study of “religion and popular culture,” this represents not the decline 
of spirituality but its democratisation, where individuals become the curators of their own spiritual 
journeys. This process aligns with what Lübbe (2004) identifies as the “privatisation of meaning,” 
wherein ultimate concerns become matters of personal choice rather than communal obligation.

Nevertheless, these practices maintain continuity with religious traditions through what Asad 
(2003) would describe as their “genealogical” connections. The techniques, concepts, and goals of 
mind-body practices remain deeply informed by their religious origins, even when these origins 
are unacknowledged or deliberately minimised (Jain, 2015). The cultivation of mindfulness, for 
instance, retains its Buddhist foundations in seeking liberation from suffering, while the practice 
of Tai Chi maintains its Daoist commitment to harmonising with the natural order (Stone, 1985).

In conclusion, the contemporary landscape of mind-body practices demonstrates the 
remarkable resilience and adaptability of religious impulses. Rather than signalling the end of 
religion, these practices illustrate what Tacey (2004) describes as the “spirituality revolution,” 
wherein the sacred re-emerges in new forms suited to contemporary consciousness. The 
deinstitutionalisation of faith does not equate to its disappearance but rather to its reconfiguration 
through individual spiritual exploration, suggesting that the human religious impulse persists even 
as its institutional containers transform.

The Myth of the Secular: Rethinking the Boundary Between the Religious and the Secular

The conventional narrative of secularisation, which posits a clear and decisive break between 
religious pasts and secular futures, constitutes a profound misunderstanding of modernity’s 
relationship with the sacred. A critical re-examination reveals that the secular is not a departure from 
religion but rather a transformed continuation of it (Taylor, 2007). This perspective fundamentally 
challenges the supposed dichotomy between these domains, suggesting instead that secularism 
itself represents what can be understood as a theological mutation — a cultural formation that 
retains the moral, ritual, and existential dimensions of religious life while adopting new forms and 
vocabularies (Milbank, 1990).
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The central paradox of modernity lies in its self-understanding: while it claims to have 
transcended religion through rational enlightenment, secular rationality remains deeply shaped 
by unacknowledged theological legacies (Asad, 2003). The modern conception of human rights, for 
instance, derives from Christian notions of the inviolable human person created in God’s image, 
even as it presents itself as a self-evident truth of reason (Siedentop, 2014). This indicates that the 
secular-religious divide is not ontological — a fundamental distinction in their essential being — 
but genealogical, reflecting historical developments and power arrangements (Asad, 2003).

Through this genealogical lens, every secular claim can be seen to carry theological residues, 
with secularism emerging as what Blumenberg (1985) might characterise as a post-Christian 
metaphysics. This framework continues to seek the sacred within everyday life, merely transferring 
the locus of transcendence from supernatural realms to immanent experience. Even in our 
professedly secular age, people persistently seek depth, awe, and spiritual fulfilment, finding these 
experiences not beyond the world but within the material and human realm (Bennett, 2001).

This persistent search manifests in what anthropologist Joel Robbins (2016) identifies as 
the “suffering of the secular,” where the disenchantment promised by modernity creates its own 
forms of existential lack. The therapeutic culture, consumer practices, and aesthetic experiences 
of modern life frequently function as what Bailey (1997) terms “implicit religion” — vehicles for 
transcendent meaning that operate outside formal religious categories. The reverence for nature 
in environmentalism, the awe before artistic genius, and the pursuit of authenticity in personal 
relationships all serve as sites where the sacred reappears in secular guise (Bennett, 2001).

The secular public sphere itself operates with what Casanova (1994) identifies as quasi-
religious assumptions about the sacred nature of individual conscience and human dignity. The 
modern state, while ostensibly neutral toward religion, sacralises its own authority through rituals 
of citizenship, narratives of national identity, and spaces of collective memory that function as civil 
religious sites (Cavanaugh, 2009). This demonstrates that what we call secularism represents not 
the absence of the sacred but its redistribution across social life.

In conclusion, recognising the myth of the secular requires acknowledging that the religious 
impulse has not vanished but has been reconfigured. The boundary between religious and secular 
emerges as a historical construction rather than a natural division, with each domain continually 
shaping and being shaped by the other. Understanding this dynamic allows for a more nuanced 
appreciation of how the search for meaning, transcendence, and the sacred persists within, rather 
than apart from, the framework of modern secular life.

The Secular as Theological Mutation: The Religious Foundations of Modernity

The concept of the secular, often positioned in opposition to the religious, requires fundamental 
re-examination. Rather than representing a clean break from theological frameworks, secular 
modernity constitutes what can be understood as a theological mutation — a transformation 
that preserves and reconfigures religious patterns within ostensibly non-religious forms. This 
perspective challenges conventional narratives of secularization and reveals the profound 
continuities between the religious past and the supposedly secular present.

The foundational ideals of modern Western society — including autonomy, progress, and 
human rights — do not emerge from a vacuum but derive substantially from Christian theological 
origins. As Milbank (1990) argues in Theology and Social Theory, secular modernity internalizes 
religious patterns of meaning and moral law, transposing them into new philosophical and 
political frameworks. The modern conception of the autonomous individual, for instance, finds its 
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precursor in the Christian understanding of the soul standing in direct relationship to God, while 
notions of historical progress secularize Christian eschatology, replacing divine providence with 
faith in human perfectibility.

This complex relationship between belief and unbelief characterizes what Taylor (2007) 
identifies as the distinctive condition of our “secular age.” Rather than representing the simple loss 
of faith, secularity manifests as the transformation of religious longing into immanent meaning. The 
transcendent aspirations that once found expression in worship of the divine are redirected toward 
worldly concerns — human flourishing, social justice, and personal authenticity. In this sense, the 
secular does not abolish the sacred but relocates it within human experience and natural world.

The modern secular state itself participates in this theological mutation, often sacralizing its 
own authority through quasi-religious narratives and practices. As Cavanaugh (2009) demonstrates 
in The Myth of Religious Violence, the state frequently legitimizes its monopoly on force by 
positioning itself as the neutral arbiter against supposedly dangerous religious passions. In doing 
so, it assumes roles traditionally associated with religious institutions — demanding loyalty, 
valorizing sacrifice, and asserting moral legitimacy. This process represents not the exclusion of 
religion from public life but the stat’s appropriation of religious functions.

Critically, the secular must be recognized not as a universal, neutral framework but as 
a particular development emerging from specific Christian history. As Asad (2003) argues in 
Formations of the Secular, secularism operates as a political doctrine that disciplines religion 
by defining its proper limits within public life. The very distinction between public and private 
spheres, with religion relegated to the latter, reflects a particular Protestant-inflected understanding 
of religious belief as primarily a matter of individual conscience rather than communal practice.

This recognition leads to the crucial insight that religion has not disappeared from modern 
societies but has undergone significant reconfiguration. As Casanova (1994) establishes in Public 
Religions in the Modern World, secularization represents not the disappearance of religion but its 
transformation and adaptation to new social conditions. Religious voices continue to participate in 
public debate, religious organizations provide essential social services, and religious frameworks 
continue to shape moral and ethical discourse, even in ostensibly secular contexts.

The persistence of what might be termed “secular sacreds” — the reverence for human 
rights, the sanctity of the individual, the commitment to democratic principles — demonstrates the 
enduring power of theological patterns within secular frameworks. These commitments function 
as what Durkheim might identify as modern “collective representations,” binding societies together 
through shared beliefs and practices that, while not explicitly religious, serve similar social and 
psychological functions.

In conclusion, understanding the secular as theological mutation provides a more nuanced 
and historically accurate framework for analyzing modernity. Rather than viewing the relationship 
between religion and secularity as one of simple opposition, this perspective reveals their complex 
interdependence and mutual transformation. The secular emerges not as religion’s Other but as its 
complicated heir — continuing, reworking, and sometimes suppressing the religious patterns from 
which it emerged while nonetheless remaining bound to them through invisible theological threads.

Interactions Between the Secular and the Religious: Conceptual Clarifications and Mutual 
Implications

The contemporary landscape of belief and practice requires careful distinction between 
several frequently conflated concepts. Understanding the dynamic interactions between the 
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secular and the religious begins with precise definitions that acknowledge the complexity of these 
domains and their relationship to one another.

Religion represents organized systems of belief, ritual, and community practice that typically 
involve relationship with or understanding of transcendent realities. These institutional forms 
provide structure, tradition, and collective identity for their adherents, creating frameworks 
through which meaning, morality, and purpose are interpreted and enacted (Durkheim, 1912).

Religiosity differs from religion as a measurable dimension, referring to the degree or intensity 
of an individual’s religious commitment and participation. This concept acknowledges that within 
any religious tradition, individuals manifest varying levels of engagement, from nominal affiliation 
to profound devotion (Stark and Glock, 1968).

Spirituality represents a more personal search for meaning, purpose, and connection that 
often extends beyond institutional frameworks. While potentially incorporating elements from 
religious traditions, spirituality typically emphasizes subjective experience and individual paths 
to transcendence, reflecting what Heelas and Woodhead (2005) identify as the “subjective turn” in 
contemporary culture.

Secularism constitutes a political principle advocating the separation of religious institutions 
from state authority, ensuring governmental neutrality in public affairs. This arrangement seeks 
to create a public sphere where citizens of diverse beliefs can participate equally without religious 
tests or preferences (Taylor, 1998).

Atheism describes the absence or rejection of belief in deities or divine realities. It represents 
a philosophical position regarding the existence of divine beings rather than a comprehensive 
framework for organizing society, though it may inform individual worldviews and ethical systems 
(Bullivant and Ruse, 2013).

A crucial insight often overlooked in discussions of secularism is that the separation of 
religious and political authority can prove beneficial for institutional religions themselves. By 
maintaining independence from the state, religious communities preserve their autonomy and 
avoid becoming instruments of governmental power. This arrangement prevents the misuse of 
religious authority for political manipulation while simultaneously protecting religions from 
state co-option and control (Casanova, 1994). The historical pattern of state-established religions 
demonstrates how such arrangements often distort religious teachings to serve political ends, 
ultimately undermining religious integrity and vitality (Gill, 2008).

This complex interplay between secular and religious spheres creates what Habermas (2006) 
describes as a “post-secular” condition, where religious voices continue to contribute to public 
discourse within secular frameworks. Rather than representing a zero-sum conflict, these domains 
often exist in creative tension, with secular principles providing the ground rules for peaceful 
coexistence while religious traditions contribute substantive moral and existential resources to 
societal conversations.

The contemporary situation reveals not the disappearance of religion but its transformation, 
with individuals frequently combining elements of traditional religion, personal spirituality, and 
secular rationality in unique configurations (Ammerman, 2014). This nuanced understanding 
moves beyond simplistic narratives of religious decline versus secular ascent, instead recognizing 
the mutual influence and co-evolution of these frameworks in modern societies.
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Implications for Institutional Religions: The Challenge of Experiential Spirituality

The recognition that few, if any, contemporary practices are fully secular carries profound 
implications for institutional religious traditions. If modern expressions of human religiosity — 
from mindfulness to yoga — preserve genuine spiritual dimensions while shedding traditional 
institutional forms, they present both a challenge and an invitation to established religious bodies.

In many institutional religious settings, external forms and rituals have come to define 
religious adherence for the majority of participants. These structures, while providing stability 
and continuity across generations, often emphasize correct practice and belief over personal 
transformative experience. As a result, what was originally intended as a vehicle for spiritual 
encounter can sometimes become an end in itself, with ritual observance displacing the experiential 
dimension it was meant to facilitate (Heelas and Woodhead, 2005).

Modern mind-body and spiritual practices, in contrast, tend to prioritize the experiential 
dimension of religiosity while freely adapting external forms to contemporary contexts. Practices 
such as meditation, tai chi, and yoga maintain the core spiritual intention of inner transformation 
while presenting themselves in ways that resonate with modern sensibilities. This approach proves 
particularly appealing in a cultural climate that values personal experience over institutional 
authority and immediate psychological benefits over deferred spiritual rewards (Wuthnow, 1998).

For traditional religions, forms of expression that appear archaic or rigid to modern eyes can 
become a significant liability, limiting their relevance and appeal — particularly among younger 
generations. When religious language, music, organizational structures, or ethical frameworks 
seem disconnected from contemporary life, the tradition risks appearing as a relic rather than a 
vital source of wisdom (Berger, 2014). This disconnect becomes especially problematic in an era 
when individuals can readily access alternative spiritual practices that address similar human 
needs through more culturally resonant forms.

The appeal of modern spiritual practices lies precisely in their ability to reflect contemporary 
needs, emotions, and worldviews. They speak the language of psychology rather than theology, 
emphasize personal well-being alongside spiritual growth, and offer flexibility in practice that 
accommodates busy modern lifestyles. This alignment between spiritual form and cultural context 
enables them to meet people where they are, rather than requiring adaptation to frameworks that 
feel foreign or anachronistic (Fuller, 2001).

This situation presents institutional religions with a critical choice: either dismiss these 
developments as superficial spirituality or engage them as evidence of enduring human religious 
needs seeking new forms of expression. The latter approach would require religious traditions 
to reconsider how their essential spiritual practices might be translated into forms that speak 
to contemporary sensibilities while maintaining continuity with their core teachings (Bass and 
Dykstra, 2008).

The challenge is not simply one of “updating” religious expression to be more fashionable, but 
of rediscovering and re-presenting the transformative potential at the heart of religious traditions. 
This might involve recovering contemplative practices within Christianity, emphasizing the 
psychological wisdom in Buddhist teachings, or highlighting the embodied spirituality in Jewish 
mysticism — in each case, making accessible the experiential dimensions that have always been 
central to these traditions but have sometimes been obscured by institutional concerns (Rohr, 2009).

Ultimately, the rise of modern spiritual practices represents not the abandonment of religious 
seeking but its migration to new forms. For institutional religions, the appropriate response may 
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be neither wholesale adoption of these new forms nor defensive rejection, but rather a creative 
retrieval of their own deepest experiential dimensions, finding ways to make ancient wisdom 
accessible to contemporary seekers.

Form versus Essence: The Dialectic of Practice and Experience in Contemporary Spirituality

The relationship between form and essence in spiritual practice represents a central tension in 
both traditional and contemporary religious expression. This dynamic is vividly illustrated in practices 
such as Tai Chi Chih, where instructors often deliberately prioritise the immediate experience of 
participants over technical mastery of the form itself. This pedagogical approach reflects a broader 
cultural shift in which subjective experience increasingly overrides traditional technique — what 
might be understood as the privileging of essence over form in modern spiritual seeking.

This preference for experiential immediacy aligns with what Heelas and Woodhead (2005) 
identify as the “subjective turn” in contemporary spirituality, wherein personal experience 
becomes the ultimate authority in matters of meaning and practice. The emphasis shifts from 
correctly performing prescribed movements to cultivating particular states of consciousness and 
bodily awareness, suggesting that the essential spiritual value lies not in the external form but in 
the internal transformation it facilitates.

Yet this formulation risks establishing a false dichotomy, for form itself is inherently 
multidimensional. Any practiced form — whether a Tai Chi movement, a yoga asana, or a Christian 
liturgical gesture — simultaneously encompasses technique, embodied experience, affective feeling, 
and cognitive engagement. As religious studies scholar Robert Orsi (2012) observes in his work on 
material religion, practices are never merely physical actions but are always already laden with 
meaning, intention, and historical resonance. The form is not simply an empty container for spiritual 
experience but constitutes the very medium through which such experience becomes possible.

This complexity reveals that simply practicing a technique may or may not constitute a 
religious or spiritual act. The same physical movements can serve dramatically different purposes 
depending on the intention, context, and understanding of the practitioner. What distinguishes 
spiritual practice from mere physical exercise is not necessarily the external form, but the interior 
orientation and quality of attention brought to it (Sullivan, 2015).

Nevertheless, the technique itself often embodies the accumulated wisdom of deep religious 
experience and tradition. The specific forms of Tai Chi, for instance, emerged from centuries of 
Daoist and Chinese medical practice concerned with cultivating and balancing vital energy (chi). As 
such, these forms represent the crystallized insights of generations of practitioners regarding which 
bodily configurations and movements most effectively facilitate particular states of consciousness 
and energy flow (Kohn, 2008). The form thus serves as a repository of traditional knowledge and 
spiritual understanding.

Therefore, form can be understood as fundamentally rooted in religious essence, carrying 
within it the traces of its original sacred context. Even when practices are secularized or adapted for 
contemporary use, these traces remain, potentially offering practitioners access to dimensions of 
meaning and experience that transcend their immediate understanding. The French anthropologist 
Marcel Mauss (1934) recognized this phenomenon in his work on body techniques, noting that 
embodied practices often preserve cultural and spiritual knowledge that may not be immediately 
accessible to discursive consciousness.

This perspective suggests that the relationship between form and essence is not one of 
opposition but of dynamic interdependence. While contemporary spirituality rightly emphasizes 
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the importance of personal experience, the traditional forms themselves often contain essential 
wisdom without which the experience may remain superficial or incomplete. The challenge for 
both practitioners and traditions lies in honoring the essential role of personal experience while 
recognizing that the forms developed over centuries often provide the most reliable pathways to 
profound spiritual realization.

Form and Essence in Religious Traditions: The Persistence of Practice Beyond Belief

The dynamic relationship between form and essence manifests across religious traditions, 
revealing that the performance of ritual and practice often sustains religious identity and spirituality 
even in the absence of explicit doctrinal belief. This phenomenon finds resonance in Judaism, 
where the faithful performance of mitzvot (commandments) and participation in ritual life have 
historically maintained communal and spiritual identity across generations and geographical 
dispersions. The rabbinic maxim from Pirkei Avot (1:17) that “it is not the explanation that is 
essential, but the deed” underscores this prioritization of practice as the foundation of religious 
life, suggesting that the technical or ritual aspects of religious observance can preserve religiosity 
even when theological conviction may waver.

This understanding of religious practice as constitutive rather than merely expressive 
challenges simplistic equations of religion with belief. As philosopher of religion Talal Asad (1993) 
has argued, religious traditions are not primarily systems of propositional truth but “discursive 
traditions” that shape subjectivities through embodied practices. In Judaism, the Halakhic system 
defines Jewish obligation primarily through prescribed actions rather than required beliefs, creating 
what sociologist Samuel Heilman (1995) terms a “portable Judaism” sustained through ritual 
performance. The medieval philosopher Moses Maimonides, while articulating thirteen principles of 
faith, nevertheless maintained in his Guide for the Perplexed that observing mitzvot refines intellect 
and soul, suggesting that belief can develop from practice rather than necessarily preceding it.

This perspective illuminates the religious significance of modern mind-body practices such 
as Tai Chi, yoga, and mindfulness. Rather than representing entirely novel developments, these 
practices may be understood as contemporary expressions of the enduring human religious 
impulse, transforming ancient spiritual forms into embodiments suited to modern sensibilities. 
Just as Jewish ritual practice has maintained Jewish identity across radically different historical 
contexts, modern spiritual practices preserve and adapt techniques of attention, movement, and 
breath that have long served religious functions across traditions.

The transmission of yogic practices from Hindu traditions to global wellness culture exemplifies 
this transformation. As religious studies scholar Andrea Jain (2015) demonstrates in Selling Yoga, 
postural yoga has maintained continuity with its religious origins while adapting to contemporary 
consumer culture. The physical forms (asanas) and breathing techniques (pranayama) developed 
within Hindu and Buddhist ascetic traditions continue to facilitate experiences of integration and 
transcendence, even when divorced from their original theological frameworks. Similarly, the 
contemporary mindfulness movement, while often presented in secular terms, preserves the 
essential Buddhist practice of mindful awareness as a path to freedom from suffering (Wilson, 2014).

These modern adaptations reflect what anthropologist Thomas Csordas (1993) identifies 
as “somatic modes of attention” — culturally shaped ways of attending to and with the body that 
constitute forms of subjectivity. The embodied disciplines of Tai Chi, yoga, and mindfulness 
function as contemporary somatic modes that facilitate experiences of integration, presence, and 
transcendence that parallel those sought in traditional religious contexts. Their appeal lies in their 
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ability to provide what psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (1990) terms “flow experiences” — 
states of focused absorption that generate meaning and satisfaction.

The persistence of these practices across cultural transformations suggests that they answer 
to enduring human needs for embodied meaning-making. As philosopher Charles Taylor (2007) 
argues in A Secular Age, the modern self seeks “fullness” not primarily through connection to 
transcendent realities but through profound experiences within ordinary life. Modern mind-body 
practices provide precisely such access to experiences of depth and connection through disciplined 
attention to bodily experience.

In this light, the global popularity of these practices represents not the secularization of 
spirituality but its re-embodiment in forms compatible with modern sensibilities. They continue 
the ancient religious project of self-cultivation and transformation through techniques of attention 
and movement, adapting perennial wisdom to contemporary needs. Their endurance across time 
and cultural boundaries testifies to the enduring human recognition that, as religious studies 
scholar Catherine Bell (1992) observed, how we move our bodies shapes how we inhabit our worlds.

Form and Essence in Judaism: The Primacy of Practice

Within Judaism, the relationship between form and essence manifests in a distinctive 
prioritization of religious practice over doctrinal belief, creating a tradition where ritual observance 
itself sustains religious identity and spirituality even in the absence of complete theological 
certainty. This characteristic emphasis establishes a framework wherein form not only expresses 
essence but actively cultivates and preserves it.

The rabbinic teaching in Pirkei Avot (1:17) that “it is not the explanation that is essential, 
but the deed” establishes action (ma’aseh) as the foundation of Jewish religious life. This principle 
finds its institutional expression in the Halakhic system, which defines Jewish obligation primarily 
through prescribed deeds rather than required beliefs. As a consequence, Jewish religious identity 
becomes fundamentally performative — constituted and sustained through ritual practice rather 
than merely professed through creedal statements. This performative dimension has proven 
remarkably resilient, maintaining Jewish continuity across centuries of dispersion and persecution 
where theological systems might have faltered.

The complex interplay between belief and practice finds sophisticated treatment in Jewish 
philosophical tradition. While Moses Maimonides famously articulated thirteen principles of 
faith in his commentary on the Mishnah (Sanhedrin 10:1), establishing a creedal foundation for 
Judaism, his philosophical masterpiece The Guide for the Perplexed (III:27) advances a more 
nuanced understanding. Maimonides argues that the observance of commandments (mitzvot) 
serves to refine the intellect and soul, suggesting that belief can develop from practice rather than 
necessarily preceding it. This conception establishes religious performance as a pathway to belief 
rather than merely its consequence, positioning ritual observance as a technology of self-formation 
that cultivates the very religious subjectivity it presupposes.

This understanding finds powerful expression in Jewish mystical thought. Rabbi Schneur 
Zalman of Liadi, in his foundational Hasidic work Tanya (chapters 38–39), maintains that mitzvot 
possess inherent spiritual value even when performed without full conscious intention (kavanah). 
According to this conception, the ritual act itself connects the practitioner to the divine will, 
regardless of their subjective spiritual state. This approach sacralizes the formal dimension 
of religious practice, attributing to it transformative power independent of the practitioner’s 
momentary psychological or theological disposition.
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The mid-twentieth-century theologian Abraham Joshua Heschel, in his work God in Search 
of Man (1955), further develops this understanding of ritual as what he terms a “discipline of 
transcendence.” For Heschel, religious forms and practices are not empty routines but structured 
opportunities to encounter the sacred. Ritual sustains faith precisely in moments of doubt by 
providing a stable framework of meaningful action when belief may waver. The regular rhythm 
of Jewish observance — Sabbath, festivals, dietary laws — creates what Heschel describes as 
“architecture in time,” a structured sacred reality that nourishes the religious imagination even 
when theological certainty proves elusive.

This Jewish approach to form and essence offers a compelling model for understanding the 
persistence of spiritual practice in an age often characterized by religious doubt and institutional 
alienation. The Jewish tradition demonstrates how religious forms can maintain their vitality and 
meaning-making capacity even when the theological frameworks that originally generated them 
become problematic for contemporary practitioners. The performance of ritual sustains what 
sociologist Herbert Gans (1994) might term “symbolic religiosity,” where identification with and 
participation in traditional practices maintains cultural and spiritual identity despite attenuated belief.

The Jewish emphasis on practice over doctrine provides a valuable perspective for interpreting 
contemporary spiritual phenomena, suggesting that the embodied disciplines of modern mind-
body practices may similarly function to sustain spiritual sensibilities even in the absence of formal 
theological commitment. Just as Jewish ritual has maintained Jewish identity across historical 
transformations, modern spiritual practices may be preserving essential dimensions of human 
religious experience through new forms adapted to contemporary sensibilities.

Secularisation alongside Spiritual Continuity: The Paradox of Modern Mind-Body Practices

The contemporary integration of mind-body practices such as meditation, mindfulness, 
yoga, and Tai Chi into mainstream institutions represents a fascinating paradox of secularisation 
occurring alongside spiritual continuity. These ancient disciplines, once embedded within 
comprehensive religious frameworks, have been systematically incorporated into modern secular 
life, perhaps most strikingly in their adoption by healthcare systems like the United Kingdom’s 
National Health Service (NHS), where mindfulness-based interventions now form part of standard 
treatment protocols for chronic pain and mental health conditions.

This integration has typically required what sociologist Linda Woodhead terms “cultural 
translation” — the deliberate removal of overt religious symbols, terminology, and theological 
frameworks to create a more secular presentation palatable to pluralistic, public institutions. 
Buddhist mindfulness becomes “stress reduction,” Hindu yoga becomes “physical therapy,” and 
Daoist Tai Chi becomes “moving meditation.” This process of secularisation raises profound 
questions about spiritual continuity and the nature of spiritual expression in secular contexts: 
Do these practices inevitably lose their spiritual depth when divorced from their theological 
foundations, or do they retain their experiential and contemplative essence, allowing spirituality 
to persist in new, culturally accessible forms?

The case of mindfulness in healthcare settings illustrates this tension particularly well. As Jon 
Kabat-Zinn, founder of Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR), has argued, the therapeutic 
application of mindfulness deliberately extracts the “method” from its Buddhist “context” while 
attempting to preserve its “essence.” In this formulation, the secular presentation becomes a strategic 
adaptation that makes transformative practices available to populations who might otherwise reject 
them for religious reasons. The spiritual dimension persists not as doctrine but as what philosopher 
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Charles Taylor might call an “immanent frame” — a this-worldly experience of presence, awareness, 
and acceptance that generates psychological benefits while potentially facilitating spiritual insight.

This adaptive strategy reflects what religious studies scholar Ann Taves identifies as the 
process whereby practices become “de-coupled” from their original religious contexts and “re-
coupled” with new frameworks of meaning. The mindfulness taught in hospitals and schools 
may lack explicit Buddhist cosmology, but it preserves the essential discipline of present-moment 
awareness that Buddhist tradition identified as crucial for liberation from suffering. The form 
persists while its interpretive framework shifts.

The critical question remains whether this translation represents a dilution of spiritual depth 
or a democratisation of spiritual access. Critics such as Buddhist scholar Bhikkhu Bodhi have 
expressed concern that secularised mindfulness risks becoming merely another “instrumental” 
technique in the service of capitalist productivity and stress management, losing its essential 
ethical and liberative dimensions. When mindfulness becomes a tool for making employees more 
efficient or students more compliant, it may indeed represent what Slavoj Žižek terms a “spiritual 
capitalism” that co-opts contemplative practices for system-maintaining functions.

However, an alternative perspective suggests that these secularised forms may serve as what 
anthropologists call “gateway practices” that introduce participants to contemplative experiences 
that might later lead to deeper spiritual exploration. The individual who begins practicing 
mindfulness for stress reduction may find themselves unexpectedly confronting fundamental 
questions about the nature of mind, the construction of self, and the possibility of freedom 
— precisely the questions that traditional spiritual paths have always addressed. In this view, 
secularised practices create what theologian Paul Tillich might call an “openness to the ground of 
being” within immanent experience.

The persistence of spiritual experience within secular frameworks suggests that what is 
occurring is not the disappearance of spirituality but its migration and transformation. As Robert 
Wuthnow observes in After Heaven, contemporary spirituality has increasingly shifted from 
“dwelling” within stable religious institutions to “seeking” through individual practice and experience. 
Mind-body practices, even in their secularised forms, provide structured opportunities for such 
seeking, offering what sociologist Courtney Bender calls “enchantment” in a “disenchanted” world.

The ultimate significance of this phenomenon may lie in its demonstration of what philosopher 
Michel de Certeau identified as the ability of everyday practices to preserve meaning and resistance 
within systems of power. The fact that hospitals and corporations now teach meditation may 
represent not merely the co-option of spirituality by secular institutions, but also the infiltration of 
secular spaces by spiritual technologies with transformative potential that transcends their official 
applications.

In conclusion, the secularisation of mind-body practices represents a complex negotiation 
between tradition and adaptation, depth and accessibility, resistance and co-option. While these 
practices undoubtedly change when removed from their traditional theological contexts, they 
appear to retain sufficient experiential potency to facilitate genuine spiritual experience for 
contemporary practitioners. Their widespread adoption suggests not the decline of spirituality but 
its remarkable resilience and adaptability in a secular age.

The Origins of T’ai Chi Chih: A Modern Path to an Ancient Harmony

T’ai Chi Chih, a distinctive system of movement and meditation, represents a deliberate 
modern synthesis of ancient spiritual principles. Its creation in 1974 by Justin Stone (1916–2012) 
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— an American spiritual teacher, artist, and philosopher — was a conscious effort to develop an 
integrated practice for physical, mental, and spiritual well-being accessible to contemporary Western 
seekers. Stone’s system is not merely a physical exercise but a holistic discipline aimed explicitly at 
promoting mental clarity, deep relaxation, and spiritual balance. His foundational principle, that 
“The serenity of the still mind arises naturally through movement” (Stone, 1985, p. 7), encapsulates 
the core paradox at the heart of the practice: dynamic action as a pathway to inner stillness.

The profound significance of T’ai Chi Chih lies in its role as a vessel for the continuity of 
ancient religious experience within a modern practice. It is deeply rooted in Taoist philosophy and 
is a direct descendant of the older arts of Tai Chi Chuan and Qigong. At its heart is the cultivation 
and balancing of Chi (vital energy), a concept central to Chinese spiritual and medical traditions 
that understands the human being as a microcosm of the universe’s energy flows. By focusing on 
this energetic dimension, T’ai Chi Chih expresses spirituality directly through the medium of the 
body, making the elusive concept of Chi tangible through specific, gentle movements.

The practice itself is structured around a accessible sequence of 19 movements and one 
closing pose. This deliberate simplification, compared to the more complex and martial-oriented 
Tai Chi Chuan forms, was intended to make the core principles of energy work available to people 
of all ages and physical abilities. Each movement is designed to gather, circulate, and balance the 
Chi, creating a moving meditation that harmonizes body, mind, and spirit.

The legacy of T’ai Chi Chih is thus that of a modern “meditation in motion.” It stands as a 
compelling example of how spiritual practice can evolve without losing its essential character. By 
distilling the essence of Taoist energy work into a simple, accessible, and inclusive form, Justin 
Stone created a practice that embodies the unbroken continuity of the human quest for spiritual 
balance, demonstrating how ancient wisdom can be translated to meet the needs and sensibilities 
of contemporary life.

The Theological and Religious Origins of Tai Chi and Qigong

The mind-body practices of Tai Chi and Qigong, often encountered in the modern West as 
secular wellness activities, are in fact profound embodied expressions of Daoist theology, later 
enriched by Buddhist and Confucian philosophical influences. To understand them merely 
as exercise is to miss their deep spiritual architecture, which is built upon a comprehensive 
cosmological and theological foundation.

The Daoist framework provides the essential bedrock. Its core concept is Chi (氣) — understood 
as Vital Energy or cosmic breath. In Daoist cosmology, Chi is not a metaphor but the fundamental 
“substance” of the universe, an animating force that constitutes all phenomena. Life, health, and 
movement are understood to arise from the harmonious, unobstructed flow and balance of this 
energy within the body and the cosmos. This worldview is articulated in the foundational Daoist 
text, the Daodejing, which presents a cosmogony of emergent reality: “The Dao gave birth to One 
[Primordial Chi], One gave birth to Two [Yin & Yang], Two gave birth to Three, and Three gave birth 
to the ten thousand things” (Laozi, c. 6th century BCE).

Here, the Dao itself — translated as the Way or the Path — represents the ineffable, fundamental 
principle underlying and uniting the cosmos. It is the ultimate source and the natural order with 
which an individual must align to achieve harmony, balance, and spiritual attunement. The goal of 
life, within this system, is to harmonise one’s internal Chi with the cosmic reality of the Dao.

It is upon this theological foundation that the practices of Tai Chi and Qigong are constructed. 
They are, in essence, physical technologies for achieving this alignment. The slow, deliberate 
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movements and breathwork are not random; they are carefully designed forms (xing) that cultivate, 
circulate, and balance Chi within the practitioner’s body, which is seen as a microcosm of the 
universe. The practice is a moving meditation whose goal is to synchronise the human microcosm 
with the cosmic macrocosm, facilitating a state of wuwei (effortless action) and spiritual harmony.

While the theological core is Daoist, the historical development of these arts was significantly 
influenced by the other great traditions of China. From Buddhism, particularly Chan (Zen), they 
incorporated a deepened emphasis on mindful awareness and meditative concentration during 
practice. From Confucianism, they absorbed a philosophical concern for ethical conduct, social 
harmony, and the cultivation of virtue (de) as an outward expression of internal balance.

Therefore, the practice of Tai Chi or Qigong is the performance of a sophisticated theological 
and anthropological worldview. It is a ritualised, embodied pursuit of the Daoist ideal — a journey 
toward harmony that engages the body as the primary vehicle for spiritual realisation. This rich 
religious origin challenges their contemporary classification as purely secular activities and instead 
positions them as clear examples of embodied spirituality, where theological principles are not 
merely believed but physically enacted.

The Human Body as a Microcosm: Daoist Theology and the Cultivation of Life

Within the framework of Daoist theology, the human body is conceived not merely as a 
biological organism, but as a sacred microcosm of the universe itself, intricately infused with Chi 
(氣), or vital energy. This understanding forms the foundational principle upon which practices 
like Tai Chi and Qigong are built, transforming physical exercise into a spiritual technology. In this 
worldview, health is not simply the absence of disease, but a state of dynamic, holistic flourishing 
that arises from the harmonious and unobstructed flow of Chi throughout the body’s subtle 
pathways, a state of being perfectly aligned with the Dao — the natural, spontaneous cosmic order.

Conversely, illness and dis-ease are interpreted as direct manifestations of blockage, 
stagnation, or imbalance of this vital energy, which disrupts the body’s internal harmony and its 
resonance with the cosmic whole. This perspective elevates Chi from a rudimentary physical or 
medical idea to a profound theological concept. It is the sacred life force — the cosmic breath — 
that animates both the vastness of the cosmos and the intimacy of the human being, binding them 
together in a continuum of energy and spirit.

Consequently, the ultimate soteriological goal of human life within this system is to consciously 
harmonise one’s internal Chi with the boundless, cosmic reality of the Dao. This pursuit of balance 
between body, mind, and universe is the driving impulse behind the disciplined movements of Tai 
Chi and the focused intention of Qigong. These practices are, therefore, far more than wellness 
routines; they are embodied rituals of alignment. Through their precise forms, practitioners 
actively participate in the cosmic process, seeking to attune their personal microcosm to the grand, 
flowing order of the macrocosm, achieving a state of integrated being that is the very essence of 
spiritual and physical well-being.

Theology, Cosmology and Anthropology of Chi: The Pursuit of Harmony

The Daoist understanding of Chi (氣) constitutes a comprehensive theological system that 
integrates ontology, cosmology, and anthropology into a coherent worldview. Ontologically, Chi is 
understood as the fundamental substrate of all existence — a dynamic continuum in which matter 
and energy are mutually constituting and interchangeable states of a single, vital reality. This 
primary substance manifests according to key cosmological characteristics, primarily the universal 
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polarity of Yin and Yang and the triadic structure of existence, often conceptualised as the three 
primordial forces or realms of Heaven, Earth, and Human Chi. This triadic cosmology positions 
humanity as the conscious mediator between celestial and terrestrial energies, responsible for 
cultivating harmony between them.

Within this framework, the fundamental problem of human existence arises when Chi 
becomes unbalanced. Healthy Chi is characterised by a smooth, directional flow that aligns with 
the natural order of the Dao. Pathological states emerge from specific dysfunctions. “Rebellious 
Chi” describes a condition where the clear and turbid aspects of energy become improperly 
mixed, manifesting in symptoms like mental confusion accompanied by physical discomfort 
such as nausea. More common in modern contexts is “Floating Chi,” typically resulting from a Yin 
Deficiency, where the grounding, cooling Yin aspect is weakened, allowing the active, warming 
Yang energy to rise uncontrollably. This state presents with physical symptoms including insomnia, 
palpitations, and dizziness, alongside mental agitation often described as “monkey mind” and a 
pervasive sense of being ungrounded.

The solution to such imbalance is a deliberate process of grounding and separating Chi, 
aimed at restoring cosmological harmony and re-establishing the individual’s connection with the 
stabilizing energy of the Earth. This is pursued through integrated methods: physical practices like 
Zhan Zhuang (standing meditation) that emphasize sinking one’s weight and rooting into the ground; 
energetic techniques employing specific breathwork and focused intention (Yi) directed downward; 
and medical interventions such as acupuncture — often targeting Kidney points which are considered 
the root of the body’s vitality — supported by herbal tonics designed to strengthen Yin.

Ultimately, the pursuit of harmony (He) through these means reveals that Chi is more than a 
biological concept; it is the living substance of a dynamic, interconnected cosmos. Grounding Chi 
is therefore both a spiritual discipline and a therapeutic practice, a tangible method for correcting 
cosmological dissonance within the human microcosm. The ideal it points toward is a way of being 
simultaneously rooted in the Earth and connected to Heaven, fully engaged with the material world 
while open to celestial influence. In this light, the practice of grounding Chi can be understood as 
the embodied, practical pursuit of philosophical harmony — a daily ritual of aligning the individual 
with the profound balance of the cosmos.

Hieromonk Damascene’s Orthodox Christian Synthesis of Chi Energy in Christ the Eternal Tao

In his work Christ the Eternal Tao, Hieromonk Damascene presents a sophisticated theological 
synthesis that seeks to reconcile the Daoist understanding of Chi with Orthodox Christian theology. 
This project represents a significant attempt to synchronise insights from diverse religious experiences 
of humanity, offering a constructive model for Christian engagement with Eastern philosophies. 
Damascene’s framework does not simply appropriate the concept of Chi but recontextualises it within 
the cosmic narrative of creation, fall, and redemption, providing a theological lens through which 
Christians can appreciate the authentic spiritual experiences of Daoist and Qigong practitioners 
while affirming the ultimate fulfilment of these experiences in Christ.

Damascene’s synthesis is built upon a careful biblical and patristic foundation. He begins with 
the biblical concept of pneuma as the breath of life, referencing Genesis 2:7, where God breathes 
life into Adam, and Psalm 104:29-30, which speaks of God sending forth His Spirit to create and 
renew life. This scriptural basis establishes a crucial distinction between the created spirit — the 
animating principle of all living beings and the cosmos — and the uncreated Holy Spirit, who is God 
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Himself. This allows Damascene to position Chi not as a pantheistic divinity but as a created reality, 
the “breath” or life-force of the created order.

The cornerstone of his argument is the Patristic framework developed by St. Gregory Palamas, 
which distinguishes between God’s unknowable essence (ousia) and His knowable, operative 
energies (energeiai). Damascene leverages this distinction to categorise Chi as a created cosmic 
energy, a powerful force within the natural world that emanates from God but is not identical 
with His uncreated being or grace. He offers a precise definition: Chi is “the world-spirit,” which 
he describes as “a created energy, the ‘breath’ of God’s creative Word” (Damascene, 1999, p. 285). 
This classification achieves two critical goals: it validates Chi as a real and powerful cosmic force 
experienced by Daoist practitioners, while simultaneously situating it within a Christian ontological 
hierarchy where it is subordinate to and finds its ultimate purpose in the uncreated energies of God.

By framing Chi in this way, Damascene provides a theological basis for acknowledging the 
real, tangible effects of practices like Tai Chi and Qigong — such as peace, health, and energetic 
harmony — without conflating these effects with the grace of the Holy Spirit. He creates a space for a 
discerning appreciation, suggesting that the harmony sought in Daoist practice is a reflection of the 
original harmony of creation, a created energy that, while good in itself, is wounded by the fall and 
points beyond itself to its fulfilment in communion with the uncreated God. This approach moves 
beyond simple syncretism or outright rejection, instead offering a paradigm for a theologically 
grounded dialogue that respects the integrity of both traditions.

Theological Implications: A Christian Valuation and Caution

Hieromonk Damascene’s synthesis carries significant theological implications that navigate 
a path between naive acceptance and outright dismissal of Daoist energy practices. His framework 
begins with a crucial act of validation. By defining Chi as a real, created cosmic energy — the 
“world-spirit” emanating from God’s creative Word — he theologically affirms the reality of Chi 
and, by extension, the authentic subjective experiences of countless practitioners of Tai Chi and 
Qigong. This move acknowledges that the sensations of harmony, flow, and vital power reported 
by practitioners are not mere imagination but engagement with a genuine, God-created force that 
permeates the cosmos. This provides a foundation for respectful inter-religious dialogue, as it takes 
the experiential claims of another tradition seriously within a Christian worldview.

However, Damascene immediately contextualises this validation within the Orthodox doctrine 
of the Fall. According to this doctrine, humanity’s primordial sin did not only damage the human 
soul but affected all of creation, introducing corruption and disorder into the entire cosmic order 
(Romans 8:20-22). Consequently, Chi itself, as part of creation, is understood to have fallen from 
its original, perfectly ordered state. It has become corrupted, unstable, and prone to imbalance. 
This fallen state explains why, despite its divine origin, the cultivation of Chi can lead not only to 
harmony but also to potential energetic imbalance, psychological delusion, and spiritual danger.

This leads to the most critical implication for the actual practice of Chi cultivation. Damascene 
argues that pursuing this powerful, created energy without reference to its Creator, and without 
the sanctifying grace of the Holy Spirit, is a spiritually perilous endeavour. It is akin to attempting 
to harness a powerful natural force without understanding its full nature or proper purpose. He 
issues a stark warning, stating that “to seek to control this energy apart from God is to practice 
sorcery” (Damascene, 1999, p. 288). In the Orthodox Christian context, sorcery (pharmakeia) 
signifies any attempt to manipulate spiritual or preternatural forces for personal power or benefit 
outside of a saving relationship with God. Therefore, while the goal of Daoist practice — cosmic 
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harmony — reflects a legitimate longing for the pre-lapsarian state, the method of seeking it through 
autonomous self-cultivation is seen as spiritually misguided and potentially dangerous, as it may 
reinforce the ego and lead one away from the path of humble reliance upon divine grace.

In summary, Damascene’s theological framework creates a nuanced position: it validates Chi 
as real and its cultivation as a potent natural science, but it places a severe caution on its practice, 
framing it as a spiritually neutral or even risky undertaking unless redirected toward its ultimate 
end — communion with the uncreated God. The created energy of Chi must be transfigured by 
divine grace, not merely controlled by human technique.

Transfiguration Through Asceticism: Parallel Paths and Divergent Ends

Hieromonk Damascene’s synthesis reveals a fascinating landscape of parallel ascetical 
practices between Eastern spiritual traditions and Orthodox Christianity, while simultaneously 
highlighting a fundamental divergence in ultimate goals. The methodological similarities are 
striking: the breath regulation and pursuit of mind stillness in Taoist and Buddhist meditation 
find a direct counterpart in the practices of Orthodox Hesychasm, particularly the Jesus Prayer, 
which unites repetition of a sacred phrase with the rhythm of breathing to achieve inner quiet 
(hesychia). Both paths recognize the disordered human condition and prescribe a disciplined, 
embodied process to rectify it, beginning with a stage of purification aimed at calming the passions 
and focusing the mind.

However, this convergence in method serves to illuminate a critical divergence in teleology. 
For the Taoist or Buddhist practitioner, the goal of these disciplines is typically the achievement 
of a self-contained state of inner stillness, balance, and the harmonious circulation of Chi or 
vital energy. The end is an immanent state of perfected natural being. In contrast, the Orthodox 
Christian understanding, as articulated by Damascene following St. Gregory Palamas, is that such 
ascetical practice is merely preparatory. Its purpose is not to achieve a static inner state but to 
purify the human vessel — the soul, body, and created spirit (pneuma) — to become receptive to 
something entirely beyond nature: the uncreated energies of God.

This leads to the concept of the deification (theosis) of Chi, a transfiguration process that 
represents the core of Damascene’s proposed Christian path. In this view, the created energy of 
Chi — the “world-spirit” — is not the ultimate object of cultivation but a medium to be transfigured. 
Through the sacraments of the Church and a life of deep prayer, the Holy Spirit works to purify and 
sanctify the entire human person, including one’s innate vital energy. The created human spirit, 
once aligned and harmonized through asceticism, does not rest in its own balance but becomes a 
cleansed channel and participant in the divine Spirit.

The ultimate fulfilment, therefore, is not a balanced Chi but a deified existence. It is a state of 
being in which the entire person, including their vital energy, participates in the divine nature (2 
Peter 1:4) and is illuminated by the uncreated Light of God’s grace. The natural harmony sought in 
Eastern practices is thus re-framed as a necessary but insufficient precondition for a supernatural 
union. The human being, and by extension the cosmic energy of Chi within them, is called not 
merely to equilibrium but to transfiguration, moving beyond the goal of a balanced natural life to 
the destiny of a deified existence in communion with the uncreated life of God.

Deepening the Discourse: Towards a Universal Theology of Spiritual Experience

Hieromonk Damascene’s project in Christ the Eternal Tao represents a significant theological 
initiative, but its true potential lies in taking this synthesis further. He constructs a coherent 
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theological system that seriously engages Chinese metaphysics, exploring the profound connection 
between Taoist philosophy and Orthodox Christianity. His foundational move — identifying Christ 
as the incarnate, personal Tao — creates a powerful bridge between Eastern and Western spiritual 
understanding, allowing the Gospel to be fruitfully interpreted through the conceptual lens of Lao 
Tzu’s foundational text. This approach prompts a radical question: what if the relationship between 
these traditions is not one of fundamental contradiction, but of a deeper, providential theological 
discourse? Such a perspective allows for a genuine appreciation of the spiritual insights of Taoism, 
not as a rival system, but as a praeparatio evangelica — a preparation for the gospel — that discerns 
the architecture of the cosmos and the human spirit’s yearning, even if its ultimate fulfilment is 
revealed in Christ.

A comparative analysis reveals both profound parallels and crucial distinctions that 
can structure this deeper discourse. The ultimate Goal in Taoism is harmony with the cosmos, 
a seamless integration into the flow of the impersonal Dao. In Christianity, this is transfigured 
into communion with a personal God. The Method employed is, in one tradition, a cultivation of 
innate energy (Chi), and in the other, an ascetic purification of the self to receive divine grace. 
Consequently, the Result sought is, respectively, a state of balance and longevity within the natural 
order, versus the supernatural end of deification (theosis) — participation in the very life of God.

This comparative work opens avenues for continued discussion, particularly in exploring 
the underlying continuity of human religious experience across diverse cultures. It powerfully 
challenges the narrative of strict secularism. Although modern secularism assumes a rigid 
separation between religious and non-religious spheres, the enduring appeal of practices like Tai 
Chi and mindfulness demonstrates that spiritual insights inevitably penetrate the ‘secular’ domain. 
This is because spirituality, at its core, transcends man-made cultural and religious boundaries. 
Modern mind-body practices, even when packaged and perceived as secularized, carry an 
ineradicable spiritual essence. Their roots in traditions like Taoism and Buddhism mean they are, 
from a theological perspective, ultimately connected to the divine, however implicitly. They testify 
to the existence of a universal and transformative spiritual impulse within humanity — a persistent 
search for wholeness, transcendence, and meaning that adapts its forms to the prevailing culture 
but never extinguishes its sacred fire.

Beyond Contrast: A Proposal for Complementary Spiritual Paradigms

The framework presented by Hieromonk Damascene, which contrasts Eastern and Western 
spiritual paths through their distinct goals, methods, and results, provides a valuable heuristic for 
understanding their theological differences. However, this study proposes a further development: 
rather than viewing these traditions merely as contrasting systems, we can consider them as 
complementary representations of the human religious experience, each dominant within its specific 
historical and cultural context. Both traditions, in their own designated time and manner, aim to 
facilitate a profound transcendence of the ordinary, limited self, guiding the practitioner toward a 
more authentic alignment with their ultimate understanding of the divine and the natural order.

From this perspective, the Taoist emphasis on achieving harmony with the cosmos through 
energy cultivation (Chi) and the Christian emphasis on achieving communion with God through 
ascetic purification are not mutually exclusive but represent two profound, context-dependent 
responses to the human condition. Taoist philosophy, emerging from a context that deeply valued 
natural order and social harmony, developed a spirituality of integration — a path of aligning the 
individual microcosm with the cosmic macrocosm. Its goal of balance and longevity reflects a 



103

Modern Spirituality and the Quest for Wholeness: Tai Chi Chih as a Contemporary Expression of the 
Religious Experience in a ‘Secular’ Age

vision of transcendence as a seamless return to the flow of the impersonal Dao, a perfect state of 
natural being.

Conversely, Orthodox Christianity, emerging from a Hellenistic and Hebraic context concerned 
with personhood, will, and relationship, developed a spirituality of personhood and communion. 
Its path is one of purification, illumination, and deification (theosis), where transcendence is 
understood as a transformative participation in the life of a personal God. The result is not merely 
a balanced existence within the natural order but a transfiguration of that order through grace.

When seen as complementary, each tradition addresses a dimension of spiritual life that the 
other may underemphasize. Taoism offers a masterful cosmology and a sophisticated technology 
for cultivating the embodied self as part of a holistic, energetic universe. It provides the language 
and practice for experiencing the sacred as immanent. Christianity, particularly in its Orthodox 
expression, offers a robust theology of personhood, a clear metaphysics of good and evil, and a 
soteriological framework that addresses the problem of the will and the promise of relational 
union with a transcendent source of being.

This complementary model suggests that the “deeper theological discourse” Damascene 
initiates is not about determining which system is correct, but about recognizing how each 
faithfully maps a different facet of the complex terrain of human existence before the mystery of 
the divine. The modern global context, where these traditions now actively interact, provides a 
unique opportunity for a creative cross-pollination. A Christian practitioner might, for instance, 
find that the Taoist attention to bodily energy and natural rhythm enriches their own ascetic 
practice, grounding their prayer in a deeper somatic awareness. Conversely, a Taoist practitioner 
might find in the Christian concept of a personal, loving God a dimension of relational meaning 
that deepens their understanding of harmony.

In conclusion, by framing these traditions as complementary, we acknowledge the 
multifaceted nature of the human quest for the sacred. Both Taoist and Christian spiritualities 
represent enduring, valid, and transformative attempts to answer the fundamental religious 
impulse — to transcend the fragmented self and to live in accordance with ultimate reality. Their 
dialogue enriches our understanding of this universal human journey, revealing that the paths to 
transcendence are as diverse and profound as the cultures that articulate them.

Modern Mind-Body Practices and Institutional Religions: Tension, Convergence, and a New 
Asceticism

The rise of modern mind-body practices presents a complex and evolving relationship 
with institutional religions, characterized by both significant tension and potential for fruitful 
convergence. The potential for conflict arises from a fundamental divergence in authority. 
Institutional religions, by their nature, often prioritize doctrinal purity, communal identity, and 
adherence to prescribed forms of worship and practice, deriving their authority from sacred 
texts, tradition, and clerical hierarchy. In stark contrast, modern mind-body disciplines such as 
mindfulness and Tai Chi overwhelmingly emphasize individual, subjective experience and a self-
determined spirituality where the practitioner’s inner feeling and personal benefit become the 
ultimate validators of the practice.

However, to focus solely on this tension is to overlook significant points of convergence. These 
modern disciplines can profoundly enrich the spiritual life of religious adherents by introducing 
or reinforcing forms of discipline, contemplative awareness, and conscious embodiment that 
are already present, though sometimes underemphasized, within traditional faiths. The focused 
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attention of meditation parallels contemplative prayer; the mindful awareness of the body during 
yoga can echo the incarnational spirituality found in Christianity or the mindful movement of 
Islamic prayer. Furthermore, by exposing practitioners to different approaches to inner cultivation, 
these practices can expand spiritual horizons, encouraging reflection on universal themes of 
consciousness, suffering, and peace that transcend any single institutional boundary.

A compelling example can be found in an Orthodox Christian who engages in Tai Chi Chih or 
secular mindfulness. Such an individual may experience no inner conflict with their faith, viewing 
these practices not as a alternative creed but as a complementary technology for cultivating a 
calm and focused mind, which in turn can enhance their capacity for prayer and presence before 
God. The physical and mental benefits — reduced anxiety, greater somatic awareness, improved 
concentration — are seen as goods that support, rather than detract from, their religious life.

This leads to a powerful interpretive parallel: such mind-body practices can be viewed as 
a form of modern asceticism. Traditional religious asceticism often involved a struggle against the 
body and its impulses — fasting to subdue physical desires, vigils to overcome bodily sleepiness. In 
contrast, this modern asceticism cultivates a harmonious relationship with the body, seeking not 
to defeat it but to listen to it, integrate with it, and still the mind through it. It is an asceticism of 
attention and gentle discipline aimed at achieving inner stillness and somatic harmony, reflecting a 
contemporary shift from a spirituality of renunciation to one of holistic integration. For institutional 
religions, recognizing this parallel offers a pathway to engage with these practices not as threats, 
but as contemporary expressions of the ancient human quest for self-mastery and inner peace, 
which can be understood and incorporated within a broader theological framework.

Modern Mind-Body Practices and Traditional Faith Paradigms: Enrichment, Challenge, and 
Pluralism

The integration of contemporary mind-body practices into the lives of religious adherents 
suggests a complex relationship that can often enrich, rather than inherently conflict with, 
traditional forms of spirituality. For many Christians and followers of other established faiths, 
engagement with disciplines like mindfulness or Tai Chi does not necessitate a compromise of 
their core religious identity or beliefs. Instead, these practices can be adopted as complementary 
technologies of the self, serving to enhance physical well-being and mental clarity, which in turn 
can support a more focused and embodied religious life. A Christian, for instance, may approach 
mindfulness as a method to cultivate the “watchfulness” (nepsis) praised by the Church Fathers, 
or a Muslim may find in the movements of Tai Chi a way to prepare the body and mind for more 
attentive prayer (khusht).

This cross-traditional engagement can serve as a powerful catalyst for spiritual growth. 
Exposure to the contemplative methodologies of other traditions can inspire profound self-reflection 
and lead to a rediscovery and deeper understanding of neglected or underemphasized dimensions 
within one’s own faith. The Buddhist emphasis on impermanence might lead a Christian to a fresh 
appreciation of Ecclesiastes, while the Daoist focus on natural harmony might inspire a Jew to 
explore creation-centric themes in the Torah with renewed vigour.

However, this encounter is not without its risks. For individuals whose faith has been primarily 
grounded in external forms, rituals, and doctrinal assent, exposure to a spirituality that prioritizes 
direct, personal experience can be deeply disruptive. It may challenge the necessity of institutional 
mediation and even provoke a crisis of belief, as the authority of experience confronts the authority 
of tradition. This is particularly potent in a secular age where personal authenticity is highly valued.
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This highlights a fundamental point of contrast between the paradigms. Traditional 
institutional religions often function by establishing clear boundaries — doctrinal, ethical, and 
communal — that define orthodoxy and identity. In contrast, modern mind-body practices are 
typically non-dogmatic; they do not confine practitioners within rigid metaphysical boundaries. 
Their focus is on the efficacy and quality of the experience itself. This inherent structure promotes 
an openness to diverse perspectives and a fundamentally pluralistic and experiential approach to 
spirituality. It fosters what can be termed a “spirituality of seeking,” where the individual’s journey 
and inner discovery take precedence over adherence to a predefined map.

Ultimately, the relationship between traditional faith and modern practice is not a zero-sum 
game but a dynamic negotiation. It presents religious traditions with a critical challenge: to affirm the 
value of their historic forms and doctrines while also recognizing and validating the authentic human 
desire for direct experiential encounter, a desire that these modern practices so effectively meet.

Reclaiming the Sacred in Movement: The Spiritual Heritage of Modern Practice

Modern mind-body practices, often encountered in secular contexts such as gyms and 
corporate wellness programmes, represent far more than physical exercise. When understood in 
their proper historical light, they are revealed as embodied spiritual disciplines, deeply rooted in 
the ancient wisdom traditions of Asia. This recognition transforms them from mere routines of 
fitness into potent vehicles for holistic cultivation, effectively reclaiming the sacred through the 
medium of disciplined movement.

At their core, these practices are the practical application of sophisticated theological and 
philosophical systems. The graceful, flowing movements of Tai Chi and Qigong are physical 
expressions of Daoist Theology. They are designed not simply for muscular exertion but to cultivate 
and harmonise Chi (vital energy) in alignment with the Dao — the ultimate, ineffable principle of 
the universe. Each posture and transition is a moving meditation on the interplay of Yin and Yang, 
aiming to bring the human microcosm into greater resonance with the cosmic macrocosm.

Similarly, the widespread practice of Mindfulness, though often presented in a secularised 
format, is a direct manifestation of Buddhist Psychology and Anthropology. Its core techniques 
of focused attention and open monitoring are ancient tools for deconstructing the illusion of a 
permanent self, understanding the nature of suffering, and cultivating insight (prajna) and 
compassion (karuna). The goal is not merely stress reduction but a fundamental re-orientation of 
one’s relationship to experience, leading to liberation.

Furthermore, the structured and disciplined nature of these practices often reflects the 
influence of Confucian Ethics. The emphasis on correct form, respectful transmission from teacher 
to student, and the patient cultivation of virtue (de) through daily practice echoes the Confucian 
project of moral and spiritual refinement. The practice itself becomes a “way” (dao) of developing 
character, integrity, and a harmonious relationship with the social and cosmic order.

Recognising these profound spiritual origins is not an academic exercise; it is the key to a 
deeper and more transformative engagement. To practice Tai Chi with an awareness of its Daoist 
roots is to infuse the movements with cosmological significance. To engage in mindfulness with an 
understanding of its Buddhist foundations is to approach it as a path of wisdom, not just a tool for 
calm. In reconnecting the physical form to its spiritual heritage, the practitioner moves beyond the 
purely therapeutic and begins to participate in a centuries-old lineage of human inquiry into the 
nature of mind, body, and ultimate reality. The sacred is thus no longer sought solely in spaces of 
formal worship but is actively reclaimed in the mindful, intentional movement of the body itself.
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Modern Continuation of Religious Experience: The Blueprint for a De-institutionalised 
Religiosity

In the landscape of contemporary culture, practices such as Tai Chi Chih, yoga, and 
mindfulness represent more than wellness trends; they can be viewed as functional blueprints for 
a de-institutionalised religiosity. These disciplines facilitate a direct, personal engagement with the 
sacred, preserving core aspects of spiritual life — such as the pursuit of transcendence, inner peace, 
and holistic integration — through the mediums of embodied movement, meditative awareness, 
and experiential participation. This model shifts the locus of the sacred from the institution to 
the individual, fulfilling the human desire for spiritual connection without necessitating formal 
affiliation with a religious body or adherence to a fixed dogma.

The profound appeal and staying power of these practices lie in their ability to preserve 
spiritual engagement through alternative channels. Rather than relying on creed, scripture, 
or communal worship, they offer a pathway grounded in somatic experience and introspective 
awareness. The practitioner of Tai Chi seeks harmony through the cultivation and flow of energy; 
the yogin pursues unity through the alignment of breath, body, and mind; the individual practicing 
mindfulness cultivates insight through non-judgmental attention to the present moment. In each 
case, the authority of the experience itself supersedes external religious authority.

This shift corresponds to an evolution in spiritual priorities, reflecting the distinct 
psychological, social, and existential needs of modernity. The growing emphasis on holistic 
wellbeing — encompassing mental clarity, emotional resilience, and physical health — has become a 
primary framework through which many individuals seek meaning and fulfillment. These practices 
respond adeptly to these needs, offering tangible benefits that address the stresses of modern life 
while simultaneously satisfying the enduring human yearning for depth, purpose, and connection.

Collectively, Tai Chi Chih, yoga, and mindfulness illustrate not the disappearance of religion, 
but the dynamic continuity of the human religious experience. They demonstrate the remarkable 
capacity of the religious impulse to adapt, finding expression in new, post-institutional forms that 
are deeply resonant with the subjective, experiential, and holistic tenor of our time. They are not a 
departure from the history of human spirituality, but a compelling new chapter within it.

Implications of Considering Modern Mind-Body Practices as Part of Continued Human 
Religious Experience

To classify modern mind-body practices such as Tai Chi Chih, yoga, and mindfulness 
as legitimate expressions of the continuing human religious experience carries profound 
implications for our understanding of both religion and modernity. Primarily, this perspective 
fundamentally challenges the traditional, rigid divide between the secular and the religious. The 
fact that activities pursued for physical health and mental well-being can simultaneously function 
as vessels for spiritual experience reveals a deeply blurred boundary, suggesting that the sacred 
has not retreated but has instead migrated into the seemingly neutral territory of the “secular.” This 
forces a reconceptualization of secularity not as an absence of religion, but as a field within which 
religious impulses are reconfigured.

Furthermore, the global embrace of these practices demonstrates the remarkable adaptability 
and resilience of human religiosity. It shows that the fundamental human drive for meaning, 
transcendence, and connection is not dependent on any single institutional form. Instead, it evolves, 
finding new and culturally resonant expressions that meet the psychological and existential needs 
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of the age. This adaptability underscores religiosity as a persistent human universal, capable of 
thriving even in social contexts characterized by individualism and scientific rationality.

This recognition also highlights a dualistic impact on traditional faiths. On one hand, these 
practices offer significant enrichment, providing accessible techniques for contemplation, 
embodiment, and self-awareness that can complement and deepen established spiritual paths. 
On the other hand, they pose a distinct tension for institutional religions, as they model a form 
of spirituality that is de-institutionalized, personal, and often detached from doctrine, thereby 
presenting a potent alternative to traditional communal and creedal adherence.

The example of Tai Chi Chih is particularly illustrative. It seamlessly integrates ancient Daoist 
wisdom concerning vital energy (Chi) and cosmic harmony with the modern, pervasive pursuit 
of wholeness, health, and well-being. It does not ask for belief in a deity or adherence to a dogma; 
instead, it embodies a transformed, experiential religiosity that emphasises practice and lived 
experience as the primary pathways to a meaningful life.

In conclusion, modern mind-body practices are far more than fitness fads or therapeutic 
techniques. They are a powerful testament to the ongoing evolution and unbroken continuity 
of spiritual life in contemporary society. They reveal that the human quest for the sacred is not 
diminishing but is dynamically transforming, finding new life in the conscious and disciplined 
movement of the body and the attentive stillness of the mind.

Western Adaptation and the “Spiritual Turn”: Beyond the Secularization Myth

The widespread adoption of Eastern mind-body practices in the West is often mistakenly 
labeled as mere secularization. A more accurate interpretation is that of a strategic Western 
adaptation, a process of simplification and rebranding that makes ancient spiritual traditions 
accessible to contemporary audiences. In this adaptation, the explicit religious content — such 
as Daoist deities or Buddhist cosmology — is often minimized, while the emphasis on tangible 
health and psychological wellbeing is brought to the forefront. This repackaging reflects a broader 
cultural shift from a paradigm of belief to one of experience, demonstrating not the disappearance 
of religion but its profound transformation under the conditions of secularism.

This cultural shift may well represent what can be termed a “Spiritual Turn,” wherein wellness 
culture itself becomes a dominant form of post-religious spirituality. It fulfills the functions of 
traditional religion — providing meaning, community, and practices for self-transcendence — but 
does so through a new, immanent language of neural pathways, stress hormones, and work-life 
balance.

Tai Chi Chih stands as a prime exemplar of this trend, offering a model of transcendence 
without dogma. Its appeal lies in its ability to deliver on core religious aspirations through a purely 
experiential and embodied medium. The practice maintains a focus on inner balance and mindful 
presence, goals that echo the pursuits of serenity (hesychia) in Christian mysticism or equanimity 
(upekkha) in Buddhism. This demonstrates the persistence of the sacred through embodied practice, a 
clear example of what scholars now identify as embodied spirituality.

Furthermore, the practice facilitates a unity of body, mind, and spirit, where movement itself 
becomes a form of meditation and contemplation. The profound experience of harmony and 
presence cultivated on the mat constitutes what sociologist Edward Bailey (1997) defines as implicit 
religion — a commitment to integrating and focusing one’s life around a central, meaning-giving 
value, even in the absence of formal theological beliefs. Therefore, the practice of Tai Chi Chih, 
and the broader wellness culture it represents, does not signal the end of the sacred. Instead, it 
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powerfully demonstrates the continuity of the sacred in a secular form, proving the remarkable ability 
of the human religious impulse to adapt and find new expression.

The Concept of ‘Implicit Religion’: Edward I. Bailey (1997)

The sociological framework of ‘Implicit Religion,’ developed by Edward I. Bailey, provides 
a crucial lens for understanding the persistence of the sacred in ostensibly secular contexts. 
This concept fundamentally challenges the conventional definition of religion as being solely 
constituted by formal belief systems and institutional practices. Instead, it posits that the essential 
functions of religion — the pursuit of meaning, the ascription of ultimate value, and the experience 
of transcendence — can and do manifest powerfully within the sphere of everyday life.

Implicit religion is not found primarily in creeds or communal worship but is revealed through 
intense existential engagement with the world. It is present in the depth of personal commitments, 
the integrity of relationships, and the dedication to causes that command one’s loyalty. According to 
this view, religion is not confined to churches, mosques, or temples; it can be “implicit,” operating 
as a structuring force in a person’s life outside of traditional religious categories.

Bailey’s theory offers a vocabulary for identifying sacred dimensions in secular activities. 
For instance, a moment of overwhelming awe while gazing at the night sky, a profound moral 
conviction that guides one’s actions, or a deep sense of unity and peace experienced in nature can 
all function as genuine religious or spiritual experiences within an implicit framework. These are 
not lesser or diluted forms of religiosity but are, for many individuals, the primary loci of their 
encounter with the numinous. This concept is therefore indispensable for analysing how modern 
mind-body practices, consumer culture, or even political affiliations can take on a quasi-religious 
character, fulfilling the human need for meaning and transcendence in a post-institutional age.

Experience of Harmony and Presence: The Implicit Sacred

The experiences of harmony and presence represent core phenomena within the landscape 
of implicit religion, serving as potent conduits for the sacred in everyday life. Harmony can be 
understood as a profound, often fleeting, sense of unity, coherence, and wholeness in one’s life 
or with the surrounding world. It is the feeling of things being “in place,” a resolution of internal 
and external fragmentation. Presence, in this context, denotes a vivid and compelling awareness 
of something greater than oneself — an encounter with a reality that may be conceptualized as 
God, the cosmos, nature, or ultimate meaning, but which is fundamentally characterized by its 
otherness and depth.

Such moments, whether sparked by natural beauty, artistic creation, profound silence, or 
embodied practice, possess the capacity to evoke classic religious affections: reverence, awe, and a 
sense of transcendence that momentarily lifts the individual beyond the confines of the mundane 
self. Crucially, these experiences achieve this without necessarily requiring formal religious belief 
or doctrine; their power is inherent in the phenomenological encounter itself.

These modern experiences of numinous harmony and presence directly mirror those 
celebrated within traditional religious frameworks. For instance, the Syriac Christian spirituality 
of St. Ephrem the Syrian (4th century) is renowned for its profound appreciation of nature as a 
vast testimony to the divine, a “book” alongside Scripture in which God’s glory and harmony are 
revealed. For Ephrem, the created world was saturated with sacred symbols (ruzé) that pointed to 
its Creator, and an experience of natural beauty was inherently an experience of theological truth.
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The continuity between Ephrem’s hymnic celebration of creation and a contemporary 
individual’s awe before a mountain landscape or a serene moment of mindfulness illustrates the 
persistent, underlying structure of human spiritual experience. It demonstrates that the perception 
of a sacred, meaningful order and the feeling of a benevolent, encompassing presence are not 
dependent on a specific dogmatic system. Instead, they represent a perennial dimension of human 
consciousness that can be articulated through the explicit symbols of a faith like Ephrem’s or can 
persist implicitly as the spiritual core of a secular moment, revealing the enduring ways in which 
spirituality adapts and endures within modern contexts.

The Function and Form of Implicit Religion in a Secular Age

The concept of Implicit Religion, as developed by Edward I. Bailey, provides a crucial 
framework for understanding how the fundamental functions of religiosity persist and adapt within 
secular modernity. Implicit religion fulfills the core roles traditionally assigned to institutional faith 
by providing a foundation of meaning and emotional reassurance in the midst of everyday life. It 
creates a palpable sense of connection — to others, to nature, or to a deeper reality — and facilitates 
experiences of transcendence, all while operating entirely outside of formal religious frameworks. 
By shaping an individual’s core values, ethical commitments, and sense of personal identity, it 
functions like a religion, offering a cohesive structure for navigating the world. This demonstrates 
that spirituality is not eradicated by secularity but evolves within it, maintaining a vital continuity 
of the human religious impulse.

This perspective finds strong resonance with other key sociological analyses of contemporary 
belief. Grace Davie’s (1994) seminal concept of “believing without belonging” accurately describes 
the condition where personal faith endures despite a detachment from institutional participation. 
Similarly, Paul Heelas and Linda Woodhead’s (2005) identification of a “spirituality of life” captures 
the cultural shift toward a personal, experiential, and subjective engagement with the sacred, 
privileging inner authority over external doctrine. Bailey’s concept of implicit religion serves as 
a unifying lens for these observations, providing the theoretical groundwork that explains how 
and where this believing without belonging and subjective-life spirituality are actually enacted — 
namely, within the committed, meaning-laden practices of ordinary life.

When understood specifically as the experience of harmony and presence, implicit religion 
reflects a spiritual dimension that is inherent to human consciousness, existing prior to and beyond 
formal belief systems or religious institutions. It suggests that religion, far from disappearing, 
continues in a diffused, implicit form, embedded in the fabric of daily practices and profound 
personal experiences. This view illustrates the sacred not as a distant theological proposition, but 
as a lived human experience — a pre-given or primordial dimension of meaning, connection, and 
transcendence that remains accessible to all through mindful perception, deep reflection, and 
embodied engagement with the world.

Conclusion: The Transformation of the Sacred in Modernity

The investigation into practices such as Tai Chi Chih, mindfulness, and yoga reveals a profound 
and pervasive cultural process: the transformation, not the disappearance, of religiosity within 
modern secular contexts. These mind-body disciplines stand as powerful exemplars of a broader 
shift in the location and expression of the sacred, moving decisively from the realm of doctrinal 
belief and institutional affiliation to that of embodied experience and personal practice. In this 
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new paradigm, the sacred is not primarily assented to intellectually or professed communally; it is 
realised somatically through the disciplined cultivation of awareness, energy, and presence.

This migration of the spiritual impulse has found a fertile new ground in the pervasive culture 
of wellness. What is often dismissed as mere self-care or therapeutic technique is, upon closer 
examination, a significant new locus of transcendence. Wellness culture has become a domain 
where the spiritual and the therapeutic converge, offering pathways to meaning, wholeness, and 
connection that are deeply resonant with the subjective and experiential tenor of the age. The 
pursuit of health is thereby reframed as a holistic project encompassing body, mind, and spirit.

Consequently, the conventional narrative of ‘secularisation’ requires fundamental revision. 
The evidence presented by the global embrace of these embodied spiritualities suggests that 
secularisation does not signify the terminal decline of the sacred. Rather, it signifies its reconfiguration 
and diffusion. The sacred has not vanished; it has been decentralized and woven into the fabric 
of everyday, embodied life. It is found in the mindful breath, the intentional movement, and the 
quest for inner peace. In this light, modernity is not a story of disenchantment but of a complex 
re-enchantment — a process whereby the sacred, having departed the institutional sphere, is 
rediscovered and reclaimed within the intimate landscape of the human body and the pursuit of a 
meaningful life.

References
Ammerman, N.T. (2014) Sacred Stories, Spiritual Tribes: Finding Religion in Everyday Life. Oxford: 

Oxford University Press.
Asad, T. (2003) Formations of the Secular: Christianity, Islam, Modernity. Stanford: Stanford University 

Press.
Bailey, E.I. (1997) Implicit Religion in Contemporary Society. London: Middlesex University Press.
Bender, C. (2010) The New Metaphysicals: Spirituality and the American Religious Imagination. Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press.
Berger, P.L. (2014) The Many Altars of Modernity: Toward a Paradigm for Religion in a Pluralist Age. 

Boston: De Gruyter.
Bruce, S. (2002) God is Dead: Secularization in the West. Oxford: Blackwell Publishing.
Casanova, J. (1994) Public Religions in the Modern World. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
Cavanaugh, W.T. (2009) The Myth of Religious Violence: Secular Ideology and the Roots of Modern 

Conflict. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Csikszentmihalyi, M. (1990) Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience. New York: Harper & Row.
Csordas, T.J. (1993) The Sacred Self: A Cultural Phenomenology of Charismatic Healing. Berkeley: 

University of California Press.
Damascene, H. (1999) Christ the Eternal Tao. 2nd edn. Platina: St. Herman of Alaska Brotherhood.
Davie, G. (1994) Religion in Britain Since 1945: Believing Without Belonging. Oxford: Blackwell.
de Certeau, M. (1984) The Practice of Everyday Life. Berkeley: University of California Press.
Ephrem the Syrian. (c. 4th century). Hymns on Paradise. Translated by Brock, S. P. (1990). Crestwood: 

St. Vladimir's Seminary Press.
Heelas, P. and Woodhead, L. (2005) The Spiritual Revolution: Why Religion is Giving Way to Spirituality. 

Oxford: Blackwell Publishing.
Heschel, A.J. (1955) God in Search of Man: A Philosophy of Judaism. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux.
Jain, A.R. (2015) Selling Yoga: From Counterculture to Pop Culture. Oxford: Oxford University Press.



111

Modern Spirituality and the Quest for Wholeness: Tai Chi Chih as a Contemporary Expression of the 
Religious Experience in a ‘Secular’ Age

James, W. (1902) The Varieties of Religious Experience: A Study in Human Nature. London: Longmans, 
Green, and Co.
Kohn, L. (2008) Chinese Healing Exercises: The Tradition of Daoyin. Honolulu: University of Hawai'i Press.
Komjathy, L. (2014) The Way of Complete Perfection: A Quanzhen Daoist Anthology. Albany: State 

University of New York Press.
Laozi (c. 6th century BCE) Daodejing.
Lossky, V. (1957) The Mystical Theology of the Eastern Church. Cambridge: James Clarke & Co.
Maimonides, M. (12th century) Commentary on the Mishnah, Sanhedrin 10:1.
Maimonides, M. (12th century) The Guide for the Perplexed.
Mauss, M. (1934) 'Techniques of the Body', Economy and Society, 2(1), pp. 70-88.
McRae, J.R. (2003) Seeing Through Zen: Encounter, Transformation, and Genealogy in Chinese Chan 

Buddhism. Berkeley: University of California Press.
Meyendorff, J. (1974) Byzantine Theology: Historical Trends and Doctrinal Themes. New York: Fordham 

University Press.
Milbank, J. (1990) Theology and Social Theory: Beyond Secular Reason. Oxford: Blackwell Publishing.
Orsi, R.A. (2012) Between Heaven and Earth: The Religious Worlds People Make and the Scholars Who 

Study Them. Princeton: Princeton University Press.
Otto, R. (1917). The Idea of the Holy. Translated by Harvey, J. W. (1923). Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Palamas, G. (14th century) The Triads. In: Meyendorff, J. (ed. and trans.) (1983) Gregory Palamas: The 

Triads. New York: Paulist Press.
Panikkar, R. (1993) The Cosmotheandric Experience: Emerging Religious Consciousness. Maryknoll: 

Orbis Books.
Pirkei Avot (Ethics of the Fathers) (3rd century CE) 1:17.
Possamai, A. (2005) In Search of New Age Spiritualities. Aldershot: Ashgate.
Schipper, K. (1993) The Taoist Body. Translated by Duval, K.C. Berkeley: University of California Press.
Schneur Zalman of Liadi (18th century) Tanya.
Smith, H. (1976) Forgotten Truth: The Common Vision of the World's Religions. New York: HarperCollins.
Stăniloae, D. (1994) The Experience of God: Orthodox Dogmatic Theology, Volume 2: The World: Creation 

and Deification. Translated by Ioan Ionita and Robert Barringer. Brookline: Holy Cross Orthodox Press.
Stark, R. and Glock, C.Y. (1968) American Piety: The Nature of Religious Commitment. Berkeley: 

University of California Press.
Stone, J. (1985) Tai Chi Chih: Joy Through Movement. Albuquerque: Good Karma Publishing.
Taylor, C. (1998) 'Modes of Secularism', in Bhargava, R. (ed.) Secularism and Its Critics. Delhi: Oxford 

University Press, pp. 31-53.
Taylor, C. (2007) A Secular Age. Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press.
The Holy Bible, New King James Version (1982). Nashville: Thomas Nelson.
Tillich, P. (1952) The Courage to Be. New Haven: Yale University Press.
Tu, W. (1989) Centrality and Commonality: An Essay on Confucian Religiousness. Albany: State 

University of New York Press.
Ware, K. (1995) The Orthodox Way. Revised edn. New York: St. Vladimir's Seminary Press.
Wilson, J. (2014) Mindful America: The Mutual Transformation of Buddhist Meditation and American 

Culture. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Wuthnow, R. (1998) After Heaven: Spirituality in America Since the 1950s. Berkeley: University of 

California Press.
Žižek, S. (2001) On Belief. London: Routledge.


