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The issue that I will address today is not simply an academic exercise, for making the relationship between spiritual practice and social scientific practice intelligible (at least to me) has been an ongoing project for most of my academic experience.   I was raised in the Roman Catholic tradition (straddling Vatican I and II) in a working class Italian neighborhood.  Being Catholic in a more or less traditionalist sense formed the core of my primary socialization.  Then, as an undergraduate the social science bug possessed me, and I was never the same again, nor was my religious orientation.  For at least a while, a compartmentalization strategy worked to control and ward off the tension that might have surfaced in any serious confrontation between these two modes of consciousness.  The two identities so central to who I am—Catholic and social scientist—were kept at bay, collisions of consciousness bracketed.  This strategy if anything was reinforced and pursued with even more ardor and confidence in graduate school.  I didn’t begin to come to terms with my dual consciousness.  There was the “empirical” social scientific side of me and then there was the person who believed in Christ and the salvific mission so much connected to His incarnation.  But this uneasy truce between the two identities began to break down, for as my graduate education progressed, the empirical side of me challenged, even eroded, the commitment that I had professed to my faith tradition.  I began to internalize the mission of sociology as a debunking form of consciousness.  Seeing sociology in this way reflects in a seminal way my training under Peter Berger.  In fact, his “Sociology as a Form of Consciousness” (from Invitation to Sociology) was the very first thing I read as an introductory sociology student.  The fact that Berger had a religious sensibility was not something that I was able or prepared to grasp or process at the time, and I have continued to struggle with how such a sensibility could be reconciled with an unmasking posture taken toward the world.  My problem was in conflating a debunking attitude with a cynical one, and I was not able to begin to appreciate the difference until relatively recently.  To unmask is to see the irony in the human condition.  To confuse this with cynicism and even moral relativism, I have come to appreciate, is a huge mistake.  


To add fuel to the fire, I received a heavy dose of Enlightenment thinking in my academic training.  Berger’s unmasking approach co-existed very uneasily with the Enlightenment project.  While Berger conceived of sociology as an empirical discipline, he was prone to subject all systems of knowledge, including science, to a debunking program.  Thus, science (in whatever form) did not for Berger have a privileged cognitive status.  This is a critical point, to which I will return later.  On the other hand, my mentor, Harry Bredemeier, thoroughly embraced the spirit of Enlightenment thought, and his contributions can be seen within the context of that tradition.   I also studied with Talcott Parsons and Robin Fox, both of whom belong within the Enlightenment orbit.  Parsons adopted the approach of “analytical realism,” quite consistent with the Enlightenment mission of describing and classifying the social world in all of its complexity.  His impressive, if not overwhelming, theoretical scaffold was developed to accomplish just that.  Fox is a renowned and respected bio-anthropologist who has argued quite strenuously on behalf of an evolutionary approach to human behavior.  More recently, I have deepened my understanding of Catholic Social Thought and familiarized myself with various postmodern and poststructural currents.


But, why is my unique intellectual and existential odyssey of particular concern and interest?  To draw on C. Wright Mills’ concept of “the sociological imagination,” my personal problem (namely the fragmentation of consciousness) is linked to broader social and cultural forces (in interaction of course with concrete biographical experiences).  So, the first question to address is: What socio-cultural conditions have given rise to a fragmentation of consciousness that have become in Durkheim’s terms a “social fact?”  Following this is the question as to why so many social scientists and those with a spiritual sensibility either do not experience such fragmentation, or are able to make their peace with it.  The third area to examine involves the cognitive strategies available to people experiencing fragmentation.  


Before examining these questions, I would like to clarify the nature of the fragmentation of which I speak.   A spiritual form of consciousness involves the attribution of a “sacred” quality to the actor’s environment or experience (in contrast to a “profane” one).  Historically, of course, this attribution has been mostly powerfully directed toward a supernatural deity or force.  One could make an argument that “spirituality” reflects what Margolis refers to as a “cosmic self,” that is, as oneness with the universe.  This may not require the existence of a supernatural being.  A still broader tent would include any and all “peak experiences” (to draw on Maslow), any breaks with “the natural attitude” of everyday life, a feeling of “ecstasy” that transcends the ordinariness and pedestrian nature of practical affairs.  If I read Berger correctly these experiences are religious (or I might say “spiritual”) only to the degree that they are “signals of transcendence,” by which he means that they open a window to the “totally other.”  So, experiences that remain at the “sensate” level (in Sorokin’s sense) cannot be “religious” or “spiritual.”  I would like to offer yet another take on spirituality.  Such an interpretation would restrict considerably the scope of this definition.  I would like to offer yet another take on spirituality, one that links it in a fundamental way to liberation from parochialism and moral myopia.  (Weber referred to this attitude as the “ethic of brotherhood.)  Following Lonergan, God is posited as the personification of “Good,” of a state of beingness that human beings can approach but given our finitude, weakness, and sinfulness cannot attain.  Given our embeddedness in God’s plan, we are also good, or possess the capacity to be good.   Spiritual breakthroughs according to this view are glimpses, however episodic and short-lived, into the good.  We will return to this later.


On the other hand, a human scientific form of consciousness given its empirical grounding is disposed to seeing our conception of the Divine as a human projection, serving practical ends for the individual and the wider society.  The sacred thus becomes reduced in a sense to the profane, to an externalization of human desires and needs in all of their finitude and immediacy. Even a cosmic self is historically conditioned and shaped.   The human sciences have it as their mission to demystify peak or ecstatic experiences, this leading to what Weber referred to as the “disenchantment of the world.”  In addition, the human sciences have as part of their “symbolic universe” (Berger’s term) a philosophical anthropology that posits the inherent parochialism and myopia of Homo Sapiens.  The emphasis is on how we are “nested” in particular groups and the difficulty we encounter whenever we attempt to disengage from these affiliations and solidarities, if we are even motivated to try to do so.  This basic stance toward human behavior is only partially counteracted by the various “agency” theories that are out there. The argument here is that human beings are neither passive receptors of the cultures into which they are born nor blind conformists to the norms of the groups in which they participate.  This having been said, agency is clearly circumscribed by “structure” and serves to re-produce it.  Efforts to widen one’s circle of interest and concern are unmasked by the human sciences as more than capable of becoming perverted.  Good intentions are either corrupted (the oppressed becoming the oppressors, for example) or produce deleterious consequences (“The road to hell is paved with good intentions.”)  In contrast to the debunking tradition in the human sciences stands the project of “social engineering.”  The laws of the social universe once uncovered can be applied in the service of human betterment.  The presumption here is that human progress can be fostered by social scientists occupying the role of high priests.  Nirvana on earth is possible, even likely, so long as faith is placed in the expert class.  


Quite a gulf, I’d say, between the spiritual and human scientific forms of consciousness, at least at first glance, that is, if you accept the above interpretation.   Let us turn now to the first of the questions posed above: What socio-cultural conditions have supported this fragmentation?  The short answer is the differentiation of life spheres in a modern context.  (See Simmel’s analysis in particular on this point.) The “sacred canopy” of the Middle Ages is long gone.  In its place is “the pluralization of life-worlds” (to use Berger’s phrase), with the various aspects of the human condition becoming segmented.  In terms of the topic at hand, whereas spirituality has been relegated increasingly to the private sphere, the human scientific perspective remains very much in the public sphere.  Theology (which is the systematic study of the relationship between God and His Creation) within the academy is radically separated from the human sciences as fields of study. A human social scientist can certainly embark on a private spiritual journey, but that quest is not to be dragged into or connected to the pursuit of social scientific knowledge. (As I will argue below, this has the effect of impoverishing the human sciences.  I will also argue that the separation of theology from the human sciences if insisted upon by the former impoverishes theology.)  


For many people in both the human scientist and spiritualist camps, fragmentation is a non-issue in their lives and in defining their vocational identity.  There are “weak” and “strong” arguments put forward in this connection. The weak argument is that spiritualism is seen as irrelevant to the work of the human scientist, and vice versa.  (I am using “relevance” in the phenomenological sense developed by Schutz and others.)   A sharp separation of the two forms of consciousness is accepted, even embraced.  Spiritual and human scientific activities are “compartmentalized,” relegated to different spheres of consciousness.  The compartmentalization of the two comes to be seen as “plausible.”  Each views the other with virtual indifference.  A critical distinction needs to be drawn between, on the one hand, the compartmentalization of forms of consciousness that are viewed as subjectively meaningful, and, on the other, the tolerance of a form of consciousness that one defines as irrelevant to one’s present beingness.  In the former case, compartmentalization wards off or forestalls cognitive conflict within the individual.  In the latter, compartmentalization is seen in terms of the peaceful coexistence of the two forms of consciousness at the level of what Simmel referred to as “objective culture.” To put it somewhat differently, compartmentalization can be a mechanism for preventing a private or personal conflict between spiritualist and human scientific identities from rearing its ugly head.  Or, it can be expressed in terms of public recognition (in the sense that Charles Taylor uses this term) or grudging respect that each side bestows upon the other.  At the level of “subjective culture” (also a Simmelian term), spiritualist and human scientific sensibilities are confined to or self-contained in contexts deemed to be relevant to the life projects of the individual.  The attitude here can be summed up as follows: “Both identities are salient to me but a choice has to be made in any given situation as to which identity I ‘activate’ or ‘retrieve.’  While doing human scientific analysis, my spiritual predilections need to be left at the door. Conversely, while spiritually engaged, the disenchantment and demystification associated with the human scientific enterprise need to be contained.”    At the level of “objective culture,” spiritualist and human scientific forms of consciousness are viewed as constituent of the human condition, and as indispensable components of the ideational division of labor.  The attitude here can be summed up as follows: “Spiritualism or social scientific analysis (depending on who is saying it) is not my bag, but it is a legitimate form of human symbolization, deserving of ‘cognitive respect’ (to use Berger’s phrase).”   


The “strong” argument is that spiritual and human scientific frames of reference pose serious threats to each other and therefore need to be contained in light of this realization.  From a spiritualist point of view, the human sciences with their penchant for demystification undermine the quest for the transcendent.  As a result, the human sciences need to be prevented from “contaminating” the spiritual journey.  From a human scientific vantage point, spiritualism reeks of non-empirical superstition and impressionistic sentimentalism and therefore poses a serious threat to the analysis of the social order.  The distinction between the weak and the strong arguments is pretty clear.  In the case of the former, the two forms of consciousness are seen as complementary, not divergent.  That is, they are recognized as different, but not necessarily incompatible.  A strong argument is one that posits a fundamental incompatibility between divergent perspectives on reality.  There is a world of difference between segmented or plural forms of consciousness, on the one hand, and discrepant forms, on the other.  


But, why, precisely are these antagonisms so virulent?  What is it about each that “pushes the buttons” of the other?  Let us begin with the spiritualist assault (in some quarters at least) on the human sciences.  From a spiritualist perspective, the human sciences are seen, not inaccurately, as a product of the Enlightenment, whose raison d’etre was to help establish a social order that was not grounded in Divine Law and religious traditions.  It is the Enlightenment’s profound secularism that draws the ire of many of the spiritually minded.  Yes, it might be acknowledged that many Enlightenment thinkers subscribed to a religious philosophy and that their sociological heirs intent on social reform came out of a Christian tradition.  But, this for the spiritualists doesn’t alter the fact that most human scientists are blatantly anti-religious.  For one thing, their empirical/positivistic methodology is dismissive of that which cannot be directly observed.  Religion, thus, becomes a subject for scientific investigation only, its substantive validity bracketed.  Spirituality’s significance lies in the contribution it makes to human history.  (Weber’s analysis of the “Protestant Ethic” is an example par excellence of this approach to religiosity.  Durkheim’s analysis of religion as a symbolic representation of the social order is yet another.)  It is this demysification of religion that is largely responsible for the animus that religionists feel toward the human sciences as they have evolved in the last century and a half.  Recall Marx’s materialist approach to religion as epiphenomenal, as a system of thought that is grounded in a fundamental way in the class structure.  The fact of the matter is that the human sciences have attempted to integrate both Enlightenment and Counter-Enlightenment presuppositions.  They have drawn on the Enlightenment assertion that the new moral order under conditions of modernity cannot be rooted in traditional religion.  That train has left the station.  To add insult to injury, it is the human scientists who take the responsibility upon themselves for discovering and applying the laws of society in a way that would create and sustain this new order.  After all, it was Comte who referred to sociologists as the new priests of the “positive” age.  Human progress is possible if and only if social planning is placed in the hands of the social scientific elite. It is the Enlightenment embracement of the blank slate that also rankles the religionists.  This is the position that human beings can be molded through proper socialization and sound institutional structures to live up to their full potential. It is society that writes the script of people’s lives.  This represents the philosophical anthropology of many human scientists, and it goes against the grain of religionists who argue that human character ultimately is a reflection of human will.  There is also the position, advocated by rational choice and evolutionary theorists, that human beings are strategic actors who seek to maximize their adaptation in social situations.  But, this position is saddled with the Hobbesian claim that human beings first and foremost seek security.  Redemption is achievable only through the intervention of the Leviathan.  Later, Freud analyzed “civilization” in terms of the repression of basic instincts. There is little recognition in Hobbes or Freud that human beings are in any sense capable of inner conversion. This is highly unsettling to the religionists.  


The human sciences have also drawn on Counter-Enlightenment thought.  This is manifested in their insistence (see Shils and Seligman, for example) that tradition provides the moral weight required to get individuals to act in a socially conscious and responsible manner.  And no tradition has the moral gravity of religion given its connection to an infinite and all omnipotent spiritual force.  But again, it is the functional role of religion that is highlighted not its legitimacy as a distinct and autonomous form of consciousness. It was also the Counter-Enlightenment that turned the human sciences in a decidedly historicist direction (Herder, for example).  In the current context, this turn has taken the form of conceptualizing social reality in terms of “language games” (see Wittgenstein and more recently Rorty on this point).  This draws the ire of religionists who see it as a denial of the purposefulness of the human history. Metaphysics, so critical to the development of a religiously oriented philosophy has been replaced with narratives.  The death of metaphysic is a bitter pill for religionists to swallow. 

Turning to the other side of the debate, in what ways do the religionists rub the secular human scientists the wrong way?  What are the principal bones of contention?  First and foremost from this standpoint is the tendency for many religionists to posit the existence of universal natural laws that transcend culture and history, time and space.  This claim runs counter to the historicist and social constructionist bias so prevalent in the interpretive and hermeneutical sciences of humanity. Related to this is the predisposition of secular human scientists to focus on the social conditions that make particular religious systems plausible to people.  Human scientists tend to see religion in terms of its social organization and its relationship to other social institutions at particular points in history and the development of societies.  The mystical for the human scientist is always mediated by society, and from this standpoint can be understood in no other way. The very idea of an unmediated connection to the infinite is something that human social scientists have considerable difficulty countenancing.  This is after all, how human scientists are trained to approach the subject matter that is religion (and any other subject).  It is after all the mission of the human sciences to debunk and unmask the prevailing social arrangements, and religion has to be treated like any other subject matter in this regard.  The human scientists like to see themselves as “equal opportunity” relativizers.  (I will argue below that this is not how many of them actually conduct themselves.)  Then there are the ideologically driven (postmodern???) interpretive human scientists who see religion as a metanarrative that has contributed significantly to the marginalization of secular perspectives, not to mention the oppression of peoples.  From the perspective of an Enlightenment inspired human science, religion gets in the way of human progress by virtue of its authoritarian structure, its tribalism, its constriction of the zone of human freedom and autonomy, its reactionary tendencies, and its fundamental non-rationality rooted in faith rather than observation.  (The fact that an ideologically driven human science runs counter to its supposed value-neutrality will be considered later.)  

Where does all of this leave someone (like myself) who takes the identities of spiritualist and human scientist very seriously?  In light of the above discussion, can these identities be harmonized or integrated in a satisfactory way?  Does not the above account point to an unbridgeable gulf between these two forms of consciousness?  The first thing to be said about this is that I am presupposing the indispensability of a harmonized self.  Why not just accept the “multiphrenia” of the age (to draw on the work of Kenneth Gergen)?  Is not the pursuit of self coherence an elusive goal in a postmodern age?  First of all, what the conversation between the religionists and the human scientists demonstrates is that a tension exists between the two forms of consciousness.  This does not mean that there is an inherent conflict or contradiction between the two.  But, how can one deal effectively with the tension? One strategy that I reject is to compartmentalize the spiritual and human scientific identities.  I do not believe that each is irrelevant to the other nor do I think that a stance of mutual tolerance is at all adequate. What is needed instead is a considered integration of the two, while recognizing the tension that exists and cannot be wished away.  This having been said, mutual tolerance is a good place to start.  Many religionists and human scientists are now at each other’s throats.  They tend to create straw people that are then easily knocked down.  Religionists who are intolerant of the human sciences define them as inherently destructive of a spiritual sensibility.  I argue that the human sciences can enhance such a sensibility. A strong case can be made that the human sciences that have tapped into the Enlightenment tradition have evidenced a strong anti-religionist tenor, this in light of their establishment as a system of thought responsible for the creation of a modern social order that does not rely on supernatural injunctions.  A human science that is rooted in a Counter-Enlightenment critique of secular and empirical thinking is much more congenial to a religionist perspective, although it needs to be noted that the historicist bent of Counter-Enlightenment thinking can undermine the spiritualist’s openness to the infinite.    

The human sciences can support our spiritual journey in a number of ways.  First, they make us painfully aware of how our approach to the infinite is mediated by history, culture, and society.  Even if one embraces the idea that there is a universal human nature (defined in terms of “fallenness” or something else), the human sciences sensitize us to particular problems or issues that shape our spiritual quests at any given point in salvation history.   The human sciences can bring a detailed understanding of how society works to bear in promoting human betterment in ways that are defined by particular religious traditions.  Which institutional structures are working against the achievement of basic human goods?  What social conditions support and undermine a commitment to the sacredness and worth of each and every human being as a child of God?  How can the systemic thinking that the human sciences can offer assist religious traditions in clarifying and contextualizing their moral teachings?  Which social factors explain tensions in realizing different human goods at any given time?  (One can cite Merton’s notion of “sociological ambivalence in this connection.)  How can human scientific insight into the social conditions required to sustain the “plausibility structure” of a faith tradition be utilized by those interested in preventing its liquidation?  (See Varacalli’s discussion of this dynamic.)  

There is one human scientific perspective, that of bio-anthropology that dovetails quite nicely with a religious sensibility.  This perspective argues on behalf of a more or less invariant human nature (this in strong opposition to the blank slate view noted above) that is a product of human evolution.  There remains in some religious circles an animus toward evolutionary thinking, although many religionists have clearly made their peace with it.  Bio-anthropology focuses on how human beings are hard wired in specific ways.  This approach lends support to those religious belief systems that emphasize the fallenness of the human condition.  Robin Fox, in an address on the occasion of the establishment of the Anthropology department at Notre Dame, began by commenting on the fundamental compatibility between an evolutionary theory of humanity and the Christian (particularly the Catholic) conception of “sin.” Bio-anthropology can be seen as a human scientific paradigm that supports the metaphysical claims about the essential nature of the human condition put forward by many Christian religionists. It is an empirical perspective that lends credence to the Christian suspicion of utopianism.  (On this point, as noted earlier, the bio-anthropological approach runs counter to the blank slate view embraced by many Enlightenment theorists.)  

Last, but not least, the human sciences can debunk and unmask attempts directed to the institutionalization of spirituality.   To what degree, for example, are churches and/or spiritual entrepreneurs more interested in power, control, or monetary accumulation to the detriment of purely spiritual concerns? To what degree do religious organizations evolve in ways that further and promote particular interests?  The relativization of the religious life can be of considerable benefit to those who take their spiritual mission seriously, for it sensitizes them to how that mission can be usurped by powerful and controlling interests.  Such analysis can assist religious organizations in their purification.  (Relativization might reveal the hard-wiring of which bio-anthropologists speak.)   But, relativization needs to be applied not only to the activities of religionists, but to the secularists as well.  Berger speaks of the role that sociologists of knowledge can play in “relativizing the relativizers.”   By this he means that the motives of secularly-minded human scientists need to be debunked; that the secular assault on religionists can be seen in terms of the interests that are being served and promoted by the unmasking and delegitimation of religious structures.  Truly equal opportunity relativizing then liberates individuals to seek the Truth on a more or less level ideational playing field.  

Let’s turn now to the positive impact of spiritual consciousness on the human scientific enterprise. For one thing, spiritualists can contribute to what Victor Turner refers to as “liminality,” that is, the process by which existing structures are subjected to critical scrutiny, with charismatic leaders often serving as catalytic agents.  Spiritualists are uniquely positioned to help re-enchant a disenchanted world.  But, toward what end?  I would like to suggest that a spiritual consciousness can offer a vision of “open morality” (to draw on Dorothy Emmet’s work), an expanded consciousness that encompasses all of humanity. The human sciences tend to focus their attention on why morality is either “closed” (that is tribal) or “contingent” (see the American pragmatists on this point).  The capacity of human beings (left to their own devices) to transcend the limitations of their social location is seriously questioned.  We are just beginning to have a discourse on how a planetary consciousness can be fostered.  Secular humanism (see the work of Harry Bredemeier, for example) has been talking about this for some time, but from this point of view, human beings are “sacred” by virtue of their potential contribution to the human gene pool, and not because they have an intrinsic value.  A spiritualist sensibility that focuses on self-donation, on the total denial of self, on alterity (see the seminal work of Levinas in this connection) would add “depth” commitments to the “breadth” commitment of secular humanism.  From a Christian point of view, it is the degree of “openness” to the other that defines our spiritual growth.  An “open” morality is not something that can be brought about through social engineering, but only through individual “conversion.”  The language of conversion is a foreign discourse to most human scientists.  It challenges human scientific determinism in any guise.  In the case of conversion, there is a liminal experience of some kind, one that transcends the social realm entirely.  Conversion involves a movement towards an experience that is un-mediated by culture, place, and time.  A sensitivity to conversion could serve to animate the human sciences.  It could put the soul into what many regard as a “soulness” enterprise.  It could rightly put the ghost in the biological and social machines that help frame our earthly existence.   For the human sciences are “stuck” as it were in what Parsons labeled the “action system.”  A spiritual sensibility can create a pathway to the “telic” world (also drawing on Parsons).   This is precisely the kind of integration that is desired—namely, that is, between a concern with our ultimate destiny as human beings, on the one hand, and with our situatedness, social location, and particularity, on the other.  

Any effort on the part of either side to “colonize” the other is highly undesirable.  The human sciences should not be put in the position of being the servant of particular religious traditions or religious interests.   Nor should the spiritual life be reduced to a social function or a culturally specific symbolic representation. 

I would like to close by addressing the question posed above—namely, why is the integration of the spiritual life and the human scientific enterprise so important?  The very short answer is that these modes of consciousness help to define our humanity and form part of a complex chain of being. To deny either is to impoverish ourselves as human beings.  To gain at least a glimpse into how they cohere should be the quest of the spiritually grounded human scientist. 
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