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Interspiritualilty and intermysticism are the terms I have coined to designate the 

increasingly familiar phenomenon of cross-religious sharing of interior resources, the 

spiritual treasures of each tradition.  Of course everyone isn’t participating; really it is 

only a minority, but its members are the more mystically developed in each tradition, and 

they each hold great influence.  —Wayne Teasdale, The Mystic Heart 

 

Invitation to Worship:  Rumi 

 

The man said, “ I called and called,  
But Allah never replied, “Here I am.” 
Abraham explained, “Allah has said, 
“Your calling my name is My reply. 
Your longing for Me is My message to you. 
All your attempts to reach Me 
Are in reality My attempts to reach you. 

 

Ancient Witness: John 4:24 (paraphrased, Neil Douglas-Klotz) 

 

God is breath. 

All that breathes resides in the Only Being. 

From my breath 
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to the air we share 

to the wind that blows around the planet: 

Sacred Unity inspires all. 

 

 

In my previous congregation, every year we would have two special worship services: a “Living 

Buddha, Living Christ” service and “World Community Sunday,” a joint celebration with Jewish, 

Hindu, Muslim, Buddhist, Jain, Christian and others.  At that church we had some members who 

primarily identified with other faith traditions, even though we were officially affiliated with the 

American Baptist Church, one of the more liberal mainline Christian denominations.  

 
I’ve been reading and reflecting on interfaith dialogue for many years.  When I was the pastor of Mt. 

Auburn Presbyterian Church in Cincinnati, Ohio 20 years ago I began this search in earnest.  One of its 

members, Rocky Fuller, gave me this print of her drawing entitled, “Everybody Dance Now,” that I have 

put on the bulletin cover today.  It’s a depiction of the central religious religious figures of different 

traditions: Moses, Jesus, Buddha, Vishnu, Confucius and others dancing arm in arm in a line.  And when 

I started a meditation group based on Buddhist and Christian practice, my understanding search for 

interfaith dialogue intensified.  Recently, I’ve come to like the term “inter-spiritual” as more accurate.  

This morning I want to explore this question:  As Christians, how can we be inter-spiritual? 

 

It seems to me that there are two basic ways to be an inter-spiritual congregation. 

 

The first way is to be all things to all people—to have no one particular tradition with which to identify.  

I would imagine such a congregation would have a multiple staff, each a leader from a different faith 

tradition, perhaps: Hindu, Christian, Jewish, Buddhist, Muslim, Jain, and on and on.  This would be a 

very ambitious project! 

 

Recently, there are organizations that ordain people to an Interfaith Order, but that seems to me equally 

ambitious and not very practical.  In my own experience, following the path of just one tradition, if one 

is to truly do it justice and do it right, is extremely demanding, if not almost impossible!  But to claim to 

be an expert and to have deeply followed the path of many traditions is just not realistic.  Many spiritual 

teachers from various traditions say this, too.   

 

And this is true, it seems to me, for both congregations and individuals. 

 

There’s a great book by Paul Knitter, who used to teach at Xavier and now teaches comparative 

religions at Union Seminary in New York City, called Without Buddha I Could Not Be a Christian.  He 

said that one big reason for writing the book was to find out if he was a Buddhist Christian or a Christian 

Buddhist.  He concluded that while he followed both Buddha and Jesus, his primary relationship was 

with Jesus.  A few years after he wrote this book he had second thoughts.  He cited a study of actual dual 

belongers (Rose Drew, Christian or Buddhist?  An Exploration of Dual Religious Belonging, New York: 

Routledge, 2011) that found some have a primary religious identity, some alternate between both 

primary identities and some cannot attribute primacy to either identity.  He said that when he finished 

his book he located himself in the first group, claiming one primary religious identity.  But a few years 

later he seemed to find himself in the third group. 
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My point is that here is someone whose entire life and vocation had been the academic and spiritual life 

of research, learning and practice.  And he’s saying that maybe, maybe it’s possible to do two, just two, 

equally. 

 

So the other way to be inter-spiritual—and this is the way of a church ours—is to be inter-spiritual while 

having a primary or root spiritual identity. 

 

This is the style of people like Thich Nhat Hanh, who often would encourage Christians to remain in 

their own tradition.  In his classic book, Living Buddha, Living Christ, he wrote: 

 

During the last fifteen years while sharing the Buddha’s Dharma in the West, I always urge 

my Western friends to go back to their own traditions and rediscover the values that are 

there, those values they have not been able to touch before… 

 

He would say that we can open ourselves to the depths of other faiths, even as we are firmly rooted in 

our own.  One is truly inter-spiritual as one is rooted in a primary tradition.  He said that it’s wonderful 

that Christians and Buddhist share wisdom and experience, 

 

But sharing does not mean wanting the others to abandon their own spiritual roots and embrace 

your faith.  That would be cruel.  People are stable and happy only when they are firmly rooted 

in their own tradition and culture… We must help them return to their tradition. 

 

The person who actually coined the term, “interspiritual,” was Brother Wayne Teasdale, who lived in 

Chicago.  In his book, The Mystic Heart, he wrote, “While I explore the rich crossover of the world’s 

religions, I am anchored in my Catholic tradition.”  He lived as a lay monk, a “Christian sannyasi,” he 

said.  “Sannyasa” is a medieval Sanskrit word that means, “renunciation,” and it refers to the way of the 

wandering Hindu ascetics.  He wrote, 

 

I have embraced a Christian form, but as a witness to the challenge of interspirituality and the 

intermystical life.  From this vantage I strive to integrate humankind’s spiritual wisdom within 

the depths of my own mystic heart. 

 

So Teasdale, a pioneer for interspirituality, claimed a primary tradition, was anchored in it, and used it 

as a vantage point to connect with a universal spiritual wisdom.  He said, 

 

Interspirituality is not about eliminating the world’s rich diversity of religious expression.  It is 

not about rejecting these traditions’ individuality for a homogenous superspirituality.  It is not 

an attempt to create a new form of spiritual culture. 

 

I agree with this.  To be interspiritual it doesn’t have to mean fading into abstraction, to give up a 

specific tradition, or as Diana Eck says, “entering a twilight where all cats are grey.” 

 

Interspirituality doesn’t necessarily mean a congregation or person has to give up a primary religious 

identity.  However, Teasdale said that the ones who are truly being interspiritual are only a minority, 

“the more mystically developed in each tradition.” 

 

Matthew Fox, who was also a pioneer in interspirituality liked to use the term, “Deep Ecumenism.”  He 

described it like this: 
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I begin with an observation from Meister Eckhart, who says that “Divinity is an Underground 

river that no one can stop and no one can dam up.”  There is one underground river—but there 

are many wells into that river:  an African well, a Taoist well, a Buddhist well, a Jewish well, a 

Muslim well, a goddess well, a Christian well, and aboriginal well.  Many wells but one river.   

 

This is such an important metaphor for us.  The deeper we are able to plumb the depths of our primary 

tradition, the more likely we are able to touch that underground river and to truly connect with other 

traditions in an authentic meeting.  This is how we truly connect.  This is interspirituality.  Not on the 

surface, through a superficial quantity, but deeply and qualitatively.   

 

William Sloane Coffin reminded me of the words of the great Rabbi Abraham Heschel, who said, “the 

first and most important prerequisite of interfaith is faith.”  Coffin added, “It is easy in a time of paucity 

of faith for interfaith to become a substitute for faith, suppressing authenticity for the sake of 

compromise.” 

 

And so as we open ourselves to other traditions—as we should—to learn and connect, to appreciate and 

share, may we do so from a mystical awareness that is found at the heart and depth of practicing a 

tradition.  Nothing can substitute for commitment, dedication and persistence of following a spiritual 

path.  We truly connect by descending deeply into a well; just going a few feet down many wells alone 

won’t do it. 

 

To be interspiritual requires two things:  First, to look deeply and listen intently to other religious 

traditions.  Second, to become a mystic, which requires dedication, commitment and diligence to 

descend deeply upon a spiritual path.  To be interspiritual is to share, but not in a superficial way.  It is 

to share “interior resources”—inner experience—that is best accessed through discipline and practice in 

a tradition. 

 

I truly believe that learning about other paths and traditions can help me follow along my own path and 

deepen my understanding of my own tradition.  But the opposite is also true.  The deeper I plumb the 

depths of my own tradition, the better I can touch the reality of inner experience, and the more I can 

enter the cave of my heart, which is where the real meeting takes place. 

 

May this church be such a meeting place. 

May each of us be such a meeting place. 

 

 
(NOTE: The spoken sermon, also available online, may differ slightly in phrasing and detail from this 

manuscript version.) 

 

 


