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The Faculty of the Department for Studies of Religions and Spirituality presupposes working 
definitions for the major terms in the departmental name (“religions” and “spirituality”), as well 
as for the notion of human “culture” from which the phenomena emerge to which those two major 
terms point.  Those three major conceptual presuppositions identify and define the purpose and 
work of the Department, as well as the objects of its studies. 
 
The departmental Faculty acknowledges the complex history of the concepts that the name for the 
the Department presupposes.1  For that reason, clarifying the academic field of study to which the 
name of the Department refers requires definitions of the major terms in the departmental name.  
The name for the Department, “Department for Studies of Religions and Spirituality,” explicitly 
attests to two of the three most obvious principal conceptual presuppositions that inform and 
establish this academic field of study, but also implicitly points to a third conceptual presupposition 
that the two explicit conceptual presuppositions themselves presuppose: (1) the concept of 
“religions,” which identifies human phenomena that both arise from and, in turn, shape human 
cultures; (2) the concept of “spirituality” that designates an essential dimension of human 
experience, of which religions or religious communities themselves constitute one family of ways 
through which individual humans and their societies express the spiritual dimension of human life; 
and (3) the concept of “culture” that most generally refers to a key feature of human life from 
which both human spirituality and human religions themselves emerge and which, in turn, help to 
shape culture itself.  The following definitions and descriptions of these three conceptual 
presuppositions begin with the most general and move to the most specific of those three concepts: 
from the concept of “culture,” through the concept of “spirituality,” and to the concept of 
“religions.” 

 
 

I.  THE CONCEPT OF “CULTURE” 
 

First, like a vast number of other academic departments that study religious phenomena in 
other institutions of higher education, the departmental purpose, curriculum, Faculty, and work 
presuppose an anthropological concept of “culture.”  The Faculty in the Department for Studies 
of Religions and Spirituality, like the imminent historian of religions, Jonathan Z. Smith, regards 
“religion” as “an inextricably human phenomenon” and studies of religions and religious 
phenomena as “most appropriately described in relation to the Humanities and the Human 
Sciences, in relation to Anthropology rather than Theology.”2  Human cultures constitute entire or 
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“whole ways of life” or systems: patterns of behavior, customs, food, language and other modes 
of communication, acquired and accumulated knowledge, educational processes and patterns, 
forms of social organization, institutions, material artifacts, arts, music, technologies, ideas, values, 
symbols, style, mood, characteristic attitudes of human groups toward themselves and their world, 
worldview, and ethos, among many other human processes, patterns, practices, and products — 
including spiritualities and religions.3  As Vilmos Csányi has noted, anthropologists generally 
identify three major overlapping spheres of culture: (1) “social culture” or “the interrelationships 
of people”; (2) “material culture” or “the production and use of artifacts”; and (3) “mental culture” 
or “those ideas not manifested in the other two [spheres of culture].”4  P. C. Mundinger also has 
developed a more specific, yet complimentary and broadly-applicable, socio-biological definition 
of culture that emphasizes the relationships of culture and biological processes as well.  Mundinger 
defined the notion of “culture” as “… a set of populations that are replicated generation after 
generation by learning — an overt population of functionally related, shared, imitable patterns of 
behavior (and any material products produced) and, simultaneously, a covert population of 
acquired neural codes for those behaviors.”5  Even more specifically, Edward Farley, a theological 
anthropologist, has described culture as “the traditions that govern beliefs and behavior,” “[the] 
aspect of a social system or society” that provides a society “with its sense of direction” and that 
“carries its values through a deposit of symbols.”  Moreover, according to Farley, societal 
“subsystems and institutional vehicles” carry culture and serve “… to legitimate, [to] maintain, 
and [to] transmit the traditions” of culture.6 

 
This multi-faceted anthropological understanding of human culture currently serves and 

historically has served as one major working presupposition for the work of the Faculty in the 
Department, specifically with respect to the emergence and development of spirituality and 
religions as important and usually central features of human cultures.  In other words, spirituality 
and religions do not sit within cultures, as somehow distinct and different from their cultural 
contexts: rather, spirituality and religions emerge as interwoven and integrated aspects of human 
cultures that also influence the shape of those cultures.7  On the basis of the previous reasons and 
factors, academic studies of religions and human spirituality do not presuppose some odd 
definition of the concept of “culture” that would remain peculiar in some way with respect to 
religious phenomena, as distinct from all other phenomena of human cultures.  National and 
international academic studies of religious phenomena universally presuppose general definitions 
and understandings of the notion of human “culture.”  In this regard, with its current departmental 
name, the Faculty in the Department for Studies of Religions and Spirituality brings studies of 
religious and spiritual phenomena at Berea College into greater conformity with the study of 
religions and spirituality in the larger academy. 

 
As “systems,” however, human cultures also contain diversity and do not constitute 

“seamless whole way[s] of life” or even “internally consistent wholes.”8  Rather, any given human 
culture contains sub-cultures, as well as struggles and conflicts for supremacy and leadership 
among groups within its society, for the dominance of a single worldview or understanding of 
reality and ethos over other competing worldviews and ethe.9 

 
While a culture requires some stability to develop a specific character or style, a culture 

does not constitute and maintain a fixed or an immutable shape.  In other words, although cultures 
shape the lives and experiences of people and groups within their societies, human agency, as well 
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as non-human factors and forces, also shape and change cultures across time.  Human culture also 
changes as a result of both internal and external influences.  Due to those factors, cultures rarely if 
ever fully succeed in maintaining sharp boundaries between themselves and different cultures, or 
in maintaining themselves as “self-contained” units: rather, cultures travel, synthesize, and change, 
not remaining fixed in any historical era or geographical context.  Similarly, although a culture 
persists to some degree because many or most people or groups within a culture share a common 
viewpoint or worldview, a culture never achieves a consensus of support: all members of a society 
do not share the same viewpoint about all features of a dominant culture; diversity of perspective, 
resistance to the dominant culture, and even conflict about key features of a culture exist within 
societies.  While cultures may contribute to social order, they also often if not usually contain 
features that generate resistance and stimulate changes in culture from various groups within a 
society.10 

 
Historically, academic studies of religions, religious phenomena, and spiritualities more 

broadly, through a wide array of methods and academic disciplines, have examined precisely these 
interrelated factors that constitute human cultures, specifically in terms of the three large 
overlapping spheres of social culture, material culture, and mental culture, as they present 
themselves through the religions and, more broadly, the religious and spiritual phenomena of 
human cultures.  The current dominant academic or scientific approaches to studies of religions 
and religious phenomena presuppose such anthropological understandings of human culture.  
Although the Faculty in the Department for Studies of Religions and Spirituality does not and 
cannot include experts from every academic discipline for studies of religious phenomena, 
religions, and spiritualities, the departmental Faculty, similar to its colleagues in the larger field of 
study, historically has presupposed and currently presupposes such an anthropological 
understanding of human culture; and, in varying degrees, in terms of several different methods, all 
members of the Faculty in the Department for Studies of Religions and Spirituality study religions, 
and religious and spiritual phenomena more broadly, in all three overlapping cultural spheres: 
social culture; material culture; and mental culture. 

 
 

II.  THE CONCEPT OF “SPIRITUALITY” 
 

Second, the Faculty in the Department for Studies of Religions and Spirituality also 
presupposes a broadly anthropological concept of “spirituality,” as one major and even key 
dimension in the larger category of human culture itself.  The contemporary and increasingly-
widespread academic distinction between the analytical category of “religion” and the analytical 
category of “spirituality” has emerged most emphatically, although not exclusively, from a widely-
popular self-description that many people often currently employ to describe themselves, a self-
description that one may hear regularly although not exclusively in North America and Europe: 
people describing themselves as “spiritual but not religious.”11  While some scholars who study 
religious phenomena from different perspectives and for different reasons have argued against the 
validity of this popular distinction,12 other renowned scholars and researchers in both the social 
sciences and human sciences or humanities intentionally have developed this popular distinction 
into a clearly-and-coherently-designed academic investigative rubric with which they then have 
conducted their own specific studies of religion/s and spirituality.13 
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Generally, many researchers and scholars have come to understand the concept of 
“spirituality” as the larger category, while understanding the concept of “religion,” referring 
especially to both historic and contemporary religious communities or traditions, as a sub-category 
of the larger category of “spirituality,” as one family of ways in which many people have chosen 
and continue to choose to exercise or to express their spiritualities.14  For example, one 
contemporary philosopher declares that “… spirituality and religion are not the same,” describing 
“spirituality” as “a much broader concept than the rather specialized notion of religion,” “… a 
human phenomenon,” “part and parcel of human existence, perhaps even of human nature.”15  
Similarly, because the category of “spirituality” (rather than the category of “religion”) “… 
includes the values, priorities, overall purposes, and principles that a person may use to live by, 
whether or not these are stated in identifiably religious terms or are conceptualized as religious by 
the individual,” the psychologists, Raymond F. Paloutzian and Deborah A. Lowe, also regard 
“spirituality” as the broader category.16  Over the course of several decades, Robert Wuthnow (a 
renowned sociologist of religions) traced the demographic shift in the United States from that 
which he characterized as the public form of religion (religious communities, organizations, or 
institutions) to that which he characterized as the more personal and individual forms of religion.  
Wuthnow described this change as the shift from a “spirituality of dwelling” (the public forms of 
religion) to a “spirituality of seeking” (the personal and private forms of religion).17  Although on 
the surface Wuthnow’s distinction seems too sharp and simplistic, he certainly understood both 
that a spirituality of dwelling or belonging also contains, leads to, or produces forms of spiritual 
quest or seeking in individual humans and that a spirituality of seeking also discovers or produces 
forms of spiritual community, dwelling, or belonging for groups of people.  Nonetheless, as the 
distinction itself clearly indicates, his work also suggests that he at least implicitly understood 
“spirituality” as the larger category that includes “religion/s” (as public or institutional) as a sub-
category. 

 
On the basis of the previous important demographic changes of direction and 

corresponding academic developments, the Faculty in the Department for Studies of Religions and 
Spirituality presupposes the previous distinction between religions and spirituality.  As one 
element of the theoretical basis for the name of the Department, the concept of “spirituality” points 
to the interior or subjective dimension of human life, that which people “experience privately in 
[their] subjective awareness,” specifically indicating the following features of human life: “… the 
internal process of seeking personal authenticity, genuineness, and wholeness; transcending one’s 
locus of centricity; developing a greater sense of connectedness to self and others through 
relationship and community; deriving meaning, purpose, and direction in life; being open to 
exploring a relationship with a higher power that transcends human existence and human knowing; 
and valuing the sacred.”18 
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III.  THE CONCEPT OF “RELIGIONS” 
 

Third, although scholars who study religious phenomena define the term “religion” in 
many different ways, members of the Faculty in the Department for Studies of Religions and 
Spirituality generally employ the following understanding as a working description of the term 
with which they fulfill their responsibilities and conduct the work of the Department.  Similar to 
Malory Nye, the Faculty assumes that, in most if not all human cultures, people produce and 
participate in a “field of cultural activity” to which they give (or to which one may apply) the label 
“religion.”  Again, similar to Nye’s approach to the cultural field of religions, the Faculty in the 
Department examines how the phenomena that appear in this field of cultural activity operate and 
function “as part of, not separate from, the rest of cultural life.”19  In itself, as Roger W. Stump 
similarly states, a religion constitutes “… a cultural system, an integrated complex of meanings, 
symbols, and behaviors articulated by a community of adherents,” a system that “… encompasses 
a set of normative conceptions or ‘givens’ that inform the ways in which people understand, act 
within, and influence the world that they inhabit.”20  Moreover, and following the academic 
methodological distinction between spirituality and religions, the Faculty of the Department 
regards a religion (understood as a more public, communal, organizational, and institutional 
phenomenon) as predominantly a “spirituality of dwelling” or belonging (to borrow Wuthnow’s 
phrase), a sub-category and specific form of the broader anthropological category of “spirituality.”  
Various religions or specific religious traditions and communities, then, comprise one family of 
ways in which humans and human communities express, actualize, or instantiate the broader 
anthropological factor of human spirituality. 

 
On that basis, then, the departmental Faculty identifies, describes, and analyzes the major 

dimensions that appear through the diverse phenomena of any specific religion-as-a-cultural-
system.  Generally, the Faculty borrows and employs a well-known, widely-respected, and often-
utilized working set of analytical categories to elucidate the dimensions of a religion or religions, 
which Ninian Smart both developed from and employed to guide his own studies of religions: 
(1) the social, political, organizational, or institutional dimension of religions; (2) the ritual, 
practical, and devotional dimension of religions; (3) the experiential or emotional dimension of 
religions; (4) the moral and legal dimension of religions; (5) the mythic or narrative dimension of 
religions; (6) the intellectual, doctrinal, or philosophical dimension of religions; and (7) the 
material (artistic, symbolic, architectural) dimension of religions.21 
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emphasize that Christian doctrine does not exist in isolation from other dimensions of Christian religion.  For this 
reason, they situate their study of Christian beliefs and doctrine within the larger reality of Christian religion, again 
identifying these same seven categories of religion: “belief” or “doctrine”; “myth or sacred narrative”; “ethics, 
including politics”; “ritual”; “feeling and experience”; “institutions”; and “material manifestations” (Ninian Smart and 
Steven Konstantine, Christian Systematic Theology in a World Context, World Christian Theology Series, series ed. 
Frank Whaling [Minneapolis, Minnesota: Fortress Press, 1991], 22–23).  In an earlier book, Smart employed six 
similar categories in his phenomenological approach to the study of Christian religions: “doctrine, myth, ethics, 
experience, ritual and institution” (Smart, Phenomenon of Christianity, 11).  In one of his more recent books, Smart 
re-arranged the dimensions that he has identified into eight rather than seven categories: “the ritual or practical 
dimension”; “the doctrinal or philosophical dimension”; “the mythic or narrative dimension”; “the experiential or 
emotional dimension”; “the ethical or legal dimensions”; “the organizational or social” dimension; “the material or 
artistic dimension”; and “the political and economic dimensions” (Ninian Smart, Dimensions of the Sacred: An 
Anatomy of the World’s Beliefs [London, England, United Kingdom: Harper Collins Publishers, 1996], 9–11).  One 
recent study of Christian religion has applied key elements of Smart’s now popular categorization of religious 
dimensions (see Gail Ramshaw, What Is Christianity? An Introduction to Christian Religion [Minneapolis, Minnesota: 
Fortress Press, 2013]).  Recent historical studies also have approached the study of Christian religions through 
collections of texts from primary sources, by providing categories that resemble Smart’s approach, with respect to key 
dimensions of religion, as organizing principles for those sources.  As one example, Robert E. Van Voorst has 
organized a collection of primary Christian texts or sources in terms of several major periods of Christian history.  
Within each period in his historical outline of Christian religions, however, he has organized texts in terms of five 
major categories: (1) “religious events in the period”; (2) “the life of the institutional church, its organization and 
worship” during each historical period; (3) “the teachings of Christianity on various subjects” in each period; (4) “the 
ethics of the Christian tradition,” in terms of both personal and social morality, during each historical period; and 
(5) “the relationships of Christianity to its rivals inside and outside the Christian movement” in each period of history 
(Robert E. Van Voorst, Readings in Christianity, 3d ed. [Stamford, Connecticut: Cengage Learning, 2015], 11).  
Similarly, yet with an inverted organizational approach, Mary Gerhart and Fabian E. Udoh have also designed a 
massive collection of primary texts through which to study “Christianity as a world religion.”  They have organized 
their collection of sources, however, through a series of similar topics or categories, wherein each category contains 
documents that cover the whole span of Christian history: (1) “Biblical Traditions and Interpretations: Sources of 
Authority”; (2) “Early Influences on Emerging Christianity”; (3) “Early Forms of Christianity”; (4) “Rituals and 
Patterns of Worship”; (5) “Structures of Community: Ways of Living, Decision Making”; (6) “Mysticism, Philosophy, 
Theology: Demands on the Intellect”; (7) “Twentieth-Century Issues and Challenges”; and (8) “Christianity and Other 
Religions as World Phenomena” (Mary Gerhart and Fabian E. Udoh, ed., The Christianity Reader [Chicago, Illinois: 
University of Chicago Press, 2007], vii–xiv, 2). 


