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The Seekers 

A Christian response to those associated with the 

New Age Movement in the American Northwest
To Miriam & Matthew, true Seekers.

“Spiritual innovation is more often than not an indictment of organize religion and it’s failure to respond in creative and dynamic ways to new cultural trends.” 

--William Dinges, 

The majority of books by Christians pertaining to the New Age movement tend to be in the tone of warning ‘the flock’ of the great dark conspiratorial forces behind it.  While I am not writing to affirm or deny the validity of those claims, I must say that sometimes I wonder if the fear and judgement involved in the stance of those books has brought more ‘dark forces’ than the New Age practices themselves.
  Instead, the emphasis of this paper is to build bridges.

I chose this topic because I find that in my NW American context, the majority of people I talk to who are not Christians are also people who rarely associate themselves with one particular faith.  There is a great wariness in our post-modern world to identify with any organized belief system, the causes of which will be examined further below. 

 I also chose this topic because at one time in my life, before deciding to trust in the person of Jesus Christ and becoming involved in the Christian church, I was involved with this same world of eclectic spiritual seekers (who I’ll sometimes refer to as wild horses).  I did not grow up with any religious influence and was given great freedom to choose my beliefs and actions.
  I miss much of the freedom and experimentation of that time in my life and am thus in a stage in my faith development that seeks to know what is of primary significance and what is not.  In other words, I am looking for the crucial boundaries of being a Christian while in relationship with a boundless God.  As a wild horse myself, I am exploring the paradox of how to be tamed and ridden by the yet wild and wonderful God.  

This paper therefore seeks to understand and bless that which is good within the New Age movement and those loosely associated with it.  It also aims to hear their struggles and issues with Christianity, and, in response to those struggles with Christianity, to either apologize for any true critiques, clarify any misunderstanding, or defend any clear and crucial differences.  Above all I wish to encourage dialogue and friendship between fellow Seekers.  

I plan to do this by first describing who I am examining in this paper (who I mean by the wild horses).  I will then be summarizing the history of the New Age movement’s origins.  Next, I will be looking at what commonalities and differences there are between these Seekers and Christian Seekers.  Lastly, I will outline some ways that these two groups can have mutually enriching dialogue.

The research for this paper has come from three kinds of sources: books and magazines
; two interviews –‘Mathew’, an employee of Banyen Bookstore who is currently associated with the New Age movement, and ‘Lynn’, a Christian who used to be associated with it; my own experience and insights from being variously involved with the movement at different stages of my life.

Naming The Nameless

There are a few straightforward problems with the terms ‘New-Age’ or ‘New-Ager’.
   First of all, as authors all too often punfully point out, the New-Age is actually quite ‘old’
;  the majority of beliefs that it encompasses are derived from very early sources.  Even the practice of consciously mixing various beliefs from different cultures and religions goes back to whenever humankind migrated, traded or had dialogues with a different culture.  The only good part of the name New Ager is that it emphasizes the thrust of the movement to be on the cutting edge of ‘new spirituality’.
 The second problem with the term is that there are simply too many groups, beliefs, practices, services, personalities and motives for involvement to classify them all under one name. Thirdly, and I think most significantly, most of those involved with the New Age movement do not like to be called ‘New-Agers’ nor to be associated with the term ‘New-Age’.

So what are we to call them?  Who am I talking about?  It might be easier to say who I am not talking about.  I am not talking about people associated with what have been considered the great ‘world religions’.  Indeed most of those involved in the New Age movement are really not connected to any easily recognizable organization (i.e. they rarely meet together in a designated place or on any regular basis.)
  Therefore this paper even excludes (though often is still relevant to) those groups, like the Bahai, who are religiously pluralistic (to a certain degree) and yet still organize themselves in some fashion. 

 In general, I am looking at those who believe in a metaphysical (or supernatural) realm, but who pick and choose from various beliefs and revelations from the past and present.  They would likely be comfortable with the term ‘eclectic spiritual seekers’, or at least see themselves as involved with ‘alternative spirituality’. 

Obviously it is not practical to address one of these seekers by these terms (“Oh, so you’re an eclectic spiritual seeker?…”), so what are we to call them?  Perhaps this difficulty is indicative of the need to start addressing each other as people, rather than labels. This was confirmed in my interview with Mathew who added “they have a resistance to labels in general because of the assumptions that come along with them”.  I replied that many Christians feel the same way these days about the name ‘Christian’.  It is challenging and yet refreshing to learn to drop all presuppositions that come with labels, and meet simply as people.  


Finally, I am not attempting to address the population of the New Age movement who are only involved as superficial ‘consumers’.  As with Christianity, the New Age movement has its glitzy culture animated primarily from market motives and various other forms of selfish greed.
  Mathew, who distances himself from the New Age largely because of this point, felt that much of the movement had sold out to the mentality of ‘instant-enlightenment’ and profiteering.  In summary, I am writing about the sincere eclectic spiritual seekers of the American Northwest whose hearts I have access to try and hear and to speak into as well. For the remainder of this paper I will usually refer to them as ‘Seekers’.

How Did The New Age Movement Arise?

The roots of the New Age movement are fairly well researched and almost unanimously agreed upon.  However there are a few differences of opinion when it comes to the more recent developments.  Here is a summary of the New Age movement’s historical development.

The enlightenment of the 18th century, which stressed the supremacy of reason, gradually developed into the modernist world of techniques, technologies and globalization.  With the new sense of power and control gained through scientific insight, high society critiqued the past worldviews and boldly laid claim to humanity’s future.  The authority and trust which was once given to the creeds and institutions of the Christian church gradually shifted to the governmental and scientific institutions and formulations.  

However this modern worldview in turn began to receive criticism, particularly from the youth of the 1960s who were concerned about its dehumanizing (and many other negative) effects
.  Despite this resistance sociologists of religion note that modernism had already had the widespread effect of secularizing
 the majority of human spheres, leaving the sacred either entirely dismissed or relegated to an increasingly incongruent compartment usually termed ‘religion’.  Noting a clear statistical drop in traditional religious affiliation as well as other telling trends, these same sociologists concluded that religion would soon be overtaken by the effects of secularization.  However, in view of the rather embarrassing historical developments,
 these theories are now being widely critiqued.  While the sense of fragmentation brought on by secularization is deeply felt by the majority of those still holding to some concept of the sacred, the desire for, belief in, and involvement with the sacred is still clearly thriving.

“Indeed for sociologists to research the New Age Movement, and possibly discover that it is more than a passing fancy, or worse yet, discover that it has significant social implications, would be to deny the sacred cow of the sociology of religion, the secularization thesis.” 
 

Mills’ alternative thesis, primarily drawing from Jacque Ellul’s insights, states that the sacred was too narrowly equated by sociologists with traditional forms of religion.  However, by widening the definition of the sacred to include “anything which organizes peoples’ perceptions of the world”, one sees that the sacred can never really go away.  In traditional Christian terms, new idols simply replace old idols.
  The sacred cow of modernism was being criticized and also found void of giving answers to the deeper questions –like the meaning and purpose of human life.


Add to this the fact that, for reasons too complex to describe in this paper, there was an increase of Eastern thought and religions imported during the 1960s as well as a dramatic increase of drug experimentation, and you have the core foundations for the rise of the New Age movement.


One final topic needs to be addressed before moving into the actual beliefs of these seekers: the similarities between the academic questions raised by post-modernism and those raised by the New Age movement.  Both movements seek to dethrone the idols of modernism.  Furthermore, both recognize the great complexity of the task of replacing this faulty myth (or meta-narrative)
 with a meta-narrative that is aware of the changes brought by modernism and that is inclusive of our relatively new global society.  Ivan Mills quotes an interview from Common Ground (Vancouver’s free newspaper for networking eclectic spiritual seekers) that recognizes the situation,

‘Stories get worn out.  Images get worn out.  Myths get worn out.  We’re in one of those periods between great formative myths.  Joseph Cambell was saying that, and many other people have observed that one of the reasons we, as individuals, suffer big anxieties and feel troubled so often is because we’re past the point where there is a great organizing myth that we all share in and we haven’t reached the next time that there will be one.  So we’re exposed to the great forces of the world without an organized imagination that we share about that.’

The way each new group or individual Seeker goes about trying to integrate our human narratives into a cohesive whole varies greatly, as we will briefly examine later.  And as much as these attempts can be critiqued, at least they are being grappled with.  The necessity and complexity of this task is tragically neglected by the majority of Christians –we have much to learn from these movements who are struggling with the reality of living amidst a global plurality.


In conclusion we can say that there is a slice of the world population who are genuinely seeking spiritual answers but who are disillusioned with traditional forms of spirituality because of a complex set of historical factors and because of a sensitivity to the questions raised by living in a global village.  While often confused and frustrated, they are boldly seeking to find unity amidst a great diversity.

Common Ground And Not-So Common Ground

The Reality of Pluralism


The desire (and subsequent struggles) of finding unity in the midst of diversity is something that most Christians can relate to.  If not, perhaps they are not as sincere in their seeking God or aware of our global situation as they need be.  The majority of Christians understand their primary meta-narrative to be the stories contained in the bible.  These stories, and particularly the climax of these stories in the person and passion of Jesus Christ, are believed to give meaning and answers to the core set of human questions and needs.  However, the crucial question of how the bible relates to the many other cultures and religions of the world receives far too little attention and sensitivity.  It is a deeply felt need by any human to understand how a loving God would relate to all of humankind.  These questions, these needs, are most often ignored or given quick and superficial answers.  Sabina writes,

“A response to the New Age must be based on a solid theology of religions which is aware of the pluralistic nature of the contemporary world that has been correctly described as a global village.  People no longer live in relative isolation and modern conditions require that they learn how to relate to those of other faiths in a manner that will not only minimize rather than acerbate Conlux, but also create harmony and cooperation”. (Saliba, 192)

Seekers need to know that there are many Christians who understand the weight of these questions and who have a variety of creative responses.  They too have a need for a cohesive meta-narrative.  To describe these responses in detail would be impossible in this paper, but in general they can be plotted on a continuum of exclusive–inclusivism–pluralism.
  In brief, exclusionist Christian responses tend to focus on the particularity and uniqueness of God in Christ and see the means of salvation as exclusively found in the Christian faith.  Christian Pluralists, on the other extreme, tend to focus on the universality of God’s presence and see the means of salvation available to any genuine Seeker (yet add that its best to stick to your particular cultural manifestation).  Inclusivist Christians have varying middle stances that basically try and focus on both the uniqueness of Jesus Christ and the gospel as the fulfillment and climax of all religions, yet recognize that God’s universal presence would reveal his character and other truths (or even a means of salvation) to some degree in other religions.

One of the primary objections to pluralism (which would be the closest theological parallel to the eclectic spiritual seekers) is that 

“Pluralist generalizations about what all religions have in common conflict with genuine dialogue, in that they prejudge its results.  Commonalities, which should be established in and through a process of dialogue, are constructed ahead of time by pluralists to serve as presuppositions of dialogue.  Pluralists therefore have closed themselves to what people of other religions might have to say about their account of these commonalities.”
 
In other words, there is often a resistance to acknowledging that there may actually be substantial differences between other religions, differences that may make one claim better or more true than another.  This is a topic that seekers don’t like to deal with.  The dual desires for truth and tolerance can get sticky.  On one hand Seekers say ‘there is no objective truths or reality’, yet on the other hand this very assertion is stated as an objective truth.  Putting it frankly, if there is not truth to be sought –why should we dialogue at all, what ‘common ground’ can we ever come to?  I think Christians feel the sting of this inconsistency acutely in that it often seems that eclectic spiritual seekers promote tolerance of everything except that which comes from a Christian worldview.  There are certainly good reasons to be hurt and angry about how many Christians have treated those of other beliefs, and many apologies are needed, yet these Seekers need to forgive and learn to hear their Christian brothers and sisters.
  Both groups have much to learn from each other in dealing with the very complex task of finding or explaining a cohesive meta-narrative.

The Reality of Divinity, The Humanity Potential, and Love

At the heart of their thrust for cohesion and unity, lies a belief that is held by the majority of Seekers involved in the New Age movement.  This is a belief that, in some fashion, all things are actually one –furthermore that all things are actually Divine.  Statements like the following, whether channeled or philosophically reasoned in a best-selling book, are common,

“I am filled with the joy of being and I feel like a child again; one with the universe, one with every tree, every blossom, every dog and every bug.  I am all of them and they are all of me.  All the dichotomies have melted away; there is just the we.”

While both Seekers and Christians share the common ground of a belief in and desire for transcendence, and while the majority of the above statement could actually be affirmed by Christians, there are some crucial differences.  

Eclectic spiritual seekers basically believe that because of ignorance and subsequent fear and guilt, humanity is suffering from a denial of its divine essence.  By awakening from the illusion of separation, we can enter into enlightenment.  That which seems to perpetuate ignorance or fear or guilt is seen as a hindrance to the goal of divinity, anything that seems to remove ignorance or fear or guilt is promoted.  Practices like meditation, channeling, chanting mantras, various forms of divination, uses of oils and herbs and crystals and technologies, as well as bodily positions and exercises are all believed to help restore the individual to the divine Oneness of reality. Connected to this is a great emphasis on the value and ‘potential’ of the human being: we are affirmed as basically being able to achieve anything –there are no limits to the Divine. Obviously this is an oversimplification and, being eclectic, there are many different terms used to describe the human situation, yet the core message would be agreed upon by the majority of Seekers.

While the New Age movement has rightly criticized modernization’s attempt to rob humanity of transcendence, to replace life with technique, and to hide the limits of death and other ultimate realities, it tends to end up making the same mistakes.
  In proclaiming that we are gods –the reality of human limits is ignored.  By offering a barrage of self-help techniques humanity is still treated as a machine and the illusion that humanity can solve its every problem is prolonged.  Lastly, while they desire to bring back meaning and significance to individuals –the individual’s uniqueness is lost, melting into a pool of divinity.

At this point it is probably good to describe the Christian response to the above beliefs.  But before I do, I think it is important that Christians admit that here too the situation is complex.  We must remember that there are diverse and puzzling beliefs within the body of Christian Theology –mysteries like the unity and diversity within the person of God (Christology), the metaphor that is given about believers being members in the body of Christ (Ecclesiology), and the belief in God’s omnipresence and Spirit indwelling each who trusts Him (Pneumatology).
  

First of all, Christians would clearly support the desire for and joy of communion and communication with the Divine, with each other, and with all aspects of creation –including “every tree, every blossom, every dog and every bug”.  We would even recognize that there is a “we”-ness to all that is.  However, we begin to differ with words like “I am all of them and they are all of me.  All the dichotomies have melted away…” for the wonderful “we”-ness that is later mentioned is lost when the distinction between one being and another is ignored.  We see a difference between unity (or harmony) and oneness (or sameness).  

Christians believe that in order for there to be a mature unity, beings must unite of their own free will.  A baby boy inside his mother is still two beings, even though the baby apparently has no choice.  But an even more beautiful and mature unity comes when that baby boy grows and, with a freely consenting woman, has loving sexual union within the trust of marriage.  They are united as one and yet still free to separate as two beings.  However, without the woman’s choosing to receive him, the supposed ‘union’ would actually be called a rape.  

Another analogy would be the beauty of a song sung in harmony.  The beauty is that a group of unique individuals have chosen to sing in harmony with each other –if they had no choice or if their voices were all “melted” into one, the wonder and beauty would be lost.  Likewise, if one of them didn’t join in the song –the song would still be beautiful.  This last statement is analogous to the distinction between the Christian and New Age movement’s cosmology: If the created universe ceased to exist, those involved in the New Age movement would see God as also ceasing to exist.  However, Christians believe that this would not be so –in fact, they believe that there was a time when the universe did not exist –yet God did.

I think the picture of our solar system provides a good metaphor of the human situation if we think of the planets as humans and the Sun as God.  The first mistake is to think that we are at the center –and that the Sun and other bodies orbit us.  The second mistake is to recognize that the Sun is at the center, but not see the separateness between it and the planets.  These heavenly spheres are intimately related, but they are also separate entities.  If the planets ceased to exist, the Sun would continue.  However, if the sun were to perish –we would all perish with it.  Were are independently dependent.

Connected to these ideas of separateness, dependence, and freedom to choose to partake in the Great song (or dance) of unity is a different prognosis of the human dilemma.  Christians believe that with the freedom to choose to give and receive love –to be in unity, is the freedom to choose to selfishly use another being –to sing in discord.  The problems of hate, violence, greed, and other human evils arise out of this misused freedom, not out of mere ignorance.  We have often known what to do, and not done it.

Lastly, Christians believe that the basis of human worth is that we find our value in relationship to God and each other.  As mentioned earlier, if all is one Being, then there is no ‘relationship’ to be had.  Authentic personhood comes by this recognition and relatedness –by freely giving ourselves to God and each other.  When we resist this life self-giving, we feel the despair of the human condition.  There is something in us that resists the life of being other-centered, and we are left self-centered –willing that all submit to our desires.  The only way out is to recognize the God who loves us self-sacrificially, even while we are in this egocentric state, thus empowering us to begin to live likewise towards others.  Christians believe that the life of receiving love from God and others and in turn loving others who are needy or suffering, is the wellspring of true living.  “This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for us. And we ought to lay down our lives for our brothers and sisters.”

These are the two core mysteries of ‘human potential’, realities that have no ‘cause’ because they originate in the causeless will: the mysteries of evil and of love.

The Reality of Life after Death


Both Christian seekers and other seekers believe that physical death of our bodies is not the final word.  We have been convinced by the accounts of others, by various forms of revelation, and from human reasoning that there is hope for life beyond death.  However, there are some distinct differences between the Christian idea of resurrection and the very popular Seeker belief in reincarnation. 

Before describing those differences, again, Christians need to see the complexity at hand.  Does resurrection happen immediately after death?  In what sense is our body resurrected?  Is there any refining or growth after resurrection?  Is there a purgatory?  Might a purgatory-like conception have parallels to the concept of reincarnation yet not on this earth?  Many other questions and differences between Christian doctrines could be raised, but it is sufficient to say that we need great humility and respect when dialoging with such a mysterious topic.


There are two fundamental difference usually brought up between the Judeo-Christian concept of resurrection and the more Asian concept of reincarnation.  The first is the difference between a cyclical perception of time and a linear or spiral concept of time.  The second is the emphasis on karma (which parallels the Christians idea of the effects of law and trying to gain salvation by works) versus the Christian understanding that salvation/ transcendence/ perfection is not something that can be earned or changed by one’s own power.  Rather we believe that salvation, somewhat like existence itself, is something that is effected and given by God –freely.  In other words, Christians believe that there is a fulfillment or end to this chapter of broken humanity (that it won’t cycle on forever), and that it’s end ‘began’ by God’s loving and free gift.  If there was a work or a condition we had to fulfill to bring about this salvation and restored relationship with God (the essence of transcendence) than love would be conditional, the gift would turn into a payment.  In other words, unlike the concept of Karma where one gets what one ‘deserves’, the good news of the resurrected life is that one ‘gets’ it because God loves every one of us –not because God is ‘obligated’.  

One other important aspect of resurrection is that the Christian believes, although there have been periods of history in which this truth was sorely neglected, in the goodness of the physical world; the goodness of the body.
  Combine this with the belief that the uniqueness and reality of human personality is important, and one can see why the concept of reincarnation (which treats physicality and personality as somewhat discardable) is seen as so different from resurrection.  There is much more to say about the similarities and differences of these two concepts, but this must suffice for here.

There is much more common ground between Christians and Seekers; the value of peace, love, respect for the environment
, the virtue of hope or optimism, the value of story and art and cultural diversity are just a few.  What needs to be remembered is that each group has different understandings of what these values mean and how to attain them. 

In summary, the above core topics call Christians to realize their complexity and to humbly engage in mutual learning with their fellow Seekers: 

“The real issue which the presence of the New Age Movement has raised is not whether Christianity will survive its ubiquitous presence and apparent influence.  Rather, the new Age has drawn attention to a set of more complex question that most Protestant and Orthodox writers have not even begun to ask.  The first is whether the direct doctrinal confrontation with the New Age is ultimately self-defeating.  John Drane, for example, has remarked that New Agers ‘will not be won over to Christ by confrontation’.  The second is whether the continued restatement of Christianity in traditional terms is doing a disservice both to Christianity and to those who are seeking spiritual nourishment at the beginning of the twenty-first century.  And the third is whether the Christian theology of religions is to remain dominated by the exclusive mentality or whether it can broaden its horizons to include other religions in God’s plans for the salvation of the human race.” 

These topics also point out to the eclectic spiritual seeker that there truly are significant differences in belief that need to be evaluated and decided upon.  As Newport puts it, more bluntly, “God is either personal or impersonal.  He cannot be both.  God is either moral or amoral, not both.  People are either non-divine or divine, not both.  There is either resurrection or reincarnation, not both.”
 

How and Where to Meet and Connect

Finding Common Space


The sad fact is that hardly any meaningful dialogue is happening between Christians seekers and the more eclectic spiritual seekers.  The Christians, beset by numerous unhealthy fears and judgements, safely hide away in their Christian clubs.  The Seekers, afraid of being judged and assuming nothing of value in the Christian worldview, ignore the Christian circles.  And so the end result is that the only way the one knows about the other is the fact that often he who shouts the loudest gets heard.  In other words, the opinions that get on television, superficial literature and angry and fanatical loudmouths are the usual source of informing the other party.  These attempts to change the other are doomed to failure –either ending up as lonely soliloquies or causing the other to distance themselves even more than they were.


So, where can Christians go befriend and engage in dialogue with Seekers?  Lynn (who used to hang out in these circles) and I brainstormed on the following suggestions:  First and foremost is the need to just drop our fears and join in on the many adventures that God will bring about.  Practically speaking, Seekers can be met at  neighborhood community classes, cafes, art classes –including dance ( particularly Yoga), metaphysical and new-age bookstores (product and service oriented businesses are often like churches), health food grocery stores and restaurants, environmental rallies and causes, seminars & workshops advertised through public bulletins and newspapers like Common Ground and maybe even Wreck beach!  That should be a good start.

Advice for Dialogue

One of the first things Christians need to realize before engaging in conversation with Seekers is that the Christian church has a lot to apologize for.  The amount of hypocrisy, self-righteousness, violence, hatred and bigotry, neglect and abuse of creation, squelching fear and condemnation done in the name of Christianity is truly staggering.  Obviously, the rest of the world is guilty of these sins as well.  Yet when they are done in association with the One who stands opposed to all of this, there is an even greater responsibility and need for apology.  What good news has this demonstrated?  If it were not for the fact that the very core of our faith acknowledges human selfishness and the need for forgiveness, we would truly be without hope.  While each Christian may not be guilty of all the above sins, we can at least empathize with the pains of these fellow seekers and if allowed, even apologize vicariously for the sins of the Church.

Secondly, as I have made quite clear already, Christians need to be honest and vulnerable about the complexity and fragility of ultimate questions.  Instead of defensively memorizing superficial answers and quickly tossing them out with an air of certainty, we need to thoughtfully reflect and be honest about what we truly believe deep in our heart.  This can feel scary and vulnerable, but it must be done for “Love must be sincere”.  We also need to recognize that even with two thousand years of dialogue, the Church has gone through various creeds and opinions, and is still not in consensus.

Thirdly, we need to approach Seekers with respect, focusing more on hearing than on blabbing.  This point, and the process of communication, is expounded upon by Newport,

“As adherents of the biblical worldview, Christians have genuine respect for the integrity and dignity of others as human beings made in God’s image.  This respect calls for a willingness to listen and to take seriously the other person’s most basic worldview commitment.  You start with what the other person believes.

…you must begin with a clear grasp of presuppositions.  Key issues should be presented with openness, honesty, cross-questioning, and listening.  This process does not require compromise.  It does require a willingness to listen, understand, and seek mutual enrichment.  There should be a reverence for reverence.  Christians have been accused of being both ignorant of other people’s views and arrogant.  Such a track record calls for Christians to seek knowledge, display sympathy, and practice humility.”
 

Participation in Alternative Spiritual Practices


Another question that comes up for Christians is ‘to what extent can we participate in alternative spiritual practices?’  This is a good question, but not an easy one.  Ultimately, the individual must listen to God, going wherever and doing whatever God gives the faith and grace for.  It was not a ‘safe’ idea for Jesus to come into this world.  Christians need to remember that a)Decisions are not to be based primarily on a promise of safety, b) while we believe in spiritual entities that have used their freedom for evil, they are not likely to be more present in New Age meetings than they are in, say, the New York stock market, and c)that God is much bigger than any other being or power.  However, there are a some practices that Christians should probably not participate in.  

While Christians definitely believe that God still speaks to people today, we also believe that there are other entities involved in this world who can lead one into error.  Scriptures are clear that we are not to be involved in channeling the spirits of the dead, nor of any other beings but God.
  The practice of channeling is a very popular trend in the NW New Age world.
  The question of how to evaluate content is a difficult one even for Seekers, and while some common themes arise from this “polyphonic revelation” there are just as many clashing and contradicting ideas, morals and worldviews.  Christine, one of Calvin Mills’ Interviewees said,

“…there is a lot of stuff coming through, but there is a lot of hocus pocus coming through…like one of my favorite sayings is, just because they’re dead doesn’t make them smart.  Just because something appears to be coming, quote, from the other side doesn’t make it the truth but a lot of people will grab onto (it) ...jump on the bandwagon.”

Likewise any form of divination that attempts to manipulate God (which is most), rather than relating to God as a loving Person, is to be refused.  However, I think that using certain tools and methods as tools for psychological insights is perfectly legitimate.
  

Another interesting topic is that of psychic abilities, like ESP.  Christians should not be afraid to admit that the powers of humankind, particularly when seen as working with the Spirit of God, are very likely not all known.  There are many strange incidents within scripture itself.  Perhaps we should be more open to creatively exploring topics like these, as long as we do it in the motive of love and not in a lust for power over God or other creatures. “The only thing that counts is faith expressing itself through love.”

Christians do need to be cautious however about the worldview that comes along with various other alternative spiritual practices (too many to be discussed in this paper),

“Other New Age practices may seem neutral and, because of beneficial effects, even desirable.  However, the interpretative framework in which these practices are embedded makes them problematic.”
  

Almost all unhealthy spiritual practices basically arise out of the difference between seeing God (or other aspects of the Spiritual world) as a force to be used and manipulated versus seeing God as a loving Being to have relationship with. 

Obviously there are numerous kinds of non-directly related activities that Seekers and Christians can participate in.  Works of social justice, environmental causes, human rights issues, and singing and dancing and numerous forms of creating and playing are just a few examples.  Much more thought by Christians needs to be put into the previous questions of involvement however.

Conclusions

So, what have we done?  We’ve looked at the beliefs of a people who I’ve usually given the name ‘Seekers’.  After describing them, we examined the historical events that brought about their worldview.  We then examined their primary beliefs and contrasted those to beliefs held by Christians.  Finally we discussed ways that these two groups of people can come together for mutual enrichment.  

What are some of the ways Christians can be enriched by these Seekers? Saliba quoting Vivienne Hull, lists four major benefits that the New Age movement offers Christians:

1. A stress on the renewal of one’s spiritual life.

2. Affirmation of the sacramentality of the natural world.

3. The profession of the value, uniqueness, and integrity of the individual person.

4. It’s understanding of the power of a positive vision, of hope, and love to motivate human beings to be of service to the world.

Christians need to remember that all truth is God’s truth, that He is lovingly involved in the affairs of all the world’s cultures.  More so, the Church needs to remember that.  

“Instead of being an indication of satanic conniving or an omen of impending apocalyptic doom, the New Age, like all new religious movements, is a ‘sign of the times’ calling Christians to self-examination and reform in the light of the Gospel.  The New Age religion presents an excellent opportunity for the Christian Church to better understand and execute its mission, to adapt and react more meaningfully to the changing needs and cultural conditions of the modern age, to express its teachings clearly to an ecumenical and interreligious audience, and to reform and renew itself in the spirit of the Gospel.”

I believe that Seekers are often very brave –they are explorers, willing to experiment, willing to listen and travel to hear what is ‘out there’.
  They are post-modern in that they tend to be suspicious of any supposed objective all-encompassing meta-narrative if in reality it devalues the stories of the world.  They recognize that the universe is vast and complex and wonderful, and they see it as their mission to understand and enter into whatever Life is most truly about. They are full of energy and view life as an adventure.  This is why I like to use the term wild horses to describe them.  Yet a wild horse, like energy, needs to be harnessed to a certain degree.  For while humans have a desire and need for the wildness of adventure, we also have a desire and need for the safety of home.

Christians have much to offer these Seekers about adventure, yet on this note their more relevant (not to mention, more emphasized in our culture) gift is safety, a home, a God who is there and is as Personal as personal can be.  As we’ve seen above, Seekers can learn from Christians that there is actually more tolerance in believing objective truths, more personhood in not being divine, more freedom recognizing human responsibility, and more love in recognizing the reality of evil and a forgiveness that conquers it. 

I come to the end of this paper, as usual, feeling disappointed knowing that I have barely scratched the surface of a massive topic.  There is still so much misunderstanding by both groups about their various beliefs (particularly I would have liked to have contrasted each group’s Christology, as that is such a foundational topic).  There are still so many questions that remain unexamined.  My hope, at the least, is that whoever reads this paper will be stimulated to find out what the ‘other’ Seeker really believes by becoming friends with one of them.  Through those friendships may the truth be sought, may love increase, and may the Being who gives life to all be known and glorified.  So be it.
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� Saliba, 77


� While I value this youthful freedom very much, it was not without its many pains –including a very broken family life and a great loss of freedom through various consequential addictions, etc.


� John Saliba’s book “Christian Responses to the New Age Movement: A Critical Assessment”, John Newport’s book “The New Age and the Biblical Worldview”, and a Masters Thesis by Colin Mills entitled “The Social Geography of New Age Spirituality in Vancouver”.  Most thoughtful and helpful was Saliba.


� The term ‘New Age’ was first used to describe the new ‘age of Aquarius’ believed to come about in the 80s, as the Piscean age (which started at the time of Christ) was coming to an end. 


� “The New Age? It’s just the old age stuck in a microwave oven for fifteen seconds”- James Randi


� This is attempted by sharing information gained through various forms of scientific and non-scientific experimentation, through channeling information from other entities, and through various literary discoveries and reinterpretations, etc.


�See Mills, 34-35, Sections titled “Don’t call It That:  The Dislike of the Name”, “Don’t call me that:  The distancing of self from the movement.” for more detail.


� There is a loose understanding of a ‘network’ within the movement however , and relationships get formed and reinforced through other means that will be described later in this paper


� It is often noted that when Jesus spoke with people he tended to speak with two tones, or might say he shared two different sides to the gospel.  To the rich and proud and self-sufficient, his message was hard and often with judgement.  To the poor and humble, his message was soft and full of hope and mercy.  From a cultural/sociological point of view New-Agers, as well as Christians, need to hear this two-sided truth.  The problem is complex however, for the proud are also deaf and blind.


� This can most clearly be seen in the protests against wars, human rights movements, an emphasis on living in harmony with nature, etc.


� The term ‘secular’, in its Latin origins, referred to the temporal in contrast to the ‘sacred’ ( being set apart, eternal in nature).  Thus the term is used to describe the human shift from ultimate questions to more temporal or immediate affairs.  It could be argued that perhaps the institutional church had placed too much emphasis on the afterlife and now, particularly since modernism had largely removed (and hidden) the reality of death, humanity shifted its primary questions to living in this world.


� Many traditional religions and new religious movements are still flourishing quite well.


� Mills, 298


� Or, more optimistically, in terms of reform new wineskins replace old wineskins.


� Macleans, in an graph of the top ten world religions, notes that in 1900 there were 558 million Christians, in 1991 there were 1990 million.  That is a fourfold increase.  However, there were 5.9 million people involved in NRMs (New religious movements), while in 91 there were 101.2 million.  That is a seventeen-fold increase.  (Macleans, Nov.29th, 1999)


� A meta-narrative, similar to a Myth, is an over-arching story that attempts to give meaning and cohesion to all other stories.


�Mills’ adds in a footnote that “it must be said in regard to this quotation that although it appears that Mead is endorsing an overarching meta-narrative for society, he qualifies this later in the same passage by saying that the organizing myth must ‘…have an open vision that includes other cultures and other styles and other ways of being…’ It seems that he is calling for a meta-narrative which is inclusive of all narratives.  This is the ultimate New Age hope, a syncretism of postmodern pastiche.”, 230.  Is an inclusive meta-narrative not also a Christian hope?





� It has been reasonably pointed out by Christian apologists that the problems of plurality were around even with the first Christians.  While this is true, the awareness and access to a massive volume of informational resources made possibly by cultural and technological developments has increased to almost overwhelming and unavoidable proportions.


� The best book I have found on this subject is a dialogue between four theologians, “More than One Way? Four views on Salvation in a Pluralistic World”, edited by Dennis Okholm and Timothy Philips.


� Okholm and Philips, 160 (quoting Kathyrn Tanner “Respect for other Religions: A Christian antidote to Colonialist Discourse”, Modern theology 9 (1993):1-18)





� I believe that the concept of brotherhood and sisterhood can apply to all people, at the very least on the level of our common creaturely humanity.


� Mills, 244 (quoting Edita-Mill, “Ode to Joy”, Common Ground, p. 6, Issue #14, Spring 1986)





� Clearly many Christians have made similar mistakes –or worse, for they apparently are the ones who are supposed to be living a life of Christ-like love, acting as a light to the world.  However, describing the details of the mistakes of popular Western Christianity is beyond the scope of this paper.  Greed, pride, self-righteousness, moralism, institutionalism are a few hints…


� Not to mention the more obscure or controversial scriptures like Jesus’ response when he was accused of blasphemy (i.e., in speaking of the Judges, he says “Is it not written in your Law, ‘I have said you are gods” Jn 10:34), and Paul’s agreement with the Greek philosophers that –“ For in him we live and move and have our being…we are his offspring” (Acts 17:28)


� 1 John 3:16


� “God saw all that He had made, and it was very good.”, Genesis 1:31


� John Saliba gives a much more detailed comparison and evaluation in  212-224.


� Many Seekers, assuming that corporate America is equivalent to Judeo-Christian values, don’t realize the clear Christian belief that creation is to be cared for.  This is just one more example of how Christians need to apologize where necessary, and Seekers need to look to the actual source of Christian beliefs.


� Saliba, 133


� Newport, 603





� Newport, 598-99


� Even the word ‘channeling’ points at a significant difference for Christians.  We believe that God speaks to us and through us, but he does not ‘use’ us as a conduit; rather, we participate in the communication process by freely listening  and sharing His Word in the flavor of our own unique personality.


� Some authors would go so far as to say it is the definitive New Age practice of the day.  See Salibas, 229


� Mills, 37


� As Lynn noted, the practice of looking at ‘Angel cards’, which have a significant word on them, can simply be used to see what insights they trigger.  One needn’t think of an outside entity influencing the process.


� Galatians 5:6


� Newport, 604


� Saliba, 


� Saliba, 231 


� “To boldly go where no man has gone before” to use a phrase of a popular seeker TV series, Star-Trek  (Although I believe the political incorrect statement has been revised).





