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Past issues of these letters (300+ so far) may be read at http://livingtheology.com/letters.htm  Other writings of mine (over 45 articles, 24 commentaries, and 40+ audio files) are at http://LivingTheology.com. The author is solely responsible for content of the site, which does not represent any particular denomination. 
I recently finished all requirements including a thesis for the M.A. in theology, which was awarded on July 15, 2012. I say that to encourage someone else – perhaps even some other older person – to further develop his or her understanding of the doctrines of Christianity.

Often I hear or read of people stating that they are not very religious but they are very spiritual. Wanting to understand what that means led to this letter. The following is not meant to be complete but only representative. We will look closely to see why these two concepts of religion and spiritually can lead to dangerous conclusions and why true Christianity is set apart from both. 
Religion: 
Religion can be defined as a belief in something sacred such as gods or other supernatural beings. There are prayers and other forms of communication with the supernatural. Religion develops a worldview and it forms the basis for the believer’s life. There are rules and regulations to follow to achieve salvation, which varies with the religions. All followers must obey the rules and do good works. There is a structure or hierarchy associated with religion. If faith is required it is developed by the individual. Salvation is not usually certain. The structure is based upon tradition and hence may change over time. Outcomes depend upon changes of the individual from the outside. The follower is a slave to the rules and regulations of the particular religion. A person’s actions are compared to other individuals and not an absolute standard. Salvation is sought following the doctrine of a god or founder of the religion. Religion is generally public with organized doctrines. Many followers believe that only their religion leads to salvation.
Spirituality: 
The focus is on self-fulfillment or self-actualization. People are usually stated as having no personal defect, all are basically good, but each person can improve. The teaching is that either there is no god or there are many gods and all paths lead to self-enhancement here and some purified or advanced form after death. The goal is often to live in harmony with self and other “forces”. The follower is a slave to self-development. There usually is no standard of right or wrong for all truths are relative. Followers worship creation and understand that there is no separation between the creator and the creation. Spirituality is generally personal and private with little or no dependence upon any public rituals. It generally embraces all religions because of the spiritual development available in them. Sins are generally regarded as just misunderstandings about who people are in a cosmic sense. Spiritually is about experiencing the “divine consciousness” rather than intellectual beliefs of some doctrine. 
Christianity as taught by the Bible:

The focus is on Jesus who is the Son of God (Matt 26:63, Acts 9:20). To be a Christian a person must first be changed by God and be born again to be in God’s family (John 3:3) because before that action the person is a sinner (Eph. 2:1-3). God is a personal being who loves His children and causes good to come to those called by God (Rom 8:28). Salvation is freedom from the wrath of God since Jesus took His wrath for each person who obeys Jesus (John 3:36). There is accountability to God as each Christian is a slave to Jesus Christ (Rom 1:1; 2 Peter 1:1; Rom 6:18; Eph. 6:5-6). Salvation is not achieved by the works of the individual (Rom 9:16), but Christians are saved to do good works (Eph. 2:10). Jesus is the author and perfecter of the faith that is required for a person to be saved from the wrath of God (Heb. 12:2) and salvation is certain (1 John 5:13). Christians worship the Creator and not creation. Salvation is only through Jesus (Acts 4:12). Everyone is a sinner (Rom 3:23) and will remain in that state until transformed by God. Rituals such as baptism and the Eucharist follow salvation rather than salvation earned by following rituals. The exclusivity of Christianity (John 14:6) is generally viewed as very negative by those outside of Christianity. 
Mixtures:

True Christianity is often corrupted by bringing in aspects of either religion or spirituality Examples of error would be when salvation is achieved by faith plus works. People can mix faith with spiritual tools such as yoga and meditation with mantras. Followers can choose from a “cafeteria line” which actions to follow such as having Jesus as Savior now and Lord later. Followers can worship God only in isolation rather than in fellowship with other Christians. Followers can be called Christians without being accountable to Jesus Christ or to God. The meaning of the priesthood of the believer is that the individual follower does not need a teacher or to be accountable to any other person. All religions lead to the same God. Homosexuality lifestyle is acceptable in Christianity. There is no such thing as absolute truth. 
The term “spirituality” was only used frequently after the 1960s when revolts against every form of organized authority became prevalent. The “establishment” and all systems of authority were categorized as corrupt and evil. People began privatizing and personalizing religion to the extent that it had little dependence upon any organized system and was called “spirituality”. Today many universities have student organizations to help students achieve “total wellness” like the Student Wellness Center at Ohio State University. Here is a quote from that Center:
“Spirituality can offer many benefits to your life, both emotionally and physically. Developing your spiritual life can give you a sense of purpose and help you figure out where you are most passionate in your professional, social, and personal life. Some studies show that positive beliefs can comfort you and improve your health. People who have taken time to develop their spiritual life are also likely to better understand their needs.”
There is an increased level of interest in some religions like Taoism with its strong “spiritual” aspect rather than a rigid doctrinal basis like other religions. Christians need to be aware of the invasion of concepts in Eastern spirituality in Christianity as another tool of Satan in his attempts to destroy the church. Make it a point this week to study one of these religions and see how one some of their concepts are making inroads into the Christian church. 
Throughout history there have been cycles of decline and revival in Christianity. We must be informed and alert to the need for Scriptural standards for faith and worship. 
