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Abstract
Identity is complex; the cultural milieu of possible worldviews, and
accompanying identifying terminology said to represent such a world-
view, even more so. Just as this book demonstrates, a simple term such as
“spirituality” can refer to a multiplicity of understandings, which may
even wholly contradict one another. In our present study, Brian C. has
found comfort “experimenting with ideologies,” and identity tinkering
over the course of his life. As his case will demonstrate, the process of
identity formation is exemplified by its disunity. To this point, Brian
identifies as an atheist Zen Buddhist, who is not only “spiritual,” but also
“religious.” Raised in a religion (Christianity) he identified with until
adolescence, Brian had been a practicing Buddhist for several years at the
time of the interview.

“I Think It’s also Important
to Recognize that Actions Have
Consequencesand inBuddhismThat’s
the Concept of Karma.”1—Brian C

The case of Brian C. has been selected because
Brian represents an individual who, while
rejecting traditional Western belief orientated

religious frameworks, nevertheless finds guid-
ance in life through Buddhist practices and
doctrine. Moreover, Brian is an excellent exam-
ple of an individual who is comfortable tinkering
with his own identity, and identity labels.

In the context of this chapter, Brian represents
a typical worldview for a Zen Buddhist, as the
concept of a god is wholly rejected. While
strictly speaking Zen is aconceptual, the term
“worldview” is not inappropriate as within Zen
Buddhism there is an appreciation for ritual and
certain transcendental ideas such as karma, and
other life guiding concepts. This was the reason
to select Brian C. for an extensive case study.T.J. Coleman III (&) ! D. Giamundo ! C. Vance
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1From interact 88. The interview transcript in full length
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Brian—Biographical Outline

Brian, 30 years old, and recently married at the
time of the interview, is a graduate student in a
psychology PhD program on the East Coast of
the United States. He characterizes his family as
“great,” but “fairly politically and socially con-
servative.” While many members of his family
are rather religious and conservative minded,
however, that’s not Brian. Brian identifies as
being a “more spiritual than religious atheist/
non-theist” according to the survey, and as a
“Buddhist” during the interview portion of the
study.

Looking back, Brian was raised in a religious
setting by a mother he identifies as “mainstream
Presbyterian,” and an extended family he labels
as “total Jerry-Falwell2 kind of people.” How-
ever, Brian started questioning the belief system
he had been taught “at some point” in his late
teens, and by college he was exploring “different
philosophies, different ways of thinking” (from
interact 30).

Brian does not speak too fondly of experi-
ences early in his childhood. In fact, he does not
have much to say about his years spent growing
up other than to state that his “childhood was
pretty… typical in most ways,” then immediately
proceeding to state that his “parents divorced
when [he] was nine.” He “went through sort of a
typical adolescence identity crisis” as a teen,
where he was “trying on… different sort of
identities and roles… [in] that sort of classical
Eriksonian sense” (all quotes from interact 18).
Disillusioned with the Christian tradition he was
raised in, Brian knew he wanted a better, differ-
ent, more open, world framing system that was
free from what he saw as the societal obligation
and expectation to identify as a Christian, which
he found in Zen Buddhism.

Mapping Brian’s Case Based
on Questionnaire Responses

As detailed in Chap. 14, openness to experience
and mysticism have been used for mapping the
cases in a two-dimensional space. In this map
(see Fig. 17.2), Brian is located, slightly, in the
upper right segment.

A more comprehensive comparison of Brian’s
individual responses to the questionnaire with the
means for the focus group of the “more spiritual
than religious, atheist and non-theist” is pre-
sented in Table 21.1.

As a “more spiritual than religious” atheist-
Zen Buddhist, some noteworthy differences
appear in Brian’s scores when compared to his
focus group. With regards to personality
(NEO-FFI), his scores fall largely along his focus
group means with the exception of neuroticism
and extraversion. Here, his level of extraversion
is a half deviation above his group means.
However, most notable is his low neuroticism
score, which places him a full deviation below
his group mean. This is telling, as we might
interpret the significant absence of neurotic per-
sonality characteristics (such as anxiety and
worry) as a result of his adherence to Buddhist
doctrine and practice, which seeks to acknowl-
edge that suffering is an inevitable part of life.

Regarding mysticism (Hood, 1975), Brian
scores below the group means for all subscales.
While he states that he has used psychedelics,
Brian goes on to mention that they did not pro-
duce what he would label as “mystical insight.”
While this may seem a surprising finding given
the role that psychedelics can play in facilitating
mystical experience, it is consistent with research
on Buddhists which suggest that many Mysticism
Scale items fail to capture the experience of
self-loss that is associated with impermanence in
Zen Buddhism (Chen, Zhang, Qi, & Hood, 2011).

Across the Psychological Well-being and
Growth scales, Brian not only scores above his
group mean for each construct, but typically
scores almost a whole standard deviation or more
above the mean. Noteworthy here, and as we
might expect for a Zen-Buddhist, environmental

2Jerry Falwell was an American evangelical Southern
Baptist pastor, appearing on TV regularly, with rather
conservative views. He was known for making extreme
and inflammatory remarks towards any viewpoint or
ideology that did not align with his own.

340 T.J. Coleman III et al.



Table 21.1 Comparison of Brian C. With Respective Focus Group on the Most Important Scales in the Questionnaire

Single case
variable values
for Brian C.

Mean values for
“more spiritual than
religious atheists/
non-theists” focus
group in the USA

M SD

Personality (NEO-FFI)

Neuroticism 9 20.8 10.2

Extraversion 32 27.9 6.8

Openness to experience 38 38.7 4.9

Agreeableness 31 30.6 4.8

Conscientiousness 32 30.7 6.7

Mysticism (Mysticism Scale total) 114 117.1 22.4

Introvertive mysticism 37 45.7 9.6

Extrovertive mysticism 29 28.3 8.4

Interpretation 48 43.1 7.5

Psychological well-being

Autonomy 28 27.5 4.0

Environmental mastery 29 24.4 4.5

Personal growth 31 30.2 3.3

Positive relations with others 32 28.0 4.4

Purpose in life 29 25.3 4.1

Self-acceptance 29 24.9 4.2

Generativity (Loyola Generativity Scale) 60 59.3 8.5

Attitudes toward God 49 49.0 12.0

Religious Schema Scale (RSS)

Truth of texts and teachings 9 7.6 4.2

Fairness, tolerance and rational choice 22 22.3 2.5

Xenosophia/inter-religious dialog 16 16.2 2.1

Note All mean values are based on covariance analyses with the variables for country and focus group as predictors,
while controlled by sex, age, cultural capital, and per-capita income
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mastery, purpose in life and self-acceptance
appear as psychological constructs in his life that
are well developed and strongly present.

Brian’s Semantic of “Spirituality”

…it sounds like… the way these questions are
worded is-is-is, um, they were either written by or
intended for somebody who is kind of like a tra-
ditional, Western, theistic, sort of a, sort of world
view. (interact 122)

What is Brian’s understanding of “spirituality”?
Well, and as his quote above alludes to, it is
certainly not in the “traditional, western, theistic”
sense. Indeed, in the questionnaire, Brian has
given his definition of “spirituality”:

In the Zen Buddhist tradition to which I belong,
the term ‘spirituality’ isn’t really used, but I sup-
pose I could say that it refers to the experience of
our essential nature in everyday life.

Here, “spirituality” is seen as the core, essential,
and desired phenomena. However, it is not
accepted without caveat—it is reinterpreted (see
Coleman, Silver, & Hood, Chap. 22) in a rather
“secular” context, and viewed through his Zen
Buddhist background.

In the questionnaire, Brian gives his definition
of “religion” as: “Those aspects of human behavior
which surround ‘spirituality’—ritual, tradition, and
community.” This, when compared to his under-
standing of “spirituality,” positions religion in such
a way whereby religion surrounds, but perhaps
does not ‘touch’ the core experience of “spiritu-
ality.”Moreover, and for Brian, religion appears as
a sort of Durkheimian “religious glue” (Coleman,
2013), as functional phenomena primarily con-
cerned with experience, and not substantive phe-
nomena concerned primarily with belief.

Brian’s semantic profiling of “spirituality,”
reveals “spirituality” to be largely flexible, liber-
ating, tolerant, healing, thisworldly, and intercon-
nected, when compared to “religion,” which
appears as largely antithetical to these descriptors.
When taken together, Brian’s view may be regar-
ded as typical for the “more spiritual than religious
atheists and non-theists” (see Appendix A,

Fig.A.23) In thisgroup, andasBriandemonstrates,
theymaybewilling to identifywith, andevenuse, a
semantic of “spirituality,” however, they do not
view this concept as “religious,” or belonging to
‘religion.’ In other words, you may hear a more
spiritual than religious atheist speak of “spiritual-
ty,” but don’t confuse that for ‘religion’ in any
traditional or transcendent sense—at least not in
their view (Fig. 21.1).

Brian’s Faith Development

…as a Buddhist I don’t believe in God or-or
anything like that… (interact 34)

Does Brian have a ‘faith’ style? Well, yes, as
long as we don’t confuse this with a belief in any
type of ‘god.’ Based on the faith development
evaluation of the interview with Brian C., for
which we have followed closely the Manual for
Faith Development Research (Fowler, Streib, &
Keller, 2004), Brian’s interview demonstrates a
predominately individuative-systemic style
(Streib, 2001). This reflects his scores on the
Fowler faith development interview, which
overall, find Brian at a stage 4.

Attending to Brian’s single responses to the
faith development questions sorted by aspects of
‘faith,’ Brian appears to be more developed in
terms of faith development in regard to
non-religious structural aspects such as logic,
perspective taking or moral judgment, than in the
existential aspects. However, this trend is not
without the occasional detractor, as certain,
more, perhaps quasi-religious or theological
questions, do receive an affirmative response
from Brian. Important to note, however, is that
these aspects are largely channeled through his
functional understanding of ‘religion,’ and his
own Buddhist beliefs, which place a value on
ritual, symbols and discipline. Although the
aspect image of god was rated a stage 4 for Brian,
this appears contradictory to his response, when
being asked to discuss his image of God or the
divine; Brian responds as such: “How does m-my
what?” (interact 32) As the narrative segment in
the next section will demonstrate, Brian doesn’t
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really know how to answer the question, and is
even caught off guard as to why anyone would be
asking him (a Zen-Buddhist) about something
they don’t believe in. It is this rejection that lays
at the base of Brian’s identification as more a
“more spiritual than religious atheist/non-theist.”

As mentioned previously, Brian filters the
‘religious or spiritual ideas, symbols, or rituals
that may be important to you’ question through
his Buddhist beliefs and can easily answer such a
“religious” question. The following narrative
section will explicate how Brian handles this
question in the context of his worldview.

Summary of Brian’s Faith Development
Overall, Brian responds well to the aspects of the
faith development interview (FDI) and channels
his answers to any ‘challenging’ questions that
may be too tinged by Western theological
notions through his own personal worldview and
Zen-Buddhist doctrine. While well developed in
terms of the more ‘secular’ questions attending to
structural logic on the FDI, the remaining dis-
cussion of Brian’s case will speak to some of the
specific aspects of the FDI, such as his views on
‘image of god,’ ‘religion and worldview’ and
‘symbols and rituals.’

Fig. 21.1 Brian’s
Associations to
“Spirituality” on the
Contextual Semantic
Differential
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The Narrative Structure and Content
Aspects in Brian’s Interview

In attending to the narrative dynamics in Brian’s
interview (see Keller & Streib, 2013; see
Chap. 16 for a methodological discussion), we
present a condensed life ‘abstract’ below con-
taining the key periods in Brian’s life, followed
by a series of narrative segments displaying how
he answers some of the FDI questions.

Life Review

…When my parents divorced that was kind of one
of those major, um, world-view changing things.
(interact 28)

Attending to Brian’s response to the “life chap-
ters” question in the faith development interview,
we see that Brian largely breaks up his life into
segments displaying temporal coherence in
keeping with Bluck and Habermas’ (2002) cul-
tural concept of biography that correlate with his
time spent in school—a move that might be most
familiar for anyone currently holding an
advanced degree. That is, school, specifically a
graduate program, takes a lot of devotion and
determination in one’s life. Specifically, it is
likely the very center of one’s life when you are
currently enrolled in a program such as Brian.
The life chapters are presented as follows (a
better understanding of his explanation is added
in brackets):

1. Childhood (parents divorced at age 9, major
impact on Brian)

2. Adolescence (exploring different identities)
3. Undergrad (failed a bunch of classes, didn’t

do so well)
4. In-between undergrad and grad school

(“crappy job,” met his wife)
5. Grad school (where he is currently in a

“period of professional development”)

During the interview, Brian mentions that his
parents’ divorcing was very much a life changing
moment, and notes that it “involved a change in

[his] world view” (from interact 18). In specu-
lating as to precisely how this was a formative
moment in the course of his life today, perhaps it
played little to no part? Maybe it factored into
something not discussed in the interview? Or,
and perhaps more likely, discovering the imper-
manence of human relationships, that often
appear so stable and sure to us children, was a
key experience that led to his comfort in the
Zen-Buddhist worldview? In fact, in addressing
his parents’ divorce he states that it was “unex-
pected,” and that this “change…came kind of
early,” when he still thought his parents were
“infallible and perfect.” After the divorce, “[he]
started to see at that point that [his] parents are
fallible” (from interact 52). Elsewhere during the
interview, Brian states: “everything is imperma-
nent and everything is, always changing” (from
interact 140). Brian learned a central Zen Bud-
dhist concept at an early age.

The time in Brian’s “In-between undergrad
and grad school” life chapter likely contains
several formative moments in the course of his
life, specifically the use and experience of psy-
chedelic drugs, as Brian mentions elsewhere in
the interview. But here, Brian does not go into
any real depth to discuss this time other than to
say that during school (which he seems to blend
with this in-between period), he “was at a strange
college with nobody that [he] knew, far away
from everybody that [he] knew. [He] was pretty
depressed.” Ever the psychologist, however,
Brian goes on to state that he is “not sure [he]
would have actually met diagnostic criteria for
depression but it was pretty bad.” (from interact
42) Regardless of whether or not he was ‘clini-
cally depressed,’ Brian pulled himself up, and
overcame that period of his life.

Narrative Segments

The FDI has elicited rich ‘mini-narratives’ that
help to display Brian’s worldview and version of
“spiritualty” following the narrative-dynamic
structure according to Labov and Waletzky
(1967), with a trajectory from orientation,
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complication, evaluation and resolution. As
mentioned in the previous section describing
Brian’s ‘faith’ development, the following vign-
ette beautifully illustrates Brian’s current ‘image
of god.’ However, we should further explore the
“it,” i.e. the God that was rejected (Table 21.2).

Brian is no stranger to what he terms as “peak
experiences.” As an individual who has experi-
mented with some psychedelic drugs during his
life, and as a currently practicing Zen Buddhist,
Brian notes that both meditation and drugs have
facilitated these peak experiences in his life. It is
likely that Brian’s “peak experiences” are not
especially mystical, at least not mystical as
measured by the Mysticism Scale, as the focus
appears to have been upon interesting altered
states of experience and not on the experience of
ego loss or impermanence. In this sense, Brian’s
experiences with drugs simply confirm the illu-
sory aspect of all experiences of the world
(Table 21.3).

Even with these very interesting moments of
peak experiences in his life, however, Brian goes
on to note that, for him, there are problems with
these types of experiences—they have to end
sometime (Table 21.4).

As a Zen Buddhist, and admirer of the more
communal, orthopraxic, and ritualistic aspects of
religious traditions, Brian explains that some
traditions are worth keeping—if only for their
semiotic value, and importance for the individual.

…there are, you know, the-the-the symbols or the
system of symbols of the kind of the, you know,
um, the Buddhism, the Bodhisattvas and these
other kind of mythical Buddhist figures who I
don’t think represent, you know, real beings that

are sitting in some land or some heaven realm,
somewhere, um, you know, ‘cause I don’t think it
works that way. Um, I don’t have any reason to
believe that it does. But there’s some […] impor-
tance, symbolic value. Um, you have to feel a
connection to the Buddhist tradition, people who
have been doing the same practice that I have
for-for 2500 years and I believe that, you know,
um, you know, some-some-some traditions are
worth keeping and some are not. Um, but for the
most part, you know, they develop these things
‘cause they were valuable to them and they sup-
ported them and […] in their practice, so I respect
those things even though I don’t always com-
pletely understand them. (interact 152)

What does death mean to Brian? Is there an
afterlife? After alluding that death simply means
‘death,’ and nothing more, he goes on to state
that “I don’t know what happens to conscious-
ness after we die. Um. I don’t think anybody
knows that.” (from interact 142) However, and
rather paradoxically after that statement, he goes
on to tell us precisely what he thinks happens to
consciousness after we die (and in a rather
Chalmerisk fashion3 Chalmers, 1997):

…I don’t think consciousness just goes away.
I don’t think, you know, it’s like turning off a
switch and there’s no light there anymore. I think
that it, you know, that it-it-it’s taking a different
form of sorts. Um, you know, things—no-nothing
ever really stops existing, it just changes form. It’s
elements come apart and they go to other places.

Table 21.2 Brian’s Narrative Segment “Zen Buddhists Don’t Believe in God”

Title Zen Buddhists don’t believe in God

Orientation [After responding to the interview question asking about his image of god] Well, as a Buddhist I
don’t believe in God or-or anything like that so I don’t really know how to answer that

Complication I guess when I grew up I-I was told that there was such a thing and I wanted very much to
believe in it, but I don’t think I ever really did on a core level

Evaluation That really hasn’t changed

Resolution/Coda …I guess I thought it was like something I had to believe in before or, you know, bad things
would happen
And,… now I don’t think that (interact 34)

3In Chalmers’ view, consciousness is a fundamental
property of the universe very much like the postulation of
space and time. This is, however, and for example, not to
say that rocks are conscious, only that the physical
material that constitutes the rock has the potential to
exhibit the properties of consciousness in certain config-
urations such as the higher primates.
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And the atoms, after you die, the atoms in your
body will go on to do other things. You know,
they’ll be a different object or whatever. (from
interact 144)

As these rich narrative segments and interview
excerpts help to demonstrate, Brian’s “spiritual”
worldview as a nonbeliever bares little resem-
blance to the often visible and studied so-called
‘New Atheists’ (Coleman, Silver, & Holcombe,
2013; Cotter, 2011). Brian has had mystical
(peak) experiences, and acknowledges the value
and closure that such experiences can provide in
one’s life (Hood, 2014). Furthermore, he recog-
nizes that, as much as one can enjoy and escape
reality through such experiences, this escape is,
at least for Brian, fleeting and impermanent.
Here, and perhaps unfortunately, there is always

a return to reality “par-excellence” (Berger &
Luckmann, 1967).

Brian demonstrates, and recognizes, a great
appreciation for ritual (Xygalatas, 2012), even
resembling Silver, Coleman, Hood and Hol-
combe’s (2014) ‘type’ of Ritual Atheist
Agnostic, and also recognizes that ‘conscious-
ness’ will not be reduced to a mere semantic
mistake (Dennett, 1991), or as simply a dated
term that will be replaced with the language of
neurophysiology (Churchland & Churchland,
1998; Deacon, 2012). For the reader, and for
Brian who views consciousness as a process of
dynamic change in an impermanent world,
consciousness is here to stay—it just might be a
fundamental property of the universe (Chalmers,
1997).

Table 21.3 Brian’s Narrative Segment “Peak Experiences, Psychedelic Drugs, and Mystical Insight”

Title Peak experiences, psychedelic drugs, and mystical insight

Orientation I’ve had some-some peak experiences. Um. Meditation produces those occasionally but, um, not
really the focus, and, you know they—you know, you might be-be sitting, you know,
you’re-you all of a sudden you feel strange and you’re in an altered state of consciousness. Um,
but, you know, it’s transitory, and goes away and it doesn’t especially mean anything. Um, and
you know, I think any-any decent meditation teacher will tell you, “You know, those things
aren’t really verified effective practice. They’re not-they’re not the goal”

Complication …when I was younger, um, you know, I was taking Psychology and I was curious about these
things, so, um, you know, I tried a couple of different psychedelic drugs and those [are]
definitely good at producing peak experiences

Evaluation Um, and it was, you know, and- and of course at the time I really wanted to attribute meaning to
those things, um, but, I—you know, I don’t think they were especially meaningful

Resolution/Coda They were fun, um, but you know I don’t think they were, you know, um, some kind of—I
wanted to believe that they were producing some kind of mystical insight or something like that
I think that was—(laughing) probably very wishful thinking. (from interact 40)

Table 21.4 Brian’s Narrative Segment “The Problem of Peak Experience”

Title The problem of peak experience

Orientation …the problem with the experience is, I suppose, is that, you know, you have a peak experience
that’s really wonderful…

Complication …but really you have to kind of come down from the peak experience and-and back to, you
know, normal life

Evaluation You can-you can have a peak experience where you feel you’re receiving some kind of, um, you
know, special cosmic experience, but then you still have to do the laundry, you know?

Resolution/Coda That can be depressing if someone is attached to those peak experiences or seeking them out
So, you know […]. (from interact 40)
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Relationships

…you know, relationships do change and that’s -
um, the nature of them… (interact 26)

Here again, as the above quote demonstrates, and
as seems to be a reoccurring theme that underlies
Brian’s narrative, the impermanence of all things
—the acceptance of constant change—especially
in relationships, is recognized.

In attending to how Brian discusses the
important relationships in his life, and focusing
on content, we see that Brian lists three romantic
relationships as “formative.” However, perhaps
not surprisingly, his wife is the only one
explicitly mentioned. He goes on to indicate that
he is “actually friends with both of them [past
romantic partners] right now” (from interact 24),
and notes with a gentle laugh, that this is likely
rather “abnormal.” Elsewhere, he lists unnamed
friendships that he characterizes as “here and
there” over the course of his life. His relationship
with his “Zen teacher” is also listed as important
to Brian.

In focusing on the present, we see that Brian’s
relationship with his “parents is pretty good.”
However, the same cannot be said for the past.
Brian goes on to state:

…it’s better than it was for many years. Um, you
know, um, we-we-we—I think we kind of, um, I-I
think many years kind of our friction, um, was-was
caused by, you know, they didn’t know what I was
gonna do with my life. They didn’t know how I
was going to turn out and they were understand-
ably concerned for me and, um, they responded to
that concern in the way many parents do, you
know, by being maybe a little overbearing…
(interact 46)

In returning to the present, as Brian explains

…I think they’ve seen, you know, um, by
mid-twenties that I was, you know, kind of, um,
capable of being a serious person and looking
forward to my future and things that. Especially
since I started, um, working towards grad school
and things like that, you know. I think that instilled
in them a lot of comfort” (interact 46)

Brian’s relationship with his parents is great,
provided he avoids all discussion of “politics and
religion and stuff like that” with them, which is

something he has learned to avoid as he has
grown older: “We also know that there are cer-
tain [laughing] topics we just shouldn’t talk
about, you know?” (from interact 46).

Values and Commitments

…the promotion of mental health, um, it’s really
important to me, I think that, you know, our-our
society in general is doing kind of a bad job
of-of-of understanding and promoting mental
health treatment. (interact 66)

In Brian’s interview, he lists a strong commit-
ment to his specific lineage of Buddhism, White
Plum Asanga, noting, “there’s a sense of con-
nection there”:

…lineage is sort of like a family in many ways,
and um, you know through my-my, you know, my
teacher, and other people that I practice with, I’m
connected to this-this bigger organization, this,
you know, lots of, um, lots of, you know, teachers
and monks and nuns and priests and […] from all
their students and all the practitioners. (interact 62)

Regarding Brian’s other commitments, and in
diving into politics, he guesses he’s a “political
liberal.” However:

I wouldn’t call myself really a big fan of the
Democratic Party at this point in time. Um, I tend
to vote for them ‘cause they tend to be a, you
know, kind of less terrifying than the Republicans
are. (interact 64)

In contrast, however, “[he] wouldn’t, like, wear
that label with any kind of comfort so [he]
wouldn’t say that [he’s], you know, [exaggerated
tone] Democrat” (from interact 66). Putting a
single label on his political beliefs is difficult for
Brian, as he explains that he believes in a lot of
“causes.” An important gastronomical-culinary
commitment Brian mentions is being a
vegetarian:

I’ve, been a vegetarian for the most part for the last
ten years. Eleven years, um, and it’s not something
that, you know, I’m-I’m actively out, um, trying to
promote to others, but it’s something that does
matter to me a lot. (interact 66)

Does Brian believe there are certain actions or
types of actions that are always right under any
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circumstance? Well, perhaps yes, and no. In his
own words:

No I don’t think any action is always right or
always wrong under any circumstances. You can
say that certain actions are-are, you know, right or
wrong most of the time, but there is an exception
to every rule, right? I mean you could, for exam-
ple, okay, like I-I-I think what we could talk about
here, very briefly, would be the Buddhist precepts.
Um, you know, I mean the first precept is, um, is-is
“not killing.” And when you actually—if you
actually take the precepts in a formal ceremony,
um—which I haven’t done because we don’t really
—we don’t really do a whole lot of ceremonial
stuff, but if you actually take the precepts in a, um,
um, ceremonial sense, the first precept is, “I vow
not to kill but to cherish all life.” And, um, you
know, that doesn’t mean, I mean—okay so, that
sounds pretty straightforward. You know, killing’s
bad, right? But, um, you know of course chances
are you’re going to break that precept. I mean
walking down the street you’re going to step on a
bug or something. So, first off, you know, there’s,
um − i-it’s impossible to keep that precept, abso-
lutely. It’s the same case for almost all of them,
really. Um, and secondly, you know I’m-I’m pretty
sure we can invent, um, you know, a hypothetical
situation in which killing is the-is the correct thing
to do. It prevents the most suffering. You know?
Um, if you, if you could go back in time and kill
Hitler, you know? I don’t know (laughing), um a
lot of these become very, very, you know, hypo-
thetical and stuff like that, but certainly, we can,
you know, we can think of a circumstance in
which, um, killing somebody to save others would
be the correct thing to do. But, you know, for the
most part [killing…] −yeah, yes, it’s-it’s not cor-
rect to, it’s not, um, ethically correct to kill, you
know? (interact 84)

Religion and World View

The atoms in my body are, you know, made of the
same stuff as the atoms of, you know, the chair that
I’m sitting in. It just happens to be in different
configurations right now, but there’s really no
dividing lines between them… (interact 116)

In examining Brian’s “religion” and worldview,
we find he is comfortable using religious termi-
nology in his self-identification. This likely stems
from his more Durkheimian (1915/1965) under-
standing, and view of the role of religion in
society. As a practicing Zen Buddhist, Brian does

not give primacy to a Western Protestant con-
ceptualization of ‘religion.’ Therefore, using
terms like “religion” or “spirituality” is accept-
able, as they are divorced, in his view, from
referring solely to substantive phenomena, such
as belief in God. Despite identifying on the sur-
vey portion as “more spiritual than religious
atheist/non-theist,” here, Brian tells us he does
think that he is a “religious person”—in the
ritualistic-orthopraxic sense, that is. Regarding
his Buddhist tradition, Brian notes:

So, so I do think I’m a religious person, but I don’t
think that means the same thing, um, as maybe
when some other people say that. I mean a dif-
ferent thing like that. I mean that there’s a, a sys-
tem of practice that sort of a guiding principle for
me in life. And you know, that guiding—in-in-in
Buddhism we have, you know, some very reli-
gious kind of looking things that we do. We, um,
get together at certain times. And we, um, have
certain rituals that we follow. And, you know,
there are people who might wear funny clothes as
part of this, and um, you know, whatever. It looks
very religious and it’s got that kind of religious
aspect of, of ritual tradition and so forth. Um. You
know, I-I, but on the other hand, you know, I, I
don’t believe in—[…] Buddhism doesn’t concern
itself with— […] Buddhism says, there’s no such
thing as God… (interact 148)

However, and to further demonstrate Brian’s
understanding of ‘religion’ as a functional con-
cept that need not refer to a god: “Faith to me
indicates to an extent, um, a belief in something
you don’t have a reason to believe…” (from
interact 96). Brian’s ‘religion’ does not involve
any kind of faith, at least as he conceives of it.
Although this statement seems more like an
indictment of belief in God in general by Brian,
some scholars, such as Exline (2013), Exline and
Rose (2013), and Luhrmann (2012), point out that
faith isn’t necessarily an all-or-nothing commit-
ment on the part of the believer. Here, and contra
stereotypes of the ‘unwavering believer,’ having
faith can involve constant questioning, or repe-
ated reassessment and doubt. Interestingly, Brian
states, “that we should always be okay with
questioning [Faith]. … and it’s not always a
pleasant or comfortable experience…” (from
interact 96). However, and in further exploring
Brian’s previous understanding of faith, defined
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as “something we don’t have a reason to believe,”
to what extent an individual engages in a repeated
“questioning” of their faith, only to arrive back at
faith, seems rather strange under Brian’s view of
faith. After a thorough questioning(s) of one’s
faith, don’t they then have a reason to believe?
We take this as further data to indicate that when
Brian uses “religious” or “spiritual” terminology,
he is attempting to divorce it from any and all
traditional metaphysical connotations (Stone,
2012).

Purpose in Brian’s Life

While Brian does not “think that human life has a
purpose,” he is surely not without such purpose
and meaning on an individual level. Here, he
states that “everybody [can] kind of decided what
their own purpose is,” and that “it’s very indi-
vidual; people decide what their own purpose is
and what they’re going to do and why they’re
going to do it” (from interact 134). In fact, Brian
thinks that (just as our other atheist case study,
Isabella I. in Chap. 22, does), “meaning is con-
structive” and that there’s not “some-some
external meaning out there for us to find” (from
interact 98)—in the sense that meaning is some-
how a physical, natural aspect of the universe. In
other words, meaning and purpose is not decreed
by divine fiat, religious doctrine or dogma, and is
best understood as a personal process that
involves learning (Luhrmann, 2012, 2013).
Moreover, and to echo Brian’s view, scholars
such as Frankl (1988), Hood, Hill, and Spilka,
(2009) and Park (2013) have also indicated, and
converged on, the idea that “meaning is
constructive,” just as Brian knows. Furthermore,
and as Brian demonstrates, meaning can be
sought in ways that do not involve the need for an
Absolute transcendental reference point. That is,
meaning, value, and purpose—to the extent that
the sciences can measure these constructs—is not
merely limited to the pious, it is also there for the
atheist’s taking, or construction rather (Coleman
& Arrowood, 2015; Coleman & Hood, 2015).

Harmony with the Universe:
An Artificial Distinction

When does Brian feel most in communion or har-
mony with the universe? For Brian this question
presents a synthetic, perhaps even Western Prot-
estant, distinction that fails to articulate his Bud-
dhist worldview. That is to say, and in his own
words: “This notion that we’re separate somehow
from the universe being everything else there is an
artificial distinction.” He further explicates his
position by rejecting any notion that “the world is
out there and I’m in here…” According to Brian,
these distinctions are “artificial…constructed, and
it’s, you know, part of it is language.” (from
interact 116) In other words, Brian indicates that it
is a semanticmistake to demarcate oneselffrom the
universe in the first place. A product of, perhaps, a
very self centered—egotistical—outlook on the
world that he explicitly seeks to lose, in keeping
with his Buddhist worldview, yet he notes “we
have a tendency to feel that way.” Brian realizes
that although this distinction is rather intuitive,
meaning most people may make it, it does not, by
his count, factor into his position. That is to say, his
Zen Buddhist training likely has very real onto-
logical implications for how he sees the world.
Brian views himself not apart from the universe,
but as a part of theuniverse.As such, he isalways in
harmony with the universe. In further explanation,
he appeals to Buddhist orthopraxy stating:

I think that the whole point of the practice of
meditation—not the whole point but a point of the
practice of meditation, is to break down that sepa-
ration or that-that-that feeling of separation
between, you know, the self and everything else
because, um, you know, like as a I-I-I don’t think
there really is a separation there. (from interact 116)

As a part of the universe, Brian does not view
himself as separate from “events … happening in
the universe” either. That is, everything is indeed
connected. Brian is a part of the universe, and as
such, is part of its complex casual chain. More-
over, “the things [he does] aren’t separate, but…
they extend beyond… [his] physical body, [his]
consciousness….”
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Again, we may ask, when is Brian most in
communion with, or in harmony with the uni-
verse? His answer to this would be that he was in
the past, he is at this very moment, and will be in
the future.

Brian’s “Religion” and “Spirituality”
Aren’t About Belief: A General
Interpretation of His Journey

…do I believe there’s a supernatural force
influencing me? No. I don’t. I don’t-I don’t see any
reason to. (interact 136)

In tying it all together, and in hindsight of Brian’s
identification as a “more spiritual than religious
atheist/non-theist” in our survey portion, and
even as “religious” during the interview, we
conclude that Brian represents a very interesting
case that speaks to the often fuzzy and disputed
categories of not only “spirituality” (Zinnbauer
et al., 1997), but also of “religion” (McCutcheon,
1997, 2007). Here, Brian expresses a functional
understanding, and usage, of spiritualty and reli-
gion. That is to say, these terms, which are used
by Brian at various points of his life, and during
the interview, can be viewed as a form of identity
tinkering. This process is complex, contextual,
and always fluid (Bayart, 2005). Brian’s particu-
lar case demonstrates this nicely.

As a young child, Brian identified as a
Christian, and attempted to believe in God,
because if he didn’t, he felt that “bad things
would happen” (from interact 34). As an ado-
lescent, he realized that he could try on different
identities, almost like one tries on a new suit, to
see what fit him best. Brian “can’t think of a
particular moment” when he realized that “this
belief system [(Christianity) he’d] been taught”
didn’t particularly fit him (interact 30). However,
the suit that Brian seemed to decide fit him best
was Zen Buddhist philosophy and practice—at
least at the time of the interview, that is.

Brian’s religion, spirituality, and worldview
have no place for the supernatural, and certainly
not a god. As such, he represents a rather inter-
esting; yet tricky, population that seems to be

comfortable navigating life using, and identifying
with, “religious language.” This should give
researchers and scholars who interpret and design
surveys reason to pause, as they interpret not only
generic categories such as “no religion,” or “non
religious” (Lee, 2014), but also the presumably
more specific categories such as “religious.”
These categories may be thought of as equally
generic, to a large extent, and in constant need of
scholarly exploration and critique.

For instance, canwe interpret those who identify
as “more spiritual than religious” as believing in a
God or a higher power? Not inBrian’s case. Or, and
for that matter, does identifying as “religious”mean
that you believe in a god?Again, not inBrian’s case.
How many more “Brians” are there? For example,
and in the current study,wehad26 individuals in the
“more spiritual than religious atheist/non-theist”
focus group in the US sample and 40 in this focus
group in the German sample (see Chap. 4). This,
however, is by nomeans a large number, but further
exploration of this category could turn upmore. The
difference between ‘data’ and a ‘data trend’ is only
one of degree andmagnitude, of course. Taking this
into consideration, and as no surprise perhaps,
providing a wider range of ‘identity options’ on
social scientific surveys will likely prove to be an
interesting, maybe even exciting, direction for
researchers to take in the future, as the categorieswe
like to provide for our participants to use may
become more complex (Coleman, Hood, &
Shook, 2015).

Such complexity (that is, and in our case
speaking of a ‘religious atheist’) may not make
things easy on the part of the researcher. How-
ever, it may present a more ecologically valid
approach to demographical research, and what it
means to assume an identity for an individual in
society today. In a sense, this current project has
served to make the disunity of identification on a
survey become evermore salient. This fact can be
seen in every chapter of this volume, as almost
every mention of “spirituality” appears in quo-
tation (scare) marks.4 Furthermore, other scholars
such as La Cour and Götke (2012, p. 97)

4The current project has taken a thoroughly emic
approach (see Chap. 9 and the chapters in Part Two).
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advocate for “never us[ing] the term spirituality
without a notion or some keywords framing the
meaning of the word in a specific context.” We
couldn’t agree more, and perhaps, this might be a
good model to follow for the term “religion” as
well, again as Brian’s case demonstrates.

Clearly Brian falls somewhere within what
Streib and Hood (2013) conceptualize as “the
religious field,” however, and as they note along
with Coleman et al. (2013), such a “religious
field” does not always begat “religion.” Or, and
as Belzen (2010) points out from a cultural
psychological approach to religion, there is no
such thing as this platonic category of religion in
general. Indeed, and as Taves (2009, p. 17) has
argued regarding “religious experience,” there is
really no such “distinctive thing,” only experi-
ences deemed as such.

The most inclusive, and explanatory, under-
standings of religion seem to reside at the level of
cultural phenomena (Beit-Hallahmi, 2015; Bel-
zen, 2010; Vergote, 1997), or as a process of
“cultural learning” rather (Gervais, Willard,
Norenzayan, & Henrich, 2011; Henrich, Boyd, &
Richerson, 2008; Norenzayan, 2013). In this
view, some (many? most?) people are encultur-
ated into whatever the dominate “religion” of
their culture happens to be and typically identify
with the “religion” of their parents (Beit-
Hallahmi, 2015).

However, and as we feel wholly compliments
and conceptually sharpens the above briefly men-
tioned approaches to religion, making a distinction
along the lines of belief in a transcendent culturally
postulated superhuman-agent (CPS) (McCauley&
Lawson, 2002) (e.g. Allah, the Angel Moroni)
should be the researcher’s primary reference point
of demarcation. Here, such a distinction between
transcendence that is horizontal (i.e. no CPS) and
vertical transcendence (i.e. CPS, Transcendence
with a capital T) can provide a useful heuristic
inlinewith cultural and “ascriptive”5 approaches to

religion (Coleman & Arrowood, 2015; Taves,
2009). But, where is Brian positioned in relation to
horizontal and vertical transcendence (Coleman
et al., 2013; Streib & Hood, 2013)?

In keeping inline with the simple initial dis-
tinction of belief in a CPS for horizontal or
vertical transcendence, Brian fits squarely on the
horizontal axis. Although Brian typically uses
terms such as religion and spirituality as a marker
of identity, he does not describe these terms in
his interview as “holy,” “sacred,” or “other-
worldly” which are adjectives often referring to
religion and/or spirituality. Brian’s semantics, as
used in the interview, however, does fall in line
with the Primary Component Analysis as out-
lined in Chap. 9. Here, and as the previous sec-
tions of this chapter demonstrate, Brian uses
terms to describe his personal “religion,” and
“spirituality” that are largely representative of a
horizontal transcendence with terms/ideas such
as (all) connectedness, inner search, ethics, and
the mind.

This chapter, just as this book, has proved to
clarify the notion of spirituality by creating
conceptual space for other versions of “spiritu-
ality,” and special things (Taves, 2009) that may
or may not be like spirituality, by providing a
more accurate reflection of the phenomena
through the use of qualitative methods compli-
mented by quantitative. However, and to
emphasize, Brian is a reflection of such an
approach. Brian, by his own admission, is an
atheist Zen Buddhist, who is not only “spiritual,”
but also “religious” in what we term as his hor-
izontal transcendence.
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