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Abstract: Employing the praxis method of theological reflection, this article draws on 
a spiritual care encounter with a person holding a worldview derived from an empiri-
cal approach to the natural world, in order to reflect on the nature of non-religious 
spirituality and its implications for the spiritual care sector. Non-religious spirituality 
is examined as a genuine form of spirituality. The hypothesis that the genuine nature 
of non-religious spirituality necessarily suggests that non-religious people can both 
receive and provide spiritual care is presented. Healthy secularity is examined as the 
underlying sociocultural condition for non-religious spiritual care to be recognized in 
a sector currently dominated by religious assumptions. The study concludes with a call 
to spiritual care educators and accrediting bodies in the Australian context to begin 
working toward a secular perspective that is inclusive of non-religious spirituality and 
spiritual care. The conclusions of the article will have significance for the global spiri-
tual care community, particularly in countries recording increases in populations iden-
tifying as non-religious.
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Introduction

In the offering of spiritual care, my own understanding of the world is often 
exploded by an encounter with an irreducible mystery – a human person 
(Gaita, 1999; Malabou, 2008).2 There is nothing quite like an encounter with 
a human person for the explosion of theories about the world and what 
it means to live as part of it in a meaningful way. It can be asserted that 
all living organisms resist reductionist thought experiments with regard to 
their meaning, purpose, and value. On the basis of this assertion, this article 
explores the idea that it is not possible to reduce a person’s spirituality to 
their religion, or to religion per se.

In the field of spiritual care, it is now commonplace to hear of spiritual-
ity as part of the secular world and of the expanding phenomena of multi-
faith and secular spirituality (Carey et al., 2009; Doehring, 2015; Gardner, 
2011; Schuhmann & Damen, 2018). In spite of global trends toward tradi-
tional religious affiliation, there is still considerable growth in the num-
bers of those who identify as having no religion (Johnson & Grimm, 2013). 
The numbers in Australia are particularly high (30.1%), which makes the 
question of what human spirituality is in the absence of religion an urgent 
one for those who are offering spiritual care in Australian secular contexts 
(ABS, 2017). This raises two questions. Can a truly non-religious person be 
spiritual and therefore receive spiritual care? And if a truly non-religious 
person is spiritual, can they offer spiritual care to others?

Both questions raise the possibility of an intrinsic human capacity to 
listen deeply to all people, on the basis of a spirituality that is self-reflective, 
though non-religious, and to affirm all human frameworks of meaning as 
intrinsically spiritual. This study is born out of the pervasiveness in spir-
itual care literature of the view that spiritual care is presumably always reli-
gious in nature, and is at the very least based on a theological approach to 
interpersonal care (Anderson, 2003; ANZACPE, 2017; Doehring, 2015; Eve 
& Phillips, 2019; Plummer, 2013). What I mean is that in most literature 
pertaining to the issue, the view that in order to be spiritual one must have 

2. The word “exploded” is drawn analogously from the philosophy of Catherine Mala-
bou. Malabou uses the word in relation to the element of brain plasticity that “annihilates” 
established synaptic connections in the brain, thus creating the conditions under which 
new synaptic connections may be formed. Malabou posits the theory that it is the explo-
sive element of brain plasticity which enables us to think of the brain as genuinely free and 
responsive to novelty, because it is that characteristic of neural activity which is “an agency 
of disobedience to every constituted form, a refusal to submit to a model.” I use the word in 
this sense of each human encounter “exploding” assumptions, preconceptions, and preju-
dices that have their origins in forms of thinking which are only truly broken when there is 
an attentive listening presence. 
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about oneself certain evidence such as an awareness of, and concern for, 
ultimate meaning, teleological purpose, and transcendence is still the prev-
alent view (Puchalski et. al, 2014). We may plausibly exempt “transcend-
ence” from the category of the religious on the basis that, although more 
traditionally associated with religious discourse, “transcendence” has been 
defined as a natural intersubjective event in human perception and interac-
tion, and can arguably be used widely in the field of spirituality without ref-
erence to telos, supernaturalism, or the ultimate (Hegel, 2018, pp. 136–138; 
Kant, 1998, pp. 136–137; Whitehead, 1978, p. 88; Žižek, 2019, pp. 137–139). 
The first two of these categories listed are, however, genuinely religious in 
nature by virtue of their philosophical commitment to essentialism as either 
a foundation of being or a goal of existence (Tillich, 1957). 

Can the nature of the human person as spiritual be reduced to the char-
acteristics of concern for the “ultimate” or concern for a teleological element 
in nature that belongs to the category of the “ultimate” as either ground or 
destiny of reality? What happens when the religious practitioner finds some-
one in their care whose life is defined by the idea that the natural cosmos, 
including human life, is only what it is and what we can empirically, ration-
ally, and scientifically verify it to be (Whitehead, 1978)? What happens for 
the religious person when they find themselves being offered spiritual care 
by a non-religious practitioner, someone who cannot describe themselves as 
spiritual if what is meant by that is one who is concerned for ultimate mean-
ing or teleological purpose? Worldviews derived from natural life, as forms 
of empiricism, deduce that there is no higher or deeper meaning beyond 
the reasonably and or phenomenologically self-evident process of natural 
life itself.3 Is it possible for the spiritual carer to affirm such an understand-
ing as truly meaningful in and of itself without any further speculation, in 
particular, without any speculation of a supernatural category? 

Defining Spirit

It is at this juncture that a critical question needs to be applied to the idea 
that the perception of reality which is derived empirically could be intrin-
sically spiritual. Aren’t these categories mutually exclusive? Those who 
claim that they are mutually exclusive are likely to be defining “spirit” in 
its religious and supernatural sense rather than its derived sense. Spirit, in 
the supernatural sense, is meaningless to the person whose perception of 
reality is derived from that which is empirically discernible in nature. Is it 

3. “Worldviews derived from natural life” will in most cases hereafter be referred to simply 
as “derived.”
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reasonable, however, to reduce the idea of spirit to the category of the super-
natural? If we take the word spirit at its face value, we can determine a broad 
enough sense of its literal meaning as “breath” to assert that empirically 
derived perspectives of all persuasions may have a claim on it in relation to 
their perceptions of reality.

Spirit, and therefore spirituality, covers, as the etymology of the words 
themselves suggests, multiple interactive natural processes that enable life, 
breath, and power, and can be understood on that basis as a pre-conscious 
function of the physiological processes that maintain the conditions under 
which life is able to be established and to continue (homeostatic regulation) 
(Damasio, 2000; Turner, 2017). This is not a new thought. Theologian, physi-
cian, and philosopher Albert Schweitzer employed empiricism in the articu-
lation of his understanding of spirit to posit the ideas that every living cell, 
every particle of matter, every quantum of energy participates in a collective 
preconscious “will to live amongst other wills to live” (Schweitzer, 1936). 
Schweitzer’s understanding of life process as “will to live” led him to develop 
an ethics based on physiology, which he called “reverence for life”, the “first 
spiritual act” (Schweitzer, 1936). Reverence is a word that invests a sense of 
meaning and value in its object. In Schweitzer’s view, the experience of rev-
erence for life is spirituality appearing on the basis of nature alone; that is, 
empirically discernible. It is this understanding of spirit, and the spirituality 
emerging from it, that underlies this study and the suggestion within it that 
spirit is a phenomenon universally representative of life processes that does 
not require religious language or belief systems for it to contribute to mean-
ing in those processes. It is the language of meaning, without the qualifica-
tion of the category of “ultimate,” which we must depend upon in the claim 
that the perception of reality as natural, and nothing else, is spiritual. Those 
who live and flourish deriving meaning from an empirical perception of 
nature have a claim on spiritual life based purely on nature, and therefore 
can be recipients of spiritual care without recourse to religion. I assert that 
it is on this basis that people whose lives are shaped by derived spirituality 
may also be educated, and qualify, as spiritual care practitioners.

My own experience of a mutually spiritually caring encounter with a 
person whose frameworks of meaning could be seen as derived, suggests to 
me that it is plausible that such a person is genuinely spiritual. As a practi-
cal theologian, such encounters are of real interest when I apply the praxis 
method of theological reflection in an attempt to learn about how world-
views other than the religious manifest the characteristics of spirituality. 
“Praxis” refers to the perpetual spiral of action/reflection that takes place in 
the life of the practical theologian (Doehring, 2015; Heitink, 1999). In this 
spiral, the theologian brings the irreducibility of experience (action) into 
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conversation with that which has been reduced to forms of language, under-
standing, and knowledge. It is for this reason that Paul Tillich describes 
theology as a “mediating discipline” (1951a). Theology mediates by demon-
strating the correlation between that which is irreducible (theos) and reason 
(logos). It is this method that is employed in the attempt to articulate how 
derived frameworks of meaning can be understood within the spiritual 
care context. This attempt will lead to the consideration of whether or not 
the language of spirituality can adequately mediate between the human 
experience of life without religion and the religious frameworks that have 
traditionally claimed that their forms of understanding are sufficient to 
encompass all human spirituality. In this sense, the study will be a media-
tion between irreducible human experience and the reduction of experience 
to frameworks of religion in the field of spiritual care.

An Encounter with Natural Spirituality

At the end of a long day offering spiritual care at the transitional crisis 
housing facility for people seeking asylum at which I was working, I was 
ready to finish. Azar, one of the men I often conversed with, stuck his head 
through the door to my office and smiled.4 “Would you like to come for a 
walk, Christopher?” I looked at the clock. It glared back at me with a definite 
4.55 p.m. that triggered all my desperate hopes for a hot shower and an early 
night. I knew at this moment that I was not listening to my client. “Okay, 
a ten-minute walk?” I suggested, not without a sense of skeptical premoni-
tion. “Great, I’ll be back in a moment.” Ten minutes later, Azar re-emerged, 
equipped with a back pack, walking shoes, and a sense of purpose. I gave an 
inner sigh of exhaustion and left with Azar on the short walk to the park. 
Azar had escaped his country of origin in the hope that he could find a place 
to live that was free of the oppressive theocracy he had experienced there. 
I knew from previous conversations that he was an atheist. We reached the 
park and Azar invited me to sit with him at a picnic table. I was aware that 
my inner hold on an early night was being challenged. I knew I still wasn’t 
available to Azar, my inner self was in the car on the way home. I still wasn’t 
listening. 

I sat down with Azar and he proceeded to set the table. Out of his back-
pack he produced a table cloth, two bottles of sparkling mineral water, two 
tomatoes, and two cucumbers, apparently the only fresh food available in 
the community fridge. There followed a wireless speaker, which he con-
nected to his phone and was soon conveying an ambient music. “Will you 

4. “Azar” is a pseudonym.
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eat with me?” he asked. “Certainly,” I said, and I was finally there with him. 
Azar and I talked about many things over the next hour or so at the park. 
We talked about our families, our hopes for the future, and our frustrations 
with whatever it was that we perceived to be hindering us. I was aware that 
Azar was in a much greater place of personal vulnerability than I was at the 
time, yet he was providing me with a warm hospitality. I asked Azar what 
it was that gave him a sense of meaning in life. He explained that in his 
experience religion had only ever provided the justification for oppressive 
politics and social intrusion. Meaning, he told me, comes from the simple 
reality of living and dying. He described his life growing up on a farm. His 
family were, and still are, subsistence farmers. In that context, life and death 
are both necessary in the ecology of survival. Death has profound meaning, 
for death provides what is needed for the renewal of life. Mirroring this, 
Azar explained that he had hoped to live well, in a way that would promote 
life for family and humanity, and then to die well so that his body could 
return to the earth and nurture other forms of life when he is gone. As I sat 
across from this young man I recognized his understanding of the world as 
one derived from nature, broadly rooted in ancient Epicurean materialism, 
though he appeared to be unaware of that, and I recognized it as profoundly 
spiritual.

I came away from this encounter with Azar knowing that something 
mutual had occurred. Yes, I had, eventually, provided spiritual care by 
walking, conversing, and receiving his hospitality. I had equally received 
his provision of spiritual care to me, albeit without any conscious intention 
or formality on his part, through his offering of hospitality and his gener-
ous sharing of himself and his sense of meaning and life. I call it spiritual 
care, rather than a mere social encounter, on the basis of the intentional 
intersubjectivity that characterized it as an encounter. Spiritual care, in this 
instance, began to genuinely occur when I was able to enter into Azar’s per-
sonal world with a sense of myself as a relating subject, with him, through 
the co-construction of meaning, as opposed to that of a professional care 
giver with something to provide for his edification, for example (Cooper-
White, 2004). 

The idea of intersubjectivity, when applied to the caring encounter, 
implies that there is a “space” between two relating subjects in which the 
projected experience of each intersects and generates meaning and “reality” 
that is unique to that intersection (Doehring, 2015). Intersubjectivity in this 
sense is the inherent risk of transference and counter-transference, as first 
described by freud and Jung, to so-called objective reality. Spiritual care 
has the capacity to transform the intentional and relational engagement 
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with the other in the full awareness that reality is something that is being 
co-constructed at the intersection of subjectivities (Cooper-White, 2004).

In my encounter with Azar, the intersection of his hospitality and my 
reception of him as host generated a mutual recognition of the reality of 
spiritual depth in his story and in mine as we met one another. It is precisely 
this intersubjective intersection as relational spiritual care that moves me 
to write about the validity of the idea of an entirely derived spirituality and 
the possibility of a derived form of spiritual care. A derived approach to 
spiritual care is rooted in the aspiration to discover common humanity as 
the generator of meaning in our encounters with others (Gaita, 1999). In 
this encounter, mutuality was the central factor determining whether or 
not spiritual care was taking place. Azar and I both created space for each 
other. In this sense, what occurred was secular spiritual care – care that cre-
ates space for difference. We were two people with very different stories and 
very different worldviews, creating space together in which our stories and 
worldviews could intersect, challenge, invite, and be catalysts for growth. 
There was no assumption in this encounter that Azar was in need of my 
spiritual care, or that I was the one in possession of the right spiritual tools 
with which to help Azar. If it were not for Azar’s invitation, I would not have 
received spiritual nourishment from his hospitality and his particular form 
of spiritual meaning in life. Equally, if I had not been able to bring my own 
tired self to the table, the table that eventually grasped my attention, our two 
irreducible selves would not have intersected. In this very concrete sense, 
every spiritual care encounter must aspire to a radical secularity.

Understanding Meaning Derived from Nature 

Azar’s derived framework of meaning is rooted in ancient thought and 
articulated in sacred texts that are older than the New Testament. Without 
excluding advances in science and philosophy through quantum theory and 
process thinking, Azar articulated a framework of meaning that I identified 
as Epicurean materialism, which is best understood as a form of humility; 
the humility to accept that he is a part of the organic network of living 
organisms, and that his place is the natural universe.5 His being is a product 
of the process of life. Other lives have been and ceased to be, in order for life 
itself to be possible at all, and his being and ceasing to be – his death – will 
facilitate the renewal and continuation of life itself. The energy and material 
that he is made of was at another time part of another organism and will 

5. “Epicurean” here refers to the philosophical school that was built around the thought 
and practice of the Greek therapeutic philosopher Epicurus (c. 341–270 BCE). 
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disperse and give form to other expressions of life when he is dead. There 
is nothing more, or less, than that to give meaning to life. The Roman poet, 
Titus Lucretius, in whose work we find ancient echoes of Azar’s perception 
of what is meaningful in reality, said as much in his Epicurean poem, “Of 
the Nature of Things”: 

[N]othing returns to naught; but all return at their collapse to primordial forms 
of stuff … Thus naught of what so seems perishes utterly, since Nature ever 
upbuilds one thing from other, suffering naught to come to birth but through 
some other’s death. (Lucretius [c. 99–c. 55 BCE], 2014)

Spiritual meaning and complex ethical practice are contained within this 
understanding of reality on the basis of its materialist understanding, not in 
spite of it. We observed the same complexity of meaning and ethics in Sch-
weitzer’s derived understanding of spirit. The capacity for ethics to emerge 
without religion is demonstrated in the 15th Principle Doctrine of Epicurus, 
which articulates the profoundly spiritual value of dependence on nature 
in Epicurean materialism, derived entirely from his understanding of the 
natural as the basis of reality.

The wealth required by nature is limited and is easy to procure; but the wealth 
required by vain ideals extends to infinity. (Epicurus, 341–270 BCE).

In this, Epicurus betrays his preference for nature over ideals, a preference 
that led to the claim that he was an atheist. It is evident from this prefer-
ence that many religious idealists, and that would account for the majority 
of people who adhere to a religious worldview, would resist the Epicurean 
claim that the humility of adhering to the demands of nature could bring 
about well-being, let alone ethical and moral behavior (Nussbaum, 1994). 
The argument might be that this understanding of the nature of life is 
reductionist. Religious minds often reach for a supernaturally transcend-
ent goal that requires a sense of life beyond its natural basis, or at the very 
least a supernatural renewal or “re-creation” of the natural world. This is 
why I describe Epicurean materialism, and the framework of meaning that 
is derived from it, as a form of humility. Derived spirituality courageously 
accepts that life in all its forms is related by nature, and that real depth of 
meaning in life is found through acceptance of this fact. We find traces 
of this natural humility in the ideas of Albert Schweitzer, who related the 
human feeling of “resignation to life” to his understanding of the most ata-
vistic form of spiritual life (Schweitzer, 1936). Schweitzer, in his dual roles of 
theologian and physician, had come to accept that there is no transcendent 
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telos in nature, only the perpetuation of the process of life itself. Azar, raised 
in a subsistence context that was very closely reliant on natural life, was in 
possession of a robust sense, and acceptance, of his own dependence on his 
natural environment.

Epicurean traditions are far more complex than a simple acceptance of 
one’s place in and reliance on the natural environment, however. Intentional 
philosophical reflection was understood as the only means by which human 
beings are able to understand what is required, in order to mitigate suffering 
and live a flourishing life (Nussbaum, 1994). Azar was not trained as a phi-
losopher, nor did he live in a philosophical community like that instituted 
by Epicurus (Nussbaum, 1994; Russell, 1946). He did, however, articulate 
certain reflective beliefs that had created the underlying conditions for his 
determined pursuit of asylum in a foreign country. The main belief that 
was working as a catalyst for his actions was the belief that the end of his 
suffering was only going to come when he applied his own understanding 
and action to changing the environmental conditions that were causing it. 
He accepted responsibility for this in himself. In this way, he demonstrated 
considerable Epicurean insight (Nussbaum, 1994). The beliefs that Azar 
rejected included, firstly, that he was rightly subject to a government that 
excluded him on the basis of his ethnicity and, secondly, that he was pow-
erless to change his circumstances. Through simple examination of these 
beliefs, he was able to fundamentally alter the trajectory of his life. He did 
so, not in the pursuit of a “vain ideal,” but in pursuit of the requirements of 
nature. The value of dependence in nature, over and against subjection to 
the idealistic pursuits of others, is the underlying meaning of his worldview 
in this instance. 

The tradition of applying reasoned philosophical reflection in a derived 
approach to the pursuit of a flourishing life is an Epicurean tradition that 
has been embraced and named by many as the essence of true spiritual life. 
It is possible for the reflective, derived perspective to trace a profoundly 
influential tradition from antiquity to postmodernity. Baruch Spinoza 
sought to employ the deductive powers of reason according to the Euclid-
ean method, in order to discover the nature of reality itself and to deduce 
from it a meaningful and ethical way of life, a spirituality (Goldstein, 2006). 
Spinoza has re-emerged in recent decades as a champion for those who seek 
to deduce meaning in life via reason and science as necessary conditions of 
understanding (Hitchens, 2007). 

friedrich Nietzsche, following Epicurus, believed that the means to a 
flourishing life are present in the physiological power of the organism and 
all that is required for flourishing life is easily to hand. His view was that real 
organic power is spiritual life as opposed to hope in religious speculation. 
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Nietzsche’s physiological spirituality left no room for supernatural teleology 
or ultimate meanings. All spiritual meaning can be deduced from the natu-
ral reality of life itself, in his view. for him, any teleological understanding 
runs too great a risk of decadence (Nietzsche, 1959 [1895]).

Today, neuroscientists Hannah and Antonio Damasio have found, in 
thinkers like Spinoza, the philosophical premonition of the emerging sci-
entific evidence that emotion and feeling, as signifiers of consciousness, and 
therefore understood as signifiers of human spirit, are physiological mes-
sengers in the process of homeostatic regulation (Damasio, 2000, 2004). The 
Damasios have worked together for decades, both observing and thinking 
about human physiology in the regulation of the conditions required for life 
to exist. The incredibly complex systems of neurological interaction within 
the organism, which form its capacity to respond to its environment and are 
known as the systems of homeostatic regulation, are in fact the generators 
of emotion and feeling that are so often equated with spirit.

The Damasios put forward the compelling hypothesis, with consider-
able empirical support, that what we have always known as spirit – con-
sciousness, identity, emotion, and feeling – are all highly evolved elements 
of homeostatic regulation. The implications of this are that every living cell, 
every particle, every quantum of energy that underlies the structure of every 
living cell, has implicit within it a homeostatic “will” to live. Therefore, by 
virtue of the fact that Azar and I spent time being present to one another, 
listening to one another and eating together, we were offering one another 
the nurture of mutually caring spirit that was present in every cell of our 
organic reality.

The articulation of meaning and ethical living derived from natural 
understandings of life that rely on the careful reasoning of philosophy and 
science as their key criteria is evidently not a new thing. Even this cursory 
list of worldviews representing the rejection of supernaturalism demon-
strates that meaning in the non-religious perception of reality is spirituality 
rooted in millennia of derived approaches to understanding and engaging 
with reality. My argument is that worldviews such as these do constitute 
genuine spirituality, because spirituality can be conceived of without the 
“ultimate” and teleological elements that are inherent in every religious 
perspective. 

The purpose of this brief survey of derived spirituality is to demon-
strate that when religious ideologies, which characterize the majority of 
understandings of spiritual care and which persistently resist the idea that 
a person can be non-religious and spiritual, are set aside, an understand-
ing and appreciation of the depth of meaning in the life of a person who 
might otherwise have been dismissed as “merely” atheist or “driven” by 
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base material desire comes into view (Mannheim, 1936). What is discovered 
through the proximity of understanding is that atheism, for example, is 
almost always a deep concern to accept, with humility, humanity’s complete 
relation to and reliance upon its natural environment. We also discover that 
what is often characterized by the religious mind as base materialism is in 
fact an acceptance of humanity’s dependence on the nature of reality for 
flourishing life. 

The capacity to embrace, through understanding, proximity to those who 
do not share the religious perspective is a secular capacity. The argument 
of this article is that the secular approach will enable both religious people 
and non-religious people to receive and engage in the practice of spiritual 
care. Having embraced proximity to Azar’s derived worldview through an 
analysis of its Epicurean characteristics, we are now able to explore in more 
detail what the implications of a secular approach are for spiritual care.

Spiritual Care and “Secularity”

What is required for the religious practitioner of spiritual care to accept 
that a derived understanding of the world has meaning, which is entirely 
sufficient for abundant and meaningful living and good and meaningful 
dying, is a secular perspective. What is required for those educating, accred-
iting, and employing spiritual care practitioners to include non-religious 
practitioners, such as those who derive their worldview from nature in their 
accreditation processes, is a secular perspective. 

Although many spiritual carers, whose approach is determined either by 
a living religious faith or by a spirituality that is formed out of the reaction 
against religious faith, maintain an open listening stance toward frame-
works of meaning which are very different from their own, it appears that 
the predominant view within the spiritual care community is that a reli-
gious understanding is required in order to be truly spiritual, and a religious 
education is required in order to be deemed competent to offer spiritual care 
(Eve & Phillips, 2019; Spiritual Care Australia, 2013).6 As has already been 
noted, not even the attempt at a secular definition of spirituality offered by 
Puchalski and colleagues (2014) is able to shake off the implicitly religious 

6. Eve and Phillips also note that there are some international innovations in spiritual 
care education in the Post-Graduate Certificate in Healthcare Chaplaincy at the Univer-
sity of Glasgow, where humanism is recognized as a “faith community,” and “spiritual 
care” is differentiated from “religious care” (https://www.gla.ac.uk/postgraduate/taught/
healthcarechaplaincy). It is uncertain whether humanist communities self-identify as “faith 
communities,” or whether secular humanists are included in that definition. Either way, the 
designation runs the risk of being acquisitive. 

https://www.gla.ac.uk/postgraduate/taught/healthcarechaplaincy
https://www.gla.ac.uk/postgraduate/taught/healthcarechaplaincy
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categories of the “ultimate” and of telos. The category of ultimate in “ulti-
mate meaning,” which, it is claimed, is one of the main objectives of spiritu-
ality in the Puchalski definition, is a form of transcendent ontology and is 
therefore implicitly religious. It is a secular perspective that will free derived 
spirituality from the acquisitive grasp of the religious worldview.

Secularity cannot be simplistically equated with “non-religious.” It is true 
that “secular” has come to be defined as non-religious, or even anti-religious 
in common parlance. There are voices within the sphere of secular culture 
that do express that view. In fact, however, they are voices that are part of 
what I call the secular conversation and cannot be equated with secularity 
itself (Bouma, 2006). “Secular” describes the underlying intellectual, social, 
cultural, and political conditions that make diversity and equitable partici-
pation possible. 

The philosopher Charles Taylor invites us to consider that secularity 
is more nuanced than a simple binary equation of religious versus non-
religious (Taylor, 2007). He outlines three ways in which “secular” can be 
understood as part of the modern perspective. The first is the simple under-
standing of secular as non-religious. Taylor rightly places the least emphasis 
on this understanding in his analysis. The second, put simply, is the idea, 
based on the separation of state and religion, that the state creates space 
within which all societal perspectives can be voiced, critically assessed, 
and either accepted, rejected, or tolerated. The third can be described as a 
societal loss of naïveté. That is, in a secular society, credulity can no longer 
be seen as a virtue. When the secular mind asserts an idea or opinion, it is 
immediately aware of other ideas and opinions within the secular “space” 
that challenge and contradict it. Thus, secularity requires that all voices 
within its space are subject to the critically reflective assessment of society 
and its components, both individuals and institutions, using the indispen-
sable criteria of reason and rationality. In a secular society, credulity is criti-
cally dismissed and incredulity is critically valued as a basis for discerning 
the value of ideas for the society. The idea that the secular mind is one 
in which there is always an awareness of, and a critical generosity toward, 
other understandings and points of view that exist in relation (tension) to 
its own could be described as an incredulous loss of naïveté. Once naïveté 
has been lost, it has been lost forever. There is always an awareness that there 
are other views. 

It is within the secular space at both a public discourse level and a per-
sonal spiritual level that the non-religious consciousness must be given 
equitable voice and opportunity alongside the religious. It is in the secular 
context that non-religious and religious spirituality can be embraced. The 
second and third of Taylor’s understandings of secularity are important for 
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the spiritual care sector as it seeks to understand itself as a form of secular 
care (Taylor, 2007). Secular spiritual care is spiritual care that embraces the 
full range of spirituality, non-religious and religious, in both the one seek-
ing care and the practitioner. In a secular approach to spiritual care, the 
derived worldview will be recognized as having a robust and valid spiritual-
ity without any recourse to the “ultimate” or to teleological understandings 
of the natural world. 

Conclusion

More and more often now, I meet people who genuinely have no religion or 
religious foundations, and are not remotely religious in their outlook and 
never have been. I am not only talking about people who declare their athe-
ism; I do include them, although the very label of atheism implies a binary 
oppositional relationship with theism. One of these people in my sphere of 
relationships has made it quite clear that they are not a theist or an atheist. 
They actually have no interest at all in whether a god exists. Gods may or 
may not exist, but for them, the topic is of no interest. If it were to turn out 
that a god does exist, that fact would still be irrelevant to them. People such 
as this, who live their lives deriving meaning from the natural world medi-
ated to them through their physiological capacity for reason, are spiritual 
(Tillich, 1951b). 

What defines spiritual care is the natural human capacity to listen deeply 
with and to one another as meaning emerges from our experience of our-
selves in relation to each other and our environment. for some, meaning 
is explicitly religious. for others, it is explicitly derivable only from nature. 
Paul Tillich names this human trait as a listening presence that is able to 
reveal the innate human dignity, the justice of being, that every human 
organism holds by virtue of its natural existence.

In order to know what is just in a person-to-person encounter, love listens. It is 
its first task to listen. No human relation, especially no intimate one, is possi-
ble without mutual listening … All things and all men [sic], so to speak, call on 
us with small or loud voices. They want us to listen, they want us to understand 
their intrinsic claims, their justice of being. They want justice from us. But we 
can give it to them only through the love which listens. (Tillich, 1954)

Such an encounter is possible between two human beings of any and all 
description. It is this intersection of personal lives in deep mutual listen-
ing that defines spiritual care. Wherever human beings recognize their 
common humanity and mutual dignity, and offer one another the sincere 
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attention of listening presence, spiritual care has occurred. Those of us who 
think that it is based on a religious worldview or a religious ethic are living 
credulously in a secular age. 

This article has sought to critically reflect on a spiritual care encounter 
with a person who is described as having a non-religious worldview that 
is derived entirely from nature. Two questions have been reflected upon. 
firstly, is it possible to be genuinely non-religious and be spiritual? Sec-
ondly, is it possible for the genuinely non-religious to receive and offer 
spiritual care? The conclusion of this study, based on the praxis method 
of theological reflection, is unequivocally in the affirmative in response to 
both questions. The implications of answering yes to these questions are 
considerable for the spiritual care sector in Australia, and globally, in terms 
of how it will construct a secular approach to accreditation and education 
of practitioners (Sehee, 2019). 
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