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Chapter 1 
Thoughts on Spirituality Today... 
 
I’m of the opinion that spirituality encompasses everything - the core beliefs, values, and aspirations of an 
individual - but that it cannot BE everything.  While spirituality serves as the path upon which we walk to 
search for and establish self-fulfillment, the quest itself cannot be the sole function of an individual.  
Having spent the past eight-and-a-half years searching for an answer to a question exploring my own 
sense of purpose, the concept of Truth, and my belief in a higher power, I’ll be honest and say that I’m 
tired, and I can imagine that I’m not alone with respect to this feeling of exhaustion.  What I’m getting at is 
that one’s orientation toward life cannot be solely focused on figuring out the larger than life questions 
right here and now, as many of these answers will (in some strange way) make themselves known as one 
grows.  One’s life cannot be built entirely around pursuing answers to questions so elusive yet pervasive, 
as there exists the chance that one might miss out entirely on new experiences that may be self-
revelatory and (in some sense) enlightening. 
 
Writer Albert Camus, famous for his work exploring the subject of absurdism, allegedly said “You will 
never be happy if you continue to search for what happiness consists of. You will never live if you are 
looking for the meaning of life.”  And though I think this statement may be a tad bit extreme due to it’s 
focus on doing away with the search for meaning entirely, I believe that it addresses the root of the issue 
I’m attempting to describe - the amount of time and energy devoted to the search for meaning and 
purpose.  Balance, a term so commonly tossed around in work- and academic-related circles, between 
internal reflection and external exposure is ultimately necessary if one is to successfully navigate this 
endeavor.  Camus’ quote is applicable to those (such as myself) who have spent countless hours delving 
into various literary works trying to find an answer, but also to those simply seeking experience after 
experience.  As a friend pointed out several years ago while on retreat, answers to the questions that 
seemingly shape my life can’t be found by turning away from the world.  The real path toward self-
discovery and spiritual solidification involves, this friend argued, encountering other individuals (the 
questions that shape their own lives as wells their rich experiences) and exploring the world in which we 
as people live.  The trick is to simply live - to seek out new experiences, knowledge, and connections.  
This is what I believe to be true for myself, but this may not be true for others who are also engaged in 
their own spiritual quest, as balance looks different for every individual. 
 
Spirituality, I believe, is a highly personal and individualized journey, and must be understood as such.  
Truth (in its greatest sense) is, for everyone, greatly shaped by lived experience, and thus relative to the 
individual.  Though this may cause some uneasiness (especially for individuals fearing influence of post-
modern thought and, in extreme cases, nihilistic thinking), I believe that this relative quality adds to the 
beauty that is the human search for meaning and purpose.  Whatever one believes or practices, every 
person’s search appears (in the majority of cases) to be an authentic desire for self-transcendence and 
connection with the larger world.  Rather than divide individuals, I believe this concept could (and should) 
bring people together, as we are all (whether we are religious or not) actively pursuing that which will 
grant us a sense of significance.  I wish this were a more commonly held belief, but see a great 
opportunities beginning to emerge as this topic gains greater interest within academic and administrative 
circles operating within higher education.   
 
We are in a unique position, as student affairs practitioners, educators, peers, and individuals to provide a 
space in which students might reflect and then explore (through different experiential programs) their own 
sense of purpose.  Having conducted a great deal of research on this subject, I believe that more can and 
needs to be done in terms of challenging students to reflect on their own values, as well as providing new 
experiences that might foster said reflection.  My fear is that without some sense of self-understanding (in 
terms of values which lead to a sense of direction with respect to a career or calling), we are, as a field, 
failing to properly prepare students for what lies ahead.   
 
These are just some of the thoughts that have been on my mind when discussing spirituality.  There are 
many other comments and questions that I have concerning this topic that I hope will be addressed as the 
term progresses.   
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Chapter 2 
Why Spirituality Deserves a Central Place in Higher Education 
 
Expanding on a few closing thoughts from the previous section, it’s my belief that spirituality does in fact 
belong in our educational institutions.  Recognizing spirituality as something that encompasses self-
understanding, the search for meaning, and authenticity, it seems fairly reasonable that universities and 
colleges would address such facets of life.  Higher education, in my experience, provides a number of 
outlets through which students can already pursue such quests, particularly through study abroad 
opportunities and leadership development programs.  Why not focus then on student spirituality if we’re 
already exploring elements of this concept?  I believe this is largely due to the way in which our culture 
understands the function of or services offered by universities and colleges.   
 
Spirituality, as an umbrella term (or even as a whole concept), is seemingly unrecognized or improperly 
understood in many of our educational institutions.  Vocational discernment or contemplation of one’s 
direction in life are often equated with degree selection or even career placement.  What with recent 
economic hardships, the focus of higher education has shifted to accommodate a particular need (and 
rightly so); however, this shift has also caused a degradation of sorts in that an education is no longer 
about the search for/solidification of self and one’s values. The value of the traditional bachelor’s degree, 
on a cultural level, doesn’t involve exposure to world or the vast systems of thought that have existed or 
continue to operate within it.  Instead, the bachelor’s degree is seen as a key to unlock the doors that 
restrict individuals from entering into the work force.   
 
The issue is this: We’ve drifted away (in a direct sense) from exploring what Astin (2004) often refers to 
as the “inner life.”  We’ve become focused on the external - how much money we might be able to earn 
because of our educational pursuits, as well as the “quality” of life that individuals might have as adults. In 
doing so, we’ve neglected a critical piece in preparing students for the world that awaits them once 
they’ve graduated - that piece being self-awareness.  As I briefly mentioned during the last few lines of 
the previous chapter, failure to instill self-awareness into students will, in my mind, lead to failure on our 
part as educators.  If an individual is unable to recognize their own biases and tendencies, practice 
empathy or even articulate the core that drives them to pursue one path over another, then how will they 
function when facing an ethical dilemma in the workplace?  When deciding to abandon one career in 
favor of another?  When seeking balance?  As student affairs practitioners and educators, we’re in a 
unique situation in that we are present in students’ lives when they are, for the first time in their lives 
(potentially), beginning to make their own decisions - independent of external influences.  Facilitating 
opportunities for critical reflection and the development of self-awareness - for what I’d call spiritual 
growth - are essential in the greater scheme of “student development.”   
 
Another thought that I’d like to approach: Much of what is seen as fulfilling also involves the social 
element of the college experience.  And while this can be seen as “spiritual,” I look at the exclusivity of 
certain groups (certain Greek Life organizations or Student clubs, for example) and believe that said 
involvement provides “superficial connectivity.”  It’s not about the relationships themselves, but instead 
about the status that the involvement or identification offers to a person (an external, rather than an 
internal quality).  This philosophy seems to run rampant in a number of academic and employment circles 
through “networking”, in which relationships serve as a means to an end for advancing one’s career 
(thereby raising up one’s reputation).  Perhaps this is a cynical interpretation regarding the function of 
groups and clubs, but it’s something I’d like to address further, as said groups/clubs to provide a sense of 
fulfillment.  I wonder though if it’s the right kind of fulfillment.   
 
If we began developing spiritually charged programming, how might that affect our students?  What might 
those programs or opportunities look like?  I’ve been reflecting a lot on these questions, which, if I recall 
correctly, were raised sometime during our last class session.  And though I’ve listed a few items in the 
previous paragraph, I struggle with articulating what this might look like if, for example, Oregon State 
University were to be grounded in spiritually-charged efforts, I imagine this would greatly affect our 
community and those that choose to apply here.  I cannot fully demonstrate what a student might look like 
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if they were to be the “product” of such programs, as the “inner life” is subjective and cannot so easily be 
measured.  What matters, in this case, is challenging students to think for themselves, as well as 
contemplate such existential questions and covey their thoughts through multiple mediums. If there were 
any indicators that served to identify spiritually-charged efforts as being “successful,” I would offer up the 
following: A student that able to articulate their thoughts and/or decisions as well as how said 
thoughts/actions reflect their innermost desires.   
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Chapter 3 
What is Truth and How Does it Relate to Spirituality? 
 
I believe that there’s a big difference between Truth and truth.  Truth (with a capital T) involves the greater 
whole of reality - something objective, or some sort of universal notion or force that grounds all things - 
while truth (lower case t) involves an individual’s subjective interpretation of Truth, or perhaps one’s own 
conclusions about the world.  At this point, I’m convinced that if Truth were to exist, we as people would 
never be able to fully grasp it in its entirety.  We’re limited, to some extent, by our own experiences and 
our biases.  That, and we’re so very, very small in comparison to the rest of the universe that, in all reality, 
we’re never going to be able to comprehend any of it, really. 
 
Both Truth and truth are greatly tied to one’s sense of meaning and purpose in this world.  One of the 
reasons why I believe that many people choose to associate with a particular religious tradition is that the 
various belief systems out there attempt to resolve questions about Truth - especially who we are and 
where we come from.  If we come from somewhere, or are the result of some divine plan, then we have a 
purpose.  More often than not, a religious tradition can inform a person’s sense of truth and help them 
make sense of the world in which they live, but in certain instances, individuals will cling so greatly to the 
tradition because said tradition claims to possess the answers and sole understanding of all things tied to 
Truth.  And for me, this is wrong, and yet I understand why an individual craves greater understanding 
about all things versus identifying path that is right simply for oneself.   
 
At this point in my life, I don’t believe that Truth exists, for reasons previously listed involving human 
limitations.  Understanding why we are all here or what purpose the human race serves is too far beyond 
our comprehension.  Instead, I believe that we as individuals are free to pursue whatever endeavors we 
wish, and that our primary task involves finding or even creating our own truths, whether they be 
religiously oriented (in that there’s a set path of sorts that one follows) or independent in nature.  While 
wrestling with our own identities and meaning can be an arduous trial-by-fire process, it seems much 
more manageable and attainable (for me, at least) to define who I am in relation to others and the world 
(rather than define the common purpose for every entity or thing in existence).   
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Chapter 4 
Religion and Spirituality 
 
I believe that a religion (or religious tradition) is somewhat different from spirituality.  A religion, in my 
mind, has a history grounding it, basic tenets or codes, followers, and (most importantly) an 
understanding of the origins of human kind.  To frame this differently, a religion defines the human 
situation (typically noting the errors of human action or thinking) and how individuals ought to conduct 
themselves in order to transcend that situation.  Through religion, people can find a sense of self and 
purpose, establishing it as a communal spiritual channel (spirituality again being, in essence, an 
individual’s search for meaning and purpose). 
 
Since age eleven, I’ve been affiliated with a Lutheran denomination of Christianity in some form or 
fashion.  Though the congregation of which I was a part passed on a number of values that I continue to 
hold dear and draw meaning from (such as community, grace, and service), the core beliefs of the 
Christian tradition in general tradition never fully resonated with me.  I saw little influence of a higher 
power at work in the world, and though I believed that Jesus was a model by which people could live, I 
failed to see why this vision of the world had to be so, and thus felt out of place.  I interpreted scripture 
and the messages shared by clergy as something akin to mythology - simply a metaphor from which 
people might draw inspiration, not a literal truth or divinely inspired work (as many Christians believe).  
This further added to my frustration and isolation within the Lutheran tradition, and eventually I withdrew 
from formal religious practice.  And then I began to appreciate the church for what it was - a center for 
people to gather together and learn with one another about the nature of the world in which they lived.  
The church, as one of my later pastors said, was meant to be a space in which people can come and 
reflect on the questions that shape their lives.   
 
I began to see religious traditions and centers of worship as a form of community-based spirituality.  The 
majority of traditions and denominations that exist in the world are, in my mind, a fascinating, albeit 
authentic expression of a desire to find self-transcendence and an understanding of why an individual 
(and everything else) exists.  Does higher education have a role in shaping this expression?  Very much 
so.  If in fact religious beliefs drive a student to pursue one path as opposed to another, it will be 
necessary to understand how said beliefs motivate the students we serve, and direct students to 
appropriate outlets for further exploration (in the form of advisors, religious communities, or even general 
outlets where values can be made manifest, such as community service centers, study abroad offices, 
and so forth).  Admittedly, I wrestle to the degree in which we challenge students to reflect on how their 
beliefs and upbringing affect their well-being and direction in life; however, I believe (wholeheartedly) that 
such awareness is necessary if in fact a student is succeed in college and beyond. 
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Chapter 5 
Positive Thinking and Spirituality 
 
Over the past few years, I’ve come to recognize the power of one’s attitude in shaping the way one 
interacts with and understands the world.  As a culture, I’ve noticed we tend to look at life through the lens 
of “what’s not right or imperfect, or what’s missing,” and I think this is problematic.  This way of thinking 
(and way of being) seemingly negates or even glosses over the positive elements of one’s life.  
Happiness is seen, in my experience, as a standard of sorts (or the norm with respect to behavior), and 
anything that fails to produce happiness in our lives is deemed “bad” and needs to be “fixed,” which I 
believe adds to frustration and misery because we’re constantly trying to control our lives and our 
feelings. 
 
I’ve dabbled briefly in the work of Seligman and Positive Psychology, and believe that there is a spiritual 
dimension to the way in which we think about life.  How we choose to interpret the meaning of events that 
make up our lives greatly affects how we view ourselves and understand our purpose. If more people 
were to recognize both good in combination with bad, I believe that a number of individuals might actually 
be more reassured - that life doesn’t need to be perfect, that happiness is desirable but cannot be 
permanent, and so forth.  The desire to control and to fix that which is seemingly wrong in life is ultimately 
what drives people to the brink of insanity, and in many ways can be “spirit crushing” in nature.  We, as 
individuals, need to become more aware.  We need to be able to look at the world through a different 
lens.  In turn, I believe that such a perspective would ease our struggles and allow us to enjoy what is 
more fully, rather than dwell in unrealistic expectations. 
 
I am not an expert on this subject, nor am I well-developed in my ability to see both positive and negative 
in my life; and yet, being reminded of my friendships, supportive family members and supervisors, I find 
that this truly does make a difference in the way I craft an understanding of my day-to-day reality.  I 
struggle in identifying activities or ways in which one could implement Positive Psychology into a 
university-based setting.   
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Chapter 6 
Native American Spirituality 
 
Our conversation this past Wednesday clarified a number of items with respect to Native American 
culture and spiritual practices, especially concerning rituals and the adoption of Christian practices by 
several tribes. While we worked through Allison’s list of topics to address (a number of them focusing on 
cultural stereotypes), I found myself reflecting on the misconceptions that plague a wide variety of 
traditions - not just Native traditions.  There appears to be such little knowledge operating in the general 
populous with regard to the beliefs and values of particular groups.  A recent Pew Poll revealed that the 
average American actually knows very little when it comes to understand basic facts or tenets of different 
religious traditions. What frightens me (particularly with Native traditions) is that the rich histories, 
languages, and understandings of the world housed within these diverse traditions seem to be fading 
from public knowledge and concern.  And that saddens me greatly.  Allison’s comments concerning tribal 
efforts to preserve and educate individuals on the subject of native traditions through Tribal Colleges 
rekindled a deep curiosity within me to explore (in greater detail) such traditions. 
  
I’m reminded of a conversation that I had with one of my undergraduate advisors, in which he asked 
something to the effect of, “How do your perceptions inhibit your ability to understand other people and 
the reality surrounding you?”  I thought about this in a twofold sense: First, as Allison led our class 
session and began discussing the Christian influence on a number of tribal practices; and second, when 
contemplating our personal attitudes toward new or different schools of thought.  When we possess a 
particular form of knowledge or truth that defines us, I’ve noticed a tendency to “deny” or “shape” other 
perspectives so that they conform to our own.  Not only does that do damage to the individuals 
associated with the “other” tradition, but it limits our ability to grow as people, relate to others and the 
world, and ultimately learn.  
  
Having spent some time browsing through the Museum of the Native Indian in Washington D.C., as well 
as studying different native traditions through one of my philosophy courses, I find the concept of Native 
American spirituality to be of great value in shaping one’s understanding of the world in which we live, as 
well as our place in it.   This, I believe, affects our sense of purpose. Contemporary religious paths seem 
to, in my mind, establish that human beings possess some sort of dominion or power over the earth.  
Others seem to separate people from the physical world, which I believe can – in certain cases – do more 
harm than good.  And these perspectives, if looking at our contemporary American culture, seem to feed 
a lot of our problems.  Our cultural mythology of sorts, which places humans above other humans, 
animals and nature itself, is what I believe to be the root problem with respect to our current situation 
(global warming, war, corporate mismanagement).  From what I’ve gathered, Native American traditions 
are quite “this worldly” in that human beings are believed to be a part of the greater living system on this 
planet. We exist in relation to others species and regularly exchange with them in “trade” – they support 
us, as we support them.  If one facet of this cyclical relationship is affected or harmed, it in turn affects us 
and potentially harms us.  
  
This seems like a radical departure for some, which challenges their sense of place in the world and in 
turn affects their sense of purpose.  But I believe it’s eye opening, and refreshing, in that it is something 
different and it challenges me to reflect on what I have been raised with regarding the Truth or even my 
own truth.  Knowing that a close friend and colleague has been heavily influenced by Native American 
spirituality, I’m going to be pursuing additional readings and other first-hand experiences that might 
further introduce me to this way of being that seems (again) to be so distant in terms of understanding. 
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Chapter 7 
Why Spirituality Matters to Us 
 
Up until October or November of 2010, I failed to find a term or phrase that grounds or captures much of 
what I contemplate and aim to achieve in my life.  Until being introduced to theories related to spiritual 
development and spirituality as a facet of personal identity, I had passed this topic off as something solely 
tied to various New Age movements or religious traditions.  Other terms such as meaning, purpose, 
vocation, calling, self-awareness seemed cold, sterile, and devoid of any real significance, as they failed 
to capture any sort of pursuit of meaning (these words exist as items that signify concrete definition or 
established purpose rather than the search one undergoes to identify said purpose).  In reference to the 
assigned topic for this piece, spirituality matters to me because it is, despite it’s obvious flaws and lack of 
a concrete definition, a concept that grounds me, provides security in my quest for greater understanding, 
and shapes the path upon which I walk.  If in fact spirituality encompasses all that we do, the meaning we 
find, expression and personal authenticity, values, and connection to the world, then it most certainly 
matters to me, as these topics have been on my mind for a very, very long time.  Spirituality is comforting 
and personally enlightening in that the conversations that spawn from exploring this concept help me 
better understand others and their search, establishing in some fashion that I am not alone in my journey.  
We’re all in the same boat. 
 
The concept of internal harmony in relation to external influences has been on my mind for quite some 
time - I simply haven’t given the actual thought process a label.  I discussed, briefly, that internal harmony 
entails knowledge of oneself and where one belongs.  The latter item - a sense of belonging or knowing 
when/where someone doesn’t fit in - is something that I’ve been exploring for several weeks.  Not only 
have I been searching for jobs with particular departments, but I have also been actively searching for a 
space in which I might thrive - a space in which I find meaningful relationships, establish an authentic, 
honest identity, feel as though I “fit in” and, most importantly, feel at home.  This past weekend, I traveled 
to Ashland, Oregon for a housing conference, and several days later left for Tacoma, Washington to take 
a break from the regular routine.   
 
The opportunity to visit new and familiar locations, in addition to reconnecting with old friends, sparked 
within me a familiar dialogue of whether or not I might see myself functioning and living in a new 
environment.  As I connected with old friends, I quickly found that many had changed from the time we 
last spoke, or perhaps some hadn’t.  Several friends and I were able to pick up where we left off and had 
very meaningful, open, and supportive conversations with one another about the future.  Such 
conversations were refreshing and in many ways grounding - I was reminded of who I was at one point in 
time, but, with these particular friends (individuals who have known me for years) became more aware of 
how I have changed.  By the time I left Tacoma on Sunday afternoon, I was convinced that, though 
Tacoma still holds many fond memories and dear friends, it is no longer my home.  In some odd fashion, I 
recognized that I have to honor and simultaneously loosen the power of past relationships and my own 
history that has defined me to really move forward in shaping my future experiences and (quite possibly) 
my identity. 
 
Often times the words of close friends who know us inside and out can really shake us.  One of my 
oldest, most dear friends commented that I (and I quote) “need to get out of the university” and take care 
of myself.  My health has decayed somewhat these past few months due to increasing pressure to grow 
as a professional (self-inflicted pressure, as well as from colleagues and professional organizations of 
which I’m a part).  I admit that at this point in time, I’m exhausted.  My friend’s words hit home and made 
my feelings more apparent and real.  It was scary.  It dawned on me that I hadn’t considered anything 
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outside of the university (career-wise or everything else), and that so much of my life had been (and 
continues to be) defined by student affairs.  My research and work granted me fulfillment in the past, but 
in this exact moment that doesn’t seem to be the case (and that could be due to general burnout).  As I 
mull this over more and more, I realize that I’m not in a space where I feel as though I’m able to simply 
“be,” and my senses of passion and creativity are nearly tapped.  Perhaps this is because of, again, the 
personal expectations towards which I strive, the demanding nature of this program, or because of the 
departments in which I work - I really don’t know.  Even fathoming a break between grad school and a 
full-time job seems almost unimaginable.  And though I know student affairs has granted me greater self-
understanding, I find myself asking (perhaps improperly) whether or not I could/should leave student 
affairs, if in fact my burnout is the result of this field.  More than likely, I haven’t taken appropriate 
measures to maintain persona balance.  Undoubtedly, my friendships and the dialogues that have 
resulted have affected and continue to affect my sense of purpose and direction in life, as evidenced by 
this particular conversation.   
 
I’m also now in a romantic relationship, which has resulted in a number of additional questions with 
respect to meaning, purpose, and the future.  What strikes me as odd about this “happening” is that, 
through this endeavor, I find that I don’t have to be anything that I’m not or portray myself in a particular 
fashion.  I find that, for the first time in, a long time, I’m calm with respect to this entire process, even in 
spite of the questions that have been brought up.  And maybe that’s because we’ve been close friends for 
a long time, and know each other through and through, making the transition much more easy and less 
awkward.  It’s exciting and in many ways fulfilling (yet also terrifying to an extent), adding a new 
dimension to my search for/solidification of meaning and sense of self.   
 
If I were to summarize this piece, it would be this: The topic of spirituality has provided me with an outlet 
to truly clarify and open up with others regarding the concerns and events that have arisen over the past 
few months.  This field of study and subject has helped me better relate to others through sharing my 
personal story and the ways in which I have developed in my sense of purpose and calling (which, at this 
point in time, involves helping guide others toward a personally fulfilling path). 
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Chapter 8 
Reflections on our Conversation with Alexander Astin 
 
What amazes me most about the field of student affairs, and academia in general, involves this notion 
that educators and individuals are so often willing to help out up-and-coming professionals.  Listening to 
Sandy Astin’s advice for new professionals interested in pursuing spiritual development, in addition to 
other insights, reaffirmed that I am in fact in the right field.  What I appreciate so greatly about student 
affairs is the fact that educators are continuously sharing information with others and growing with one 
another with respect to exploring and defining “best practices.”  Student affairs, I was reminded, conveys 
a particular mentality, in that an individual is never done learning, and is constantly challenged to reflect 
on the significance of one’s actions in relation to those that are served.  I also appreciated the fact that 
there’s still so much that Astin wishes to explore in terms of research, such as understanding agnostic 
students or student sexuality. 
 
What I so greatly appreciated about Astin was his humility in admitting that he doesn’t have all of the 
answers, and that he doesn’t quite know how to implement the great changes that many professionals 
are wrestling with in light of his findings.  It’s comforting in that so much of what I’ve experienced in terms 
of professional preparation and competence has involved this idea of “having all of the answers.”  To see 
a leading figure in student development theory say, “I don’t know,” gives me reassurance that perhaps 
one doesn’t need to have all of the answers in order to effectively serve and meaningfully contribute to 
one’s field.   
 
More and more, I hear of the necessity to take time for oneself - to meditate, write, and conduct some 
internal processing and exploration.  Listening to Astin discuss this idea (as it relates to personal and 
professional growth) reminded me, as have other conversations, that I have neglected caring for myself.  
Before stepping away from my graduate studies and jumping into a full-time career, I recognize the need 
for taking time out of my day to do something that helps me focus, decompress, and feel a sense of 
wholeness.  Practicing and modeling this behavior for others, as Astin mentioned, will undoubtedly be 
beneficial.   
 
It’s again comforting to hear a professional share his perspective, and state (quite honestly) what might 
work and might not for young professionals seeking balance, understanding, and greater direction.  I’ve 
taken a lot of Astin’s thoughts to heart and hope (through continued communication with professionals, 
mentorship, and personal reflection) that I might find a solid foundation from which I can draw strength 
and operate as a professional invested in spiritual development. 


