Spiritual entities: An Interfaith Grand River discussion

Interfaith Grand River has sometimes noted, in conversations on various topics, that words are insufficient to the task of expressing the subject at hand. This appeared to be even more the case regarding the topic for the December 2008 session: Spiritual entities and how our various religious traditions respond to this concept. Some members approached this topic by exploring “the unseen.”

A full spectrum of belief, from one pole to the other, with all the degrees in between, was represented by the gathered faiths. At one pole, the Christian Science position is that “spirit is the only reality.” At the contrasting pole, the Sikh religion does not believe in spirit, and does not expect the ancestors’ souls to be with us.

We heard that for Catholics, angels exist and “they are not cute — they are scary.” Mahayana Buddhism has two forms of divine beings: (1) composite and (2) “more cosmic.” This was the only tradition that talked of demons — embodiments of our base inclinations.

A Lutheran speaker was not comfortable with the word entities and preferred to see that a person’s spirit continues to be alive through the memory that living people hold of that person. A Presbyterian member shared how we feel the presence of spirit through “ordinary acts of kindness. We are called to be attentive to the miracle of God’s presence.”

A Neopagan member spoke of “external forces beyond the self.” There is a sense of “presence” but not a belief in actual entities.
A Unitarian member offered what he had learned regarding Native Spirituality. This tradition believes that the spirits of our ancestors are with us when we invite them to be, and we can ask them for guidance.

As for Unitarians themselves, 50 per cent of the congregation in Kitchener-Waterloo could be described as “humanist.” And yet, as the minister of this congregation told us, there would be a great protest if the hymn “Spirit of Life Come on to Me,” which is sung weekly, were eliminated.

