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This paper explores the evolution of religious experience from ancient nature worship and ancestor reverence to 

modern individualized spirituality. It examines how early spiritual practices were deeply intertwined with daily life, 

later becoming institutionalized through formalized religions with complex rituals and doctrines. The rise of 

mysticism, emphasizing personal connections with the divine, persisted alongside institutional religions. In 

contemporary society, the shift towards "spiritual but not religious" reflects a return to personalized spiritual paths, 

driven by individualism and the desire for direct, meaningful spiritual experiences. This trend's implications for both 

individuals and society are also discussed. 
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Introduction  

In contemporary society, an increasing number of individuals identify with being “spiritual but not religious” 

(SBNR), a phenomenon that has sparked widespread discussion and interest. Viewing this modern trend through 

the lens of historical development offers a unique perspective on its origins and evolution. Initially, religious 

activities were closely linked with nature worship and ancestor reverence, focusing on personal connections with 

supernatural forces. Over time, religion gradually transformed into more institutionalized forms, developing 

complex doctrines and rituals. However, the traditions of mysticism and individualism persisted, emphasizing 

direct divine experiences. This paper explores the transition from personal spiritual practices to institutionalized 

religions and how this shift influences modern individuals’ pursuit of personalized spiritual paths. It will also 

consider the broader implications of this trend for individuals and society. 

Origin of Religion  

In the earliest human societies, religion was deeply interwoven with daily life and social structures, often 

manifesting as nature worship and ancestor reverence. These practices were not merely religious in the 

contemporary sense but were intrinsic to the community’s survival and cohesion. The nature of these early 

religious practices was experiential, directly derived from the immediate environment and relationships within 

the community. This form of spirituality can be seen as an organic expression of life’s rhythms and the mysteries 

of nature and existence (Durkheim, 1912). 

Nature worship in early societies often involved attributing sacred qualities to elements such as rivers, 

mountains, the sun, and the moon. These elements were revered not only for their inherent powers but also as 
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vital sources of sustenance and life. For example, the sun was worshipped for its role in agriculture and the 

seasons, essential for survival. Such reverence ensured a harmonious relationship with the environment, which 

was critical for survival, embodying a form of ecological spirituality that acknowledged the interdependence of 

all life forms (Eliade, 1957). 

Similarly, ancestor worship was rooted in the belief that deceased ancestors continued to influence the living 

community. This form of worship likely stemmed from a profound sense of respect and duty towards ancestors, 

who were considered guardians of the community and its traditions. Rituals and ceremonies intended to honor 

ancestors reinforced family and societal bonds, providing a sense of continuity and identity. These practices also 

served as a means of transmitting social norms and values from one generation to the next, thereby maintaining 

social order and cohesion (Malinowski, 1948). 

The direct experience of the divine or sacred in these early forms of religion was significantly different from 

the mediated experience often found in more structured, doctrinal religions that developed later. In primitive 

spirituality, the sacred was encountered directly in the mundane activities of hunting, gathering, planting, and 

harvesting. Rituals, though less formalized than those in organized religions, were imbued with a profound sense 

of the sacred, which permeated everyday life. 

This intrinsic connection between daily life, nature, and the divine highlights a key aspect of early spiritual 

practices: they were not separate from daily existence but were a natural extension of it. The spirituality of early 

societies was holistic, integrating aspects of life that modern societies often segregate into religious, ecological, 

and social domains. The understanding that every action and every element of the natural world had spiritual 

significance fostered a worldview where spiritual practice was as natural as breathing. 

Thus, these early forms of religion and spirituality were foundational in shaping human culture and 

consciousness. They not only addressed the existential questions of their time but also provided the framework 

for community life and its survival. This deep integration of spirituality into the fabric of daily life offers 

insightful contrasts to modern distinctions between being “religious” and “spiritual”, inviting us to reconsider the 

meanings and roles of spirituality in contemporary life. 

From Ritual to Regiment: The Evolution of Institutionalized  

Religion and Its Impact on Spiritual Practices 

It is these very spiritual practices, woven into the rhythm of everyday living, that started to turn towards 

significant change, becoming institutionalized into religion per se. With doctrines, rituals, and hierarchical 

structures growing increasingly complex and detailed, religious practice was separated from other aspects of life 

under an evolving creed. The ancient and great civilizations, like those in Mesopotamia and Egypt, exemplify 

this shift with their multifarious pantheons of gods and complex rituals, where priestly classes mediated on behalf 

of the masses. These priests often conducted rites out of public view, making the religious experience more 

mediated than direct. For instance, in Egypt, religion was closely linked with governance and the state. At the 

center of religious and political life in ancient Egyptian society stood the pharaoh, a god or semi-god, as the 

mediator between gods and mortals. This entailed a rigid segregation between the laity and religious elites who 

alone knew and had the authority to celebrate religious ceremonies. Such practices ensured that religious 

experiences were mainly encapsulated and then provided through formal channels. This resulted in a drift in 

personal spirituality from the institutionalized religious practices, according to Teeter 2011. Similarly, in ancient 

India, upon codifying rituals and texts like the Vedas, there was a dramatic change in the spiritual landscape. 
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These texts defined specific ritualistic practices to be carried out by a differentiated section of professional priests 

known as Brahmins. This specialization of religious roles not only buttressed Brahminic authority but also 

institutionalized the difference between worldly spirituality and the spiritual practices authorized through the 

scriptures. Often, due to their complexity, the fact is that only the priests fully understood them in engagements, 

resulting in alienation for laypersons from deeper spiritual meanings embedded in these practices. The 

institutionalization of religion resulted in the construction of monumental religious buildings, such as temples 

and pyramids. Physically, these buildings expressed an enormous chasm between the ordinary population and 

godliness. They were more symbolic than places for worship; in fact, they represented manifestations of social 

stratification and the centralization of religious power. In concert with these functions, the magnificence of such 

establishments served to impress upon the commoner the insignificance of himself and hence evidently procured 

a reflected enlargement of shrine power and mystery, mediated by an organization between it and men. If the 

organization, therefore, brought its gains of having religious lore thus preserved and properly diffused, “In many 

cases, institutionalization resulted in stagnation followed by rigidity.” Over time, the dynamism and personal 

touch typical of early spiritual practices may be overtaken by matters concerning institutions of doctrine and 

proper authority geared toward self-preservation. As this took place, it stirred in communities debates over the 

nature of spiritual authority and the availability of divine experience. This might lead, in certain instances, to 

reform movements or mystical orders that attempted a return to the immediate, individual experience of the sacred 

in opposition to the religious establishment (Smith, 1991). The transition from fluid, ordinary spiritual practice 

to organized, institutionalized religion comprises one of the turning points of human evolution. This is connected 

with paradigmatic transformations among the broad public, around which states and empires concentrated their 

demands for control, especially in the religious sphere. In this way, such a turn changed how spirituality would 

be eroticized and acted out, setting the scene for perennial tensions between personalized faith and institutional 

religion. 

Mysticism and Individualism: The Pursuit of Direct Divine  

Connection Across Religious Traditions 

Throughout history, despite the institutionalization of religions, mysticism has continually asserted the 

importance of a direct, personal connection with the divine, often operating at the margins of formal religious 

practices. Mysticism across various traditions—whether in Christianity, Islam, or Hinduism—emphasizes an 

experiential spirituality that transcends established religious ceremonies and intermediaries, fostering a profound, 

personal encounter with the sacred. 

In Christianity, mysticism has a rich history with figures such as Meister Eckhart and Teresa of Ávila, who 

explored the depths of spiritual union with God beyond the liturgical practices of the Church. Christian mystics 

often describe their experiences as moments of profound contemplative insight, where direct communion with 

God is felt intensely and personally. These experiences are articulated in ways that suggest an inner 

transformation that rituals alone might not invoke, highlighting a pathway to the divine that is immediate and 

deeply personal (McGinn, 1991). 

Islamic mysticism, or Sufism, similarly emphasizes personal experience of God, often in contrast to the 

more legalistic approaches in mainstream Islam. Sufis seek a direct encounter with the divine through practices 

such as dhikr (remembrance of God), which involves repeated chants and meditation. This practice aims to 

cleanse the heart and prepare it for the indwelling of God, fostering a state of spiritual awareness and presence 
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that is independent of the external rituals prescribed by religious orthodoxy (Nasr, 1993). 

In Hinduism, the yogic traditions offer a pathway to divine experience through disciplines of the mind and 

body. The practices of yoga are designed to help the practitioner achieve moksha, or liberation, which is 

understood as a direct realization of one’s unity with Brahman, the ultimate reality. This form of mysticism is 

highly individualistic, rooted in personal discipline and the transformative potential of meditative practice. The 

Bhagavad Gita, a key text in Hindu mysticism, outlines various paths of yoga, each offering a method to achieve 

direct experience and knowledge of the divine through personal effort and devotion (Easwaran, 1985). 

Despite these diverse approaches, the common thread in all these mystical traditions is the pursuit of an 

immediate and personal connection with the divine, often in contrast to the institutional practices of their 

respective religions. This pursuit reflects a universal human inclination towards experiences that are not only 

transformative but also deeply personal and independent of organized religious structures. 

The continued relevance of mysticism in modern times, especially in the context of the “spiritual but not 

religious” movement, underscores a persistent desire among individuals to find a spirituality that resonates on a 

personal level. This movement away from organized religion towards a more individualized spirituality can be 

seen as a continuation of the mystical quest for direct divine contact that has historically existed alongside more 

formal religious systems. The personal and experiential focus of mysticism provides a spiritual richness that 

formal institutions sometimes fail to address, making it particularly appealing to those who seek a deeper, more 

personal spiritual life. 

The Modern Shift from Religion to Spirituality: Embracing  

Personalized Spiritual Experiences 

As modern society evolves, characterized by a rise in individualism and scientific rationality, there has been 

a noticeable shift from traditional religious authority to a more personalized spirituality. This transformation 

reflects a broader cultural and psychological shift where individuals seek not only autonomy in their personal 

and professional lives but also in their spiritual expressions. The questioning of religious dogmas and the 

hierarchical structures of organized religions has led many to seek a spirituality that emphasizes personal 

experience and direct connection with the divine or the cosmos. 

This move towards personal spirituality is often seen as a response to the perceived rigidity and alienation 

of institutional religions. It represents a desire to return to a more primal and direct form of spiritual engagement, 

similar to the mystical traditions within major world religions that advocate for an immediate and personal 

connection with the divine. In this context, spirituality becomes not just a practice but a personalized journey, 

where each individual crafts their own spiritual path based on personal experiences and insights rather than 

conforming to established religious prescriptions. 

This modern turn to spirituality, while echoing ancient mystical traditions, adapts these concepts to 

contemporary values of freedom, personal development, and self-realization. It highlights a dynamic where 

spirituality is increasingly viewed as a personal endeavor tailored to individual needs, fostering a deeper and 

more meaningful engagement with the sacred in a way that traditional religious structures sometimes fail to 

provide. 
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