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Since the middle of the twentieth century, people have been used to thinking of the ‘religions of the world’. Moving from a position of denying any truth in other religions, many adherents will now admit to truth – or some truth – in religious traditions other than their own. But what about those who, whilst admitting to the spiritual dimension of life and the need to find meaning and value, find it difficult or impossible to ‘sign up’ to any particular religious tradition? Undoubtedly, there are so many people like this in the world today that they paradoxically form a kind of ‘religion without a religion’
. Such a person is Frankie Chissim. In this article, she talks about her own spiritual journey through life, including the dilemma of how, as a ‘religious nomad’, to find a meaningful and spiritual way in which to name a child.

When, in 2000, I gave birth to my first son, Noah Forest, my husband and I were in no doubt that we would raise him outside of the framework of an organised religion. We had become, in a sense, ‘allergic’ to institutional religion. My husband had not been raised to practice a particular faith. I, on the other hand, had been raised as a practicing Catholic. But, in true teenager fashion, I had put Catholicism under the microscope and become disenchanted with the Church. I revelled in telling my parents that they had got it all wrong; institutional religion was used as method of control and oppression and I wanted nothing to do with it!

Before and after I studied for my degree in Third World Development, I was involved in voluntary work in Kenya, and spent another few years backpacking around the world with my future husband. For us both, travelling was a spiritual experience which allowed time for prayer, meditation, self-examination and an understanding of the unimportance of material possessions. It allowed us to develop a new and refreshing understanding of ‘God’. Such was our strength of feeling about the ‘spirituality’ of nature that, in 1997, we got married bare foot in the rainforest of North-Eastern Australia. I felt as close to ‘God’ then as I have ever done in a church or other religious building.

The more I travelled and read about other faith traditions and cultures it became obvious to me that every religion around the world has similar ideals and core values of love, truth, equality and hope. In The Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna, the Hindu mystic said:

‘God has made different religions to suit different aspirants, times and countries. Indeed one can reach God if one follows any of the paths with whole hearted devotion.’ 

His Holiness The Dalai Lama teaches that every religion has the same goal of benefiting humanity through spiritual practice, and the same effect of making its followers into better human beings. He also teaches that it is possible to follow a spiritual path outside of organised religion. It was a huge relief to be able to follow a spiritual path outside the confines of a dogmatic religion. It seemed to suit us ‘free spirited’ souls.

So, although we always knew we would raise our children outside of ‘organised religion’, we also knew that we would encourage their own sense of spirituality.
When Noah was born, then, we wanted to mark his birth with a ceremony but, straight away, we experienced our first ‘spiritual’ dilemma. Most organised faiths have a set religious ceremony to mark the arrival of a child. We were in a religious no-mans-land but wanted a rite of passage for Noah. What were we to do? I contacted the Humanist Society and looked into non-religious naming ceremonies, but they did not reflect our belief in ‘God’. So, I set about writing Noah a naming ceremony of his own, based on a range of religious, non-religious and multi-cultural traditions. Our family and friends were invited to attend the ceremony which began with my father saying: 

‘For many thousands of years people have celebrated the special moment in their lives when a child is born with ceremony and ritual, with feasting, music and dance. The forms of the various types of ceremony often follow similar themes and share common purposes of expressing our joy that a child has been born, welcoming the child into the family and expressing our hopes for the child's future.’ 

Two years later, when my second son, Jude Francis, was born, I wrote him a naming ceremony and we again invited family and friends to celebrate his arrival into the world. We used symbols and performed rituals which embraced our experience of ‘God’. For example, we adopted an Aboriginal tradition of giving the baby a ‘magic name’ inspired by nature. We whispered this name to Jude which will remain between us for the rest of our lives. We also felt that many artists, songwriters, freedom fighters and poets had inspirational things to say about love, hope, equality and spiritual well-being. So, we included lyrics from songs, ancient pagan poetry and African stories. As part of the ceremony, we asked our family and friends to make a commitment to help us raise our boys to be loving, responsible, respectful, individuals. Both the boys’ naming ceremonies acknowledged the connection between ‘God’ and nature, embracing the diversity of the planet and its peoples. Native American wisdom was a significant feature of the ceremonies. 

Since that time, I have written two other naming ceremonies for parents who have felt the need to express their spiritual beliefs outside of a traditional religious format in order to mark an important event in their lives. Having spoken to many parents about this, it seems that there are many of us ‘spiritual nomads’ out there in religious limbo trying to decide what is best for our children. We want to raise our children within a spiritual framework, embracing the core values and teachings central to all faiths, whilst avoiding signing up to one ‘religion’. We want the freedom of being able to use and refer to the religious teachings of a range of prophets, mystics, and writers. We want to explore the ideas of new religious movements and alternative spiritualities. 

But - and here’s the dilemma - is this the best thing for our children? Perhaps my parents were right; perhaps children should be raised within the framework of one prescriptive faith so as to give them a good moral and spiritual grounding on which to base their own lives. After all, isn’t this why millions of people over thousands of years have opted to live their lives within a religious framework with set rules and guidelines such as the Five Pillars or The Ten Commandments?  Isn’t it easier to use ‘off the shelf’, prescribed answers in response to the difficult questions of life?

A close friend of mine has the added dilemma of herself being raised a Catholic and her husband a Muslim. They are still debating about which faith to raise their children in. We have spent many a night talking through whether a compromise can be reached or whether it is best to opt for one faith or the other. But, what is wrong with compromise? A naming ceremony combining Islamic and Christian traditions would not be popular with the grandparents but it does, in part, offer a solution to the dilemma. Is it so bad to amalgamate religions so that parents with different faith backgrounds can jointly pass on their beliefs to their children? Why is there a need to categorise beliefs into particular religions and keep them separate? 

When, because of living in a pluralist society, we are confronted with a supermarket of ideas, ideologies and religions, can we be accused of cherry-picking the bits of religion that suit us - the aspects that are convenient or trendy? Surely, the point of religious experience is truth, rather than personal preference? But, then again … throughout history many new religious movements have begun syncretistically, through the merging of elements from different systems of belief. Isn’t contemporary spiritualism part of the evolution of ideas, a natural part of intellectual advancement? Perhaps the attraction of trying to synchronise religious beliefs and practices is that it makes religion more exciting, like going on an adventure rather than on a journey with a predicable and fixed set of boundaries, with dogma which seems irrelevant and an unnecessary burden. 

But this ‘religious adventure’ has a disadvantage which cannot simply be overcome by writing a naming ceremony. Those of us who have decided not to ‘enrol’ or ‘practice’ within a particular religion have no access to a meeting place, and miss out on the wonderful opportunity of being able to regularly meet as a congregation. If religion is giving way to spirituality, there is a need to create ways in which us ‘religious nomads’ can meet in order to gain a shared sense of identity, to celebrate the commonality and diversity of our beliefs, and to have the chance to worship, pray, talk and be together as a community? Now … that’s yet another dilemma! 

Frankie Chissim clerks for the governing body of a number of schools in Redbridge. She also attends Redbridge Standing Advisory Council of Religious Education (SACRE) as an observer
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