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Abstract: 
 
This book is the abridged edition to a larger, more in depth volume called 
Integral Religious Studies. Like its longer companion, this book uncovers 
the ways in which academic inquiry might transcend the limitations of 
religious pluralism while simultaneously maintaining all of its important 
contributions. In specific, this book examines five developmental stages of 
religious orientation (magic, mythic, rational, pluralistic, and integral); two 
types (moderate and extreme), and examples of how each unfold within four 
traditions (Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, and Buddhism). 
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Preface 

 

 This book serves as a general introduction to the much larger and emerging field 

called Integral Religious Studies. It is our hope that this work will spark enough interest 

in scholars to encourage them to take the necessary steps to build upon or even correct 

these initial arguments with further clarification and research.  This is not the final word 

on the subject but rather a first attempt to describe virgin, as yet uncharted territory. 

 

We open with several caveats:  

(1) The proposal contained in this book is made using broad generalizations. Despite our 

best effort to include the detailed research of developmental psychologists along side fair 

explanations of our major world religions, it is inevitable that some readers will take 

issue with our degree of simplification. For instance, as we explore the development of 

values we draw deeply on the work of Clare Graves. Graves’ work is in itself a complete 

bio-psycho-social approach to human emergence. Our approach incorporates only those 

aspects of Graves’ research relevant to the individual and his or her psychological 

development. It is not our intention to reduce Grave’s work to fit our model, but rather to 

include his important contributions in the most inclusive way possible. 

 Throughout our presentation we do out very best to show where our particular 

approach may be limited. Whenever possible we provide the reader with the larger 

context from which our research is drawn. To this end, each reader is urged to seek the 

primary source texts of each theorist, psychologist, and religious authority cited for 

further detail.  
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(2) In order to solidify our claims, the authors have selected examples of interpretation 

from within four major religious traditions (Christianity, Hinduism, Islam, Buddhism). 

The decision to use only four traditions rather than seven traditions or more, was made in 

the interest of keeping the presentation as concise as possible.  The same type of 

developmental evidence provided in this book can be easily reproduced for any number 

of traditions. The four traditions we use for evidence were chosen simply because they 

are the most populous religions in our world today. It is the authors’ great hope that 

future research will take this initial proposal further to analyze the stages of development 

within other traditions such as Judaism, Sikhism, Taoism, Baha’I, among others. In fact, 

we hope to include several of these additional traditions in our larger forthcoming volume 

on this same topic titled, Integral Religious Studies. 

(3) Lastly, our account of this new field of inquiry is not meant to be exhaustive.  As 

stated above, this book is intended to serve as a launching pad that demonstrates to the 

reader and other scholars that this type of inquiry deserves future attention.  

  

Our Approach 

 The basic premise detailed in this book follows three logical steps. First, cross-

cultural studies in the field of developmental psychology demonstrate that human beings 

(regardless of race, class, creed, religion, or geographical region) all develop through a 

common core of psychological stages. Second, human beings, with their dynamic and 

varying degree psychological capacities, endorse, interpret, and practice religious 

traditions. Therefore, because psychological development in humans exists and because 

humans are the entities who endorse, interpret and practice religion, there exists a direct 
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correlation between the stages of human psychological maturity and the varying levels of 

endorsement, interpretation and practice in each of our world’s great religious traditions. 

In other words, there is not simply one monolithic religion that all individuals practice, 

but rather a unique religious tradition, practiced and interpreted at every level of 

psychological development.  

 This book outlines five broad stages of psychological maturity. Rather than 

forcing the reader to learn a new and complicated academic lexicon of developmental 

psychology, this book use simple terms to describe and categorize each developmental 

stage. Moving from the least complex stage to the stage of the most complexity, we use 

the following terms: (1) magic, (2) mythic, (3) rational, (4) pluralistic, and (5) integral. 

This five stage developmental rubric allows us to translate each stage of psychological 

development into five corresponding stages of religious orientation. 1 

 In order to show how this theory of developmental interpretation can be applied to 

real life religious traditions, we provide practical examples of how Christianity is 

expressed by individuals at magical levels, mythical levels, rational levels, pluralistic 

levels, and integral levels of psychological development. We follow this same pattern to 

point out examples of how each stage of development is expressed in Islam, Buddhism, 

and Hinduism. 

 Uncovering the link between psychological development and religious orientation 

allows us to begin answering several powerful questions: Why is religion used to 

promote violence in the world almost as much as it is used to promote peace? Can 

religion be used as a unitive rather than divisive factor in global affairs? Why do 

                                                
1 Religious orientation is defined at the end of this Preface. 
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some Christians and Muslims take a fundamentalist stance toward their faith while 

others in the same traditions lean toward moderation? Why is there bloodshed 

among Buddhist and Hindus on the island of Sri Lanka if both faiths clearly preach 

ahimsa (non-violence)? 

  

Why is this book important? 

 The authors believe this book is being published at a monumental time in history. 

Religion, whether one wants to believe it or not, is here to stay.  

 During the Western Enlightenment leading thinkers and theorists assumed that 

“the progress of knowledge and the influence of religion were mutually exclusive”2. That 

is to say, similar to later theorists like Freud and Marx, those thinkers of the Western 

Enlightenment contended that logic and reason would eventually overpower religion, 

draining its influence in the public sphere. Yet today, with resurgence of Islamic 

Extremism and the Christian Right’s clear political power, we find that the influence of 

religion on the global stage is as strong as ever.   

 How is this possible? Were the great theorist of the Enlightenment and others in 

the past several centuries simply wrong? Shining a developmental perspective onto 

religion helps to provide us with new insight.  As we demonstrate in this book, religion 

can and is interpreted at every level of psychological development. The rational 

orientation held by the modernist thinkers of the Western Enlightenment rejected the 

mythical, traditional interpretations of religion held by those who came before them, but 

                                                
2 Edward Luttwak, ÒThe Missing DimensionÓ in Religion, the Missing Dimension of 
Statecraft, eds. Douglas Johnston and Cynthia Sampson (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1994), 9-10 
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it is often over looked that these theorist traded in their beliefs for a new secular 

framework based on scientism and logic. Confusing religion with its mythical 

interpretations forced many enlightenment theorist to erroneously conclude that religion 

itself would soon disappear. Yet, as this book explores, instead of vanishing, religion 

adapted to fit the meaning making needs of higher and more complex levels of 

awareness.  

 The bottom line is that religion is evolving. Religion changes to meet the needs of 

human beings at every level of psychological development. Or to say it another way, 

individuals of different level so of psychological development, mold, influence, and 

practice religious according to their own inherent level of maturity. As religion changes 

the older forms of expression remain and new forms of expression are created. As a 

result, we are left with a whole spectrum of interpretation within each and every religious 

tradition ranging the lowest levels of psychological maturity to the highest. 

Understanding religion’s adaptive capacity allows us to see that religion always has and 

always will continue to remain a permanent fixture of society for the foreseeable future 

(regardless of whether or not it is player in public or private spheres). This book points us 

toward an integral methodology complex enough to foster this type of deeper 

understanding of religion and its role in our world today. 

 

Why does Religion matter?  

 As explored towards the end of our book, understanding religion’s influence on 

global dynamics may very well serve as one of the largest components toward building a 

more peaceful and harmonious future. If a peaceful future is something that we can all 
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agree upon, then the notions set forth in this book are an absolute necessity. 

Understanding religion in the 21st century must have its foundation in the recognition that 

all individuals move through developmental stages and that, consequently, all individuals 

interpret and act out in the name of their religion accordingly.  We can no longer afford to 

hold a constrained pluralistic view that assumes there are six or seven different major 

religious systems in the world. Rather we must grow to understand that in addition to the 

diversity between traditions and sects, there are also major heterogeneous developmental 

subgroups within each tradition. This book begins to explain the diverse developmental 

spectrum of interpretation and expression within Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, and 

Buddhism.  

 

Definitions 

Before we can elaborate how religious studies might evolve to a new more 

comprehensive stage of analysis, we must begin by defining several sets of terms. First, 

we use the words spirituality and religion repeatedly. When using the word spirituality by 

itself, we refer to beliefs that have been personalized. Simply put, we define spirituality 

as the sacred framework one uses to create meaning in his or her life. The word religion 

refers to what we call institutionalized spirituality. In other words, religion is spirituality 

that has been in some way collected into a common core of beliefs, values, and 

understanding about the world. This knowledge is assembled, whether orally or written, 

in such a way that it can be passed along to others; hence the word institutionalized. 

Individuals practicing and contemplating without a community tend to have a personal 

spirituality, whereas groups who subscribe to similar meaning making systems, who 
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organize their beliefs in a systematic way, and who pass their ideologies along to others, 

are involved in a religion.   

Secondly, we use the terms spiritual development and spiritual intelligence 

interchangeably.3 As will be made clear along the way, we use both terms to refer to a 

specific line of development corresponding to James Fowler’s Stages of Faith.  

Thirdly, we oscillate between the two terms spiritual orientation and religious 

orientation. Both of these terms describe the unique perspective through which one 

views, practices, and interprets, a religious tradition. Each perspective varies according to 

an individual’s psychological makeup. As discussed in detail in Chapter 4, a religious 

orientation is a composite of several distinct areas of intelligence (ie, faith, cognitive, 

ego, values, and moral development, etc.).  

Finally, at times we use the terms traditional, modern, and postmodern. Each of 

these terms roughly correlates to the stages of religion orientation that we call mythic, 

rational, and pluralistic respectively. All of this will be made delightfully clear in the 

pages and chapters to follow. 

 

Intention 
 

Although the specific focus of this book is on our world’s great religious traditions, 

the book’s publication was launched in collaboration with a global network integral 

thinkers. These integral pioneers are working in countless other disciplines around the 

                                                
3 Although some may claim the term spiritual development includes a larger area of 
development than the term spiritual intelligence alone (i.e. spiritual development = state-
stage development + spiritual liberation-stage + structure-stage development), for the 
purposes of this book we use the terms as synonyms. That is, both terms refer to the 
spiritual line of development as it progresses through structure-stages. 
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world for the common goal of unlocking humanity’s potential. Slowly as human 

consciousness continues to evolve, other areas of human knowledge will spring forth 

trans-disciplinary breakthroughs similar to those expressed in this book. The authors of 

this book hope that the ideas expressed herein will serve this commonly shared end in 

some small way. 
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In countless books, American philosopher Ken Wilber offers a simple yet 
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in many fields of human inquiry, the integral lens provides us with a comprehensive 

framework to start making sense of our complex world. Using his uncanny capacity for 

pattern recognition, Wilber points out connections between various fields of inquiry that 
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Wilber’s intellectual outline particularly ripe and ready to be elaborated in serious 
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scholarship, but most importantly, the work he assembled in Integral Spirituality, this 
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title Integral Religious Studies.5 
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as Wilber stood on the shoulders of so many scholars to come before him, magnificently 
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4 See ÒWilberÓ in the bibliography for a brief list of references. 
5 The basic contextual outline presented in this book was inspired by Wilber’s  Integral 
Spirituality, Shambhala. Boston. 2006. More specifically we reiterate and build on 
concepts first explored by Wilber in his discussion of  “The Conveyor Belt” (pgs 214-
239) in the same book.  
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Wilber’s platform as we strive to push integral theory into new realms of understanding 

and application. In the following chapters, we take the insights into religion and 

spirituality first articulated by Wilber, and develop the notions into more fully fleshed-out 

concepts and ideas. At times, we reiterate points already explained in Wilber’s work in 

order to bring the reader up-to-date. In other situations, we move beyond Wilber’s work 

as we examine how his integral lens might actually be applied in an analysis of four 

specific religious traditions. In both instances, we do our very best to clarify which ideas 

are reiterations of Wilber’s work and which ideas might be our own novel expressions of 

integral scholarship. 
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 Most of us are familiar with the concept of religious pluralism. In fact, here in the 

West, at least in the public sphere, our current socially accepted milieu takes pluralism 

for granted. A pluralistic level of interpretation suggests that religious traditions are 

different but equally valid interpretations of ultimate reality. Although it is true that the 

pluralistic vantage point does indeed promote a sort of lukewarm peace between 

adherents of different faiths, it lacks clarity, critical judgment, and the capacity for 

positive discrimination.  

 When analyzing the basic orientation of religious adherents, the current pluralistic 

model fails to offer an approach sophisticated enough to account for the true complexity 

of a human being. As it is currently used, the pluralistic framework can only categorize 

religious adherents on a horizontal continuum ranging from extremist on one end to 

moderate on the other. Figure 1 below provides a pictorial representation of such a 

spectrum.  

           

Figure 1 

 

We argue throughout this book that the horizontal spectrum pictured in Figure 1 dulls the 

scholarship of social theorists due to its lack analytical precision. As shown in the figure 

above, when limited to only a single horizontal continuum, scholars have no choice but to 

place all individuals on an equal playing field. From this limited vantage point, one sees a 

fundamentalist extremist and a secularist moderate varying only along a simple spectrum 
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of typology. Using this model, most postmodern cultures conclude that a sensible goal is 

to help promote moderate religious views (right side of the continuum) while squelching 

extremist ones (left side of the continuum.). 

 As we argue in this book, the single axis of categorization offered by the majority 

of postmodern thinkers tends to be problematic. People are much more complicated than 

a simple two sided scale. We all see proven in our day-to-day experiences that 

individuals are multilayered, with varying temperaments, and with diverse degrees of 

intelligence. People are much more than a conglomerate of a single horizontal spectrum. 

 Is it possible to successfully move humanity forward, encouraging more healthy 

expressions of religion, if the very scale are using is partial? Could there exist any other 

type of diagram that might provide us with a clearer picture of a human being? Is there a 

model that might better answer how an individual might relate to and express a particular 

religious tradition? How can we maintain the horizontal spectrum offered by current 

scholars, yet simultaneously go beyond it to add new levels of complexity?

 Developmental Religious Pluralism proposes just such a new model. Using a 

trans-disciplinary approach, adding knowledge from multiple areas of human knowledge, 

Developmental Religious Pluralism includes insight from the field of developmental 

psychology and hermeneutics to create a superior system of religious analysis. Using 

research from within the field of developmental psychology, we find that expression of 

religious orientation within a single tradition can be divided into a natural hierarchical 

order. That is to say, certain expressions of religion unfold over time in a predictable 

fashion. As demonstrated in Figure 2 below, our new model allows us to maintain the 
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horizontal spectrum of typology provided by current theorists and adds to it a 

vertical spectrum of depth and development.  

 

       

                                 Figure 2 
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 When the postmodern spectrum of typology is combined with the insights 

uncovered by developmental psychologists, a model arises that includes both stages and 

types of religious orientation (figure 2). The vertical y-axis takes into consideration 

developmental stages of increasing complexity ranging from magic, to mythic, to 

rational, to pluralistic, to integral.6 The horizontal x-axis at each of those stages, marks 

the various types of religious expression ranging from extremist to moderate.   

 The implications of this breakthrough are discussed in detail in the chapters to 

come, but as a minimum, it is worth pointing out that with the introduction of 

developmental pluralism, healthy religious expression now has two axes on which it can 

grow. Instead of simply helping religious adherents abandon extremist views to embrace 

moderate views, individuals can be encouraged to take higher, more mature views of 

their religious traditions representing higher levels of interpretation and complexity.  

 Take a moment to pause. This is a big deal. With this new model, no longer are 

we forced to explain the orientation of religious adherents along a single horizontal 

spectrum. In a model restricted to two poles of typology, one might readily consent that 

there are at least two types of each religion; an extremist version and a moderate version. 

For example, there are Islamic extremists and Islamic moderate. Our new model shows 

us that there are not merely two types of religious orientation in each religious tradition, 

but rather two types at each of five stages. Rather than limited oneself to two types of 

                                                
6 These names are borrowed from a combination of two sources. First, credit goes to Jean 
Gebser. Gebser’s structures of consciousness ranged from Archaic, to Magic, to Mythic, 
to Mental, to Integral. Second, credit goes to Ken Wilber for his beautiful ideas outlined 
in his chapter titled “The Conveyor Belt”, in Integral Spirituality. In this chapter, Wilber 
introduces both the stages ranging from archaic, to magic, to mythic, to rational, to 
pluralistic, to integral as well as the vertical concept of altitude in general. As a result, we 
draw heavily upon Wilber’s ideas. 
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religious orientation, the integral scholar, using the model of developmental pluralism 

can offer much deeper levels of analysis. The integral scholar sees clearly that each 

religious tradition has not two, but at least ten different and all valid expressions of 

religious orientation. 

  

Religious Orientation in Brief 

 Although discussed in detail in chapter 4, a brief outline of each developmental 

stage of religious orientation is helpful now before we proceed. Reading through the 

outline below, two important points should be considered. First, each stage of 

development we describe has its own unique set of defining characteristics. In other 

words, each stage of psychological development has a particular flavor of orienting 

principles. Second, each stage represents a deep structure underlying human 

psychological development. Because the deep structures are present in all humans, each 

stage on the vertical spectrum of development can be found in every religious tradition.  

 Although it is true, as most postmodern scholars will warn, that we must be 

careful when suggesting any sort of universal characteristics shared by all humans, it is 

equally important, we argue, to recognize that interiority or consciousness does indeed 

move from levels of less complexity to more complexity regardless of culture or 

geographic location.7 We examine the orienting characteristics of each stage of increasing 

complexity below: 

 

                                                
7 Research into several lines of development (i.e. moral development) has been conducted 
cross-culturally supporting the theory that such development is common to all human 
beings and not limited to any one particular religion or culture.  
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Magic:8 power driven, superstitious, ritualistic, literal interpretation of scripture, 

egocentric 

Mythic: literal interpretation of stories, miracles, traditional, conformist, absolutist, 

ethnocentric 

Rational: logical, scientific, tolerance, human rights, worldcentric 

Pluralistic: sensitive, egalitarian, multi-cultural, multi-perspectival, global 

Integral: comprehensive, evolution-oriented, universalizing, holistic vision, unitive, 

kosmocetnric 

 

The broad strokes listed above are directly related to the level of psychological 

maturity exhibited by the individual. Suggesting that our world’s religious traditions 

might be articulated differently according to the level of development (or altitude) of the 

adherent, was first introduced by Wilber using a model he calls the Conveyor Belt.9  

 As we will see as the book unfolds, each stage of development leads to dramatically 

different interpretations of one’s religious tradition. One of the intentions of this book is 

to begin to make these distinctions more clear, providing one of the first clear maps of 

how the stages of religious orientation unfold within four major traditions. 

 

                                                
8 The stage of religious orientation that we dub ÒMagicÓ, is a conflation of what Spiral 
Dynamics (SD) would call purple and red. Although some early readers of this volume 
protested this conflation demanding that purple is its own significant stage in religious 
orientation, we decided to merge the two levels together in order to keep our presentation 
concise. Furthermore, our research and presentation is intended for an adult audience. 
Qualities of SDÕs memes of purple and red are more common in younger individuals and 
only sparingly appear in adults embedded in our four religious traditions. To this end, 
lower level expressions of religious orientation is explored in brief and addressed in later 
chapters. 
9 Wilber, 2006. 
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Why is Development Important? 

  As with all varieties of development, each stage of religious orientation 

transcends the preceding stage as it increases in altitude. For instance, as developmental 

psychology explains, each higher stage of maturity goes beyond the stage of orientation 

that preceded it by its level of inclusivity. That is, each higher level of maturity can 

literally take more perspectives and include more into its particular worldview. Each 

level of increasing inclusivity provides the foundation for greater levels of compassion, 

understanding, and embrace. If we can agree that a more comprehensive worldview is 

better and that a greater potential for positive qualities like compassion is desired, than 

we can boldly state that the cultivation of these higher stages in development is a noble 

endeavor.  

 Wilber explains the notion of transcendence beautifully: “With each 

developmental unfolding, the truths of the higher domain place the truths of the lower 

domains into a profoundly different context, a context that, because it transcends and 

includes its juniors, also preserves and negates various features of its predecessors.” For 

example, we will see as we continue that a rational religious orientation preserves “many 

of the aspirations, ideals, and values expressed in the best of [mythic orientation] (such 

as retribution and justice) but negate[s] most of its literal contents (such as the notion that 

we all actually descended from Adam and Eve).” 10 This loosening of literal belief not 

only allows individuals to be more caring but also allows beliefs to align properly with 

modern thought. Simultaneously, nothing of importance is lost; the individual is able to 

preserve all of the significant contributions realized and secured in previous levels. 

                                                
10 Wilber. Marriage of Sense and Soul. 2000. 



 25 

During the course of psychological development, all human beings are born with only 

the simplest capacities for interacting in the world. In the case of spirituality, this means 

that humans enter life at the lowest end of the spectrum and eventually gain the capacity11 

for a magic (red) level of religious orientation. Slowly, given the right conditions, 

humans progress forward through sequential stages. Although all individuals grow 

upwards on the spectrum to some degree, most individuals are restrained from making 

the full ascent up the ladder of human potential.12  

At any given point in time, the average mode of consciousness in a society or culture 

usually rests well below the leading edge of human potential. Strong, well-established 

values act like magnets, preventing individuals from making the climb up the spectrum of 

development. Because religion provides one of the most potent forms of social and 

cultural influence, finding the potential embedded within our traditions serves as one the 

most effective ways top help human consciousness progress. 

 Currently, most religious traditions are interpreted through a mythic or amber 

altitude. This means, as we saw above, that most religious traditions promote 

ethnocentric, literal, and often black and white explanations of truth. Because religions 

embedded in mythic level belief systems have dogmatic structure and the tendency to 

demand unquestionable faith, they prevent individuals from maturing to rational levels of 

orientation wherein questioning and tolerance become a necessity. Although, mythic 

levels of orientation may have been satisfactory several hundred years ago, today the 

                                                
11 See chapter 7 for a distinction and explanation of ÒcapacityÓ vs. ÒexpressionÓ. 
12 The highest stage of human potential available today is represented by what we are 
calling integral level of development. Because consciousness is always evolving the 
integral level of consciousness today will be simply another rung on the ladder in the 
years to come. 
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average person living in the West has developed to psychological stages well beyond 

these early mythic levels of expression, yet can find no way to express these beliefs from 

within the great world religious traditions. So, not only are the religious traditions, in 

their current form, influential cultural magnets preventing people from reaching their 

highest potential, but religious traditions themselves are enslaved by a mythic stronghold 

preventing the traditions themselves from offering healthy expressions at every level of 

psychological development. 

There are two solutions to this discrepancy: The first option is that we toss out our 

religious traditions altogether. From this vantage point one might contend that with 

mostly mythic expressions, religious traditions are outdated and can no longer serve a 

modern and post-modern mentality that has moved beyond them. This secular approach 

has been expressed by thinkers like Karl Marx, Sigmund Freud, and current theorist like 

Sam Harris in his popular book The End of Faith. Although abandoning our religious 

traditions may seem appealing at first, we quickly realize that even if all the Western 

countries were to through out religion altogether, there is still a huge population of the 

world outside of our Western culture that is deeply embedded in religious belief and 

practice (not to mention the millions of Westerners still profoundly influenced by 

religion). Furthermore, even if it were possible to rid ourselves of religion in the West, 

religion itself is here to stay.  

Here’s a look at the other side of the issue: True, ridding ourselves of the mythic 

confines of our traditions would free up cultural energy, allowing greater swaths of 

humanity to reach higher levels of development, but simultaneously we would risk 

loosing the extraordinary truths of mystical union and brotherly love that the religious 
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traditions have to offer. Adding this new level of complexity to our understanding allows 

a second solution to emerge. In the ideal situation, religions themselves would be 

allowed to evolve to meet the needs of each level of psychological development. This 

second option suggests that each new level of development should find a way to hold 

the important truths that each tradition has to offer while jettisoning the unneeded 

aspects. The integral approach, outlined in this book, explains how we might begin to 

carefully navigate this second solution.  

In this and the subsequent chapters, we develop a clear map to demonstrate how the 

territory of psychological growth can be transversed successfully from within each our 

world’s religious traditions. Ultimately, this book contends that religions can be 

validly expressed at all levels of psychological development. As Wilber initially points, 

not only is there a mythic form of Christianity, but also rational Christianity, pluralistic 

Christianity and integral Christianity. Not only are there rational forms of Buddhism, but 

also magical Buddhism, mythical Buddhism, pluralistic Buddhism, and integral 

Buddhism.13 As we will make clear, religions can release their mythic developmental 

attachment (and negative cultural magnetism) and instead be used as shepherds guiding 

humanity up the spectrum of development. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
13 Wilber. Integral Spirituality. 2006. 


