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The so-called “first tier”

A: What nature and instinct 

provide

N: Behave much as other 

animals do

No real evidence of spirituality emergent 

yet; basic survival needs to be met

The spiritual group focuses on basic 

survival: finding a place to meet, trying to 

meet basic expenses in order to survive. 

There is not yet any doctrine or social 

structure. 

B: Mysterious harmony and 

reciprocality, natural patterns 

become meaningful, there 

are things to be known

O: Placate spirits, follow 

ancestral ways and wisdom 

of the elders, ritual emerges

A sense of the world as mysterious, filled 

with awe, and terrifying. At this level 

individuals either feel themselves as a 

bridge to the spirit world (shamans or 

priests) or as dependent on those who 

are. Reverence is tinged with fear. 

The group recognizes or forms around a 

priest, guru, or shaman with mysterious 

powers and organizes itself around rituals 

and wisdom teachings. A rich trove of 

lore, practices, and stories, as well as 

reverence for leaders and elders 

connects members of the group. 

C: rough and hard like a 

jungle, a “dog eat dog” world

P: fight to survive in spite of 

others, seek glory, avoid 

shame, express self

This level is characterized by fierceness 

and expressiveness. Ordeals provide a 

way to prove one’s spiritual strength and 

status. There is a powerful sense of 

command through imposing one’s will on 

the universe. There is no higher power 

than the most forceful, commanding 

person. If you are not that person, you 

are a basic follower whose loyalty is 

required.  

Cults emerge here, with their focus on a 

powerful leader who demands absolute 

loyalty and obedience. There are severe 

punishments for those who step out of 

line or raise questions. Fear and 

submission are the general rule. 

Members prove themselves by loyalty, 

heroic efforts, or ordeals and are 

constantly challenged. Competition for 

the leader’s favor can be brutal. 
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D: Vulnerable to evil; fear of 

society at risk

Q: obey rightful authority 

with purpose, sacrifice self

Sacrifice of self for God or some other 

external, higher power. Acceptance of 

deferred reward for obedience to rules 

and institutions. The church arises and 

the individual belongs and accepts its 

hierarchical structure, practices, and rules 

of behavior. 

Spirituality becomes religion. Institutional 

formation emerges here. Denominations, 

social structures of committees, boards, 

fundraising, tithing, asset management. 

There are policies, classes, regular 

religious services, missions, charity, role 

responsibilities, missionaries, 

opportunities for serving beyond oneself. 

E: full of opportunities for 

success, competitive

R: Pragmatically test options 

for success, express self

Spirituality as a self-improvement project; 

getting a better “me,” often in the 

service of becoming more successful in 

the material world. Much of the corporate 

mindfulness movement is grounded here. 

Shopping for the best spiritual deal for 

me, what “feels right” to me, what 

“works.” 

Religious entrepreneurialism. Concern 

with metrics such as growth of the 

congregation, success of fund appeals. 

Adopting cultural trends and fads: guitar 

mass, karaoke in Zen temples, creative 

and innovative services. Church as a 

place for people to make connections 

that will advance their material success. 

F: The natural habitat of all 

living things, abundance is 

the norm

S: Form interdependent 

communities, inclusiveness, 

sacrifice self

A shift away from formal institutions and 

into smaller, informal spiritual groups or 

toward religions such as Unitarianism, 

with a focus on inclusiveness and 

tolerance of other belief systems. 

Egalitarianism is the rule. Other belief 

systems are openly tolerated and even 

explored. Spirituality might take the form 

of service in the world: Doctors Without 

Borders, hospice volunteers, working in 

soup kitchens. A strong sense of mission 

about helping everyone, and providing a 

sense of belonging and care for others. 

Non-institutional collectives: study 

groups, meetups, practice communities 

without a leader or priest. Democratic 

organizations with a flat structure where 

everyone’s opinion is equal to everyone 

else’s. Focus may be on the environment 

or social justice or spiritual study broadly 

defined. Eclectic membership with 

diverse views. The most important value 

is community, and people are expected 

to be willing to sacrifice self-interest to 

that ideal. 
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The so-called “second tier”

G (A’): Complex system at 

risk of collapse, looming 

scarcity of resources

T (N’): Learn how to survive 

and understand, flexibility and 

flow, express self with others

May not identify themselves as 

“spiritual.” Curious but not driven to seek 

or commit to a path or group. Open and 

flexible about others’ beliefs. Belonging 

or not belonging to a spiritual community 

are of no particular concern. Yet there is a 

great deal of compassion and a focus on 

offering a benefit in the world. This is 

without either anxiety or despair about 

the enormity of what is needed. They 

simply set about doing what they are able 

to do, without remorse. They connect 

with others as needed to develop 

particular projects to benefit the world. 

Freely form and disband, easily connect 

with others, merge with other groups or 

separate  as needed. There are no hard 

boundaries and no fixed agenda. Strong 

integration with technology for network 

effects and novel ways of providing 

spiritual guidance and support: Facebook, 

Skype, Instagram, Twitter, for example. 

No self-promotion, no central leader, no 

rigid belief systems. It is almost difficult 

to call it spiritual as even these 

boundaries become permeable. There is 

no sense of compulsion or urgent 

mission as there is at green. 

H (B’): A single living entity, 

expanding and contracting 

like the breath, as one 

activity.

U (O’): Seek order and form 

within chaos, cosmic 

consciousness, self is 

“unpersonal” and 

unbounded. 

A profound sense of meaning at the level 

of the cosmos arises, and with it a sense 

of wholeness and a deeper, more 

boundless compassion. Tibetans call it 

the “creative intelligence of the 

universe,” or “pristine awareness.” 

Through this connection the person 

simply puts himself or herself in service. 

They become a direct conduit to the vast, 

timeless wisdom that is what the Buddha 

and other true spiritual guides have 

experienced, expressed , and pointed to 

all along. There is no “I,” there is merely 

this. 

A profound commitment to the well-

being of life on earth brings people at this 

level into communion with each other 

and with all beings. This creates a 

powerful energy field that is filled with 

meaning and purpose. It attracts others 

who radiate this level of spiritual energy. 

There the wisdom and compassion are 

amplified many, many times over. There 

is, at the same time, a deep acceptance 

of all that is unfolding across 

inconceivably vast reaches of time and 

space. 
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