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Greetings! 
 
I am very pleased to welcome you to the Claremont “Neuroscience and Spiritual Practices” 
conference. As you know, we are gathering to explore what happens with the brain (and with the 
neurosystem in general) during certain spiritual or contemplative practices that are drawn from 
Buddhism, Christianity, Islam, and Judaism. To that end, the leadership of the conference consists 
of nearly 30 experts – contemplatives, teachers of spiritual formation, scientists (neuro-, social-, 
and other), theologians, and philosophers -- who bring a fascinating variety of perspectives to this 
conversation. The range of perspectives is so broad, in fact, that we have encouraged each 
participant to define even the most basic terms – such as ‘spiritual’ and ‘contemplative’ – in her or 
his own way. Key questions presenters and panelists will be addressing include “In what ways do 
your understanding of neuroscience, philosophy, and/or theology affect how you approach 
contemplative/spiritual practices?” and “In what ways do your approach to such practices affect 
your neuroscientific, philosophical, and/or theological perspective?”  
 
How, you might ask, can a 48-hour conference even begin to address such a vast, complex topic? 
In fact, this event can only scratch the surface – but some of these scratches, we hope, will begin 
to etch new directions in what continues to be a rapidly-growing, cross-disciplinary field of inquiry.  
For example, for a good number of years neuroscientists have been closely examining brain 
activity connected with certain Buddhist practices – and, happily, learning a great deal from those 
studies. But the same is not so true when it comes to other traditions. Very few studies of Christian 
practices have been completed, and we have found no published reports of significant 
neuroscientific studies of Muslim and Jewish practices (so please let us know if you are aware of 
any). In part, then, this conference hopes to help nudge the ‘neurospirituality’ conversation toward 
serious studies of the contemplative or spiritual practices of traditions yet-to-be-examined. 
 
Nudging more neuroscientific studies into existence is not, however, the sole purpose of this 
gathering. In fact, in designing this conference we have been most interested in what this two-day 
conversation might suggest for the shape of our everyday lives. That is, what are the practical 
implications for living that may flow from emerging neuroscientific understanding of contemplative 
practices? What re-formed ways of living on earth do our philosophical and theological reflections 
on those neuroscientific findings offer us? Indeed, many of us gathered here are interested in a 
very basic and vital thing: how the subject matter of this conference might help us intentionally 
“transform our embodied minds” in ways that lead to a more just, compassionate, and peace-filled 
world. Surely, whatever our religious tradition, academic discipline, or professional calling, that is 
the heart of our desire for ourselves, for others, and for the life of this earth we share. 
 
I truly hope you will discover new insights and glimpse new possibilities in our few days together. 
 
 
Andrew Dreitcer, M.Div., Ph.D. – conference organizer 
Assoc. Prof. of Spirituality & Co-Director, Spiritual Formation Program, Claremont School of Theology. 
Assoc. Prof. of Religion, Claremont Graduate University. 

 
I am very grateful to the following people, whose efforts have significantly contributed to the shaping of this 
conference: Anne Walker, Jon Hooten, Steffani Kizziar, Rick Hanson, Rick Mendius, the staff of the Fetzer 



Institute (especially David Addiss, Wayne Ramsey & Paul Gailey), Roland Faber, Phillip Clayton, John Cobb, 
Frank Rogers, Evan Thompson, Shauna Shapiro, and the staff of the Center for Process Studies.  


