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Neuroscience and Spiritual Practices Conference: Introductory Remarks 

Andrew Dreitcer 

 

 

I am very pleased to see you all here today and to welcome you to this conference. I am 

especially grateful to the group of conference leaders that has come from around the 

country – nearly 30 experts in many fields from a variety of spiritual traditions.  

 

I also want to say right at the beginning how thankful I am for all the people who helped 

make this conference possible. I’ve listed many of them in your program packet. But I 

want to mention a couple out loud: Anne Walker, the conference coordinator, has 

wonderfully managed all the details of this gathering. And Steffani Kizziar, my wife, has, 

more than anyone else, helped me formulate the heart and shape of this gathering. 

 

Now right up front want to I confess that I am not at all an expert in the theme of this 

conference. When it comes to this topic, I am a novice, a student, here to learn, as many 

of you may be. When it gets right down to it, I constructed this conference in order to get 

some experts together to teach me what they know.  So, as a student, I have – briefly – 

only two tasks in the next few introductory minutes.  

Task 1: To give you a sense of the questions that launched this conference – so that you 

might be nudged to consider more clearly your own questions. 

Task 2: To give you a framework for the content and process of this gathering so you 

have a clearer sense of what to expect. 

 

Since I’m not an expert in the theme of the conference I’m going to tackle these tasks 

from a personal perspective. 

 

So, first, the questions that launched this conference. They are pretty basic, maybe even 

naïve. But they are the ones that sparked this gathering.  

And these questions come in two flavors: the practical and the metaphysical. 

 

First, the practical: Over the past 5 to 10 years I’ve begun to notice that neuroscientists 

have been studying stuff in my professional field: the area of spirituality and spiritual 

formation. After some initial resistance to this, I came to see their studies (at least in part) 

as a contemporary version of what contemplatives have done throughout the ages: that is, 

at least part of what contemplatives have always done is track and describe what is 

happening in the interior life. They have traced and named thoughts, emotions, intentions, 

attentions, images, kinesthetic events, no-thing-ness, and, as the Apostle Paul put it, 

“sighs too deep for words.” They have used all the data of interior human experience 

available to them to deepen and expand their own spiritual lives and to help heal the lives 

of others and the world. 

 

And now, it seems, neuroscientists have new data about those interior human 

experiences. And they are describing those experiences in new – but eerily familiar – 

ways. And what they are saying is not very well known yet in the world of theological 

education, the professional world I live in. So it keeps occurring to me that it might help 
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us – in my world of training spiritual leaders -- if we did know something more about 

what the scientists are telling us of the spiritual life. 

 

So, from my practical, professional perspective, I have this to say to neuroscientists: tell 

me more. What do you know of my inner life? What are you tracing there now? What do 

your scans and screens tell you? What new data do you have to add to the classical data 

of the spiritual or contemplative traditions? And, most importantly, how can I use that 

data (along with what I already know) to help others (and myself) be spiritually formed in 

deeper and more expansive ways? That is, how can I use it to help draw the world more 

fully toward compassion? And how can the scientific community use what 

contemplatives know to help heal the world, as well? Those are the sort of practical 

questions I bring to this gathering. 

 

And the metaphysical questions? Well they are versions of questions I’ve asked as long 

as I can remember – questions that capture my imagination: the theoretical, philosophical 

and theological questions. Such as What is the nature of the human person? What is 

mind? The self? the soul? Or the divine? But as esoteric as these questions might be, for 

me they connect to my life in very practical and personal ways.  

 

To illustrate that, I have a story that could have come from an Oliver Sacks book about 

brain oddities. 

 

But in fact, it happens to be about my late wife, Wendy, who died of brain cancer 4 ½ 

years ago. She was a Presbyterian minister and a brilliant preacher. During the 10 months 

of her cancer she kept preaching, right up until a couple of weeks before her death. She 

kept preaching, even though soon after the tumor appeared she lost her short-term 

memory, much of her ability to organize her world, and much of her vision. Each week I 

did her sermon research for her with her guidance and read it aloud to her. She would 

construct a sermon in her thoughts. And then every Saturday evening she’d ask me, 

“What day is it?” “Saturday,” I’d say. “Am I preaching tomorrow?” she’d ask. “Yes” I’d 

say. But by that point she had no memory of her sermon topic. No memory of it. And 

Sunday morning we would go to church and still she had no memory of what she had 

meant to say. And that would be the case right up until she sat down in front of the 

congregation to deliver her message. And then she would remember. And she would 

preach for an hour. Lucidly. Brilliantly. Beautifully. Profoundly. With no sign of short-

term memory loss. She packed the church Sunday after Sunday. The church members 

said, “It’s the Holy Spirit.” The neuro-oncologist said, “There’s a tumor in the occipital 

lobe.” 

 

Was Wendy’s brilliance her brain on God? Or on cancer? Or both? And who was she in 

those 10 months, really? And who am I in any moment? So many questions flow from 

this story. Question after question -- about the nature of life and meaning and love and 

the identify of the self and the divine and how that all gets lived out. Versions of the same 

things I’ve always been interested in – and teach about.  Now I bring these questions to 

the arena of neuroscience – and to this conference. And I wonder this: How will the 
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conversations of this gathering address the questions raised by stories like this? And what 

does it mean for our lives if real answers to those questions come to us?  

 

Now I assume you are here in part because you bring your own sets of similar questions 

and interests and concerns. Both practical and metaphysical, professional and personal. 

And I hope what happens in these few days will expand and deepen whatever questions 

and concerns you bring. 

 

And that leads me to my second task: That is, to say something about the content and 

processes of this conference. I encourage you to look at the conference schedule for the 

details, but I think it may be helpful to give a brief framework for what to look for. 

 

First I think it’s fair to say that there are 3 types of sessions:  

In the first type of session we will take a close look at spiritual or contemplative practices 

of 4 different religious traditions: Buddhism, Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. We will 

look at each practice in light of neuroscientific understandings – and vice-versa. In each 

session a contemplative teacher will lead us in a practice, and invite us to enter into that 

practice. Then a scientist will interpret or “exegete” that sort of practice from a 

neuroscientific perspective. So that is the first type of session. Examining the practices. 

 

A second type of session has to do with applications for our lives. Those sessions will be 

held late tomorrow morning and then tomorrow evening. In those two sessions we will 

explore the practical applications of understandings in neurospirituality – that is, how we 

might apply these understandings for personal wellbeing and the well-being of others. 

 

The third type of session will come on Monday afternoon. It will contain panel 

presentations and discussions reflecting on the topic of the conference from a multitude 

of perspectives: scientific, philosophical, psychological, formational, theological, 

spiritual, and contemplative. The closing session on Tuesday will contain similar 

conversations as we discuss the implications of what the conference has explored. 

  

And now I think that is enough of the introductory stuff. I am wanting to get to our first 

session – in which we examine a Buddhist practice. Since Buddhism is the tradition that 

has been most studied by neuroscientists, it makes sense to look at it first. This will serve, 

in a sense, as a model for the questions and perspectives that we might bring to the other 

traditions.  

 

Our guide for this session will be Shauna Shapiro. Dr. Shapiro is assistant professor of 

counseling psychology at Santa Clara University. Her teaching, writing and research 

interests lie in the relationship between neuroscience, mindfulness, and psychology.  

 

Please welcome Shauna Shapiro. 

 

 


