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Abstract

Over the past few decades, literature related to spirituality presents rising interest within researchers. Many tried to
encode the term but there is not a widely agreed definition of spirituality. My interest in investigating the terminology led
me to some hypothesis. The antiquity of the word must be important in order to understand how the word was originally
used. The purpose of this short communication is giving flesh to the notion of spirituality as it goes into the heart of
Ancient Greek philosophy in order to encode the term. A large body of literature acknowledges the connectedness
between spirituality and the Greek word TrveUpa (pneuma) which means spirit, mind, soul, and breathing. The semantic
root of the English term spirituality is the Latin word spirare which meant to breathe, to blow and to live. Spirituality does
elicit an experiential sense by force of the words’ own signification and etymology. Based on the definitions of spirit
outlined in this manuscript; the spirit animates not only human beings but all beings. This analysis shows that since
“air’ is an extension of breath, spirituality must possibly be as vital as the air we breathe. It must be our ‘Breath of Life’.
Air has also been ascribed divine attributes, so spirituality could also be the ‘Breath of God’. This ‘Breath’ could help
people understand answers to ultimate questions about life, about meaning and about the relationship to the sacred,
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the transcendent, and the Divine.
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Introduction

Over the past few decades literature related to spirituality presents
rising interest within researchers. The role and meaning of spirituality
has been discussed in various worldwide publications. Many tried
to encode the term but there is not a widely agreed definition of
spirituality. When discussing about this debate Dreyer and Bennett
(2006) very aptly say “... there is also the issue of definition. There
are hundreds from which to choose” [1]. The word of spirituality is
on countless lips today [2]. A religious language usually refers to the
notion of spirituality as to what is not material; several metaphors are
also used in order to define the term; the dualistic view of matter and
spirit seems to have influenced several other researchers; philosophical
paradigms are still trying to capture the definition; while a universal
approach of the term that touches upon us all also attempts to lead a
path. No borders exist and so this debate can proceed incessantly.

Due to this large number of definitions and approaches an
unresolved question still remains to be answered. What is spirituality?
For someone unfamiliar with the term things get even more confusing.
People might have heard about spirituality but are not really sure
what it is. Many researchers have the desire to attribute a universal
essence to the meaning of spirituality. Sometimes this desire ignores
the historical and cultural traces and differences in the uses of the
term [3]. Spirituality is not an invention of these last few decades
[4]. Kielkiewicz and Dalzell (2014) stated that spirituality was known
and practiced by generations of people down through the ages [4].
According to Miner-Williams (2006) spirituality has been discussed
since the earliest of times, and many hundreds of philosophies
have explored this phenomenon [5]. The phenomenon is used and
understood very differently in today’s context in comparison to its
original root. “Currently, there is no ‘gold standard’ for the definition
of spirituality that can be established independent of the historical
use of the term in the English language or the Greek or Latin roots
from which the word ‘spirituality’ is derived” [6].

Two recent researches on Greek Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary
Disease (COPD) patients [7] and COPD caregivers [8] showed that the
antiquity of the word (Greek: mvedua) could be important in order to

understand how it was originally used. My interest in investigating this
kind of cognition led me to some hypothesis. I am not aware if there is
“some kind of ancient ‘authentic’ or ‘true’ spirituality” [3] but I believe
that in order to encode the term we must go back to Ancient Greeks
ways of thinking. There were we can actually identify the root of the
word spirituality.
Aim

The purpose of this short communication is giving flesh and
historical grounding to the notion of spirituality [9]. It mainly goes into
the heart of Ancient Greek philosophy in order to encode the term.
It is based on a detailed search of work published in the database of
Pubmed and Google Scholar using terms that included spirituality,
spirit, Ancient Greek and Roman philosophy, religiosity, air, and
breath. Maybe this analysis could help readers come closer to the

original meaning of the word while trying to explain the phenomenon
of spirituality.

Constructing and Deconstructing Spirituality

Many researchers try to use shortened or narrower definitions
in order to decode spirituality. Spirituality has been described as a
variable of holism [10,11] as it involves a sense of connectedness to
other people, nature, and life as a whole [12]. Moving away from this
holistic perspective one “may cut of spirituality from the half of its
body” [13]. Waaijman also wonders “...whether this intense interest is

not a Procrustes bed” [13].
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Holistic spirituality is a necessity for our postmodern world. Holism
comes from the word ‘whole’ which is perceived in multiple meanings
such as the entire, total, undivided, undamaged, or a complete entity.
The word ‘whole’ comes from the Greek word ‘6Ao¢’. This totality of the
terminology was probably captured from Anaximenes. Anaximenes
(Avagpévne: in Greek) of Miletus (c. 585-528 B.C.E.) was a pre-
Socratic Greek philosopher. Anaximenes is best known for his doctrine
that air is the source of all things. He proposed air as the First Cause
from which all else comes and conceived “air” as an extension of breath.

Joshua Mark states that “to the Greeks of the time, air was
comparable to soul and, just as one’s breath gave an individual life,
so air, Anaximenes claimed, gave life to all observable phenomena”
[14]. While describing the same phenomenon it is stated that “by ‘air,’
Anaximenes meant some original element that can give life (breath or
soul) to human beings [15].

Some may wonder about how all these are related to spirituality.
Hence, why not start unfolding Ariadne’s mite. Carrette and King
identify that although the term ‘spirituality’ developed from earlier
Greek and Latin roots, there are significant dimensions to these earlier
uses that are lost once one defines the spiritual in narrowly privatized
terms [3].

I believe that spirituality leads on to its own ancient path; it is not
a trend that changes yearly. Did this ‘genuine’ or ‘ancient’ spirituality
come from the transfiguration of a previously existed spirituality?
Probably not, it proved its existence incessantly and it still is.

Alarge body of literature acknowledges the connectedness between
spirituality and the Greek word mvebpa (pneuma). The Greek term
nivebpa (pneuma) reveal the linguistic root of the word [4].

The Greek word for spirituality is ‘pneumatikotita’
(=nvevpatikotnrta). Ivevpatikotnta comes from the Greek word
nvebdpa (pneuma) which means spirit, mind, soul and breathing [16].
The root mrvev- talked about the dynamic movement of air describing a
person’s breath, which meant they were alive (breath equals life) [17].
Pneuma, “air in motion, breath, wind,” is equivalent to aer (anp, “air”)
as the element from which all else originated [18]. Anaximenes concept
of “air,” seems to explain both spiritual and physical phenomena. “Ofov
1 Yoxi| 1 fuetépa dnp odoa ovykpatel fuag, kai SAov TOV KOGHOV
nivedpa kal anp meptéxet” [(Aét. 13,4 (D. 278)] [19]. (= Just as our soul
(psyche), being air (aer), holds us together, so do breath (pneuma) and
air (aer) encompass the whole world [15].

Based on the definitions of spirit outlined above; it seems that for
the Greeks, spirit animates not only human beings but all beings.

In the classical societies of Greece and Rome, spirituality also
maintained a central place. Breath was also associated with “soul,”
the source of life, in many ancient cultures, including the Romans.
The modern English term ‘spirituality’ refers to spirit [20] and comes
from the Latin spiritualitas. Spiritualitas springs from the noun spiritus
which means ‘the breath of life’. The semantic root of spiritus is the
word spirare which meant to breathe, [20] to blow and to live.

It seems that spirituality does elicit an experiential sense by force of
the words’ own etymology and signification [2].

If we suppose that spirituality is all around us, as air, is it then,
possible to see the affect this “phenomenon”? First and foremost,
someone will argue that we cannot see spirituality. Maybe this statement
is not quite true because I personally believe that we must conceive
spirituality both outside and inside the boundaries of our senses.

Spirituality was strongly associated with air. “Air can be thought of
as a kind of neutral stuff that is found everywhere, and is available to
participate in physical processes” [15].

In Hermes Trismegistus [21] we can read the following dialogue
between Hermes and Asclepius talking about air.

-Hermes. Is not the air a body?

-Asclepius. A body it is.... The air is body, and this is the body
which permeates through all the entities, and permeating fills all tilings.

Spirituality was strongly associated with breath and breathing.
Our daily reality is both spiritual and material. Breathing for example
is the most basic of the voluntary behaviors of living beings and it
requires no volition at all. Fontana progresses to discuss breathe as a
force that unifies the unseen and the seen dimensions [22]. Kourie and
Ruthenberg stated that “the earth, the body and materiality breathes
with an organic life and mystery” [2].

Some may wonder; are we able come to an awareness of the mystery
of God, or the Divine or find answers to ultimate questions about life
based on air and breathing? Is this approach to simplistic to be taken
under consideration?

Anaximenes ascribed to air divine attributes. He wrote the Gods
and the Divine derived from air. With the spread of Christianity and
its concept of the Holy Spirit, spirit and spirituality became associated
with a religion [23]. It seems that most religions endeavour to inculcate
a sense of the spirituality in their believers. Christians for instance have
thought of the Holy Spirit as ‘the breath of God’. The Book of Genesis
depicts the Spirit of God at the beginning of creation as a wind. The
words wind and breath are linked together as God breathes life into
Adam [24]. ‘... And the Lord God formed a man’s body from the dust of
the ground and breathed into it the breath of life. And the man became
a living person.” (Genesis 2, 2) [25].

Nowadays, there are many ways that people describe spirituality.
Assembling my thoughts on this topic I asked myself, “Is it may be time
to tighten the definition?”

I may take a risk but I would like to give a brief reference of
some characteristics which I believe could be possibly accounted
to spirituality. I will also try to convey some ideas on the effect of
spirituality on people’s lives.

1. Spirituality takes its place in the world of every-day experience.

2. Spirituality is not static; it changes forms and shapes, it “flaws”
around us, affecting and changing our daily lives.

3. Spirituality is an inexhaustible source.
4. Spirituality has no center, edges, boundaries, or limits.

5. Spirituality is continuous. It has infinite moments and signs
since the dawn of time.

6. Spirituality requires no volition but gives us back everything.

7. Spirituality is our ‘inner guardian’ because is as vital as breath
and breathing.

This ‘Breath’ probably helps people understand answers to ultimate
questions about life, about meaning and about the relationship to the
sacred, the transcendent, and the Divine.

Since “air” is an extension of breath; spirituality must possibly be as
vital as the air we breathe.

It must be our Breath of Life.
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Since air has been ascribed divine attributes; spirituality could
also be the Breath of God. So is this ‘Breath of God’ equal (=) with the
‘Breath of Life’?

Although there are numerous modern scholars that are addressing
this relationship between spirituality and breath many may argue
with this approach. Some may also wonder if this is the only definitive
meaning of spirituality and if it has to be so strict?

Questions and answers about spirituality are not absent in other
cultures, and philosophies. Spirituality is not separated from the
spheres of human [3] and other forms of life. Unfortunately, some
key issues in Greek philosophy tend to be forgotten. I believe that this
ancient knowledge on the specific terminology could be our leading
path. There is no need to change a deeply rooted ancient belief about
spirit and spirituality by simply treating it as being too simplistic.
Going back to Ancient Greeks’ ways of thinking about spiritual ideas
[3] in order to decode the definition of spirituality is to everyone’s great
benefit.

Conclusion

Maybe the terminology of spirituality is confusing for many
people. Different people from different backgrounds describe
spirituality differently. Diving into Greek philosophy and exploring
the antiquity of the word helps us to understand how the word was
originally used. Some of these things may not speak to you at all but
there are many reasons for exploring spirituality. Fuller understanding
of the phenomenon requires further exploration. The Greek path of
spirituality could take people on an interior journey in order to meet
and connect with the Breath of their Lives.

Acknowledgments

The author acknowledges Maria Tzouni (Ph.D. Candidate of the School of
English of the Aristotle University of Thessaloniki) for her valuable comments while
writing the manuscript.

Conflicts of Interest
The author declares no conflicts of interest.
References

1. Dreyer EA, Bennett JB (2006) Higher Education and a Spirituality of Everyday
Life. Spirituality in Higher Education 3: 1-9.

2. Kourie C, Ruthenberg T (2008) Contemporary Christian spirituality: An
encompassing field. Contemporary Christian Spirituality. Acta Theologica
Supplementum; 11: 76-93.

3. Carrette J, King R (2004) Selling Spirituality. The silent takeover of religion.
Routledge. London and New York: Taylor & Francis e-Library.

4. Kielkiewicz K, Dalzell T (2014) Towards Comprehension of Spirituality through
its Semantics. A Journal of Religion, Education and the Arts 9: 1-58.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24,

25.

Miner -Williams D (2006) Making sense of spirituality. Putting a puzzle together:
making spirituality meaningful for nursing using an evolving theoretical
framework. J Clin Nurs 15: 811-821.

Reinert KG, Koenig HG (2013) Re-examining definitions of spirituality in nursing
research. J Adv Nurs 69: 2622-2634.

Tzounis E, Kerenidi T, Daniil Z, Hatzoglou C, Kotrotsiou E, et al. (2016) A
qualitative content analysis of spirituality and religiosity amongst Greek COPD
patients. Religions 7: 22.

Tzounis E, Kerenidi T, Hatzoglou C, Daniil Z, Kotrotsiou E, et al. (2016) The
exploration of spirituality in caregivers of patients with Chronic Obstructive
Pulmonary Disease. A qualitative analysis. Rostrum of Asclepius 15: 166-189.

Wright C, Bechtel W (2006) Mechanisms and Psychological Explanation.
In Philosophy of Psychology and Cognitive Science. Paul Thagard (editor)
Volume 4 of the Handbook of the Philosophy of Science. New York: Elsevier

.Dyson J, Cobb M, Forman D (1997) The meaning of spirituality: a literature

review. J Adv Nurs 26: 1183-1188.

. Reed PG (1992) An emerging paradigm for the investigation of spirituality in

nursing. Res Nurs Health 15: 349-357.

.Chiu L, Emblen JD, Hofwegen LV, Sawatzky R, Meyerhoff H (2004). An

integrative review of the concept of spirituality in the health sciences. West J
Nurs Res 26: 405-428.

.Waaijman K (2007) Spirituality- A Multifaceted Phenomenon. Studies in

Spirituality 17: 1-113.

. Mark JJ (2009) Anaximenes Definition. Ancient History Encyclopedia. Available

at: www.ancient.eu/Anaximenes/

. Schroeder B, Benso S (Edt) (2008) The Breathing of the Air: Presocratic

Echoes in Levinas, in Levinas and the Ancients. Indiana University Press:
Studies in Continental Thought.

. Giannakopoulos G, Siarenou E (1984) The Small Greek-English Dictionary.

Athens: Koutsoumpos Edt.

.Brown C (1975-1978) The New International Dictionary of New Testament

Theology. Grand Rapids, Mich.: Zondervan Pub. House.

. Furley D (1999). From Aristotle to Augustine. History of Philosophy. New York:

Routledge.
Diels H, Kranz W (1951) Die Fragmente der Vorsocratiker. Berlin: Erster Band.
American Heritage Dictionary (1985) Boston: Houghton Mifflin.

Hermes Trismegistus. Translated from the original Greek, with preface, notes,
and indices by Chambers DJ. 1882. The theological and philosophical works of
Hermes Trismegistus, Christian Neoplatonist. Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark.

Fontana D (2003) Psychology, Religion, and Spirituality. London: BPS
Blackwell.

Armstrong K (1993) A history of god: The 4,000-year quest of Judaism,
Christianity, and Islam. New York: Ballantine.

Stenger JV (2001) The Breath of God: Identifying Spiritual Energy. Skeptical
Odysseys. Prometheus Books.

Home of the Greek Bible: www.myriobiblos.gr/bible/ The book of Genesis
Chapter 2.

J Tradit Med Clin Natur, an open access journal
ISSN: 2573-4555

Volume 6 « Issue 4 +» 1000248


http://spirituality.ucla.edu/docs/newsletters/3/Dreyer_and_Bennett.pdf
http://spirituality.ucla.edu/docs/newsletters/3/Dreyer_and_Bennett.pdf
https://www.ajol.info/index.php/actat/article/viewFile/105663/95680
https://www.ajol.info/index.php/actat/article/viewFile/105663/95680
https://www.ajol.info/index.php/actat/article/viewFile/105663/95680
http://islamicblessings.com/upload/Selling-Spirituality-the-Silent-Takeover-of-Religion.pdf
http://islamicblessings.com/upload/Selling-Spirituality-the-Silent-Takeover-of-Religion.pdf
https://www.acu.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0011/418448/JournalRE_601_2012_Full_Version.pdf
https://www.acu.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0011/418448/JournalRE_601_2012_Full_Version.pdf
DOI: 10.1111/j.1365-2702.2006.01351.x
DOI: 10.1111/j.1365-2702.2006.01351.x
DOI: 10.1111/j.1365-2702.2006.01351.x
doi:  10.1111/jan.12152
doi:  10.1111/jan.12152
doi:10.3390/rel7030022
doi:10.3390/rel7030022
doi:10.3390/rel7030022
doi:10.3390/rel7030022
doi:10.3390/rel7030022
doi:10.3390/rel7030022
https://www.elsevier.com/books/philosophy-of-psychology-and-cognitive-science/thagard/978-0-444-51540-7
https://www.elsevier.com/books/philosophy-of-psychology-and-cognitive-science/thagard/978-0-444-51540-7
https://www.elsevier.com/books/philosophy-of-psychology-and-cognitive-science/thagard/978-0-444-51540-7
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1046/j.1365-2648.1997.00446.x/abstract;jsessionid=6ABC798C7F5050FBE996AC72C92BA76E.f02t02
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1046/j.1365-2648.1997.00446.x/abstract;jsessionid=6ABC798C7F5050FBE996AC72C92BA76E.f02t02
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/nur.4770150505/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/nur.4770150505/abstract
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0193945904263411?url_ver=Z39.88-2003&rfr_id=ori:rid:crossref.org&rfr_dat=cr_pub%3dpubmed
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0193945904263411?url_ver=Z39.88-2003&rfr_id=ori:rid:crossref.org&rfr_dat=cr_pub%3dpubmed
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0193945904263411?url_ver=Z39.88-2003&rfr_id=ori:rid:crossref.org&rfr_dat=cr_pub%3dpubmed
http://www.academia.edu/12666846/Kees_Waaijman_Spirituality_-_A_Multifaceted_Phenomenon_in_Studies_in_Spirituality_17_2007_1-113_with_permission_
http://www.academia.edu/12666846/Kees_Waaijman_Spirituality_-_A_Multifaceted_Phenomenon_in_Studies_in_Spirituality_17_2007_1-113_with_permission_
https://muse.jhu.edu/results?section1=author&search1=Silvia Benso
https://books.google.com/books?id=7ZnizDaJz5EC&lpg=PA29&pg=PA29
https://archive.org/details/diefragmenteder00krangoog
http://www.evreninsirlari.net/dosyalar/135_s11_05.pdf
http://www.evreninsirlari.net/dosyalar/135_s11_05.pdf
http://www.evreninsirlari.net/dosyalar/135_s11_05.pdf
http://as.wiley.com/WileyCDA/WileyTitle/productCd-1405108053.html
http://as.wiley.com/WileyCDA/WileyTitle/productCd-1405108053.html
http://wenekan.www.dwryan.net/root/root/images/AHistoryofGod.pdf
http://wenekan.www.dwryan.net/root/root/images/AHistoryofGod.pdf
http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.534.1214&rep=rep1&type=pdf
http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.534.1214&rep=rep1&type=pdf

	Title
	Corresponding author
	Abstract
	Keywords
	Introduction
	Aim
	Constructing and Deconstructing Spirituality
	Conclusion
	Acknowledgments
	Conflicts of Interest
	References

