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IN MEMORIAM
Bruce E. Hunsberger (1946—2003)

The fourth edition of The Psychology of Religion is dedicated to Bruce E. Hunsberger, whose
considerable contributions to the second and third editions are present in this volume. It
is a notable fact about this remarkable scholar that he continued to make major contribu-
tions to the psychology of religion during the entire period of his chronic illness. His work
on authoritarianism, much of it with Bob Altemeyer, continues to define what for many is a
darker side to religious belief. His last work, Atheists: A Groundbreaking Study of America’s
Nonbelievers (written with Bob Altemeyer), appeared posthumously and is the first contem-
porary empirical study of the psychology of atheism. Bruce’s anticipation of the importance
of varieties of unbelief for the psychology of religion anticipated the present attention to athe-
ism, an area of study in which he remains one of'its foremost experts. He was a thoroughgoing
empiricist, marvelously adept at both quantitative and qualitative methodologies. Never an
apologist for religion, Bruce was a compassionate scholar of the range of religious beliefs and
ruthlessly fair in assessing the empirical consequences of both belief and unbelief.

In 1991, Bruce was the only Canadian to receive the William James Award from the
Psychology of Religion division of the American Psychological Association for outstanding
and sustained contributions to the psychology of religion. When we sought an additional
author for the second and third editions, we simply wanted a foremost psychologist of reli-
gion. Bruce was our first and only choice. He proved to be not only up to the task, but also
a wonderful colleague and friend. He is sorely missed. We are sad about his passing, but
privileged to have known and worked with this most humane scholar.

RarLpei W. HOOD, JR.
PETER C. HILL
BERNARD SPILKA






Preface to the Fourth Edition

At the beginning of the 20th century, those who were to become highly esteemed figures in
the history of psychology and its sister disciplines focused much of their interest and atten-
tion on religion. In academic psychology, scholars such as William James and G. Stanley Hall
not only helped to found psychology, but manifested a great interest in the psychological
study of religion. In psychoanalysis, a new field was created outside of academic psychology
that nevertheless immensely influenced psychology. One cannot read Freud or Jung for long
without encountering extensive discussions of religion.

The second quarter of the 20th century saw a rapid decline in the study of religion among
psychologists. Behaviorism was indifferent to the topic, while psychoanalysts relegated it to
the province of psychopathology. The net effect was that research in this area remained on
the periphery of scientific respectability. The mid-1950s, however, saw a renaissance in the
study of religion. Perhaps as psychology became more secure as a science, it could once again
look with some interest into the serious investigation of religion. This time the study was less
speculative, not as concerned with grand theory, and focused on issues other than the origin
of religion. In a word, an empirical psychology of religion emerged. This was a more limited
view, to be sure, but it demanded that statements about religion be formulated as hypotheses
capable of empirical verification or falsification.

In rapid succession, journals devoted to the empirical study of religion emerged in the
middle of the last century. Among these are the Journal for the Scientific Study of Reli-
gion, the Journal of Religion & Health, the Review of Religious Research, as well as three
journals with specific religious interests: the Journal of Psychology Theology, the Journal
of Psychology & Christianity, and The Psychology of Judaism. More recently, additional
journals and annuals have appeared, including The International Journal for the Psychol-
ogy of Religion; Research in the Social Scientific Study of Religion; Mental Health, Religion
& Culture; and (most recently) Spirituality and Health International. In 1988, the Annual
Review of Psychology included, for the first time, a summary of the psychology of religion,
affirming by its presence that a significant body of empirical research in the area is now
available. In 2003, a second Annual Review of Psychology article on the psychology of reli-
gion was published.

Xi



Xii Preface to the Fourth Edition

Likewise, the Archiv fiir Religionspsychologie (Archives for the Psychology of Religion),
the yearbook of the Internationale Gesellschaft fiir Religionspsychologie (International Asso-
ciation for the Psychology of Religion), founded in 1914, has been revived; this indicates that
the psychology of religion has proven to be a topic of truly international interest. The perti-
nent literature continues to grow at a rapid rate across the globe. Specialty journals such as
The Journal of Muslim Mental Health address religious traditions other than Christianity,
long dominant in the work of American scholars of the psychology of religion. The domina-
tion of interpretative and conceptual discussions of religion in psychology is gradually yield-
ing to data-based research and writing that are pulling the psychology of religion into the
mainstream of academic psychology. The evidence for this as we go to press is that the Psy-
chology of Religion division of the American Psychological Association has just published the
first issue of a new journal, Psychology of Religion and Spirituality. Likewise, several general
and specialty handbooks largely focused on empirical studies of religion and spirituality have
been published. The appearance of the fourth edition of this text is itself an indication of the
vigor of our field.

Our aim remains the same in the fourth edition as in the first three: to present a com-
prehensive evaluation of the psychology of religion from an empirical perspective. We are not
concerned with purely conceptual or philosophical discussions of religion or with theories
that have little empirical support. Interesting as these approaches may be, they generate few,
if any, hard data of relevance to their evaluation. We do not, however, ignore these theories
when meaningful empirical predictions follow from their claims. When this occurs, they
are considered, as are other hypotheses, tentative claims to be judged by the facts. We have
not imposed a single theoretical perspective across all the chapters. However, we do see the
issue of meaning and control as the single most general theme that runs through each of the
chapters. We avoid siding unequivocally with any of the emerging grand theories, such as
evolutionary psychology, that have been proposed to integrate the psychology of religion.
Likewise, we do not give exclusive dominance to a single empirical approach, such as cogni-
tive science, nor do we unequivocally endorse emerging areas of psychology such as posi-
tive psychology. Instead, these theories, approaches, and areas are integrated where relevant
throughout the text. We simply approach the field from an empirical perspective, broadly
conceived to include any studies in which either quantitative or qualitative data are germane
to establishing and/or resolving questions of fact. Although we are sensitive to the difficulties
and limitations of a purely empirical approach, we have not abandoned the commitment to
empiricism as the single most fruitful avenue to understanding the psychology of religion.
However, as several of the chapters also reveal, the same empirical data can lend credence to
radically different ontological claims. Since the work of William James, texts on the psychol-
ogy of religion have suggested various metaphysical options under which the same empirical
data can be viewed with radically different consequences. All we ask is that one not lose sight
of the empirical data, so that various theoretical interpretations can be recognized and evalu-
ated in terms of their relationship to these data.

While we retain the basic structure of the third edition, we have reduced the number
of chapters from 17 to 14, which allows for a more condensed text, while covering the same
range of material. However, as with the third edition, many chapters can be read indepen-
dently, so the instructor can reduce the range of material assigned on the basis of his or her
own class needs. The rich variety of empirical research that continues to be published is itself
a testimony to the vitality of the field.
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We briefly acknowledge three major cultural influences that have affected our field. The
first is the growth of spirituality outside of organized religion. A glance at the references for
the fourth edition reveals numerous titles that reference spirituality, not simply religion. In
some areas, such as health, few studies refer to religion alone, and many titles reference both
religion and spirituality. How this growth of spirituality has occurred, and why, is addressed
throughout the text.

The second is the role of the John Templeton Foundation in funding projects concerned
with the psychology of religion and spirituality. Various splinter foundations established as
offshoots have also heavily funded the scientific study of religion and spirituality. We simply
acknowledge, although not without criticism, that the availability of such funding sources
often guides the direction and prominence of research agendas.

Finally, September 11, 2001, remains a crucial date for psychologists who study religion.
Fundamentalism in all its forms has become a major issue. Even those who thought religion
could be ignored as a topic of study have recognized that religion is a powerful force that
continues to influence the course of history. It is sad that one of the foremost scholars of the
scientific study of religious fundamentalism, our colleague Bruce E. Hunsberger, could not
continue to provide insights into a phenomenon for which his expertise is sorely missed.

Our hope is not only that this new edition fairly represents the research and scholarly
literature, but also that it will encourage young psychologists to participate in the empirical
study of religion, regardless of how they otherwise identify their own psychological exper-
tise.
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The Psychological Nature

and Functions of Religion

There is only one religion, though there are a hundred versions of it.

I assert that the cosmic religious experience is the strongest and the
noblest driving force behind scientific research.

I am an atheist still, thank God.

The intractable mystery that was religion is now just another set of
difficult but manageable problems.

Things have come to a pretty pass when religion is allowed to invade
the sphere of private life.!

THE WHY, WHAT, AND HOW
OF THE PSYCHOLOGY OF RELIGION

Why Should We Study Religion Psychologically?

There is a surprisingly simple answer to the question of why psychologists should study reli-
gion. Religion is of the utmost importance to many people, and many fascinating behav-
iors are performed in its name. Religion is an integral part of many aspects of our human
existence. We surround ourselves with spiritual references, creating a context in which the
sacred is invoked to convey the significance of major life events. Birth is sanctified by chris-
tening or circumcision. Marriages are solemnized by clergy, who readily interpret the roles of
husband and wife in religious terms. Weekly religious meetings guide the faithful throughout
life. Religion also helps people deal with death by associating it with gratifying images of an
afterlife where only good and justice prevail. For others, images of hell and damnation can
exacerbate the fear of death. Even the end of time is touched upon in some religions, where
the faithful are assured of an ultimate resurrection.

I'These quotations come, respectively, from the following sources: Shaw (1931, p. 378); Einstein (1931, p. 357);
Luis Bufiuel, quoted in Rogers (1983, p. 175); Boyer (2001, p. 2); Lord Melbourne, quoted in Cecil (1966, p. 181).
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2 THE PSYCHOLOGY OF RELIGION

Of course, religion is also intimately tied to everyday life, including a wide variety of
beliefs and behaviors. In some parts of the Islamic world, prayers are offered on loudspeakers
throughout a city multiple times each day. In some cultures, it is not unusual to see people
on their knees praying in the middle of a busy sidewalk. Even in more secular societies, reli-
gion is commonly found—whether it be in private meditation and prayer, or the practice of
attending church or temple services. Regardless of time or place, religion is omnipresent and
affects people’s lives.

As we describe throughout this book, religion, including spirituality (we discuss the
distinction between these two terms later in this chapter and throughout the text), has the
capacity to bring out the best—and worst—in people. Every day, the mass media report
instances of religious conflict throughout the world among those who adhere to different
faiths. Many social problems stem from conflicts between religious groups. In recent history
alone, we have witnessed tragedies in the name of religion in such places as Rwanda, Bos-
nia, Sudan, Northern Ireland, Afghanistan, Indonesia, and Iraq, among others. The events
of September 11, 2001, and July 7, 2005, have brought this reality closer to home for those
of us who live in the United States and the United Kingdom—supposedly more religiously
pluralistic and tolerant societies, until we remind ourselves of abortion clinic bombings and
the many cases of arsonists targeting church property. And how often have we heard about
tragic cult practices that resulted in mass suicides and other inhuman actions?

Such tragedies might make us think that best-selling author Sam Harris (2004) is right
when he claims that more evil is done in the name of religion than in anything else. But
such events, as tragic and seemingly senseless as they are, are only part of the story. Religion
is also inextricably tied to altruistic and helping behavior. Those in dire straits commonly
call upon their gods when they desperately need aid, and most feel strengthened by their
faith. In addition, church, temple, or mosque members often help each other or organize to
aid a community when disaster strikes. Often such efforts transcend differences in religious
beliefs, and people of different faiths come together for the sake of the common good. The
highly respected personality and social psychologist Gordon Allport, who was also a leading
scholar in the psychological study of religion, once said, “The role of religion is paradoxical.
It makes prejudice and it unmakes prejudice” (1954, p. 444). Religion thus has both a bright
and a dark side.

In the United States in particular, few human concerns are taken more seriously than
religion. Research tells us that about 97% of U.S. residents believe in God, and that about
90% pray (Gallup & Lindsay, 1999; Poloma & Gallup, 1991). Simply put, most Americans see
their religious faith as part and parcel of the larger picture of living their lives. Our role is
to keep this larger picture before us as we attempt to understand the psychological role of
faith in the individual personality. However, we are also cognizant that in many European
countries religions is of much less significance. Religion is more salient in some cultures than
in others.

The preceding discussion answers another fundamental question: “Why has religion
attained such status?” This is a problem not only for both the social sciences and psychology;
it is also one for religion, particularly for the theologians who justify and support each faith.
Though we may not directly deal with theology, the topics and issues discussed in these
pages are central to both psychology and religion, and therefore to religious people every-
where. Particularly in Western civilization, and especially in the North American milieu (for
which psychologists have the most reliable empirical data), religion is an ever-present and
extremely important aspect of our collective heritage.
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Clearly, it is incumbent upon us to understand the role religion plays in our personal and
social lives. This is the task of the psychology of religion.

What Is the Psychology of Religion?

Psychologists of religion want to know what religion is psychologically. Our job is to compre-
hend the many ways in which a person’s faith operates in his or her particular world. Religion
is thus functional: It expresses and serves many individual, social, and cultural needs. Even
though the approach employed here examines the person in the sociocultural context, it
focuses primarily on the individual; this distinguishes psychological analysis from sociology
and anthropology, which examine religion in society and culture—though sometimes the
distinction is difficult to make. We accept the call by Emmons and Paloutzian (2003, p. 395;
emphasis in original) for “a new multilevel interdisciplinary paradigm” for the study of reli-
gion. We also accept Roth’s (1987) argument that psychology is best advanced by a commit-
ment to a methodological pluralism.

The basic goal of psychology is to understand people. Psychologists attempt to do this by
studying human motivation, cognition, and behavior. The psychology of religion is but one
of many applications of this rather broad definition of psychology; in fact, over 50 specialties
have been designated divisions of the American Psychological Association. These divisions
represent not only such basic psychological topics as personality, coping/adjustment, clinical
psychology, psychological development, and social psychology, but also such specific domains
as health psychology, psychology of women, gay and lesbian issues, and peace psychology. For
us, the most pertinent one is Division 36, Psychology of Religion, which has approximately
1,600 members. Although these psychologists are also involved in many if not all of the other
divisions, they concern themselves with the application of their other specialties to religion,
or at least to the ways in which people relate to their faith. The reader may be surprised to
learn that there are no graduate programs in the United States designed to offer a degree in
the psychology of religion. Rather, most graduate students in psychology get their degrees
in a more general domain, such as clinical or social psychology, and then apply that field of
study to religious experience. The members of Division 36 both conduct research on the role
of religion in life and apply what they learn to the problems people confront in the course of
living. This requires that psychologists of religion learn about religious motivation, religious
cognition, and religious behavior—the topics that are discussed in these pages.

Understanding Our Limits

We must always keep in mind that there is a major difference between religion per se and
religious behavior, motivation, perception, and cognition. We study these human consider-
ations, not religion as such. It is important, therefore, that psychologists of religion recognize
their limits. The psychological study of religion cannot directly answer questions about the
truth claims of any religion; attempting to do so is beyond its scope. A psychologist of religion
may offer insights into why a person holds a specific belief or engages in a particular religious
behavior, but this says nothing directly about the truth claim itself that may underlie the spe-
cific belief or behavior. Psychologists have no privileged calling to challenge religious insti-
tutions and their doctrines. God or any other divine being is not our domain; neither is the
world vision of churches. We do not enter into debates of faith versus reason, of one theology
versus another, or of religion versus science. In addition, it is not our place to question any
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religion’s revelations, traditions, or scriptures. Psychology as a social and behavioral science
is our resource, and we expend our energies at this level of understanding. However, having
said this, we also acknowledge that psychology has implications affecting all of the domains
just discussed.

The Psychology of Religion in Context

By now, it should be clear that our approach emphasizes the empirical and scientific; we go
where theory and data take us. Since most psychological research has been conducted within
the Judeo-Christian framework, this material provides us with the overwhelming majority
of our citations (Gorsuch, 1984). Where information is available outside the Judeo-Christian
realm, however, we pursue it. Our role is to search in mind, society, and culture for the
nature of religious thinking and behavior. The sociocultural context is the external founda-
tion for religious beliefs, attitudes, values, behavior, and experience. Again, the essential
psychological point here is that psychologists of religion do not study religion per se; they
study people in relation to their faith, and examine how this faith may influence other facets
of their lives.

Whereas sociologists and anthropologists look to the external setting in which religion
exists, we psychologists focus on the individual. Ours is an internal perspective. Even while
we adopt the psychological stance, we must never lose sight of the fact that people cannot
really be separated from their personal and social histories, and that these exist in relation
to group and institutional life. Families, schools, and work are part of the “big picture,” and
we cannot abstract a person from these influences. They constitute a large part of what we
discuss in the following chapters, in light of the call noted earlier for a multilevel interdisci-
plinary paradigm.

How Should We Study Religion Psychologically?

We have already provided the short answer to the question of how to study religion psycho-
logically: We advocate an empirical, scientific approach. Now we’ll explain. From a scientific
perspective, a psychologist desires to gather objective data—that is, information that is both
public and capable of being reproduced. Even though there is contention in scientific circles
about how to go about collecting such information, the problem of the empirical scientist is
to carry out research without letting his or her biases affect the outcome (Roth, 1987). The
sociologist C. Wright Mills is reported to have declared, “T will make every effort to be objec-
tive, but I do not claim to be detached.” As we will see, it is often not easy to remain either
“detached” or “objective.”

Perhaps the challenge of objectivity is even greater when the object of study is some-
thing about which people have strong opinions, such as religion. A fair question to ask is this:
“Can a psychologist of religion who is also devoutly religious be objective?” From the stan-
dard scientific perspective, an individual who is both a believer and a scientist may experi-
ence a conflicting struggle for definitive answers, and thus may be less able or less qualified
to be objective. One should note, however, that theological conviction is a problem not just
for a religious psychologist, but for any psychologist who takes a stand regarding religion. The
agnostic and the atheist likewise must constantly seek to avoid prejudices that may jeopar-
dize objectivity.
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Though it is certainly true that extreme positions exacerbate conflicts (Reich, 2000),
“extreme” is in the eye of the beholder; that is, what is reasonable to either a committed
believer or a committed scientist may seem unreasonable and extreme to the other. Exami-
nation of the “objective” realm may necessitate parallel examination of one’s “subjective”
commitments. Self-examination is a prerequisite to self-understanding and to the avoidance
of short-sighted prejudices. At the very least, all researchers should acknowledge their own
vulnerabilities to bias, and should resolve to prevent (as much as possible) those biases from
driving their research and conclusions.

A scientific treatment of religion may be subject to the criticism that science is usurping
religious prerogatives—something we have already stated we are trying to avoid. There are
several ways to consider the relationship. First, in order to accomplish this goal, one might
want to adopt an approach described by the late Stephen Jay Gould (1999). Gould argued that
there is no inherent conflict between religion and science, insofar as science deals with facts
and religion with values. Thus religion and science are nonoverlapping domains of teaching
authority. This is a version of “giving to God that which is God’s, and to Caesar that which
is Caesar’s.” However, Gould’s dichotomy is unsatisfactory to many faith traditions, which
insist on the historical accuracy of what others see as myths, and which also accept as fact
events (e.g., miracles) that are unacceptable to science. A second approach available to the
religiously committed scholar is to consider science as an avenue to God. This implies that
God primarily works through natural law and processes. Another religious judgment might
claim that a religious psychologist gains insight into God’s way in the world, and that human-
ity may possibly be endowed with a naturalistic awareness of God’s existence. As interesting
as these perspectives may be, if we are to be true psychologists of religion, we must wear the
scientific mantle when we conduct our research and formulate our theories about faith in the

life of the individual.

Let’s Be Realistic

We have stated our hopes and ideals. The problem is the way people, including psychologists,
tend to think and behave in real life. Professional psychologists are quite as subject to preju-
dices against religion as their religious peers have been to prejudices against psychology.
Some clinicians perceive religion as inducing mental pathology and countering constructive
thinking and behavior (Cortes, 1999). At times in this book, we will see that religion creates
problems and can be “hazardous to one’s health.” We will also see that religion functions in a
much more constructive manner for the majority of people. We further show that the kinds of
religion being judged and the standards used to judge religion have an impact on any evalu-
ation of the usefulness of personal faith. Indeed, anyone can selectively employ psychologi-
cal research to make a case either for or against religion. The better quest is to understand
religion in its manifold varieties.

It is obvious that a scientific, empirical approach is the one favored in this volume, but
we do not take this in the narrow sense of focusing only upon laboratory-based experimen-
tal research. Any empirical method that helps us understand religion is accepted, including
qualitative methods. By taking this perspective, we intend to note the potential for biased
views to enter the picture and to reduce such bias, even as we admit our own vulnerability
to bias. Indeed, we three authors have varied faith commitments, and we hold varying val-
ues.
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The Necessity of Theory

Knowledge has to be meaningfully ordered, and theories can provide that necessary order.
Theory is therefore central to an empirical approach. The noted social psychologist Kurt
Lewin is reported to have said that “there is nothing as practical as a good theory.” Theories
are the ways we have of organizing our thoughts and ideas, so that the data we collect make
sense because all of the relevant variables have been studied. Without theories, we have little
more than a random and confusing collection of research results. So we need to develop theo-
ries to tell us what factors or variables may or may not be pertinent when certain problems
and issues are examined. Theories should first be formulated in interaction with any available
data, and then should be used to guide research.

But where do these theories come from? The prime source for the psychology of reli-
gion has usually been mainstream psychology—primarily personality and social psychol-
ogy, though clinical, developmental, and cognitive psychology have also provided theoretical
foundations. Let us consider what Hill and Gibson (2008) have identified as three theories of
continuing promise for the psychology of religion. First, attribution theory has been instru-
mental in guiding research in the psychology of religion and has been a central guiding
theory in what is now the fourth edition of this book. Second, many issues in the study of
personal faith involve personality, mental disorder, and adjustment; hence coping theory is
of great importance. Third, there is much concern about how personal religion develops in
early life and changes over the lifespan. As these examples suggest, psychology is a complex
field with a large number of subdisciplines. All have the potential to provide theories for the
psychology of religion.

Even though we usually look to the main body of psychological knowledge to guide us
theoretically, there is no reason why the psychology of religion itself may not eventually pro-
vide us with new and constructive directions. Indeed, some of its findings do not fit well with
other parts of psychology; this implies that these other subareas may be able to benefit from
the psychological study of religion. For example, the recent positive psychology movement,
particularly with its focus on human flourishing and the development of virtue, may draw
many insights and ideas from the psychology of religion (Hill, 1999).

Clearly, we are not confined to psychology and its subdisciplines for theoretical guidance.
Sociology, anthropology, and biology cannot be ignored. Indeed, because the significance of
religion is of such breadth and magnitude, we cannot deny the possibility that fruitful ideas
will come from other scientific and nonscientific sources. Even theologies themselves can
serve as psychological theories (Spilka, 1970, 1976). But to say that we take ideas from such
other areas does not mean that the ideas remain unchanged. They may be altered because
the psychology of religion has somewhat different interests or because modifications are nec-
essary to enhance their fit with our data. The theories we hold are “open”; they are always
amenable to new information. To close our minds is the most impractical thing we can do.
Our approach is therefore both theoretical and empirical, because neither aspect by itself is
meaningful.

WHAT IS RELIGION?

To this point, we have tried to answer the “why,” “what,” and “how” questions about the psy-
chology of religion. Before we go any further, maybe we need to step back and ask an even
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more fundamental question: The psychological study of religion requires that we understand
what religion is in the first place. For thousands of years, scholars have been writing and
talking about religion. Chances are that more books have been written on religion, or some
aspect of religion, than any other topic in the history of humanity. With such impressive evi-
dence of concern, who would have the temerity to ask, “Just what is it you are talking about?”
Boldness notwithstanding, this is a very good question to pose to anyone.

There may be a tendency for some to disregard such questions as unnecessarily pedan-
tic—one of those exercises that interests academics, but in which few others see value. “I
know religion when I see it” is a common (but vague) response, and indeed there may be con-
siderable agreement on some aspects of being religious, at least within a given culture. Such
a response, however, not only fails to satisfy scientific and intellectual curiosity; it leaves any
observation open to the phenomenon that social psychologists refer to as the false-consensus
effect (Ross, Greene, & House, 1977)—the tendency to overestimate the extent to which oth-
ers hold one’s own opinions or views. There is no reason to think that religious perceptions
and beliefs are uniquely immune from such cognitive bias. Hence what one person is sure to
call religious may be far removed from another person’s understanding, especially when we
begin to analyze religion across traditions and cultures.

Is Defining Religion Even Possible?

Any attempt to define religion therefore immediately runs into trouble. We feel quite confi-
dent that we can come to a meeting of the minds if we deal with the Judeo-Christian heri-
tage and the Islamic tradition, but once we go beyond these to the religions of eastern Asia,
Africa, Polynesia, and a host of other localities that are not well known in North America and
Europe—or even to the Native religious traditions of the United States and Canada—we
find ourselves in great difficulty. Religion may encompass the supernatural, the non-natural,
theism, deism, atheism, monotheism, polytheism, and both finite and infinite deities; it may
also include practices, beliefs, and rituals that almost totally defy circumscription and defini-
tion.

The best efforts of anthropologists to define “religion” are frustrated at every turn. Guth-
rie (1996) claims that “the term religion is a misleading reification, labeling a probabilistic
aggregate of similar, but not identical ideas in individual heads” (p. 162). In other words, we
select a number of ideas and observations that we think belong together and call it religion.
The fact that we use one word to describe a complex of beliefs, behaviors, and experiences as
“religious” is often enough for us to believe that religion is really one entity, and that we can
expect to find the same or similar phenomena anywhere else in the world.

The assumption that the term “religion” really represents one entity leads to a second
question: “On what basis do we group the components we now call Teligion’” The evident
answer is that we call upon our experiences, obviously in our own society and culture, and
then uncritically generalize these to other peoples. For example, if idols are found, they are
often considered representations of the Judeo-Christian God; rituals are frequently viewed
as religious ceremonies; and trances are commonly termed “mystical religious states.” We
distinguish religion from other aspects of our culture, but such a distinction may be invalid
elsewhere, and our interpretations can be very wrong. The noted anthropologist Murray Wax
(1984) affirms “that in most non-Western societies the natives do not distinguish religion as
we do” (p. 16).
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The sociologist J. Milton Yinger (1967) maintained that “any definition of religion is
likely to be satisfactory only to its author” (p. 18), and a noted early psychologist of religion,
George Coe (1916), said that he would “purposely refrain from giving a formal definition
of religion ... partly because definitions carry so little information as to facts” (p. 13). The
situation has changed little in the past 90-plus years. However, another early psychologist
of religion (Dresser, 1929) suggested that “religion, like poetry and most other living things,
cannot be defined. But some characteristic marks may be given” (p. 441). Following Dresser’s
advice, we avoid the pitfalls of unproductive, far-ranging, grandly theoretical definitions of
religion. Quite simply, we are not ready for them, nor may we ever be. Many are available in
the literature, but the highly general, vague, and abstract manner in which they are usually
stated reduces their usefulness either for illuminating the concept of religion or for under-
taking empirical research. Our purpose is to enable our readers to understand the variety of
ways in which psychologists have defined religion by identifying, in the words of Dresser, its
“characteristic marks.”

However, we admit that we are in a quandary. We deal largely in this book with the
Western religious tradition (because that is where most research has been conducted), but
we are saying that religion performs many functions for many different people. The extent
to which research findings generalize to other religious traditions has been largely unexam-
ined. Surely some of these functions may vary greatly in terms of their surface appearance;
however, we feel that at their core they represent the same elemental human needs and roles,
about which we will have more to say.

Spirituality and/or Religion?

“Spirit” and “spiritual” are words which are constantly used and easily taken for granted
by all writers upon religion—more constantly and easily, perhaps, than any of the other
terms in the mysterious currency of faith. (Underhill, 1933, p. 1)

This observation is perhaps even more applicable today than it was over 75 years ago. In the
past two decades, “spirituality” has become a popular word. It is now common to refer to
“spirituality” instead of “religion,” but without drawing any clear distinction between them.
Furthermore, much of Western society seems captivated by the notion of spirituality. Tt is not
uncommon to see the topic as the cover story of popular newspapers such as USA Today, or
news magazines such as Newsweek. After reviewing the available literature on spirituality in
the early 1990s, Spilka (1993), in his frustration, claimed that spirituality is so “fuzzy” that
it has become “a word that embraces obscurity with passion” (p. 1). However, Hood (2003b)
has argued that “spirituality” is a fluid term often used in opposition to the clearly defined
commitments of the religiously faithful. Though Daniel Helminiak (1987, 1996a, 1996b) has
written a number of impressive scholarly psychological/philosophical treatises on spiritual-
ity, psychologists of religion have not taken his theoretical guidance and provided the kind
of objective assessment we are stressing here. On the other hand, Gorsuch and Miller (1999)
have suggested that the term “spirituality” can have meaning in the psychology of religion if
clear operational definitions are made. As we will see throughout this text, progress is being
made to allow clearer empirical distinctions between those who primarily define themselves
as “both religious and spiritual” and those who define themselves as “more spiritual than
religious” (Zinnbauer & Pargament, 2005).



The Psychological Nature and Functions of Religion 9

The Spirituality—Religion Debate

The last few years have witnessed a growing response to the question of spirituality that
draws some distinctions between spirituality and religion. It is as if a “critical mass” of vague
definitions has been reached. This has stimulated a new concern with the conceptualiza-
tion of spirituality that directs our thinking toward its objective assessment and applica-
tion through research (Hill et al., 2000; Hood, 2000b; W. R. Miller, 1999; Pargament, 1999;
Pargament & Mahoney, 2002; Zinnbauer et al., 1997; Zinnbauer, Pargament, & Scott, 1999).
Many current thinkers are therefore attempting to create theoretical and operational defini-
tions of spirituality that either distinguish it from personal religiosity or show how the two
concepts are related.

A traditional distinction exists between being “spiritual” and being “religious” that can
be used to enhance our use of both terms (Gorsuch, 1993). The connotations of “spirituality”
are more personal and psychological than institutional, whereas the connotations of “religion”
are more institutional and sociological. In this usage, the two terms are not synonymous,
but distinct: Spirituality involves a person’s beliefs, values, and behavior, while religiousness
denotes the person’s involvement with a religious tradition and institution.

Psychologists seem to be embracing this distinction. It should be noted that only a minor-
ity of psychologists are religious in the classical sense of being affiliated with religious orga-
nizations, but many more see themselves as spiritual (Shafranske & Malony, 1985). Despite
the negative reaction “religion” engenders in most psychologists, aspects of it have become
recognized as important for major areas of life. These include the benefits of meditation
(Benson, 1975; Benson & Stark, 1996), as well as the evidence that religious people are less
likely to use illegal substances, abuse alcohol, or be sexually promiscuous (Gorsuch, 1988,
1995; Gorsuch & Butler, 1976). As a result, religious persons possess better physical health
than those engaging in these actions (e.g., Larson et al., 1989).

To some people, wanting only what is good from spirituality without the institutional
baggage of religion is an “easy religion” or “cheap grace”; to others, it is “separating the valu-
able from the superstitious.” Clearly, there is considerable debate regarding the potential
separation of these concepts. Donahue (1998) forcefully claims in the title of a paper that
“there is no true spirituality apart from religion.” Pargament (1999) views the separatist trend
with ambivalence, and offers guidance to prevent a polarization of these realms. Regardless
of how the professionals debate this issue, the distinction may be sharpening on the popular
level with spirituality the favored notion (Roof, 1993).

It is still an open question whether the practice of spirituality outside religion can be
adequately defined. Hood (2003b) argues that it can be, and we have considerable discus-
sion of empirical data supporting this claim throughout this text. If it can, will it then be
found to relate to the same variables as religion? The proponents of Transcendental Medita-
tion provide support that some effects of meditation are separate from those of religion (see
Chapter 10), but this is a difficult area to research, for training people in a meditation style
independent of a religion does not mean that they practice meditation apart from their faith.
No one knows at this point whether spirituality will be a more viable psychological construct
than religion once it is operationally distinguished from religion. However, the spirituality—
religion distinction is gaining considerable empirical support. Distinctions are emerging that
show religion to be associated with conservatism, while spirituality is associated with open-
ness to change (Fontaine, Duriez, Luyten, Corveleyn, & Hutsebaut, 2005). Likewise, in a
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meta-analysis of several studies using the Schwartz Value Scale (Schwartz, 1992), Saroglou,
Delpierre and Dernelle (2004) found that religious persons scored higher on Conformity and
Tradition subscales. They also scored low on subscales assessing values associated with spiri-
tuality, such as Universalism. Thus religion may be an institutional expression of particular
(but clearly not all) aspects of spirituality. Furthermore, as we shall discuss later in this text,
spirituality is associated with many paranormal phenomena (see Chapters 10 and 11)—phe-
nomena that both religion and science tend to reject.

Can We Distinguish Spirituality from Religion?

Defining “spirituality” in a manner distinct from “religion” can start from the past meanings
of the ancient and complex term “spirituality.” In Western thought, it has been a part of clas-
sical dualistic thinking that pits the material world against the spiritual world. Some things
we can see, hear, smell, or touch, whereas elements that exist in the mental world can at best
only be inferred from the material world. Non-Western thinkers have seen these two areas
as more closely intertwined, but “spirit” still has the sense of being immaterial. For example,
in Thailand a house must be provided for the spirits of a parcel of land before it can be used
(many Thai restaurants in the United States have such houses); although the spirits them-
selves dwell outside of ordinary experience by the human senses, they must still be appeased
by a physical dwelling.

A contemporary illustration of setting spirituality apart can be seen in the way many
Christian Protestant denominations and churches practice church governance. In these
congregations, there are two governing bodies, often called the “deacons” and the “elders”
(as they are defined in the New Testament). The deacons are concerned with the material
aspects of congregational life, including maintaining a church’s physical property and tak-
ing food to the needy. The elders are responsible for the spiritual welfare of the church. This
includes taking the comforts of the faith to the sick and grieving, and encouraging activities
that enhance the members’ relationships to God. In other words, the elders are concerned
with the inner being of the church members, and the deacons with the more physical aspects
of the members™ and the church’s existence. Rarely do members have trouble defining the
“physical” and “spiritual” matters of the congregation. But what these church members know,
the psychology of religion (including the psychology of spirituality) needs to spell out—that
is, to define operationally.

Another approach to defining spirituality from classical usage is to identify it with “spiri-
tual disciplines.” These include not only such acts as prayer and meditation, but have also
included fasting and doing penance for sins. For example, monks retire to a monastery to
practice such disciplines in order to lead a more spiritual life than is commonly possible out-
side the monastery. With the traditional Christian Protestant usage noted above and the set
of spiritual disciplines, we could just divide the psychology of religion into personal practices
(the spiritual) and communal practices (the religious). That is, we could employ both terms,
but would not use them synonymously.

There are other ways of defining spirituality that shift the construct to new grounds,
and so allow testing of whether “religion” and “spirituality” are just interchangeable terms.
Here is one: “Spirituality is the quest for understanding ourselves in relationship to our view
of ultimate reality, and to live in accordance with that understanding” (Gorsuch, 2002, p. 8).
Some differences between this definition of spirituality and a definition of religion include
the following:
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e Spirituality is personal and subjective.

e Spirituality does not require an institutional framework. Its authenticity requires no
consensus or “meeting of the minds.”

e A spiritual person is deeply concerned about value commitments.

e A person can be spiritual without a deity (although some would say that the “view of
ultimate reality” always includes what Alcoholics Anonymous refers to as a “higher
power”).

e Religiousness is a subset of spirituality, which means that religiousness invariably
involves spirituality, but that there may be nonreligious spirituality as well.

There appears to be a growing consensus that these views are useful in distinguish-
ing religion from spirituality; however, this consensus is still far from being unanimous. We
do not intend to force any distinction on the profession—and, in fact, it is safe to say that
even we three authors of this text do not fully agree with each other about the meaning of
these terms. These are highly ambiguous terms, and the astute consumer of research needs
to check carefully what is actually being measured, rather than to rely exclusively on any
researcher’s use of the term “religious” or “spiritual.”

Defining Religion Operationally

From an empirical perspective, what is used to measure religion or spirituality in research is
therefore the crucial element. “Operational definitions” literally focus on “operations”—the
methods and procedures used to assess something. They are the experimental manipulations
plus the measures and instruments employed. With respect to religion, what does it mean
to be religious? How do we indicate religiousness? Operationally, we often identify people
as religious if they are members of a church or other congregation, attend religious services,
read the Bible or other sacred writings, contribute money to religious causes, observe reli-
gious holidays or days of fasting, pray frequently, say grace before meals, and accept reli-
giously based diet restrictions, among other possibilities. Many psychologists also look to the
beliefs that the devout express, as well as the experiences they report. Frequently, respon-
dents fill out questionnaires about these expressions, and the questions they answer are the
operational definitions for that study. There are a great many such operations that illustrate
commitment to one’s faith.

Basically, operational definitions tell us what a researcher means when religious language
is used. For example, suppose we desire to evaluate the degree to which individuals believe in
“fundamentalist” doctrines. We might then administer a questionnaire specifically designed
to obtain agreement or disagreement with such principles. The Altemeyer and Hunsberger
(2004) Religious Fundamentalism Scale might be selected, and we could report its scores for
the sample tested. Fundamentalism is thus operationally defined by this measuring instru-
ment. Of course, the scale itself is based on a conceptualization of fundamentalism that needs
to be reasonable and testable. However, Williamson, Hood, Ahmad, Sadiq, and Hill (in press)
have developed another measure of fundamentalism based on the theory of intratextuality
developed by Hood, Hill, and Williamson (2005). Fulton, Gorsuch, and Maynard (1999) have
used yet another scale that they call Fundamentalism. Finally, Streib (2008, pp. 58-59) and
his colleagues have created a subscale of the Religious Schema Scale named Truth in Text
and Teachings, which is also a measure of fundamentalism. This leaves us with at least four
different operational measures of fundamentalism. It is important to examine the measures
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(as well as their underlying conceptual development) closely, to determine how similar and
how different their items are. Throughout this volume, we emphasize operational definitions
of different aspects or forms of faith. This is the only way we can understand religion from
a scientific standpoint. Not all measures of religion are created equal; some are better than
others, in that they conform more closely to certain standards of good measurement. We
investigate those standards more thoroughly in Chapter 2.

THE NEED FOR MEANING AS A FRAMEWORK
FOR THE PSYCHOLOGY OF RELIGION

In the successful 2007 movie The Bucket List, two men, drawn together by a hospital stay
where they each learn they have less than a year to live, decide to spend that last year doing
all the exciting and wonderful things they have always wanted to do: skydive, climb the
Himalayas, go on a hunting safari in Africa, and (of course) chase after beautiful women. Such
fast living is the norm for one of the men, a wealthy corporate executive (who bankrolls all
of the planned flings) played by Jack Nicholson; the executive has been married four times
and produced but one child, from whom he is now estranged and whom he has not seen for
years. The other man, a car mechanic played by Morgan Freeman, has lived a simple life
where faith and family have been given highest priorities, though admittedly his marriage of
45 years to the one woman to whom he has always remained faithful no longer has the luster
it once had. As the list is being checked off and the year inevitably moves toward what both
men know to be the end of their lives, their thoughts begin to shift toward more permanent
values. The man with the simple life recognizes his wife as the faithful gem that he has
always known her to be, but has failed to appreciate. The stubborn jet setter, through some
painful but teachable lessons learned from his cohort, now decides that it is finally time to get
to know his daughter and young granddaughter (whom he has never seen), allowing him to
tick off one more item on the list: “to kiss the most beautiful woman in the world.” Both men
have finally discovered what they believe really matters in life.

The assumptions forming the fundamental framework for this book are that the search
for meaning is of central importance to human functioning, and that religion is uniquely
capable of helping in that search. The Bucket List is not an overtly religious film, but it does
deal with the question of what people find meaningful in life. Religion plays a significant
role in the life of one of the two main characters. (Truth be told, it would have been hard for
the screenwriter not to touch at least tangentially on religion, given the film’s intention to
deal realistically with questions and values of ultimate concern.) The answers to these two
characters” search for meaning and significance fit neatly into three psychological realms—
cognition, motivation, and social living. These are broad, general realms that psychologists
have long recognized as centrally important to human existence, and through which many
human characteristics are universally applicable. We explore how religion meets the need
for meaning for many individuals through each of these realms. Our framework suggests that
the cognitive, motivational, and social aspects of finding meaning in life offer us the direc-
tions necessary for a rather “grand” psychological theory for understanding the role of reli-
gion in human life. When we look to cognition, we discover that people are active meaning-
making creatures through whose efforts some sense of global meaning is achieved. The study
of motivation in finding meaning focuses us on the need of people to exercise control over
themselves and their environment. Social life, which we encapsulate in the concept of “soci-
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ality,” recognizes that people necessarily exist within relationships. Not only must they relate
to others to survive and prosper, but it is often through their relational selves that meaning is
discovered. In short, people need people, and it is through others that a sense of meaning is
often most fully experienced. We now turn our attention to each of these realms.

The Cognitive Search for Meaning

It is safe to assume that all mentally capable people, not just those who are religious, struggle
at some point or another to comprehend what life is all about. People need to find their par-
ticular niche in the world. It is hardly surprising that pastor Rick Warren’s (2002) book The
Purpose-Driven Life is reported to be the best-selling book of all time, except for the Bible.
Viktor Frankl, a survivor of the Auschwitz and Dachau concentration camps in World War
I1, wrote a book called Man’s Search for Meaning (Frankl, 1962), which was identified in
1991 by The New York Times as among the 10 most influential books in the United States.
The struggle with existential questions and the corresponding search for answers sometimes
lead individuals to religion. Though there is a kind of scientific vagueness to the idea of
“meaning”—and thus psychologists sometimes prefer to use other overlapping terms, such as
“cognitive structure”—no other word seems to capture as well its inherent significance, and
thus we employ the term without concern.

The first two editions of this book used attribution theory, a staple of social psychol-
ogy for decades, as a framework for understanding the psychology of religion (see Spilka,
Shaver, & Kirkpatrick, 1985, for a full explication of the application of this theory to reli-
gious experience). Attribution theory is concerned with explanations of behavior—primarily
causal explanations about people, things, and events—and is therefore a theory of meaning
making. Such explanations are expressed in ideas that assign roles and influences to various
situational and dispositional factors. For instance, we might attribute a person’s lung cancer
to being exposed to the smoking of coworkers, to his or her own smoking, or to the view
that “God works in mysterious ways.” All of these are attributions. Research examining such
meanings and their ramifications became the cornerstone of cognitive social psychology, and
attributional approaches were soon extended to explain how people understand emotional
states and much of what happens to them and to others (Fiske & Taylor, 1991). Among the
factors that may be involved in understanding the kinds of attributions people make are
situational and personal-dispositional influences; the nature of the event to be explained
(whether it is positive, negative, or neutral); and the event domain (e.g., medical, social, eco-
nomic). We will also want to know what cues are present in the situation. For example, does
the event take place in a church, on a mountaintop, or in a business office? Similarly, when we
turn to personal-dispositional concerns, we may need to get information on the attributor’s
background, personality, attitudes, language strengths and weaknesses, cognitive inclina-
tions, and other biases. Research Box 1.1 presents a representative attributional study in the
psychology of religion.

All of this is well and good. Attribution theory has been extremely useful to social
psychology, and Hill and Gibson (2008) have suggested that it has been underutilized by
researchers in the psychology of religion. As an effort to acquire new knowledge, the attribu-
tional process appears to be a first step in making things meaningful (Kruglanski, Hasmel,
Maides, & Schwartz, 1978). Making attributions, however, is only the first step and is there-
fore only a small part of the total process. People (whether religious or not) do not talk about
their attributions. They talk about what makes life meaningful. Rick Warren’s book would
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RESEARCH Box 1.1. General Attribution Theory for the Psychology of Religion:
The Influence of Event Character on Attributions to God (Spilka & Schmidt, 1983a)

This research focused on the components of events that occur to people. When seeking
explanations, is a person influenced by (1) whether the event happens to oneself or others;
(2) how important it is; (3) whether it is positive or negative; and (4) what its domain is (eco-
nomic, social, or medical)? Given these possible influences, the emphasis of this study was
on the degree to which attributions are made to God.

A total of 135 youths from introductory psychology classes and from a church partici-
pated in the study. Twelve short stories were written to depict various social, economic, and
medical occurrences. Of the four stories in each of these domains, two described incidents
of minor to moderate significance, and two described important happenings. One of each
pair was positive, and one was negative. In half of the stories, the referent person was the
responder; the other half of the stories referred to someone else. The participants were
thus dealing with variations in incident domain, plus the dimensions of how important the
incident was, whether the occurrence was positive or negative, and whether it was personal
or impersonal. In addition, each participant was able to make attributions to (1) the char-
acteristics of the person in the story; (2) possible others, even if not present in the story; (3)
the role of chance; (4) God; or (5) the personal faith of the individual in the story. Lastly, two
experiments were constructed. In the first, all of the participants filled out the forms in a
school setting; in the second study, half the participants were in a church and half in school.
This was an attempt to determine situational influences.

No situational differences were found, but all of the other conditions yielded signifi-
cance. Attributions to God were mostly made for occurrences that were medical, positive,
and important. Many significant interactions among these factors occurred, and though the
personal-impersonal factor per se was not statistically significant, it was in its relationships
to the other effects. Other research on attributions to God has revealed similar influences

(Gorsuch & Smith, 1983).

hardly have sold if it had been titled The Attribution-Driven Life! In the third edition, and
now (even more so) in the fourth edition of this text, we have therefore attempted to provide a
more inclusive framework. Scientists, of course, may not have the luxury of deriving and test-
ing specific empirical hypotheses from such a broad construct as “meaning.” For them, more
specific theories such as attribution theory are better capable of providing the framework
necessary for conducting empirical studies. For us, though, it is more helpful to consider this
research in terms of the big picture. In essence, people need to make sense out of the world in
order to live; it must be made meaningful. When we turn to religion, we focus on higher-level
cognitions and some understanding of ourselves and our relationship to others and the world.
The result is meaning—the cognitive significance of sensory and perceptual stimulation and
information to us.

Religion and the Search for Meaning

Contemporary forms of Aristotle’s dictum “All men by nature desire to know” (McKeon, 1941,
p- 689) include Argyle’s (1959) claim that “a major mechanism behind religious beliefs is a
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purely cognitive desire to understand” (p. 57), or Budd’s (1973) view that “religion as a form
of knowledge ... answers preexistent and eternal problems of meaning” (p. 79). Clark (1958)
maintained that “religion more than any other human function satisfies the need for meaning
in life” (p. 419). Why? What is it specifically about religion that entices so many people to look
to it to find meaning? For some religious people, the answer is simple: It speaks truth, so they
believe, and for some the truth it speaks is so exclusive that no other claims of truth can even
compete. Others, of course, find such claims preposterous, even though they too may find
meaning through religion. Religion fills in the blanks in our knowledge of life and the world,
and offers us a sense of security. This is especially true when we are confronted with crisis
and death. Religion is therefore a normal, natural, functional development whereby “persons
are prepared intellectually and emotionally to meet the non-manipulable aspects of existence
positively by means of a reinterpretation of the total situation” (Bernhardt, 1958, p. 157).

Park (2005) provides an important distinction between what she calls “global meaning,”
which refers to a general life meaning that involves beliefs, goals, and subjective feelings,
and “meaning making,” which occurs during times of crisis or difficult circumstances. The
two concepts are not independent of each other, and religion is invoked in both senses of the
term. “Meaning making” is “a process of working to restore global life meaning when it has
been disrupted or violated, typically by some major or unpleasant life event” (Park, 2005,
p- 299; emphasis in original), and we focus on this throughout many chapters in this book.
In this introductory chapter, however, we wish to focus on global meaning, which in Park’s
model is important to everyday life.

Why Turn to Religion for Meaning?

Why is religion the framework to which so many people turn in their quest to find meaning?
First, it must be acknowledged that not all people attempt to find the meaning of life through
religion. For many, including those who have tried religion and found it unfulfilling, a sub-
jective sense of meaning is often successfully found through means other than religion. We
live, in the words of the social philosopher Charles Taylor (2007), in a “secular age,” where
the roles and functions of religion in society have changed. Taylor argues not so much that
religion has been replaced, but that it has been transformed through an ever-continuing
change of options. Each option becomes a new departure point through which new spiritual
landscapes are explored; in some cases, people have traveled so far that the old religious
mooring can no longer even be identified. So we have gone from a world where belief in God
was a given to a world where even atheism is a legitimate option, as we discuss in Chapter 9.
One set of continuous changes described by Taylor has resulted in a redefined understanding
of meaning or fullness from something that comes totally from “beyond” human life to some-
thing that can come from “within” human life. Thus, in our secular age, a sense of “transcen-
dence” (something that goes beyond our usual limits) is no longer a necessary requirement for
meaning; fullness or meaning in life may also be found in the “immanent” (the state of being
within) order of nature, such as in our sense of human flourishing.

For many people, however, religion continues to serve well as a provider of meaning.
Hood et al. (2005) have identified four criteria by which religion is uniquely capable of pro-
viding global meaning: “comprehensiveness,” “accessibility,” transcendence,” and “direct
claims.” Let us consider each criterion. First, religion is the most comprehensive of all mean-
ing systems in that it can subsume many other sources of meaning, such as work, family,
achievement, personal relationships, and enduring values and ideals. Silberman (2005a)
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demonstrates religion’s comprehensiveness by pointing out the extensive range of issues that
religion addresses at both descriptive and prescriptive levels: beliefs about the world and self
(e.g., about human nature, the social and natural environment, the afterlife), contingencies
and expectations (e.g., rewards for righteousness and punishment for doing evil), goals (e.g.,
benevolence, altruism, supremacy), actions (e.g., compassion, charity, violence), and emo-
tions (e.g., love, joy, peace). Religion’s special meaning-making power is due, in part, to its
comprehensive nature.

The second major reason for religion’s success as a meaning maker is that it is so acces-
sible (Hood et al., 2005). Many conservative religious groups often stress the importance of a
religious world view—a religious belief that contributes to global meaning. The accessibility
of such a view is often promoted through doctrinal teachings and creeds, religious education,
and sometimes even rules of acceptable and unacceptable behavioral practices—often in the
name of developing a system of values compatible with the religious tradition. Such people
are what Robert Wuthnow (1998) refers to as “religious dwellers.” Religious dwellers, as the
term implies, are comfortable in establishing and living by the “rules of the house”, they find
great comfort in a religion that is not only comprehensive, but also comprehensible. How-
ever, not all religious people are dwellers, and some may find religion useful as a different
avenue of meaning making. Viktor Frankl (2000) maintained that “the more comprehensive
the meaning, the less comprehensible it is” (p. 143), and indeed it is precisely religion’s or
spirituality’s elusive character that makes it so attractive for many people. In contrast to the
religious dwellers, Wuthnow (1998) calls these individuals “spiritual seekers”™—people who
are willing to explore “new spiritual vistas” and are comfortable negotiating “among complex
and confusing meanings of spirituality” (p. 5). Such individuals may be more fascinated with
the questions than the answers, and may enjoy the freedom from what are otherwise per-
ceived to be the restraints of a religious community connection. Such individuals may still
find meaning through their religion, but this meaning is often found more in the process of
the search itself than in the answers uncovered or derived.

Religion, by its very nature for many, involves a sense of transcendence—the third rea-
son identified by Hood et al. (2005) for religion’s success as a meaning provider. As stated
earlier, S. M. Taylor (2007) persuasively argues that transcendence should not be insisted
upon as a necessary criterion for a sense of significance and fullness. Nevertheless, a belief in
a transcendent and authoritative being, especially when complete sovereignty is attributed to
that being (as in the case of Western monotheistic religion), is the basis of the most convincing
and fulfilling sense of meaning for many (Wong, 1998). Perhaps more than any other system
of meaning, religion provides a focus on that which is “beyond me.” Thus many people have
“ultimate concerns” (Emmons, 1999) that require some belief in an ultimate authority, be it
God or some other conception of transcendence in which higher meaning is found. Walter
Houston Clark (1958) put it this way: “At the end of the road lies God, the Beyond, the final
essence of the Cosmos, vet so secretly hidden with the soul that no man is able to persuade
another that he has fulfilled the quest” (p. 419).

Finally, no other system of meaning is so bold in its proclaimed ability to provide a sense
of significance. Meaning is embedded within religion’s sacred character, so that it points to
humanity’s ultimate purpose—in the Judeo-Christian tradition, for example, to love and wor-
ship God. As S. M. Taylor (2007) notes, for the committed Christian, devotion to a loving or
even judgmental God (as in the injunction “Thy will be done”) is contingent on nothing else.
Christ’s sacrificial love for humans, a staple of Christian theology, caused the well-known
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18th-century Christian hymn writer Isaac Watts (1707) to put it this way: “Love so amazing,
so divine, demands my soul, my life, my all.” For some, such bold and sometimes exclusive
claims are perhaps reason enough for suspicion. Others find these claims so convincing that
religion demands their “all.”

The Motivational Search for Meaning: The Need for Control

Why is personal meaning so important in the first place? Philosophers and theologians have
long debated the underlying causes of the search for meaning and significance. Of the myriad
of possibilities, one that is particularly intriguing and of heuristic value to psychologists of
religion is that meaning helps meet perhaps an even greater underlying need for control—an
idea that also has a long history in both philosophy and psychology. Control in the sense of
power is central in the philosophies of Hobbes and Nietzsche. Reid (1969) spoke of power
as one of the basic human desires. Adler termed it “an intrinsic necessity of life’” (quoted in
Vyse, 1997, p. 131). Though the ideal in life is actual control, the need to perceive personal
mastery is often so great that the illusion of control will suffice. Lefcourt (1973) even suggests
that this illusion “may be the bedrock on which life flourishes™ (p. 425). Baumeister (1991)
believes the subjective sense of personal efficacy to be the essence of control.

The attribution process described earlier represents not just a need for meaning, but also
for mastery and control. Especially when threatened with harm or pain, all higher organisms
seek to predict and/or control the outcomes of the events that affect them (Seligman, 1975).
This fact has been linked by attribution theorists and researchers with novelty, frustration
or failure, lack of control, and restriction of personal freedom (Berlyne, 1960; Wong, 1979;
Wong & Weiner, 1981; Wortman, 1976). It may be that people gain a sense of control by
making sense out of what is happening and being able to predict what will occur, even if the
result is undesirable. Hence we sometimes hear of people who, after being given a bad health
prognosis, still feel relieved because they at least now know something and are no longer left
wondering.

Early attribution research demonstrated individual-difference patterns in identifying
causes of events: themselves, luck/chance, or powerful other individuals (Levenson, 1974;
Rotter, 1966, 1990). Religious populations appear to downplay the role of luck or fate (Gab-
bard, Howard, & Tageson, 1986). Welton, Adkins, Ingle, and Dixon (1996) argued that God
control represented an additional control construct to those observed by Levenson (1974).
They found not only that God control was independent of belief in chance and powerful oth-
ers, but that it was also positively related to well-being—benefits normally only associated
with internal control (Myers & Diener, 1995). So much current research exploring the con-
nections between religion and health (see Chapter 13) utilizes such newly created measures
as the God Locus of Health Control Scale (Wallston et al., 1999).

Religion and the Need for Control

Religion’s ability to offer meaning for virtually every life situation—particularly those that
are most distressing, such as death and dying—also provides a measure of control over life’s
vast uncertainties. Various techniques strengthen a person’s feeling of mastery, such as prayer
and participation in religious rituals and ceremonies. An argument can be made that reli-
gious ritual and prayer are mechanisms for enhancing the sense of self-control and control
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of one’s world. Gibbs (1994) claims that supernaturalism arises when secular control efforts
fail. Vyse (1997) further shows how lack of control relates to the development of and belief in
superstition and magic. Indeed, the historic interplay of magic and religion has often been
viewed as a response to uncertainty and helplessness. When other attempts at control are
limited (e.g., when a death is impending), religious faith alone may provide an illusory, sub-
jective sense of control to help people regain the feeling that they are doing something that
may work. This enhanced subjective feeling of control is often capable of offering people the
strength they need to succeed.

Religion and Self-Control

Yet another important sense of control addressed by religion is self-control. “Self-control”
can be defined as the active inhibition of unwanted responses that might interfere with
desired achievement (Baumeister, Vohs, & Tice, 2007). Self-control, as an internal restrain-
ing mechanism, is a core psychological function underlying many of the virtues addressed
by religion: compassion, justice, wisdom, humility, and so forth. Baumeister and Exline
(1999) point out that a life of virtue frequently necessitates putting the collective interests of
society and community above pure self-interest. In their estimation, the natural proclivity
toward self-interest and personal gratification (the very definition in some religions of sin or
personal evil), often at the expense of others, requires the necessity of self-regulation for the
good of society. Self-control can thus be viewed as personality’s “moral muscle,” and there-
fore in some sense as a master virtue. Suggesting that “virtues seem based on the positive
exercise of self-control, whereas sin and vice often revolve around failures of self-control”
(p. 1175), Baumeister and Exline (1999) maintain that the seven deadly sins in traditional
Christianity (gluttony, sloth, greed, lust, envy, anger, and pride) can best be thought of as the
absence of self-regulation in overcoming excessive desire or striving toward inappropriate
goals.

At the heart of the “self-control as a master virtue” argument is a view that human
nature’s general tendency is toward self-interest, and that the development of virtue must
counteract this tendency. But this counteraction will require work. If indeed self-control
is like a muscle, we should see evidence of both fatigue and eventual strengthening after
continued use. Ironically, religion may be a contributor to both moral fatigue and moral for-
titude. Consider, for example, both the person who feels defeated because of an inability to
live according to the ideal expectations of the religious teachings, and the person who has
developed healthy spiritual disciplines that provide a sense of meaning and joy.

The Social Embeddedness of Meaning: The Need for Relationships

Our emphasis on the cognitive and motivational aspects of the search for meaning should
not be taken to mean that the search itself is conducted in isolation from others. Though it is
perhaps true that the search for significance for those who profess to be “spiritual but not reli-
gious” does not, at first glance, require that the search receive validation and support from an
identifiable group of people (Hill et al., 2000), the need to belong is a powerful human drive
(Baumeister & Leary, 1995). A truly fundamental principle is that we humans cannot live
without others. We are conceived and born in relationship and interdependence, and con-
nections and interactions with others are indispensable throughout our entire lives.
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Defining Sociality

“Sociality” refers to behaviors that relate organisms to one another, and that keep an individ-
ual identified with a group (Brewer, 1997). Included here are expressions of social support,
cooperation, adherence to group standards, attachment to others, altruism, and many other
actions that maintain effectively functioning groups. Faith systems accomplish these goals
for many people, and in return the cultural order embraces religion.

Religion and Sociality

Religion connects individuals to each other and their groups; it socializes members into a
community, and concurrently suppresses deviant behavior. As Lumsden and Wilson (1983)
put it, religion is a “powerful device by which people are absorbed into a tribe and psychi-
cally strengthened” (p. 7). In this way, both religious bodies and the societies of which they
are components strengthen themselves in numbers and importance.

There is a circular pattern in this linking of social life to faith. Religion fosters social
group unity, which further strengthens religious sentiments. Current data show that church
members possess larger social support networks than nonmembers do; in addition, there
is more positive involvement in intrafamily relationships among the religiously committed
than among their less religious peers (Pargament, 1997). Many of these observations have
been attributed to enhanced feelings of social belonging and integration into a community of
like-minded thinkers. This may mean that church members and those reared in churchgo-
ing families also join more social groups than nonmembers do in later life. Data support this
inference (Graves, Wang, Mead, Johnson, & Klag, 1998).

Moreover, the importance of marriage and reproduction is invariably stressed by reli-
gious traditions (Hoult, 1958). Expectations to marry and have children probably influence
reproductive success in couples where both spouses attend the same church, as such couples
generally show high birth rates (Moberg, 1962). There is a strong need for new research in
this area, as there may be much variation across different religious bodies. It does seem to be
true of some growing conservative groups, such as the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day
Saints (also known as the Mormons). This mutually reinforcing pattern is also likely to limit
access to those whose religious beliefs differ, and could contribute to relatively high divorce
rates plus low marital satisfaction when people of diverse religious affiliations marry (Lehrer
& Chiswick, 1993; Levinger, 1979; Shortz & Worthington, 1994).

We may thus view religious faith as strengthening group bonds, welfare, and positive
social evaluation. In addition, religion appears to eventuate in heightened reproductive and
genetic potential. Obviously, religious affiliation opens important social channels for inter-
personal approval and integration into society on many levels.

OVERVIEW

In this introductory chapter, we have tried to present some broad contours of our field, and
have done so in a rather condensed manner. We have proposed that the search for mean-

ing provides a useful and integrating theoretical framework for investigating the psychology
of religion. We have also stressed the importance of theory and objectivity. We seek knowl-
edge that is both public and reproducible. Our aim is to achieve a scientific circumscription



20

THE PSYCHOLOGY OF RELIGION

of the psychology of religion and to convey the importance of such a framework. The next
chapter describes this approach in further detail. When this effort has been completed, we
show how religion relates to biology, as well as to individual development throughout the
lifespan; describe the experiential expressions of religion; and finally discuss the signifi-
cance of faith in social life, coping, adjustment, and mental disorder. Simply put, religion
is a central feature of human existence, the psychological appreciation of which we try to
communicate in these pages.

From a scientific point of view, the most important feature of our integrating frame-
work is that it is testable. In brief, religious commitment should relate positively to mea-
sures tapping the cognitive, motivational, and social needs for meaning. Yet we must admit
that such findings cannot prove that religion totally originates from the needs specified
here. Religious and spiritual experiences are far too complex to be reduced to single sets of
psychological principles, as compelling as they might be. However, many of the research
findings reviewed in this book speak strongly to the idea that religion is a powerful factor in
meeting human needs for meaning making, control, and sociality.




Foundations for an Empirical

Psychology of Religion

Without knowledge of self there is no knowledge of God.
That’s God’s signature. God’s signature is never a forgery.

... like most Americans, my faith consists in believing in every
religion, including my own, but without ill-will toward anybody, no
matter what he believes or disbelieves.

Religion is different from everything else; because in religion seeking
is finding.

Man without religion is the creature of circumstances.!

THE EMPIRICAL STUDY OF RELIGION AND SPIRITUALITY

Psychology’s status as a science is based largely on its methodology—that is, its use of scien-
tific methods to study the phenomena of interest. The psychology of religion is no different
from the psychological study of anything else. The problem is that religion and spirituality
are exceedingly complex phenomena—so complex, as we have seen in Chapter 1, that they
are difficult even to define. In this chapter, we demonstrate that they are also elusive to cap-
ture by standard scientific methods. On top of this, many people see religion and science as
opposites that are in some type of conflict, and therefore see the use of one to help investigate
the other as somehow problematic or at least inappropriate. Some religious people may even
feel threatened by the scientific study of religion, for fear that it may somehow explain away
something held as sacred. We attempt to dispel many of these concerns in this chapter. Still,
the field is fraught with dangerous mines, and both the scientific investigator and student
must be careful as they overturn each rock in their exploration.

I'These quotations come, respectively, from the following sources: John Calvin, quoted in Kunkel, Cook, Meshel,
Daughtry, and Hauenstein (1999, p. 193); Eddie Joe Lloyd, quoted in the online version of The New York Times
(August 26, 2002); Saroyan (1937, p. 130); Cather (1926/1990, p. 94); and Julian Charles Hare and Augustus Wil-
liam Hare, quoted in The Oxford Dictionary of Quotations (1959, p. 237, No. 19).
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These are serious and legitimate concerns that deserve special care. The psycholo-
gist of religion should not blindly enter the minefield without an understanding of the risks
involved. But, as we shall see, there are useful tools to help us in our scientific study, and
so we need not be timid. In fact, since its earliest days, psychology has examined religion
with confidence. In 1902, William James—a U.S. philosopher and one of the founders of our
field—gave his famous Gifford Lectures at the University of Edinburgh. These were soon
published in book form as The Varieties of Religious Experience (James, 1902/1985), a book
continuously in print for over 100 years—a rare feat indeed.

The success of James’s Varieties lies in several features that guide our discussions in this
book, now more than a century later. James explored questions about the nature of religion,
already touched upon in Chapter 1, and compared religion to such concepts as psychic phe-
nomena and superstition. James also asked whether religion is a help or a hindrance; that
is, does the good it brings outweigh the harm that can be associated with it? In addition, he
wanted to know the conditions under which religious conversion was likely to occur and the
role that emotions play in religious experience. These questions are as much a part of the
scientific study of religion today as they were in 1902, and we explore them throughout this
book. Before we get to such substantive issues, however, we need to understand the empiri-
cal foundations of the psychological study of religion. Let us first do so by avoiding what is
perhaps one of the most dangerous mines in the field—the temptation to reduce the richness
and complexity of religious experience to a favorite psychological construct.

By beginning our discussion with the issue of reductionism, we are highlighting an
important but sensitive philosophical shift in the psychology of religion—represented by
Emmons and Paloutzian’s (2003) call for a new multilevel interdisciplinary paradigm, which
we have mentioned in Chapter 1. The new paradigm (which means, for our purposes, a gen-
erally accepted perspective among a community of scholars in a given discipline) proposed
is one that values multiple methods as legitimate and complementary in providing a more
complete understanding of religious and spiritual phenomena. It also emphasizes interdisci-
plinary approaches, as the boundaries between such disciplines as sociology, psychology, and
anthropology are becoming less rigid. As we shall see, in no way does this call for a paradigm
shift lessen the discipline’s resolve to be scientific. It does represent, however, an understand-
ing of what constitutes legitimate science that may be somewhat different from the tradition-
ally received view. In any case, part of the call for a new paradigm is to value nonreductive
assumptions about the nature of religion and spirituality.

REDUCTIONISM IN CONCEPTUALIZING RELIGIOUS ISSUES

“Reductionism” is an attempt at explanation. It involves explaining a topic by variables inde-
pendent of the topic itself, usually in the form of understanding the nature of complex things
by reducing them to simpler, more fundamental phenomena. There are various types of
reductionism (methodological, theoretical, ontological), and some may be more appropriate
to understanding than others. We wish to avoid getting mired in the details of this philosoph-
ical debate, for the issues underlying reductionism are complex. Some defend reductionism
as necessary to science, while others suggest that such a view involves a flawed understand-
ing of science. It is safe to say, however, that as we attempt to scientifically explain broader
and more complex issues (such as religious experience), we should greet reductionism with
greater reservation. So, for example, when we utilize the need for meaning and purpose as
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a general framework for the study of religion, we should not assume that religion is only a
useful device for finding meaning. Religion is much more than a meaning-making device.
Reducing a complex concept may sometimes be appropriate, such as reducing a preschool
child’s church attendance to parental religiousness, and at times it may even be necessary for
conceptualization purposes. In general, however, we caution against reductionistic tenden-
cies in the psychology of religion.

Examples of Reductionism in the Psychology of Religion

Three traditions in the psychology of religion are selected here to illustrate reductionism:
those of Sigmund Freud, Raymond B. Cattell, and William James. In each of these traditions,
many of the reasons people give for being religious—primarily, beliefs—are ignored. The
beliefs themselves are assumed only to reflect some psychological issue.

Freud assumed that religion is false, in the sense that its primary object (i.e., God) is
not real. He was intrigued as to why people are religious when it is irrational to be so; since
they believe in nothing that is real, there must be other foundations for these beliefs. In the
introduction to The Future of an Illusion, Freud (1927/1961b) stated:

... 1n past ages in spite of their incontrovertible lack of authenticity, religious ideas have
exercised the strongest possible influence on mankind. This is a fresh psychological
problem. We must ask where the inner force of those doctrines lies and to what they
owe their efficacy, independent as it is, of the acknowledgement of reason. (p. 51)

Freud maintained that the inner force to which religion is reduced is infantile projec-
tion of the parental figure, a form of neuroticism. Other psychologists endorsed variants of
this theme (e.g., Faber, 1972; Suttie, 1952; Symonds, 1946). In this view, the substance of
religion—what a person believes, or the reasons behind certain religious behavior and prac-
tices—does not matter. If this is so, there can be nothing of importance to religious beliefs,
so why measure them?

Raymond Cattell (1938, 1950) represents another tradition of reductionistic research. It
started with the fact that Cattell himself was a behaviorist who literally could not think in
terms of beliefs. His stance ended with his personal view of religion as just “silly superstition”
(Gorsuch, 2002). Like Freud, Cattell did give credit to religion for being a powerful force in
people’s lives. Given this beginning, Cattell posited motivational bases for being religious.
Cattell and Child (1975) reported that religion is a function of strong needs to avoid fear, to
be nurtured, and to nurture others. Others working in this tradition explained religion as a
result of being deprived and therefore turning to a belief in life after death to meet currently
unmet needs (Dewey, 1929). People thus create religious beliefs to resolve various problems.
Again, since there can be nothing of importance to religious beliefs per se, why measure
them?

William James (1902/1985), a founder of the psychology of religion, treated religion with
much greater respect than did Freud or Cattell. Why people hold religious beliefs to be true
was not an issue for James, since he approached religion pragmatically: Does it help people
live? To this he resoundingly answered, “Yes.” Others have continued in this mode, and a
major part of the increased attention given to spirituality (see below) stems from religion’s
having been shown to be beneficial (e.g., Gorsuch, 1976, 1988; Larson et al., 1989; Parga-
ment, 1997).
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James’s form of reductionism is more subtle than that of Freud or Cattell since James
did not clearly take an atheistic position. In his view, nothing religionists claim in and of
themselves as a basis for their religious faith needs to be examined; such beliefs are relevant
only to the extent that they are functionally important—that they are of some benefit to the
persons who hold them. For James, religious beliefs are reduced to their pragmatic value.

Religion as “Nothing but” Superstition

One common form of reductionism applied to religious experience is that such experience
is “nothing but” some related concept. So, for example, one might believe that religion is
nothing but superstition, and that if one can understand the basis of this superstition, then
religious experience is explained. Let’s consider this example in more detail.

A “superstition” has been defined as “any belief or attitude, based on fear or ignorance,
that is inconsistent with the known laws of science or with what is generally considered in
the particular society as true and rational; esp., such a belief in charms, omens, the super-
natural, etc.” (Guralnik, 1986, p. 1430). A superstitious person is one who acts on such beliefs.
Examples of superstitious actions include walking under a ladder, avoiding the number 13,
and tugging on one’s cap before throwing a pitch in a baseball game.

These examples of superstition contain nothing that is called religious or spiritual. But
can the “superstition” label be properly extended to religion as studied by psychology? The
Oxford Universal Dictionary on Historical Principles (Onions, 1955) includes in its defini-
tion of superstition: “esp. in connection with religion” (p. 2084). This definition explicitly
links the two concepts, but it also distinguishes between superstition and religion, since the
two realms are not equated with each other.

One basis of superstition can be found in learning research. Though this type of research
was originally conducted on animals by the noted psychologist B. F. Skinner (1948, 1969),
superstition is obviously present in humans and may occur in one-trial learning, particularly
with strong negative reinforcement (Morris & Maisto, 1998). Primarily when threat, pain,
or much emotion is present, and is then resolved, irrelevant stimuli present in the situation
become meaningful. For example, let us suppose that Joe, an athlete, was wearing a specific
pair of socks when a problem was alleviated; hence they become his “lucky socks,” which he
wears just in case they might make a difference in future similar circumstances. Joe knows
full well that there is no rational basis for the lucky socks to affect the game, but he just feels
better when wearing them. Of course, if success occurs, the incident will be cited as proof of
the superstition’s truth.

It is not surprising that some religious behaviors are also superstitious for a particular
person. They meet the twin conditions of being nonrational and of avoiding a major negative
outcome (i.e., being based in fear). We must, however, ask whether religion is just supersti-
tion.

Most religious beliefs and behavior do not meet the conditions of superstition. Religions
usually have well-developed theologies that make religious behaviors rational, at least to
those who hold them. The threat of avoiding a major negative outcome also seldom enters
into daily religious behavior. Furthermore, the promise of hell is unlikely to take hold after
one-trial learning. The idea of hell requires much complex social learning, plus both cogni-
tive and motivational inputs. Later we will show that the subculture in which one is raised is
a major determinant of religious behavior in general. Although religion includes conditioned
responses, it is far more than just these responses; much social learning may be involved, and
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genetic and evolutionary factors may even play indirect roles. These factors are detailed in
Chapter 3.

What do the data say? Can scientific investigation itself help answer whether religion is
just superstition? If both religion and superstition involve the same psychological processes,
then one should expect either (1) positive correlations between measures of religiousness and
measures of superstition (i.e., those who are most superstitious are also the most religious),
in that the two are functionally the same; or (2) negative correlations between religion and
superstition, in that one serves as a substitute for the other.

Studies are few in this area, and further work is necessary. Using the statistical tech-
nique called “factor analysis,” Johnston, de Groot, and Spanos (1995) found separate factors
for beliefs involving the paranormal, superstition, extraordinary life forms, and religion; these
results counter the “functionally the same” hypothesis. Sparks’s (2001) review of work in this
area confirms the distinctiveness noted by Johnston et al. (1995). Goode (2000), however,
claims that there may be paranormal elements in certain religious concepts (e.g., creation-
ism, angels, the Devil), and provides data to this effect. We discuss the empirical research
relating to paranormal and religious experiences, including mysticism, in Chapters 10 and
11. Contrary to the “substitution” hypothesis is Hynam’s (1970) finding that superstition was
correlated positively with a lack of clear social norms or rules, while both religiousness and
scientific training were negatively related.

The data are not conclusive, but they seem to suggest that religion and superstition
should be treated as independent constructs. Thus we can tentatively say that a definition
of either religion or superstition is more accurate if it does not include the other. To be sure,
most psychologists of religion do not investigate superstition or psychic phenomenon per
se. Of course, superstition and psychic reports occur in almost all areas of life and among
religious people as well the nonreligious. They are, however, peripheral to the psychology of
religion.

Reductionism: Conclusions

The empirical study of religiousness has many great challenges. The first of these challenges
considered here is how to maintain the scientific standards of good empirical work, always
the goal of science, without sacrificing the richness and depth of the object of study. We
have gone to considerable lengths to make the case that religious experience should not be
reduced to specific psychological processes. It is tempting to do so when one adopts the natu-
ralistic perspective that underlies scientific investigation, and to ignore the meaning system
of the people being studied. What is needed is some nonreductionistic accounting of the
phenomena of interest, but without abandoning scientific methodology and thus not reaping
the benefits that it provides.

QUALITATIVE AND QUANTITATIVE RESEARCH METHODS

One way to avoid reductionism is to treat the individual as a holistic entity, instead of the
typical psychological research approach of fractionating the individual into traits, attitudes,
beliefs, values, habits, responses, and underlying physiology. This holistic—atomistic distinc-
tion is not a sharp dichotomy, and many levels exist between these endpoints. However, some
researchers maintain that by breaking the individual into such concepts as traits or attitudes
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and then abstracting these by an “objective” analysis, only a false and incomplete picture
of the person is attained—a partial interpretation with a grain of truth to it. Instead, these
researchers argue that a holistic, phenomenological, clinical approach is better. The chal-
lenge, of course, is whether such an approach can meet standard scientific criteria.

Idiothetic and Nomothetic Approaches to Research

This challenge is not unique to the psychology of religion. Indeed, one of the great classical
issues in psychology is the distinction between “idiothetic” and “nomothetic” approaches to
investigating the issue of interest (Gorsuch, 2008). In essence, the idiothetic approach relies
largely on the judgment of an expert, usually (in the psychology of religion) one steeped in
clinical or pastoral methods—possibly a cleric, pastoral counselor, or therapist. The bases for
expert judgment are covert and not readily available for public analysis or understanding.
In contrast, the nomothetic orientation seeks to obtain information that is empirical, public,
reproducible, and reliable. It is the main traditional scientific avenue to demonstrating valid
knowledge. The major characteristics of these concepts are listed in Table 2.1.

It should be evident that the approach espoused in this text is essentially nomothetic.
Harsh as it may sound to advocates of an idiothetic approach, those seeking scientific answers
will find validity in the judgment of Paul Meehl (1954): “Always ... the shadow of the statisti-
cian hovers in the background. Always the actuary will have the final word” (p. 138). We do
believe that those who utilize holistic, idiothetic techniques have much to offer; their applied
contributions cannot be overestimated. However, idiothetic research is not frequently uti-
lized in the psychology of religion for good reason: Its methods do not meet standard scien-
tific criteria. Therefore, idiothetic approaches should best be thought of as supplementary to
nomothetic methods—Dboth as sources of hypotheses and as means by which to more fully
grasp the richness of the more general nomothetic findings.

The Complementary Nature of Qualitative and Quantitative Research

The distinction between “qualitative” and “quantitative” research is somewhat related to the
idiographic—nomothetic difference, but the two distinctions should not be confused. Qualita-

TABLE 2.1. Two Major Approaches
to the Psychological Study of Religion

Idiothetic Nomothetic
Individual-behavioral General-behavioral
Qualitative Quantitative

Concern with depth Attention to the surface
European origin American origin
Clinical Experimental

Intuitive (subjective) Objective

Holistic Atomistic
Phenomenological Positivistic

Source: Medicine Source: Physical science
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tive data collection ranges from writing the biography of a religious person to chatting with
several people about a religious topic, conducting interviews with open-ended questions, or
having people tell a story about a picture they are given. Central to this process is how expe-
rience is interpreted. In short, it is “the interpretative study of a specified issue or problem in
which the researcher is central to the sense that is made” (Banister, Burman, Parker, Taylor,
& Tindall, 1994, p. 2), and is thus “(a) an attempt to capture the sense that lies within, and
that structures what we say about what we do; (b) an exploration, elaboration and systemati-
zation of the significance of the identified phenomenon; and (c) the illuminative representa-
tion of the meaning of a delimited issue or problem” (Banister et al., 1994, p. 3).

The use of qualitative methods often allows researchers to “get behind” the quantitative
data to uncover specific issues of meaning. People may have specific reasons—sometimes
common and sometimes uncommon—for responding, for example, with a 4 on a 7-point
scale as a statement of moderate agreement on a religious belief statement. Without qualita-
tive methodologies to unpack what a 4 actually means, we have limited understanding of the
phenomena of interest. At issue is the fact that many of our quantitative measures involve
“arbitrary metrics” (Blanton & Jaccard, 2006), which do not tell us the absolute standing of an
individual or group on an underlying psychological construct. For example, a score of 68 on
a 100-point measure of depression does not tell us how depressed a person actually is. Such
arbitrariness, of course, is not a death sentence for research, in that quantitative measures
are used to test ideas and theories; therefore, the relative standing of scores is useful. We can
say that a score of 68 on a measure of depression is more than a score of 38, and this differ-
ence, for example, may support or not support a hypothesis. However, what the score means
in terms of the actual experience of depression is limited.

Therefore, several researchers in the psychology of religion have called for a greater role
for qualitative methods (e.g., Belzen, 1996; Belzen & Hood, 2006). This call is especially rel-
evant to an understanding of religion as a meaning system—the approach taken in this text.
It also resonates well with the earlier-noted call by Emmons and Paloutzian (2003) for a new
multilevel interdisciplinary paradigm that values multiple levels of analysis and nonreductive
assumptions regarding the nature of religious and spiritual experience.

Qualitative methods are the methods of choice in idiothetic research, but many such
methods are used in nomothetic research as well. Therefore, it is an error to equate qualita-
tive methods with idiographic research and quantitative methods with nomothetic research,
as is frequently done. For example, determining what religious behaviors people perform
in certain specific settings may call for a novel procedure. This could include observing
missionary activity in a Third World village undergoing cultural change, or the behavior of
congregants during a church service (Wolcott, 1994). In contrast, quantitative data collection
techniques might ask people to rate how strongly they agree with a particular statement or
to report how often they attend worship services. The major distinction is that quantitative
measures give scores directly, but qualitative data must be processed by a rater or by a com-
puter program for information.

A similar distinction can be made between qualitative and quantitative analyses of data.
Qualitative treatment can involve a more or less subjective review that enables a scholar to
make sense of the information and draw conclusions. A researcher employing quantitative
analysis uses statistics such as means, standard deviations, significance levels, and correla-
tions in order to draw conclusions.

Although quantitative methods have been typical of data collection and analysis in the
sciences as well as in the psychology of religion, there is no doubt that they miss something.
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A description of a sunset in terms of physics is quantitative, but none would argue that a
painting of that sunset is replaced by the physical description. Physics has never claimed to
contain the whole of human experience regarding physical phenomena; nor does the psy-
chology of religion claim to contain the whole of human experience regarding religion. Just
as a personal experience with a sunset is meaningful in addition to the physics of a sunset,
so a personal religious experience cannot be replaced by the psychology of that experience.
Similarly, psychology does not directly cover the history of religions, the biographies of reli-
gious leaders, or the anthropology of religions, although they may be considered within the
new paradigm insofar as interdisciplinary considerations provide a broader context within
which to understand psychological findings (Hood & Williamson, 2008a, b). The psychology
of religion is an application of scientific methods to enhance our psychological understanding
of religion.

Reliability and Validity

The acceptability of both quantitative and qualitative methods within the psychology of reli-
gion depends on whether they can be shown to meet the scientific criteria of reliability and
validity. For example, when Ponton and Gorsuch (1988) used an instrument called the Quest
Scale in Venezuela, its reliability was low, so the authors were hesitant to draw any conclu-
sions from it. Qualitative measures also need to demonstrate reliability. Do different persons
or judges agree in their observations and/or interpretations? If they reach different conclu-
sions as to whether a person feels God’s presence during meditation, for example, then there
is no reliability in their measure.

Once it has been shown that the qualitative or quantitative method is reliable, validity
must then be established. Usually “content validity” is used, as noted earlier. This means that
psychologists examining the method agree that the items or interview or rating criteria are
appropriate for whatever descriptive term is employed.

Since both qualitative and quantitative methods are acceptable if they meet the stan-
dards of being reliable and valid, why are quantitative methods so popular? One important
problem is that reliable qualitative methods are rather expensive to use. Consider the ques-
tion of how a victim becomes a forgiving person after major harm has been done to that
person. Using an interview-based qualitative approach, a researcher might ask each of 100
people to describe a time when a person harmed them, and then, in their own words, to
explain how they forgave that person and how their religious faith was a part of that process.
The interviewing would take about 300 hours (including setting up the interviews, doing the
interviews, finding new people to reduce the “no-shows,” transcribing the interviews, etc.).
Then the interviews would need to be rated by two people trained to use the same language
to describe the processes that were reported, and differences would need to be reconciled
with the help of a third rater (all this would take another 300 hours). At this point, a total of
600 hours would be needed for collecting and scoring the data.

By contrast, in quantitative measurement utilizing a questionnaire, a group of 100 people
might take 2 hours to fill out the questionnaire. Scoring these responses would take another 4
hours. The quantitative approach would thus take an estimated 6 hours, versus 600 hours for
the qualitative approach. Which procedure would you rather use in a research project?

In some cases, qualitative methods are the only ones we currently have to tap into the
psychological processes being studied. It is, for example, difficult to understand children’s
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concepts of God without using their drawings of God, which are then rated. And in models
where a person makes a choice, it is also a problem to find out what options spontaneously
occur to that person without utilizing at least somewhat qualitative methods. Throughout
this text, we report many studies that use qualitative research methods, provided that those
methods demonstrate sufficient reliability and validity. When they do meet adequate psycho-
metric criteria, we can be just as confident in reporting the results of qualitative research as
those of quantitative research.

An Example of a Qualitative Approach

There is no single qualitative method. Though a common element of virtually all qualita-
tive methods is that they take an interpretive approach to their subject matter, the methods
vary considerably in terms of their goals and aims. Some methods, such as discourse analy-
sis or participant observation, may only produce descriptive information. Other techniques,
such as interviewing and ethnography, may likewise be descriptive, but may also involve
an explanatory interpretation by the coinvestigators (the researcher and the person being
studied). Here we provide a single brief example of the use of qualitative techniques that
is particularly relevant and applicable to the overall theoretical framework of religion as a
meaning system used in this text.

“Narrative analysis” is a qualitative technique used to investigate the means by which
individuals utilize the language of their culture to construct a story of their experience. Hood
and Belzen (2005) suggest that this is a particularly useful technique to test ideas drawn
from psychoanalytic theory. They recommend using archives of taped interviews, and point
to effective uses of this technique in studying a serpent-handling sect in Appalachia (Hood,
1998, 2005a) and the Word of Life congregation in Turku, Finland (Hovi, 2004). Let us
consider the serpent-handling example. Williamson and Pollio (1999) analyzed the narrative
form of serpent-handling sermons, while Hood (2005a) utilized an oral narrative of a handler.
This team of researchers (Williamson, Pollio, & Hood, 2000) has also creatively used “phe-
nomenological” methods to identify, from the snake handlers” perspective, the actual experi-
ence of handling a snake, especially in the context of religious commitment.

Sixteen open-ended interviews (Williamson, 2000) were then subjected to interpreta-
tions based upon a “hermeneutical methodology” developed by Pollio, Henley, and Thomp-
son (1997) involving a group interaction by researchers trained in dialogical procedures (see
Hood & Williamson, 2008a, for a more complete description). From this analysis, four funda-
mental beliefs of serpent handlers were identified: (1) Handling serpents is a biblical mandate
based on Mark 16:17-18; (2) handling serpents is a sign of enablement or power bestowed by
God in response to obedience; (3) handling serpents is a sign of God’s protection (handlers
thereby acknowledge the danger of handling); and (4) the experience of handling serpents is
a confirmation of God’s power and blessing (Hood, Hill, & Williamson, 2005).

The point here is that what seems to outsiders a bizarre and pointless activity that is
dangerous and even life-threatening (11 of the 16 interviewees had been bitten, and all knew
of someone who had died from snake bite) carries great meaning for the serpent handlers
through its Biblical justification. Understanding the richness of serpent handling as a reli-
gious meaning system could not have been attained through quantitative techniques only.
Rather, what is necessary is the use of multiple techniques (including historical methodolo-
gies). Although qualitative techniques are fraught with potential bias and possible misuse and
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should therefore be used only according to strict guidelines, they serve as a useful comple-
ment that will greatly profit the psychology of religion.

Spirituality: From an Idiographic to a Nomothetic Concept

In Chapter 1, we have attempted to circumscribe the concept of “spirituality”; now we con-
front it as an issue in the idiographic—nomothetic controversy. As noted in the preceding
chapter, we have to be careful in dealing with spirituality. It is not a word to be easily sub-
stituted for “religiosity™; nor is it really meaningful when those who have left an organized,
formal religious body define themselves as “spiritual.” We confront the empirical distinctions
between religion and spirituality more fully in Chapters 10 and 11. Here we focus upon
methodological considerations in the study of spirituality as opposed to religion.

Holistic versus Atomistic Considerations

Even though there are problems with understanding what spirituality is, most commonly it
is viewed holistically/idiographically—that is, as a characteristic of a person in foto. As soon
as we question its nature within the individual, we start to move away from that idiographic
ideal. Initially, many efforts have been made to distinguish between religiosity and spiritu-
ality (Hood, 2000b; Pargament, 1999; Zinnbauer, Pargament, & Scott, 1999). Next, various
spiritualities are described, such as “world-oriented,” “people-oriented,” “God-oriented,”
and “nature-oriented” spiritualities, among other possibilities (Spilka, 1993). One contro-
versial issue is whether spirituality can be separated from religion. Each side of this debate
has presented its views without resolving the matter (Emmons & Crumpler, 1999; Hill et al.,
2000; Pargament, 1999; Zinnbauer et al., 1997). Hood (2000b) further points out that there
is evident overlap between religion and spirituality. This problem holds for the various other
forms of spirituality noted above. They may overlap with each other or with religion per se.
Again, these distinctions are treated more fully in Chapters 10 and 11.

A holistic, personal approach is still possible; however, once the foregoing distinctions
are made, attention becomes directed toward the criteria that identify spirituality per se.
This again raises the question of whether we are dealing with a feature of the entire person
or with some cognitive or motivational aspect of the individual, such as experience.

Spirituality as a General Characteristic

With regard to spirituality as a general characteristic of a person, two overlapping systems
have been proposed (Elkins, Hedstrom, Hughes, Leaf, & Saunders, 1988; LaPierre, 1994).
Table 2.2 illustrates these two schemes. First, these systems are related; LaPierre used the
Elkins et al. framework when he developed his own. Second, Elkins et al. attempted a broad
stance not exclusively wedded to religion, while LaPierre remained solidly within the reli-
gious tradition.

The Elkins et al. (1988) and LaPierre (1994) criteria suggest directions for operational-
izing spirituality, but still possess an idyllic quality that remains unclear and ethereal. They
also strongly suggest that it will be difficult if not impossible to assess spirituality in a holistic
manner. The equation of spirituality with “authenticity” by Helminiak (1996a, 1996b) could
holistically subsume these criteria, but authenticity itself needs to be anchored in a defining
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TABLE 2.2. Some Suggested Dimensions of Spirituality

Elkins et al. (1988)

Transcendental dimension

Meaning and purpose to life

Mission in life
Sacredness of life
Material values
Altruism

Idealism

Awareness of the tragic

Spiritual fruits

LaPierre (1994)

Journey

Transcendent encounters
Community

Religion

Mystery of creation

Transformation

“Experientially based belief [in] a transcendent dimension to life”
(p. 10).

Authentic sense that life has purpose and meaning.

Sense that one has a calling, a mission.

Belief that “all of life is holy” (p. 11).

Sense that material things do not satisfy spiritual needs.

Belief that we are all part of humanity.

Being committed to ideals and life’s potential.

Awareness of and sensitivity to pain and tragedy in life.

Sense that life is infused with spiritual benefits and experience.

Belief that life has meaning and purpose.

As above, belief in a higher level of reality.

Belief that personal growth should occur within a loving community.
Beliefs and practices relating one to a supreme being.

Sense of connection to an environment, its creation and creator.

Sense of personal change in relation to social involvement—of

becoming.

and assessing methodology—something Helminiak, in a most scholarly manner, has been
working on for some time.

Spirituality as Experience

Implying that spiritual experience is at the heart of spirituality, if not almost the whole of
spirituality, Hardy (1979) continued the movement from a holistic, phenomenological per-
spective to an objective, nomothetic analysis (see also Chapter 10 on religious and spiritual
experience). Offering “a provisional classification” (p. 25) of reported experiential elements,
Hardy grouped the elements into 12 major categories, each with further subdivisions until
a total of 90 components were given. An exhaustive questionnaire treatment could undoubt-
edly result in many more items than this last number suggests.

Following an in-depth review of the religion—spirituality issue, Hood (2000b) focused on
a core component in spirituality—namely, mystical experience. Researching the matter, he
found that mystical experience often ties religion and spirituality together. This is detailed in
the later chapters on religious experience (Chapter 10) and mysticism (Chapter 11).

Sometimes things aren’t what they seem to be. After presenting an impressive list of 12
criteria for a spiritually mature faith, Genia (1997) developed what she termed a Spiritual
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Experience Index. Even though the instrument yielded good reliability, “support[ing] its use
as a unitary measure” (p. 345), she factor-analyzed the items and obtained two factors, which
she labeled Spiritual Support and Spiritual Openness. In terms of our earlier discussion,
these scales overwhelmingly assess beliefs and explicitly have little to do with experience.
They appear to be useful as preliminary instruments for the assessment of spirituality per se,
but not for spiritual experience. Correlations above .80 (which is very strong) were obtained
between Spiritual Support and Allports Intrinsic religious orientation (to be discussed
below), implying the identity of these two concepts. Much more work is necessary relative to
the initial criteria proposed in order to understand what Genia seems to have accomplished
with regard to spirituality.

The Current State of Spirituality Assessment

The last two decades have witnessed a flurry of efforts to evaluate spirituality. The term
seems to have become more popular than “religion,” as we have noted in Chapter 1. Despite
extensive lists of characteristics associated with spirituality, the holistic—atomistic problem
remains unresolved. Gorsuch and Miller (1999) indicate the many qualifications researchers
should consider in their assessment attempts, but few have been taken seriously. Still, there
has been no dearth of efforts to measure spirituality, many since 2000 (Hill, 2005).

To illustrate the kind of work undertaken by researchers concerned with the measurement
of spirituality, a few examples in addition to Genia’s work should be noted. Hall and Edwards
(1996) have published a Spiritual Assessment Inventory that focuses on one’s relationship
with God. Despite the singular implication of its name, this instrument has been shown to be
multidimensional. The Armstrong (1995) Measure of Spirituality has four subscales, reduced
from an original nine. The latter constitute the criteria for spirituality that Armstrong uti-
lized. Considering the nature of the items in the scales, we suspect that their correlations
with standard indices of religiosity might show this approach to be strongly associated with
widely used religiosity scales. Such tendencies have been noted above between the Genia
(1997) instrument and Allport’s Intrinsic religiousness, and have also been reported with the
Elkins et al. (1988) Spiritual Orientation Inventory (Scioli et al., 1997). The same appears to
be true of another measure in this area, the Spiritual Transcendence Index (Seidlitz et al.,
2002). Tightly developed and comprising only eight items, this index seems to overlap with
religion, but when a measure is constructed with such care, there is need for further study in
order to understand what it is actually assessing.

Emphasizing research on African Americans, Taylor and his coworkers have developed
a multidimensional framework with supporting scales to assess spirituality. Their higher-
order dimensions are termed Integrative and Disintegrative, each of which possesses three
subscales (Taylor, Rogers, Jackson-Lowman, Zhang, & Zhao, 1995). Conceptually, this work
is in line with the multiform criteria offered by Genia (1997), Elkins et al. (1988), and LaPi-
erre (1994). These items seem to have face validity (see the discussion of validity below) and
may be quite useful in a broad range of populations.

Probably the most well-known concept in this area is that of “spiritual well-being.” Orig-
inally advanced by Moberg (1971, 1979), and further developed in questionnaire form by
Ellison (1983), it is closely affiliated with religion and primarily stresses personal well-being
in relationship to one’s deity. This is also termed “transcendence” and includes a search for
purpose and meaning in life. A fair amount of research with Ellison’s instrument suggests
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its utility, though it seems to overlap considerably with indices of religious involvement and
commitment (Ellison, 1983; Bufford, Paloutzian, & Ellison, 1991).

The foregoing review of the literature on both the concept of spirituality and its opera-
tionalization demonstrates very clearly how a notion that was originally idiographically con-
ceived necessarily found nomothetic expression. As it was analyzed and measured, various
beliefs and values of people entered the realm of scientific knowledge, and became useful
both for research and for application to real-life problems.

THE MANY VARIETIES OF RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE

In our effort to avoid a reductionistic approach to the study of religious and spiritual experi-
ence, we have cautioned against the “nothing but” argument—that religion is nothing but,
for example, superstition. In so doing, we have made the claim that religious experience can
and should be distinguished from other concepts, such as superstition. But there is another,
perhaps more subtle message about the dangers of reductionism: One can easily fall prey
to believing that all forms of religious experience reflect what one has directly and person-
ally experienced. Thus, for example, one raised in a religious tradition that emphasizes the
importance of what one believes, which is typical in much of Protestantism, may be surprised
to learn that in some religious traditions what one believes is not as important as one’s heri-
tage or sense of social connectedness (Cohen & Hill, 2007). Morris (1996) has distinguished
these two types as religions of “assent” versus religions of “descent.” Indeed, religious and
spiritual experience has many varieties, as William James (1902/1985) noted in the title of
his classic book.

Dimensional Approaches to Religion

The human passion to be efficient—to summarize the complex, to wrap it all up in “25 words
or less”—is often an enemy to real understanding. Words are symbols that place many things
under one heading, and the term “religion” is an excellent example of this tendency. When
psychologists first began research in this area, they simply constructed measures of religious-
ness or religiosity. Sophisticated thinkers, however, soon put aside notions that people simply
vary along a single dimension with antireligious sentiments at one end and orthodox views at
the other end. These proved unsatisfactory, and many new sets of dimensions—some cover-
ing a broad range, some narrower in their focus—began to appear in the research literature.
Examples of these dimensions are listed in Table 2.3.

When we examine the many dimensional schemes that have been proposed, we see that
some stress the purpose of faith, whereas others look to the possible personal and social ori-
gins of religion. Although some appear to mix psychology and religion, there are also those
that take their cues exclusively from psychology and focus on motivation or cognition. How-
ever, two real problems exist: the presence of a “hidden” value agenda that implies “good”
and “bad” religion, and a lack of conceptual and theoretical clarity. There is also great over-
lap among the various proposals, with essentially the same idea being phrased in different
words—testimony to the excellent vocabularies of some social scientists. There is, however,
one point on which all agree: Even though there is only one word for “religion,” there may be
a hundred possible ways of being “religious.”



TABLE 2.3. Some Logically and Empirically Derived Dimensional Approaches to the Study

of Individual Religion

Allen and Spilka (1967)

Committed religion

Consensual religions

Batson and Ventis (1982)

Means religion

End religion

Clark (1958)

Primary religious behavior

Secondary religious behavior

Tertiary religious behavior

Fromm (1950)

Authoritarian religion
Humanistic religion
Hunt (1972)

Literal religion

Antiliteral religion

Mythological religion
James (1902/1985)
Healthy-mindedness
Sick souls

Lenski (1961)

Doctrinal orthodoxy

Devotionalism

McConahay and Hough (1973)

Guilt-oriented, extrapunitive

Guilt-oriented intropunitive

Love-oriented, self-centered

Love-oriented, other-centered

Culture-oriented,
conventional

“Utilizes an abstract philosophical perspective: multiplex religious ideas
are relatively clear in meaning and an open and flexible framework of
commitment relates religious to daily activities” (p. 205).

“Vague, nondifferentiated, ifurcated, neutralized” (p. 205). A cognitively
simplified and personally convenient faith.

“Religion is a means to other self-serving ends than religion itself” (p. 151).

“Religion is an ultimate end in itself” (p. 151).

“An authentic inner experience of the divine combined with whatever efforts
the individual may make to harmonize his life with the divine” (p. 23).

“A very routine and uninspired carrying out ... of an obligation” (p. 24).

“A matter of religious routine or convention accepted on the authority of
someone else” (p. 25).

“The main virtue of this type of religion is obedience, its cardinal sin is
disobedience” (p. 35).

“This type of religion is centered around man and his strength ... virtue is
self-realization, not obedience” (p. 37).

Taking “at face value any religious statement without in any way questioning
it” (p. 43).
A simple rejection of literalist religious statements.

A reinterpretation of religious statements to seek their deeper symbolic
meanings.

An optimistic, happy, extroverted, social faith: “the tendency that looks on all
things and sees that they are good” (p. 78).

“The way that takes all this experience of evil as something essential” (p. 36).
A faith of pessimism, sorrow, suffering, and introverted reflection.

“Stresses intellectual assent [to] prescribed doctrines” (p. 23).

“Emphasizes the importance of private, or personal communion with God”
(p. 23).

“Religious belief ... centered on the wrath of God as it is related to other
people ... emphasizes punishment for wrong-doers™ (p. 55).

“A sense of one’s own unworthiness and badness ... a manifest need for
punishment and a conviction that it will inevitably come” (p. 56).

“Oriented toward the forgiveness of one’s own sins” (p. 56).

“Emphasizes the common humanity of all persons as creatures of God, and
God’s love ... related to the redemption of the whole world” (p. 56).

“Values ... are more culturally than theologically oriented” (p. 56).

34
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Logical Approaches

Some dimensional approaches to religiousness are logically derived; that is, they are based
on concepts and ideas derived from induction. In other words, some theorists have observed
and thought logically about religion, and from their many observations, they suggest what
its multifaceted essence is. One particularly wide-ranging, comprehensive logical system of
understanding religion is that proposed by Glock (1962), a well-known sociologist of religion.
This system identifies and measures the following areas of religion (all quotes are from Glock,
1962, p. S99):

o Experiential dimension: “Religious people will ... achieve direct knowledge of ulti-
mate reality or will experience religious emotion.”

e Ideological dimension: “The religious person will hold to certain beliefs.”

e Ritualistic dimension: “Specifically religious practices [are] expected of religious
adherents.”

e Intellectual dimension: “The religious person will be informed and knowledgeable
about the basic tenets of his faith and its sacred scriptures.”

e Consequential dimension: This covers “what people ought to do and the attitudes they
ought to hold as a consequence of their religion.”

In addition to Glock’s dimensions, it is possible to develop sets of logically derived psy-
chological categories for understanding religion. One system for doing so would separate the
personal from the interpersonal. This system is narrower in its focus than that of Glock, but
it can be highly useful when detail on religious practices is desired. Because religion is at the
same time unique to each person and yet part of a community, religion can be subdivided
within each of these two areas. Here is one possible breakdown of religious practices:

e Personal
e Prayer
e Reading of scriptures
e Meditation

e Interpersonal
e Worshiping with others
e Committee participation
e Receiving and providing social support

Examining Logical Systems Empirically

Logical systems such as Glock’s (1962) and our categories of religious practices help to orga-
nize our thinking and research. Although they are obviously useful, how they relate to each
other is an empirical question. Proponents of a more empirical approach note that logical
approaches to understanding religion may have poor psychometric properties. Glock’s dimen-
sions as described above are a good example. Although the logic distinguishing Experiential
from Consequential is clear, empirically the two are strongly related (Faulkner & DeJong,
1966; Weigert & Thomas, 1969). This is true of all the categories: They correlate highly
with each other. Statistically, then, one only needs to measure one or two, because the same
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conclusions will be reached regardless of which dimension is used. For instance, a person
who has a religious experience is therefore likely to be concerned with the consequences of
adhering to the faith.

Similar objections can be raised to the logically derived system of religious practices we
have described. If a person engages in one personal category of religious behavior, it is quite
likely that this person utilizes the other personal practices. And if the person engages in an
interpersonal category of religious behavior, he or she probably also employs other interper-
sonal practices.

Logical approaches can evolve into systems that blend the logical and the empirical.
This is what happened to a system proposed by Gordon Allport (1959, 1966). In attempting
to understand prejudice, he noted that some Christians, in keeping with the Christian tenets
of love toward all, are less prejudiced than non-Christians. He also noted, however, that
some Christians are more prejudiced than other Christians even though this is in violation
of Christian doctrines of love. To explain this difference, Allport suggested that some are
Christian for the sake of the faith itself, and thus are “intrinsically” committed; they try to
live in accordance with Christian doctrines. Others are Christian for what they can person-
ally get out of it; these “extrinsically” committed Christians pick what they need and ignore
the rest, such as the teachings on loving others. Allport called these “religious orientations”
and saw them as opposite ends of an Intrinsic—Extrinsic (abbreviated from here on in this
chapter as I-E) continuum. Others developed similar constructs, including Allen and Spilka’s
(1967) Committed versus Consensual scales, and Batson’s Internal versus External scales
(Batson & Ventis, 1982).

It turns out that there are some problems with Allport’s conception of I and E as oppo-
sites. For our purposes now, however, we should simply note that in the attempt to measure
I and E, it was found that E items did not correlate strongly negatively with I items, which
they should do if I and E are opposites. Allport and Ross (1967) then modified their stance
from I versus E as the ends of a single dimension, to I and E as two distinct dimensions, each
with its own separate set of items. Although there was (and generally continues to be) a low
negative correlation between the I and E scales, I and E religious orientations are empiri-
cally distinct; thus, some people are high (or low) on both. This is an example where empirical
research helped modify a logically derived system. Our ideas need to be empirically tested,
and the quality of empirical research depends greatly on our capability to measure the con-
structs of interest accurately.

MEASUREMENT IN THE PSYCHOLOGY OF RELIGION

To illustrate the importance of good measurement, we borrow an example from Hill, Kopp,
and Bollinger (2007) involving Chicago’s Lakeshore Marathon in 2005. This race was not one
for the record books. In fact, the runners were perplexed by their unusually slow times and
perhaps woke up the next morning to find themselves more sore than usual. The problem? It
was discovered afterward that the course had been wrongly charted and they had actually
run 27.2 miles—a full mile further than the usual grueling distance for a marathon. Indeed,
accurate measurement is very much a relevant issue. Imagine that after you had already run
26.2 miles and your body was excruciatingly telling you that you should be finished, you had
yet another full mile to run!
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Without good measurement in research, the data that are collected in the process of
doing a research study are of little if any value. Most measures in the psychology of religion
are self-report scales. Participants completing such measures are asked to respond to multiple
items designed to assess the many varieties of religious and spiritual experience. Fortunately,
psychologists of religion have long recognized the importance of good measurement and have
placed a high priority on it. As early as 1984, Gorsuch pronounced measurement to be the
current “paradigm” (i.e., the dominant perspective or concern of psychologists of religion). By
the end of the 1990s, Hill and Hood (1999a) identified over 125 measurement scales available
to psychologists of religion, and many more have been developed in the past decade (Hill,
2005; Hill et al., 2007). To be sure, there is a well-developed measurement literature in the
psychology of religion. But what makes one scale better than another? Both theoretical and
technical issues must be considered in determining the best measure.

Theoretical Considerations

Any attempt to measure a concept such as religiousness or spirituality requires that the con-
cept be specified in measurable terms. Such an “operational definition” is especially impor-
tant when applied to religiousness and spirituality, because, as we have seen in Chapter
1, there is considerable variety in how these terms are conceptualized. The importance of
theoretical clarity extends beyond how the constructs are conceptualized; good theory is
necessary in providing a framework for testable hypotheses as well. Furthermore, research-
ers must consider the various dimensions of religious and spiritual experience (a topic that we
consider shortly) to help determine the appropriateness of potential measures.

Technical Considerations

A scale’s reliability and validity are the two most important technical issues to consider. The
more reliable and valid a measure is, the more useful it is for conducting scientific research.
Though brief scales (sometimes just one-item scales) may be appealing because they are
time-saving and convenient, they also tend to be less reliable and perhaps less valid.
“Reliability” refers to the consistency of a measure and is usually assessed in terms of
either (1) “consistency across time” or (2) “internal consistency.” When assessing consistency
of a measure over time, better known as “test-retest reliability,” the reliability coefficient
is a correlation between the test scores of a group of individuals who are administered the
scale on two different occasions (usually at least 2 weeks apart). More common is the use of
internal consistency as a reliability indicator. The better multiple scale items fit together (as
determined statistically by factor analysis), the higher the internal consistency. Internal con-
sistency is most often measured by a statistic called Cronbach’s alpha, which ranges from 0 to
1.00, with a higher value indicating greater consistency. Alpha levels of religious and spiritual
constructs are preferably above .80, but frequently are acceptable at about .70.
Consideration of the scale’s “validity,” or the extent to which a test measures what it
purports to measure, is also essential to good measurement. There are many different ways
to think of and measure validity. For example, though it may be tempting to do so, we cannot
rely simply on our subjective sense of whether or not the scale appears to measure what it is
supposed to be measuring, referred to as “face validity.” Face validity is subject to all sorts
of human bias and is therefore not scientifically useful. “Content validity” refers to whether
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or not a representative sample of the domain is being covered. For example, perhaps you
are working with a measure of spiritual disciplines. If your measure inquires about prayer,
fasting, and tithing, but does not address reading sacred texts or service, content validity is
sacrificed—Dbecause the entire behavioral domain has not been included in your measure.
“Construct validity” examines the agreement between a specific theoretical construct and
a measurement device, and may rely heavily on what is already known about a construct.
“Convergent validity” and “discriminant validity” are both subdomains of construct validity
and can be considered together. Convergent validity asks, “How well does this measure cor-
respond to similar measures of the same or similar constructs?”; discriminant validity asks,
“How is this test unrelated to measures of different constructs?” Those who develop scales
try to demonstrate as much reliability and validity as possible, though it is highly unlikely
that any single measure will be perfectly reliable or score high on all types of validity just
discussed.

Sample Representativeness

There are many measurement scales in the psychology of religion that adequately meet these
technical criteria, but care must still be taken in their use. Why? Because these scales were
developed on a rather limited sample that may not reflect the population of interest under
investigation. The most common form of such limitation is that many of the scales were ini-
tially developed for a Christian population, but now many researchers wish to investigate
religious and spiritual experience outside the confines of Christianity, or perhaps even outside
the context of any formal religious tradition (Hill, 2005). Even more problematic is that many
of the scales were initially developed among white, young, middle-class, American (and, to a
lesser extent, British) college students (Hill & Pargament, 2003). Four variables known to be
strongly correlated with religious experience are age, socioeconomic status, race, and educa-
tional level (Hill, 2005); therefore, caution is necessary if one should choose to use such a scale
for a population with a different demographic profile or outside the Judeo-Christian context.

Scales created on the basis of either unrepresentative samples or samples representing
a narrow population (e.g., a single denomination) are usually insensitive or inapplicable to
broader groups (Chatters, Taylor, & Lincoln, 2002). For example, Protestant African Ameri-
cans—among the most religious of all ethnic groups in the United States—emphasize com-
munity service (Ellison & Taylor, 1996), as well as the notion of reciprocal blessings with God
(Black, 1999). Both of these characteristics are ignored in virtually all measures of religious-
ness or spirituality, in favor of other issues that may be irrelevant to African Americans.

Hill and Dwiwardani (in press) provided a fascinating example of how difficult it is to
transport the study of religious experience to other world religions when they attempted to
apply Allport’s I-E distinction to Indonesian Muslims. In order to make the scale that mea-
sures both I and E religious orientations applicable to the Muslim context, more than just the
language of the scale needed to be changed (e.g., changing the word “church” to “mosque”).
Because Islam is such a strong pillar of the overall collectivistic culture in Indonesia, the con-
cept of the social basis of the E religious orientation as a form of immature religion is simply
not as applicable to Muslims as it is to Christians. Fortunately, however, another group of
researchers has provided the Muslim—Christian Religious Orientation Scale (Ghorbani, Wat-
son, Ghramaleki, Morris, & Hood, 2002), which takes into account a social dimension in rela-
tion to the broader community and culture rather than to the mosque. It is important that we
recognize the limits of our measures and seek to improve them for more diverse settings.
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Measurement Domains

Because religiousness is a highly complex and varied human experience, good measurement
must reflect this complexity. This does not mean that any single measure must reflect all
of this complexity, for many times the topic of interest is but a piece of the religion pie—
for example, religious beliefs or specific religious behaviors. Psychologists, especially social
psychologists, frequently discuss the totality of human experience in three domains: “cogni-
tion,” or how the ideological aspect of (in our case) religion is conceptualized; “affect,” or the
emotional, “like—dislike” facet of belief or behavior (which frequently includes attitudes and
values); and “behavior,” or what people do and how they act. It is important that measures
reflect these individual domains. Mixing these domains often leads to confusing research. So,
for example, of about 125 measures identified by Hill and Hood (1999a), there was a cluster
of measures stressing religious beliefs, another cluster emphasizing religious attitudes, and
so forth. Sometimes it is desirable to have a single multidimensional measure, but even then
there will usually be subscales (often determined by factor analysis) tapping more specific
domains.

Table 2.4, adapted from Hill (2005), provides a summary of 12 common categories of
measures that have been developed, with examples of measures from the literature that fit
each category. One might be surprised by the number of measures available, especially since
the measures and their respective categories in the table are not exhaustive. In fact, the
table includes only a small percentage of measures, though Hill (2005) maintains that they
represent some of the better measures in the psychology of religion. Notice that the first four
categories cover what Tsang and McCullough (2003) refer to as “Level I” measures, which
represent “higher levels of organization reflecting broad individual differences among per-
sons in highly abstracted, trait-like qualities” (p. 349). Level I measures may help assess how
religious or spiritual a person is, and here we refer to this as “dispositional religiousness.” The
final eight categories of measures represent “Level II” measures, which get at how religion
or spirituality functions in a person’s life, referred to here as “functional religiousness.” For
example, highly religious people may use their religion in different ways to help cope with
life’s stressful agents. More scales and more detailed discussions of scales can be found in a
number of resources: Hill (2005), Hill and Hood (1999a), MacDonald (2000), and MacDon-
ald, LeClair, Holland, Alter, and Friedman (1995).

Gorsuch’s (1984) claim that the psychology of religion had been dominated by issues of
measurement up to that time led him to conclude that measurement scales were “reasonably
effective” and “available in sufficient varieties for most any task in the psychology of religion”
(p. 234). Now, a quarter of a century later, we can say that Gorsuch was both correct and
incorrect. Within the psychology of religion proper, and especially at Level T dispositional
measurement, Gorsuch was clearly correct. Researchers have a sufficient arsenal of measure-
ment instruments at hand to adequately assess a person’s level of religiousness or spirituality,
even given the complexities of what it means to be religious or spiritual. The one caveat,
however, is that measures within the psychology of religion will need to become increasingly
pluralistic, to better represent (1) religious traditions other than Christianity and (2) those
forms of spirituality that do not conform to any formal religious tradition.

However, Gorsuch (or anyone else, for that matter) was, quite understandably, unable in
1984 to envision the direction the field would take, particularly the move toward examining
the many functional varieties of religiousness (Level 1T measurement) that would require
further scale development. So, for example, in reviewing the significant association between
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TABLE 2.4. Specific Measures of Religion and Spirituality in 12 Categories

Level I: Measures of Dispositional Religiousness or Spirituality

General Religiousness or Spirituality
Mysticism Scale (Hood, 1975)
Religiosity Measure (Rohrbaugh & Jessor, 1975)
Spiritual Transcendence Scale (Piedmont, 1999)
Spiritual Well-Being Scale (Paloutzian & Ellison, 1982)

Religious or Spiritual Commitment
Dimensions of Religious Commitment Scale (Glock & Stark, 1966)
Religious Commitment Scale (Pfeifer & Waelty, 1995)
Religious Commitment Inventory—10 (Worthington et al., 2003)
Santa Clara Strength of Religious Faith Questionnaire (Plante, Vallaeys, Sherman,
& Wallston, 2002)

Religious or Spiritual Development
Faith Development Interview Guide (Fowler, 1981)
Faith Development Scale (Leak, Loucks, & Bowlin, 1999)
Faith Maturity Scale (Benson, Donahue, & Erickson, 1993)
Religious Maturity Scale (Leak & Fish, 1999)
Spiritual Assessment Inventory (Hall & Edwards, 1996)

Religious or Spiritual History
The SPIRITual History (Maugans, 1996)
Spiritual History Scale (Hayes, Meador, Branch, & George, 2001)

Level II: Measures of Functional Religiousness or Spirituality

Religious or Spiritual Social Participation
Attitude Toward the Church Scale (Thurstone & Chave, 1929)
Attitude Toward Church and Religious Practices (Dynes, 1955)
Religious Involvement Inventory (Hilty & Morgan, 1985)

Religious or Spiritual Private Practices
Buddhist Beliefs and Practices Scale (Emavardhana & Tori, 1997)
Religious Background and Behavior (Connors, Tonigan, & Miller, 1996)
Types of Prayer Scale (Poloma & Pendleton, 1989)

Religious or Spiritual Support
Religious Pressures Scale (Altemeyer, 1988)
Religious Support (Krause, 1999)
Religious Support Scale (Fiala, Bjorck, & Gorsuch, 2002)

Religious or Spiritual Coping
Religious Coping Scale (Pargament, Koenig, & Perez, 2000)
Religious Coping Activities Scale (Pargament et al., 1990)
Religious Problem-Solving Scale (Pargament et al., 1988)

Religious or Spiritual Beliefs and Values
Christian Orthodoxy Scale (Fullerton & Hunsberger, 1982)
Love and Guilt Oriented Dimensions of Christian Belief (McConahay & Hough, 1973)
Loving and Controlling God Scale (Benson & Spilka, 1973)
Religious Fundamentalism Scale (Altemeyer & Hunsberger, 1992)
Spiritual Belief Inventory (Holland et al., 1998)
Spiritual Belief Scale (Schaler, 1996)

(cont.)
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TABLE 2.4. (cont.)

Religion or Spirituality as Motivating Forces
Intrinsic—Extrinsic Scale—Revised (Gorsuch & McPherson, 1989)
Quest Scale (Batson, Schoenrade, & Ventis, 1993)
Religious Orientation Scale (Allport & Ross, 1967)
Religious Internalization Scale (Ryan, Rigby, & King, 1993)

Religious/Spiritual Techniques for Regulating and Reconciling Relationships
Forgiveness Scale (S. W. Brown, Gorsuch, Rosik, & Ridley, 2001)
Tendency to Forgive Measure (Brown, 2003)
Transgression-Related Interpersonal Motivations Inventory (McCullough et al., 1998)

Religious or Spiritual Experiences
Daily Spiritual Experiences Scale (Underwood, 1999)
Index of Core Spiritual Experiences (Kass, Friedman, Leserman, Zuttermeister,
& Benson, 1991)
Religious Experiences Episode Measure (Hood, 1970)
Religious Strain (Exline, Yali, & Sanderson, 2000)
Spiritual Experience Index—Revised (Genia, 1997)
Spiritual Orientation Inventory (Elkins, Hedstrom, Hughes, Leaf, & Saunders, 1988)

Note. Adapted from Hill (2005). Copyright 2005 by The Guilford Press. Adapted by permission. The scales are
grouped by nine domains of religion and spirituality, as outlined by the Fetzer Institute/National Institute of Aging
Working Group (1999). Three domains (General Religiousness or Spirituality, Spiritual Development, and Religion
or Spirituality as a Motivating Force) have been added.

religion and both mental and physical health (to be discussed in considerable detail in Chap-
ter 13), Hill and Pargament (2003) have highlighted ongoing advances in measurement (e.g.,
measuring perceived closeness to God, religious struggle) that help delineate why religious-
ness and spirituality seems to contribute (mostly positively, but sometimes negatively) to
health and well-being. Tt is safe to say that measurement issues, particularly of the Level IT
functional variety, will continue to be of great interest and concern to psychologists of reli-
gion.

Implicit Measures

The final measurement issue we wish to discuss is an issue that plagues all of psychology—the
field’s overreliance on self-report measures. Every measure (including qualitative measures)
discussed thus far in this section relies on self-reports, which of course may be biased for a
number of reasons: intentional deception, impression management, personal bias, and many
more. The accuracy of self-reports is especially suspect when the topic being investigated
is personal and sensitive in nature (Dovidio & Fazio, 1992), which religion and spirituality
often are. As a result, there has been an increasing interest in developing other measure-
ment techniques (such as physiological measures, better behavioral measures, etc.), including
the use of “implicit” measures, particularly as measures of attitudes. Greenwald and col-
leagues (Greenwald & Banaji, 1995; Greenwald, McGhee, & Schwartz, 1998) have defined
implicit attitudes as unconscious, automatic evaluations that influence thoughts, feelings, and
behaviors. Probably the most common implicit measure is the Implicit Association Test (IAT;
Greenwald et al., 1998) which uses response latency as a marker of one’s unconscious and
automatic attitudes. The IAT was first developed as an implicit measure of racial attitudes,
whereby an associative strength between two concepts (e.g., objects and evaluative adjec-
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tives) is measured by the amount of time (measured in milliseconds) it takes to determine
whether the concepts go together. Thus it may be easier for a racially prejudiced white person
to categorize two objects that are congruent (and hence take less time to determine that the
two concepts go together) in his or her thinking (e.g., white and good; black and bad) than
objects that are incongruent (e.g., white and bad; black and good). Though there are many
assumptions underlying the IAT (and the notion of implicit measurement in general), social-
psychological research has shown it to be psychometrically adequate in terms of its internal
consistency, temporal reliability, and validity (Rowatt & Franklin, 2004).

Only recently has research in the psychology of religion utilized implicit measures. Some
of these studies have investigated explicit (i.e., self-report) measures of religiousness or spiri-
tuality in relation to some implicit measure, such as race attitudes (Rowatt & Franklin, 2004),
humility (Powers, Nam, Rowatt, & Hill, 2007; Rowatt, Powers, et al., 2006), attitudes toward
homosexuals (Rowatt, Tsang, et al., 2006; Tsang & Rowatt, 2007), or attitudes toward other
religious groups (Rowatt, Franklin, & Cotton, 2005). The results of much of this research
are covered later in this book, particularly in Chapter 12. Others (e.g., Hill, 1994; Wenger,
2004), however, have made the case that religion itself may be a topic that can be implicitly
measured, and several notable attempts have now been made (Bassett et al., 2004; Cohen,
Shariff, & Hill, 2008; Gibson, 2006; Wenger, 2004). This research is still in its earliest stages,
with the implicit measures themselves needing more frequent testing before any judgment of
their utility can be made. These attempts do represent, however, important efforts at getting
beyond reliance on self-report measures.

INDIVIDUAL DIFFERENCES

Many people perhaps do not recognize that much of the psychology of religion falls primar-
ily within social psychology (though other subdisciplines, particularly clinical and develop-
mental psychology, are well represented) in general, and within the domain of individual
differences in particular (Dittes, 1969). Social psychology studies the person in the social
context. Because religiousness varies from one person to another, the psychology of religion
stresses the individual-variability aspect of social psychology. Most research (and hence most
measures used in the research) in the psychology of religion stresses individual differences.
That is, the person’s own attitudes and behavior are studied as dependent and independent
variables. Social psychology further examines how independent variables, such as religious-
ness, affect people and their relationships with others. Much of this research is devoted to
social-cognitive processes.

As noted earlier, individual differences in social psychology are typically accounted
for in three domains that are easily applied to religious experience: cognition, affect, and
behavior. To these three, we perhaps should add habit, since there are important habitual
components in religious experience. Cognition is primarily concerned with beliefs and how
they are learned—in other words, how the ideological aspect of religion is conceptualized.
The affective realm emphasizes feelings and attitudes—the emotional, “like—dislike” facet of
belief or behavior. The attitude concept is especially important to the psychology of religion,
since attitudes are often important predictors of behavior. Behavior, of course, consists of
what people do, how they act. Finally, habit involves what people do regularly, consistently,
and often automatically. The psychology of religion looks at individual religious differences
within each of these areas.
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For our current purposes, the important point to note is that because each domain has a
separate purpose, these domains should be kept distinct in measurement. Items representing
these domains are exemplified in Table 2.5. The first and third illustrations in the cognitive
area use a response format that emphasizes the definition of the domain, mostly here belief.
The second and fourth illustrations use a common response format that emphasizes belief
but includes an element of affect—namely, value. This distinction is not made for the other
domains.

Because each domain has a different purpose, it is important to keep them distinct.
Research can then identify the conditions under which they relate to each other. For exam-

TABLE 2.5. lllustrations of Items Assessing Aspects of Cognition,
Affect, Habit, and Behavior

Cognition
Belief
1. Rate what you feel are the “odds” (%) that God exists.
ThereisnoGod 0 25 50 75 100 God definitely exists
Value
2. God exists.
Strongly disagree 1 2 3 4 5 Strongly agree
Belief
3. Rate how important attending church weekly is.
Unimportant 1 2 3 4 5 Important
Value
4. Everyone should attend church each week.
Strongly disagree 1 2 3 4 5 Strongly agree

Affect (attitudes)
5. Rate how much you enjoy worship services.
Notatall 1 2 3 4 5 Verymuch

6. I enjoy worship services.
Strongly disagree 1 2 3 4 5 Strongly agree

Habit
7. How long have you had your current pattern of church attendance?
a. 1yearorless
b. 1-2 years
c. 3-4 years
d. 5 years or more

Behavior

8. How often do you attend church?
Never

A couple of times a year
Once a month

Several times a month

Once a week

More than once a week

=0 e T
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ple, Allport (1959) was interested in total religiousness, based on both the T and E scores of
religious orientation (Allport & Ross, 1967). He stressed affect or motivation in these orien-
tations, and he ignored cognition. The original scale, however, included behavioral items,
which created conceptual confusion. Later versions of the I and E scales dropped the behav-
ioral items, and the measure of I and E became clearer.

The research reported throughout this text cuts across these different domains. It is
important to keep in mind whether we are talking about beliefs, values, motivations, and
so forth. Because each of the areas functions differently, it is often important to distinguish
among them. Still, at other times we may wish to investigate some overriding concern, and to
do so we measure across several of these areas. As noted throughout this book, religiousness
and spirituality are complex, multidimensional phenomena, and this includes the fact that
they incorporate each of these domains as part of the complete experience.

ATTRIBUTION IN THE PSYCHOLOGY OF RELIGION

We have identified in Chapter 1 the search for meaning as the core theme in our framework
for the psychology of religion. People are meaning-driven creatures, and religion is uniquely
capable of providing meaning, even sometimes when applied to ordinary everyday events
and experiences. There is, however, a problem with this framework for psychologists who
empirically study religious experience: “Meaning” and “purpose” are broad and elusive con-
cepts that are difficult to investigate empirically. What psychologists need are more specific
theories capable of producing testable hypotheses within the larger framework of the search
for meaning. In the first chapter, we have described attribution theory as one such possibility.
There are other approaches to studying religion as a meaning system, of course, and utilizing
the search for meaning as an overall conceptual framework is but one of many ways in which
the psychology of religion can be approached. Nevertheless, as we shall soon see, attribu-
tion processes are at work in how we find meaning in life (Kruglanski, Hasmel, Maides, &
Schwartz, 1978), even though they are only part of the story, and we believe that attribution
theory is indeed a useful framework for the empirical study of religious experience. We now
look more specifically at how attribution processes are part of how people use religion.

As we have noted in Chapter 1, attribution is primarily concerned with causal explana-
tions about people, things, and events. Such explanations are couched in ideas and state-
ments that assign certain powers and positions to various situational and dispositional fac-
tors. By examining such meanings and their ramifications, attributional research became a
major cornerstone of cognitive social psychology, and it was soon extended to explain how
people understand their emotional states and many of the things that happen to them and
to others (Fiske & Taylor, 1991; Hewstone, 1983a). It may also help explain much religious
experience.

Motivational Bases of Attributions: Needs for Meaning, Control, and Esteem

The question of why people make attributions returns us to some basic motivational themes
that underlie much religious thinking and behavior—namely, to needs for meaning, control,
and esteem. Here we define “esteem” as a personal sense of capability and adequacy, which
is a central part of sociality (as defined in Chapter 1) and is reflected in our relationships
with others. Though other activating elements are important, depending on the topic and
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situation, we see meaning, control, and esteem as central concerns for the psychology of
religion.

Forms of personal faith—for example, Allports I, E, and Quest orientations—can be
viewed as motivationally concerned with meaning, control, and esteem. Allport’s (1966) idea
of I faith as a sentiment flooding “the whole life with motivation and meaning” (p. 455), and
as a search for truth, is explicitly directed toward the attainment of ultimate meaning. Quest
is a similar effort to attain answers to basic questions. Further analyses of these religious
orientations easily yield connections with these motivations

In addition to a “need to know,” a “need for mastery and control” enters the picture, as
Kelley (1967) and other central figures in attribution theory and research have noted. Bul-
man and Wortman (1977) suggested yet another motivational source of attributions, which
has been buttressed by much research—namely, that “people assign causality in order to
maintain or enhance their self-esteem” (p. 351). Self-esteem is also likely to be a consequence
of the presence of meaning and a sense of control.

Our theoretical position asserts that attributions are triggered when meanings are
unclear, control is in doubt, and self-esteem is challenged. There is, as suggested, much evi-
dence that these three factors are interrelated.

Naturalistic and Religious Attributions

Given these three sources of motivations for attributions, an individual may attribute the
causes of events to a wide variety of possible referents (oneself, others, chance, God, etc.).
For the psychologist of religion, these referents may be classified into two broad categories:
“naturalistic” and “religious.” The evidence is that most people in most circumstances ini-
tially employ naturalistic explanations and attributions, such as references to people, natural
events, accidents, or chance (Lupfer, Brock, & DePaola, 1992). Depending on a wide variety
of situational and personal characteristics, there is a good likelihood of shifting to religious
attributions when naturalistic ones do not satisfactorily meet the needs for meaning, control,
and esteem (Hewstone, 1983b; Spilka, Shaver, & Kirkpatrick, 1985). The task is to identify
and comprehend those influences that contribute to the making of religious attributions. For
example, we already know that the attributions of intrinsically religious individuals differ
from those who are extrinsically oriented (Watson, Morris, & Hood, 1990). In addition, Gor-
such and Smith (1983) have examined the bases of attributions to God. Spilka and Schmidt
(1983a) and Lupfer et al. (1992) have also looked at a number of personal and situational
possibilities that affect religious and secular attributions. Hunsberger (1983c) has focused on
biases that enter this process. Even though there is much potential in this theoretical frame-
work, it has only been applied in a few areas.

Extending Attribution Theory

Theories usually become more useful when they are combined with other theoretical specu-
lations, and Wikstrom (1987) has added to an attributional framework with Sundén’s role
theory of religion. Sundén’s theory proposes that religion, “psychologically speaking, seem]s]
to provide models and roles for a certain kind of perceptual ‘set’”” (Wikstrom, 1987, p. 391).
A frame of reference is established in which the person’s actions and cognitions are now
structured by a religious role. Wikstrom further tells us that “when the frame of reference
is activated, stimuli which would otherwise be left unnoticed are not only observed but also
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combined and attributed to a living and acting ‘other, to God” (1987, p. 393). Moreover,
“as a condition and as a result of the feedback from the role-taking experience ... [the self-
perception] ... can be seen as something that provides meaning and a feeling of identity, and
strengthens self-esteem” (1987, p. 396). Control is also brought into the picture, showing how
role and attribution approaches seem to parallel each other. There is unexplored potential
here: van der Lans (1987) shows how this kind of role theory predicts various aspects of reli-
gious experience. Unfortunately, this approach has not stimulated much research.

Our contention is that these two cornerstones of social psychology—the attributional
process and role taking—are products of interactions between external situational factors
and internal dispositional factors (Magnusson, 1981). In other words, all thinking and behav-
ior take place in an interpersonal and sociocultural context in which situations are elements.
We now identify some of these influences that contribute to the making of religious attribu-
tions.

Situational Influences

For many vyears, social psychology in general and attribution research in particular have
emphasized the role of immediate environmental factors in the determination of thinking
and behavior (Ross & Nisbett, 1991). This implies that much religious experience, belief, and
behavior are subject to the vagaries of current circumstances. In other words, the informa-
tion we researchers obtain may largely be a function of the settings in which people are stud-
ied and data collected. There is evidence to support this idea. Schachter (1964) claims that
an individual “will label his feelings in terms of his knowledge of the immediate situation”
(p. 54). Dienstbier (1979) has referred to this labeling as “emotion attribution theory,” in order
to explain how people define the causes of emotional states when ambiguity exists. Proud-
foot and Shaver (1975) used the same basic idea to denote the bases of religious experience.
Research suggests that up to three-quarters of intense religious experiences occur when
individuals are engaged in religious activities or are in religious settings (Spilka & Schmidt,
1983a). Still, one must be cautious, for some studies have not shown the influence of religious
situations on religious attributions (Lupfer et al., 1992). There is also reason to believe that
personal factors need to be considered (Epstein & O’Brien, 1985). Since we want to under-
stand attributions in general, rather than those that involve only emotion or ambiguity, we
have called our approach “general attribution theory” (Spilka et al., 1985).

Situational influences fall into two broad categories: “contextual factors” and “event
character factors.” The first category is concerned with the degree to which situations are
religiously structured, while the latter stresses the nature of the event being explained.

Contextual Factors

Situations may be religiously structured by the locale in which activities or their evaluation
take place (e.g., church or nonchurch surroundings; the presence of others who are known
to be religious, such as clergy; or participation in religious activities, such as prayer or wor-
ship). The presence of such circumstances should elicit religious attributions, and, as noted
above, this is obviously true when religious mystical or intense religious experiences occur.
Certainly if other people are present and are religiously involved, their actions should aid
in the selection of a religious interpretation. We might say that the likelihood of religious
explanations is heightened by such factors. Work by Hood (1977) has further demonstrated
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the importance of situational influences in the creation of nature-related and spiritual experi-
ences. Contextual elements apparently increase the chances that those affected will attribute
what occurs to the intervention of God. The salience of religion seems to be the key influence
here. That is, the more important, noticeable, or conspicuous religion is in a situation, the
more probable it is that religious attributions will be offered. This suggests what has been
called the “availability hypothesis™ or “availability heuristic.” Religious influences in situ-
ations increase the probability of making religious associations or arousing religious ideas
(Fiske & Taylor, 1991). One may argue that church settings in which religious attributions are
not made may not be salient for religion. For example, research has shown that simply being
present in a religious institution may not be enough (Spilka & Schmidt, 1983a).

Event Character Factors

Religious attributions may also be affected by the nature or character of the event being
explained. A number of such influences are possible: (1) the importance of what takes place;
(2) whether the event is positive or negative; (3) the domain of the event (social, political, eco-
nomic, medical, etc.); and (4) whether the event occurs to the attributing person or to some-
one else. These factors have been shown to affect the intensity and frequency of religious
attributions, and we feel that they are influential to the extent that they enhance meaning,
control, and esteem.

Lupfer et al. (1992) speak of “meaning belief systems” (p. 491). This concept emphasizes
the adequacy of naturalistic versus religious explanations. As one set proves to be satisfactory,
the alternative set may be ignored, at least in terms of what the relative availability of expla-
nations suggests. Another possibility that reintroduces questions of meaning and control con-
cerns the degree of ambiguity and threat that events convey. For example, medical problems
may be least understood and have the greatest potential for threatening life. In contrast, as
serious as economic disasters are, they seem to be understood more easily; they also leave
the individual the possibility of starting over again. In other words, we hypothesize that situ-
ations involving high ambiguity and high threat may have the greatest likelihood of calling
forth religious explanations. One problem is to determine the relative degrees of threat for
the different domains.

EVENT IMPORTANCE

Considering the awe with which the power of God is regarded, one might perceive a role for
the deity only when events of the greatest significance are involved. A disaster takes place,
and the insurance company defines it as an “act of God.” A young person unexpectedly dies,
and it is said to be an expression of “God’s will.” People who win millions of dollars in lotter-
ies commonly see the “hand of God” in their success. The unanticipated is often explained by
such phrases as “God works in mysterious ways.” Despite the fact that science has provided
detailed naturalistic interpretations of birth and death, as well as reasons for good fortune
and victory or failure and defeat, for most people there still remains a sense of the miraculous
about the rare and unique events that can greatly change their lives. From a personal perspec-
tive, science and common sense often do not satisfactorily answer such questions as “Why
now?”, “Why me?”, or “Why here?” If someone is suffering from a severe illness or a terminal
condition, attributions and pleas to God seem quite appropriate. Instances of remission when
all appeared hopeless are frequently regarded as signs of God’s mercy, compassion, favor, or
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forgiveness. Research confirms this view that God becomes part of the “big picture” for the
significant things that happen (Spilka & Schmidt, 1983a). Defining what is important has a
very individual quality: Sports teams may pray for extra achievement in the “big” game, or
gamblers may plead for divine intervention on a roll of the dice (Hoffman, 1992). Attributions
therefore are a function of event importance—a subjectively determined concept.

THE VALENCE (POSITIVITY-NEGATIVITY) OF AN EVENT

If there is one tendency in making attributions to God, it is that people rarely blame God for
the bad things that happen to them. Attributions to God are overwhelmingly positive (Bul-
man & Wortman, 1977; Johnson & Spilka, 1991; Lupfer et al., 1992). Bulman and Wortman
(1977) studied the reasons given by young people who became paraplegic because of serious
accidents. They saw a benevolent divine purpose in what happened to them. As one such
youth put it, “God’s trying to put me in situations, help me learn about Him and myself and
also how I can help other people” (quoted in Bulman & Wortman, 1977, p. 358). In another
study, a patient with cancer told one of the authors, “God does not cause cancer ... illness and
grief do not come from God. God does give me the strength to cope with any and all prob-
lems” (quoted in Johnson & Spilka, 1991, p. 30). Rabbi Harold Kushner’s (1981) well-known
book When Bad Things Happen to Good People supports this idea that bad things should not
be attributed to God.

Even though positive attributions to God prevail, some people feel that they are being
punished for their sins and may make negative attributions, but this is relatively rare. Clearly,
the valence of events influences religious attributions, but we need to know more about why
and under what circumstances positive or negative attributions are made to the deity.

EVENT DOMAIN

Certain domains appear “ready-made” for the application of secular understandings, while
others seem more appropriate for invoking religious possibilities. We know that medical situ-
ations elicit more religious attributions than either social or economic circumstances, and it
may be that, historically and culturally, the latter realms have largely been associated with
naturalistic explanations (Spilka & Schmidt, 1983a). In addition, religious institutions have
been quite averse to glorifying money and wealth. References in the Bible to “filthy lucre”
and the difficulty the rich will encounter in attempting to enter heaven leave little doubt that
economic and spiritual matters are not regarded as harmonious.

Without question, when people are in dire straits in any domain, it is not uncommon
to seek divine help. The issue may, however, revolve around the clarity of meanings and the
sense of control a person has in various situations. Religion may best fill the void when the
person cannot understand why things are as they are, and control is lacking—in other words,
when ambiguity is great and threat is high.

THE PERSONAL RELEVANCE OF EVENTS

Personal relevance is one of those variables that overlaps the broad categories of situational
and dispositional influences (see “Dispositional Influences,” below). It is part of both realms.
There is little doubt that when events occur to us, they are much more personally important
than when they happen to others. We can be deeply moved when we hear about a friend’s
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or relative’s serious illness, but when we suffer from such a condition ourselves, the question
“Why me?” is suddenly of the greatest significance, and attributions to God are commonly
made. If something particularly good happens to someone else, such as the winning of a great
deal of money, we might say “That’s luck for you,” and feel happy for that person. The one
benefited is more likely to claim that “God was looking out for me.” The idea that personal
relevance may elicit more religious attributions has gained support, but not consistently. Tt
does seem to be involved in interactions with other variables, so additional research is called
for to resolve these ambiguities (Lupfer et al., 1992; Spilka & Schmidt, 1983a).

SITUATIONAL COMPLEXITY AND EVENT SIGNIFICANCE

Reality tells us not only that any particular event includes all of the dimensions described
above—importance, valence, domain, and personal relevance—but also that event contexts
vary greatly. It is also quite probable that event characteristics interact differently in different
settings. It may be contended that each situation is a unique, one-time occurrence, and with-
out question this is true. Still, there are commonalities across events and situations that need
to be abstracted and categorized. Even within-situation dimensions remain to be discovered.
An empirical scientific approach must keep these considerations in mind when theories such
as the one proposed here are employed to direct research.

Though we somewhat arbitrarily distinguish situations and people, in life this really
makes little sense. There are no situations or events that are meaningful without people to
create such meanings. In the last analysis, person and situation are in “transaction.” It is a
conceptual convenience to separate the two with the word “interaction” when in actuality
they are inseparable. To many psychologists, the ultimate purpose of our discipline is to
develop a psychology that treats the situation and the individual as a unit (Magnusson, 1981;
Rowe, 1987). Though this is a goal to which we may aspire, we are forced to consider the
individual in the same way that we look at the situation.

Dispositional Influences
The Individual in Context

The strong emphasis on individualism in North American society causes us to look at people
as if they act independently of their surroundings. Just as events take place in contexts, per-
sons always exist in their individual life spaces, which vary with time and place. It may make
a big difference if someone reacts in the morning before breakfast, or in the evening after
supper. A religious experience that takes place in a church may have different repercussions
than one that occurs when the individual is alone on a mountaintop does. Personal response
is surprisingly situationally dependent.

Personal Factors

Individual characteristics may be termed “dispositional,” and these fall into three overlap-
ping categories: “background,” “cognitive/linguistic,” and (for lack of a better term) “personal-
ity/attitudinal.” Since we are not in a position to denote constitutional and genetic influences
or their effects, these three realms imply that people pattern their attributions regarding the
causes and nature of events so that some explanations are much more congenial (meaning
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more “available” and/or “better-fitting”) than other possibilities. This would hold true for the
selection of naturalistic as opposed to religious referents. Specifically, it would be true for
their decisions as to whether positive or negative event outcomes are a result of their own
actions or those of others; are due to fate, luck, or chance; or are attributable to the involve-
ment of God. Research in this area is still needed, and slowly the challenge is being taken up
(Bains, 1983; Lupfer et al., 1992; Schaefer & Gorsuch, 1991).

BACKGROUND FACTORS

It is a psychological truism to state that people are largely products of their environment as
far as most behavior is concerned. The overwhelming majority of us are exposed early in life
to religious teachings at home and by our peers and adults in schools, churches, and com-
munities. These childhood lessons often follow us throughout life and are expressed by the
use of religious concepts in a wide variety of circumstances. A common observation suggests
that the stronger a person’s spiritual background, the greater the chance that the person will
report intense religious experiences and undergo conversion (Clark, 1929; Coe, 1900). Fre-
quency of church attendance, knowledge of one’s faith, importance of religious beliefs, and
the persistence of religious ideas over many decades are correlates of early religious social-
ization (McGuire, 1992; Shand, 1990). In other words, the more conservatively religious or
orthodox the home and family in which a person was reared, the greater the person’s likeli-
hood of using religious attributions later in life.

COGNITIVE/LINGUISTIC FACTORS

Attributions depend on having available a language that both permits and supports think-
ing along certain lines. Bernstein (1964) tells us that “Language marks out what is relevant,
affectively, cognitively, and socially, and experience is transformed by what is made relevant”
(quoted in Bourque & Back, 1971, p. 3).

Such relevance is well demonstrated by studies showing that religious persons possess
a religious language and use it to describe their experience. There is reason to believe that
the presence of such a language designates an experience as religious instead of aesthetic or
some other possibility (Bourque, 1969; Bourque & Back, 1971). Meaning to the experiencing
individual appears in part to be a function of the language and vocabulary available to the
person, and this clearly relates to the individual’s background and interests. There is much
in the idea that thought is a slave of language, and the thoughts that breed attributions are
clearly influenced by the language the attributor is set to use (Carroll, 1956).

PERSONALITY/ATTITUDINAL FACTORS

The broad heading of “personality/attitudinal factors” includes a wide variety of dispositional
factors that almost seem to defy classification. The language of personality is both difficult
and complex, and different thinkers often employ different concepts to cover the same psy-
chological territory. Schaefer and Gorsuch (1991) propose a “multivariate belief-motivation
theory of religiousness” in an effort to integrate the often scattered ideas and research notions
that associate traits and attitudes with religion. These scholars first recognize what they term
a “superordinate domain” of religiousness, which comprises a number of subdomains. Their
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intention is to define the components of these latter spheres. The three they select for study
are religious motivation, religious beliefs, and religious problem-solving style. Depending
on the variables chosen to represent these subdomains, there may be room for argument as
to whether one is looking at a cognitive or a motivational factor. Unhappily, most workers in
the field have not been as rigorous as Gorsuch and his students where definition of variables
is concerned. For example, many “personality” factors have been examined in relation to
religiousness. Among these are self-esteem, locus of control, the concept of a just world,
and form of personal faith. All four seem to possess a motivational quality, yet the last two
strongly involve belief systems. The Schaefer—Gorsuch theory implies a need to distinguish
motivational from belief components, or to identify a third, overlapping domain (Schaefer &
Gorsuch, 1991). Obviously, this work is in its infancy, but it suggests a potentially fruitful way
of organizing a mass of piecemeal findings into a coherent framework.

To illustrate the meanings of personality/attitudinal dispositions relative to the making
of religious attributions, let us look briefly at what we know about two well-researched fac-
tors: self-esteem and locus of control.

Self-Esteem. Research on self-conceptions has been conducted for almost 60 years. For
more than 30 years, many psychologists have focused on self-esteem—the regard people
have for themselves (Wylie, 1979). The evidence suggests that this variable is quite basic to
personality. One view is that attributions are often made to validate and enhance self-esteem;
they perform a self-protective function (Hewstone, 1983b).

Needless to say, a fair number of researchers have examined self-esteem relative to
religiosity. In general, high self-esteem relates to positive and loving images of God, and
similarly to Allport’s I religious orientation (Benson & Spilka, 1973; Hood, 1992¢; Masters &
Bergin, 1992). There may be a need here for consistency; this suggests that those who have
negative self-views perceive God as unloving and punitive (Benson & Spilka, 1973). In other
words, the person with a negative opinion of the self may think, “I am unlovable; hence God
can't love me.” Consistency further implies that favorable attributions to God ought to be
associated with positive event outcomes as opposed to negative occurrences. This hypothesis
has been supported (Lupfer et al., 1992; Spilka & Schmidt, 1983a).

Self-esteem does not stand by itself. Tt is enmeshed in a complex of overlapping person-
ality traits and religious concepts and measures, such as sin and guilt, as well as the nature
of the religious tradition with which one is identified (Hood, 1992¢). This work indicates that
different patterns of self-esteem and God attributions may be a function of one’s religious
heritage and its doctrines. If a prime role of attributions is to buttress self-esteem, we need to
ask how religion performs such a function—especially in traditions such as fundamentalism,
which may seem quite harsh on an individual’s effort to express positive self-regard.

Locus of Control. Locus of control was initially conceptualized as a tendency to see
events as either internally determined by the person or externally produced by factors beyond
the control of the individual. This formulation has been extended and refined a number of
times. External control was originally viewed as fate, luck, and chance until Levenson (1973)
added control by powerful others, and Kopplin (1976) brought in control by God. Parga-
ment et al. (1988) recognized the complexity of control relationships relative to the deity,
and developed measures to assess what they termed a “deferring” mode (an active God and
a passive person), a “collaborative” mode (both an active God and an active person), and a
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“self-directive” mode (an active person and a passive God). These notions illustrate different
patterns of attribution for control to the self and God. In the deferring mode, individuals may
pray and, having done that, attribute all the power to God: “It’s in the hands of God.” Those
with a collaborative style are basically saying that both they and God have control: “God
helps those who help themselves.” Utilizing these coping styles relates to further attribu-
tions to the nature of God. Though the associations are stronger with the collaborative than
with the deferring mode, the tendency for persons who adopt such control perspectives is to
attribute generally positive qualities to the deity, along with their recognition of God’s power
(Schaefer & Gorsuch, 1991).

Although belief in supernaturalism affiliates with external control, Shrauger and Silver-
man (1971) found that “people who are more involved in religious activities perceive them-
selves as having more control over what happens to them” (p. 15; see also Randall & Desro-
siers, 1980). This sounds like intrinsic religion, or at least orthodoxy, for this relationship is
strongest among religious conservatives (Furnham, 1982; Silvestri, 1979; Tipton, Harrison,
& Mahoney, 1980). Studying highly religious people, Hunsberger and Watson (1986) found
that attributions of control and responsibility are made to God when outcomes are positive—
a well-confirmed finding—but that when the result is negative, the tendency is to attribute
the blame to Satan (“The Devil made me do it”). Issues of control, and questions of to whom
or what control is attributed, have been extensively studied both within and outside the psy-
chology of religion. These are concerns that should be kept in mind throughout this book.

Summary

In keeping with our theme that religion helps provide a sense of meaning, we have proposed
attribution theory as a useful midlevel theoretical framework from which testable hypoth-
eses about religion and religious experience are derived. How people attribute the causes
of behavior both reflects and influences meaning systems, whether religious or otherwise.
By drawing from mainstream social psychology, not only are we able to utilize theoretically
well-grounded psychological notions that have stood the test of time; as we apply such theo-
ries as attribution to the psychology of religion, we may foster new insights into and under-
standings of the theories themselves, thus offering something back to the field (Hill, 1999;
Hill & Gibson, 2008).

OVERVIEW

In this chapter, we have first attempted to distinguish what psychologists of religion study
from similar concepts that have possible overlaps with religion but that are nevertheless
different, such as superstition. We have then directed our attention toward the opera-
tionalization of religious concepts. To this end, we have examined various dimensions of
religiousness, both logical and logical-empirical, in order to make our thinking clear about
how we construct the instruments we employ.

Our long-term goal is to keep the psychology of religion integrated with the main-
stream of psychology itself. Since the study of personal faith is largely regarded as part of
social psychology, we have shown how various basic ideas in social psychology are real-
ized in our work. We must clearly know the details and parameters of what we are talking
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about; hence our emphasis on cognition, affect, habit, and behavior, as well as on attribu-
tion theory.

Recognizing that the psychology of religion shares in (and is often plagued by) the
same issues that the overall field of psychology continually confronts, we have also looked
at questions concerning reductionism and the idiographic—nomothetic controversy, which
overlaps with the issue of holistic versus atomistic analysis. Maintaining our inclination
toward the scientific, with its concern for making information public, reproducible, reliable,
and valid, we have illustrated the idiographic—nomothetic and holistic—atomistic issues
by returning to the problem of spirituality, first discussed in Chapter 1. In the last two
decades, this has become a “hot” topic. Psychologists have heretofore avoided spiritual-
ity, because it was (and still is) so much easier to assess religiosity in its various forms.
We have shown how spirituality, which has usually been conceptualized as holistic, rapidly
becomes multiform in both conceptual and psychometric analyses. We are thus forced to
return to Meehl’s (1954) conclusion that “the actuary will have the final word” (p. 138).
We see no scientific alternative at the present time.




Religion and Biology

Probably in no other area has the encounter between Christianity and
science generated so much misunderstanding or left such deep scars
as in that of biological science.

Man is by constitution a religious animal.

Biology has nothing directly to do with religion, and by no possibility
can religion, such as we know, be based on biology.

Darwin was a most careful observer ... there was great truth in the
theory and there was nothing atheistic in it if properly understood.

If you are a Darwinist, I pity you, for it is impossible to be a Darwinist
and a Christian at the same time.

Truly, he who unfolds to us the way in which God works through the
world of phenomena may well be called the best of religious teachers.!

THE PSYCHOBIOLOGY OF RELIGION

Two topics that must seem miles apart are biology and religion. The psychology of religion,
however, permits us to bring these broad realms together into a psychobiology of religion—an
interdisciplinary field that is rapidly growing in complexity and potential. Insofar as religion
is a human venture, we know that it has a rich psychology, and in today’s heavily scientific
world the new fields of evolutionary psychology, neuropsychology, and cognitive science are
developing rapidly. Theory is ahead of objective research and is fast becoming the foundation

for investigation into phenomena that were unknown even a few years ago.

In this chapter, we explore psychobiological arguments and theories regarding the ori-
gins of religion. Ideas and information from cognitive science, neuroscience, evolutionary
theory, and genetics are examined. In addition, some long-known relationships between spe-

I'These quotations come, respectively, from the following sources: Hearn (1968, p. 199); Burke (1790/1909, p. 239);
Haldane (1931, p. 43); McCosh (1890, p. vii); Russell (1935, p. 76), quoting his boyhood tutor; and Fiske (1883,

p- 369), speaking of Darwin.
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cific religious groups and diseases are discussed. Finally, the role of biology in three particu-
lar aspects of religion (ritual, prayer, and forgiveness) is examined.

Unfortunately, when a new area grips people’s imaginations, enthusiasm often leaps
ahead of those necessary sobering second thoughts. Possible relationships between religion
and biology currently fall into this category. Many psychologists are calling for evolutionary
psychology to become the overriding theoretical framework for all psychology, not simply the
psychology of religion (Kirkpatrick, 2005, 2006b). Others have become almost iconoclastic
with respect to evolutionary theories that purportedly “explain” what Dawkins (2006) refers
to in a book title as The God Delusion. It is therefore important for us to recognize the com-
plexity of the field, and to become aware of the many cautions that should be observed.

EARLY THEORIES OF THE ORIGINS OF RELIGION
Early Psychological Views

Social scientists have offered their views about possible human origins of religion for well
over a century. In the late 1800s, notions about human consciousness, human limitations,
and the existence of suffering, disease, and death were the preferred explanations for the cre-
ation of religion. Mythologies were often judged to be the antecedents of religion, especially
nature myths (Caird, 1893/1969; Hopkins, 1923; Muller, 1879, 1889; Tylor, 1896). A potential
precursor to religion, “animism,” became one of the social-scientific “truths” in this area.
Animism is the belief that inanimate things possess life or spirit, even intention and motive.
Such views were attributed to prehistoric peoples or existing groups once labeled “primitive
savages” (Hopkins, 1923, p. 11).

When we look more closely at the possible characteristics of animism, one of these is
“anthropomorphism,” the explicit assignment of human traits to that which is impersonal
and usually not alive. A person might see divine anger in lightning and thunder. When a car
breaks down, the driver sometimes responds as if it did it on purpose. When things go wrong,
people often act as if a malign intelligence is behind what has happened. During World War
I1, if some equipment failed, a popular notion was to say in mock seriousness that “gremlins,”
mythical beings, did it.

A variation on animism is to see patterns where none are present. We invariably organize
the stimuli that affect us so that they become meaningful in the holistic sense of a Gestalt
psychology. We make out faces in clouds, and random sounds may be perceived as muffled
voices (Guthrie, 1993). Haldane (2006) cites an instance where “a 10-year-old grilled cheese
sandwich” was said to look like “the Virgin Mary” (p. 8A). Anthropologist Stewart Guthrie
(1993) has written an impressive book detailing such examples. He offers this principle as a
way of explaining the origins of religion. Others have argued for the naturalness of religious
ideas and for the power of evolutionary ideas to explain religion.

All of these theories are part of the currently emerging cognitive science approach to
understanding religion. The provocative nature of such views requires that they be cautiously
evaluated. Not only do many aspects of religion escape the evolutionary net, but religion may
have evolved from other biological and cognitive mechanisms that serve adaptive functions
(Hinde, 1999; Kirkpatrick, 2006b).

John Dewey (1929) suggested one classic psychological reason for the existence of reli-
gion. The opening line of his book The Quest for Certainty declares that “Man who lives in
a world of hazards is compelled to seek for security” (p. 3). Because this “world of hazards”
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creates insecurity and fear, Dewey saw the fundamental problem of human beings as uncer-
tainty and “being unable to cope with the world in which [they] lived.... Religion was, in
its origin, an expression of this endeavor” (p. 292). The greatest uncertainty, death, is often
regarded as a major stimulus for the origin of religion (Burkert, 1996; Caird, 1893/1969;
Young, 1991). In a similar mode, Joad (1930) inferred that

primitive religion is the offspring of human fear and human conceit; it springs from the
desire to propitiate the alien forces of nature, to invest human life with significance
in the face of the vast indifference of the universe, and to secure the support of an
immensely powerful and ferocious personage for the individual, the tribe, or the nation.

(p. 145)

None of these theorists explicitly referred to biology, but some modern-day thinkers are
trying to provide evolutionary and neurological underpinnings for such notions (Newberg &
d’Aquili, 2001). As we will see, a number of current views associated with cognitive science
stress cognition and the way the brain processes information.

Early Biological Views

Early scholars concerned with biological possibilities regarding the nature and origins of
religion proposed two avenues. Muller (1879) stated that “all our knowledge begins with the
senses, and that out of the material, supplied by the senses, reason builds up its marvelous
structure” (p. 33). He also asserted that “the sense of the infinite is derived from the senses”
(p. 35). Since the senses transmit information from the world to the brain, the way was
opened for Muller to develop a biological basis for religion; however, this possibility would
not be explored for over a century to come. In addition, his focus on sensory information
implied perceptual and cognitive paths to religion, which he also did not follow. These paths
are popular in current thinking on this topic (Boyer, 2001; Kirkpatrick, 2005).

A second possibility was generated by Darwin’s theory of evolution. From 1859, when it
was proposed, religionists and scientists began lining up on both sides of the issue. An early
conservative cleric-psychologist, James McCosh (1890), whose first axiom was that “all things
[are] from God” (p. 1), saw no reason for a war between science and religion. Evolution was
quite acceptable to him. He and other clerics who were favorably disposed toward science
applied evolution to changes in religion over time, but not to questions of their possible physi-
cal origins (Jastrow, 1901). Such matters were assigned to the deity. It is worth noting that
even Darwin (1859/1972) did not attempt to explain the origins of life, but rather the origins
of variations in forms of life (e.g., species).

The next step in this process was to connect evolution to the creation of religion. There
was little progress toward this goal until the 1970s, when sociobiology, evolutionary psychol-
ogy, and contemporary cognitive science were developed, and new devices for conducting
brain scans were invented.

Another academic, E. Washburn Hopkins of Yale University, opened his 1923 book with
the definitive statement that “Every religion is a product of human evolution and has been
conditioned by social environment.... man is not a mere animal but differs from the beast
in having an immortal soul and a religious instinct” (p. 1). The key for biology is in that
undefined phrase “religious instinct.” Once it was offered, Hopkins assumed that nothing
more need be said. The inference is that religion is naturally built into humans. Instincts
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were regarded as innate patterns of both motivation and behavior that made religion fully
biological (Bristol, 1904). This view had earlier been rejected by Muller (1879), who correctly
argued that it did nothing more than substitute one unknown for another. Many endorsed
the idea of a religious instinct until L. L. Bernard (1924) sounded its death knell when he
reported that there were 83 “religious instincts” in the literature.

All of the approaches described above advocated a central role for the brain and nervous
system in the origins, development, and manifestation of religious belief, experience, and
behavior. This neurobiological emphasis has been termed in some quarters “neurotheology”
(d’Aquili & Newberg, 1999). However, we must always keep in mind that there is much more
involved in explaining religion than simply identifying the biological correlates of religious
experience and cognition through neuroimaging studies (Azari & Slor, 2007).

CONTEMPORARY PSYCHOBIOLOGICAL THINKING
AND RESEARCH

Many social scientists might argue that psychology in general is becoming increasingly bio-
logical. Evolutionary psychology and neuropsychology seem to be taking center stage, as
noted earlier. Psychology, the psychology of religion, and religion per se are slowly becoming
involved in this movement (Kirkpatrick, 2006b; Pinker, 1997). Instinct hovers in the back-
ground, but since the term has never really been satisfactorily defined, thinkers in this area
studiously avoid it. Biology enters the picture through the activation of sensory and motiva-
tional processes.

No sharp distinction can now be made between biology and environment. Cues from
the world turn genes on and off and arouse an underlying biology for behavior. Nature and
nurture are so dependent on each other that the convenient approach of looking at them as
totally distinct and separate is now known to create a false dichotomy (Ridley, 2003). There
are, of course, some extreme instances where genes will have their way independent of envi-
ronment, and vice versa. For example, certain genetic disorders will develop if both parents
are carriers of the DNA defects that cause the disorders. Similarly, if you are born in an
isolated community in, say, Finland, you will learn the language and customs of that people.
Though there is room for nature or nurture per se, in most instances they are inseparably
associated.

Evolutionary and Genetic Possibilities

A few basics must be discussed before we can go further. The core principle of evolution is
“natural selection.” A very simple explanation of natural selection is as follows: (1) There is
variation in traits; (2) “differential reproduction” exists (i.e., more individuals with trait A
survive and reproduce than those with trait B); (3) there is heredity (i.e., trait A is passed
on to the offspring of individuals with trait A because it is genetically based); and (4) trait A
therefore becomes more common in the population. Natural selection sounds simple on the
surface, but is far more complex than is usually understood. One needs to explore closely the
various properties assigned to natural selection, and to question seriously whether these truly
further the likelihood of having descendants. The main implication of evolution and natural
selection is that whatever is passed on is adaptive. This is not invariably true. Likewise, to
restrict evolution to the sole criterion of reproductive success has long been recognized as
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limiting the role of a biologically based science to explain the range of religious phenomena
(James, 1902/1985).

Natural selection has been going on for over 3 billion years, and has involved primates
and their later human descendants for about 30 million years. People as we know them have
been changing for approximately for 50,000 to 200,000 years, and signs of religion have existed
for about 100,000 years (Burkert, 1996; Pfeiffer, 1982; Rice, 2007; Young, 1991). We need to
ask why and how religion might have appeared; natural selection could be one answer. We
must keep in mind that “natural selection” is a broad concept, and that many who reject this
argument for religion define the term rather narrowly. Moreover, other possibilities exist
through the normal operation of cognitive processes that developed via natural selection
(Begley, 2007; Bering, 2006).

Sociobiology

The first major contemporary development to focus attention on possible relationships
between biology and religion was E. O. Wilson’s “Sociobiology,” which he first proposed in
1971 (see Wilson, 1978). In essence, sociobiology is the study of how evolution affects social
behavior in animals and humans. Religion thus began to be viewed as an evolutionary product
that confers genetic advantage on people. According to Wilson, religion suppresses people’s
own individual interests in favor of the groups with which they are affiliated. Survival and
reproduction are enhanced via submission to the social body. This is further accomplished
by teaching various beliefs and having the persons participate in established rituals and cer-
emonies. The proposed outcome is that genes contributing to conformity should increase in
frequency over time, and those that counter acquiescence and obedience should slowly be
eliminated. Especially in the past, failure to follow the rules presumably not only threatened
survival but made one less acceptable as a mate, lessening the likelihood of passing on certain
genes to following generations. The same tendencies, though varying in their expression, are
thought to exist today. Unconventional and noncompliant behavior can lead to ostracism and
in many societies to exile, imprisonment, or even death. In sum, Austin (1980) has stated that
“genes favoring readiness to be indoctrinated were selected for” (p. 197). He concluded that
“religious beliefs are enabling mechanisms for survival” (p. 193).

Not all scholars agree with this interpretation, and it must be considered controversial
(Kirkpatrick, 2006b). When evolutionary explanations stress “adaptive group social behav-
ior,” meaning behavior that aids the group’s survival, we get into the idea of group selec-
tion as opposed to Darwinian individual selection. Group selection is highly debatable, with
advocates and opponents establishing well-defined battle lines (Dawkins, 1976, 1986, 2006;
Gould, 2002; Sober, 1984; Williams, 1966). Religion is often in the “no man’s land” between
enemy positions. As reasonable as group selection for religion sounds, it has not thus far been
more easily accepted than its individualistic Darwinian alternative (Wilson, 2002).

Other Adaptive Possibilities

Bering (2006) asks whether evolutionary adaptation might produce a belief in God in order
to make life meaningful. Natural selection would thus reduce the psychologically distress-
ing role of simple chance. New protective mechanisms would thus develop for everyone. For
example, the idea that earthly threats could be averted by sharing religious outlooks with



Religion and Biology 59

others would unite people and increase chances of survival and reproduction. Without resort
to the social implications of “the God experience,” Persinger (1987) has accepted biology and
natural selection as underlying belief in and the personal experience of God.

BIOLOGY AND BELIEF

Since religion, in part, constitutes a belief system, could the genetic component involve
beliefs and attitudes?

Hardy (1979) wondered whether a “capacity for belief” (p. 66), as well as the idea and
experience of God, might be inherited. He struggled with what biological mechanisms might
be involved, but offered none. He did, however, open a door to biological speculation regard-
ing religion before such speculation became popular.

Though many evolutionary psychologists either ignore or make light of the comforting
role of religious beliefs as biologically adaptive, others leave the evolutionary door open to
such a role (Wolpert, 2006). Probably of greater biological importance is recognition of the
tie between beliefs and causal processes. Psychologically, this brings to mind “attributions,”
which basically are beliefs. Attributions are assignments of cause for events or the stable
characteristics of people (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975). Shultz (1982) claims that “it is quite con-
ceivable that natural selective pressures have, over the course of evolution, established some
genetic basis for this kind of thinking” (p. 48). Since causality is found in young infants, Wolp-
ert (2006) feels that such attributions are “programmed into our brains” (p. 27).

Other theorists have tried to follow this avenue to actual brain functioning. For example,
Shermer (2000) speaks of a hypothetical “belief engine” that makes us seek meaningful pat-
terns implying that we are “hardwired to think magically” (p. 35). d’Aquili (1978) suggested
that “belief in supernatural powers ... like all universal human behaviors ... derives its source
from the functioning of neural structures” (p. 258). He termed these organized neural tissues
“neurognostic structures” and “neural operators” (p. 258) in the brain. Six of the latter are
posited, one of which he called the “causal operator” (p. 259). d’Aquili and Newberg (1999)
claimed that the joint functioning of causal and binary operators creates the need for power-
ful supernatural beings. Unfortunately, these operators are theoretical; though they seem
potentially useful, they are not identified with observable referents in the brain. The present
state of brain research points to relatively broad but unfocused neural indicators, especially
for religious beliefs and experiences.

Despite all such biological thinking, let us not lose sight of the fact that children are
usually born into homes that are religious to some degree, and that these homes are situ-
ated in communities in which faith usually constitutes a strong value system. Obviously, the
involvement of cultural learning cannot be discounted. d’Aquili and Newberg (1999) have
minimized such concerns and claimed that “God or pure consciousness is generated by the
machinery of the brain” (p. 18). There is, of course, disagreement with this view. Considering
our present state of knowledge, we feel that brain activities may be correlated with religious
actions, beliefs, and experiences, but correlation should not be confused with causation.

ASSESSING GENETIC INFLUENCE

Evolution works through genetics, and if one studies identical and fraternal twins, it is pos-
sible to determine the degree to which any characteristic is a result of heredity or environ-



60 THE PSYCHOLOGY OF RELIGION

ment. Where data are present on twins who were separated early in life, the influence of
shared and unshared environments can also be evaluated (Falconer, 1981).2 A fair amount of
research utilizing this approach has been conducted on the heritability of religion. Though
thousands of sets of twins have been studied, serious questions can often be asked about the
measures employed. Research Box 3.1 provides an example of one of the better studies of
this type (Waller, Kojetin, Bouchard, Lykken, & Tellegen, 1990). In this investigation, 49%
of the variation in religious indicators was referred to heredity; however, the different studies
show a range from essentially 0% to about 50% (D’Onofrio, Eaves, Murrelle, Maes, & Spilka,
1999).

Regardless of the percentage of any trait affiliated with heredity or environment, such
findings pertain to people “on the average” and do not apply to any specific person. In other
words, they tell us about people in general. An individual may fall anywhere between 0% and
100% in terms of possible genetic influence.

If something evolved that made religion a natural adaptive phenomenon, what might
it be? Alister Hardy (1975) eliminated all the standard institutional possibilities, such as
denominations or the rules and practices of any specific faith. He then stressed religious
experience, and despite his careful attention to scientific caution, he showed an ever-present
readiness to imply a potential divine influence. The breadth of Hardy’s approach suggests that
he viewed biology as directed more toward individually created spiritualities than toward a
group-selected culturally based religion. Unfortunately, he did not follow this avenue further.
Hardy was very circumspect and only dealt with possibilities and generalities rather than
specific evolutionary products.

RESEARCH Box 3.1. Genetic and Environmental Influences on Religious Interests,
Attitudes, and Values: A Study of Twins Reared Apart and Together
(Waller, Kojetin, Bouchard, Lykken, & Tellegen, 1990).

Utilizing respondents from the famous Minnesota Twin Study, Waller and colleagues were
able to obtain data on five measures of religious attitudes, interests, and values. These were
well-known and highly regarded scales. The participants were 53 pairs of monozygotic
(identical) twins and 31 pairs of dizygotic (fraternal) twins who had been reared apart. The
measures were also given to 458 pairs of identical and 363 pairs of fraternal twins who had
been raised together. Data analyses suggested that 49% of the variation in the scores on
the religious measures was a function of genetic influences. In other words, in this study,
genetic and environmental factors were almost equal in their effects regarding the origins
of personal faith.

2These analyses start with correlations between the twins. The correlation coefficient squared (?) indicates the
proportion of the variance that is explained such as when predicting from one twin to the other. Since identical
twins, have the same genetics, the variance due to heredity (h?) is 100% accounted for. Similarly, they share the
same environment (¢2) if reared together. Fraternal twins, like regular siblings, if brought up in the same home,
only share 50% of the genetic variance. Since r> = h? + ¢2 for identical twins and r2 = %:h? + ¢2 for fraternal
twins, one can determine the proportion of the total variance for heredity and environment for any measured
characteristics.
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Among other theoretical possibilities is the notion of an “evolutionary by-product.” This
means that something that has been passed down through the generations along with a char-
acteristic of greater significance for which natural selection was operative (Gould, 2002). It
is a kind of genetic hitchhiker. Recently, a number of scholars have suggested that religion
is such a by-product (Dawkins, 2006), or a combination of several by-products. Kirkpatrick
(2006b) offers an impressive multiple-by-products theory for religion. Another significant
thinker in this area holds a similar view of religion as a probable “by-product of the normal
operation of human cognition” (Boyer, 2003, p. 123).

If natural selection is used to explain religion, religious people should have an advantage
in life’s struggle and should be more likely than their less committed peers to produce off-
spring. Mahoney and Tarakeshwar (2005) summarize work suggesting that this may be true.
As church attendance increases, so do birth rates. Other factors are of course part of this pic-
ture, such as marital satisfaction and commitment, which also accompany religiosity. Shared
religious views between spouses could further inhibit marital conflict and provide means to
resolve conflict. In addition, parental effectiveness is associated with increased religiousness,
and it is possible that this might encourage better mental and physical health on the part of
children. These observations tell us that religion is a potentially positive influence in both
marriage and parenting, and could therefore be biologically adaptive. Speculation about reli-
gion’s biological utility suggests that it does unite people of similar mind, enhancing mutual
support and group solidarity and defense.

Dean Hamer (2004), a noted geneticist, called one of his books The God Gene—a title
that even he has subsequently acknowledged was in error. Still, he has reported research
identifying a specific gene that he argues relates to self-transcendence, a theorized compo-
nent of spirituality.

Although the elements that make up spirituality are in contention, most of the writing
on spirituality focuses on religious and mystical experience. Transcendence, in the sense of
going beyond oneself, is commonly regarded as a component of spiritual experience. Hamer
(2004) feels that more than one gene is likely to be part of the religion—spirituality complex,
and he is convinced that the tendency to be spiritual is genetic in origin. The particular
gene he identifies is involved in mood control and expression, another facet of the popular
tie between religious experience and spirituality. Hamer (2004) further shows that this gene
relates to an objective measure of self-transcendence. However, even though his research
suggests that this tendency is largely genetic, the gene he studied actually makes a rather
small contribution to the objective measure of self-transcendence. Hamer’s work and writing
have stirred up a storm of controversy and criticism, but he has opened another research door
to a very complex area (Broadway, 2004; Langone, 2004; Mohler, 2004; Zimmer, 2004).

Since religion appears to be universal, relevant mutations must have occurred in the
fairly distant human past for it to be genetically mediated. Crisler (1994) speaks in the abstract
of a religious gene that resulted from a mutation very early in humanity’s family tree. This
probably occurred in Africa, before humans split into different groups and began populating
Europe and Asia. The implication is that religion will continue until natural selection works
to produce genetic changes that eliminate the gene or genes in question. How and why natu-
ral selection would work toward such an end remain unspecified.

There is more than a little vagueness when evolution is applied to religion and spiritual-
ity. The search is for some definite genetic component, and theory and hypothesis abound in
this endeavor.
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RELIGION, SPIRITUALITY, AND THE BRAIN
Research on Religion and Epilepsy

It is obvious that evolution and genetics must work through the brain in their relationships
with religion and spirituality. One idea that initially implied this association goes back almost
three millennia. It involved epilepsy, which by the 5th century B.C. was known as “the sacred
disease.” Hippocrates rejected the religious identification, noting that it appeared to him “to
be nowise more divine nor more sacred than other diseases” (Hippocrates, 1952, p. 154). He
dealt with epilepsy as solely a medical condition (Simon, 1978).

This notion of an association between religion and epilepsy has persisted, and formal
medical recognition of such a connection was affirmed in the 19th century (Dewhurst &
Beard, 1970; Wulff, 1997). However, the link with epilepsy in general was complex, unclear,
and generally weak. A possible connection with temporal lobe epilepsy (TLE) in particular
seemed more substantial.

Persinger and his associates (Makarec & Persinger, 1985; Persinger, 1987, 1993; Pers-
inger & Makarec, 1987, Persinger, Bureau, Peredery, & Richards, 1994) studied the religious
ideation accompanying the neuroelectrical activity termed “temporal lobe transients” (i.e.,
brief electrical discharges). Persinger’s work was among the first in this difficult area; hence
it should come as no surprise that it has been challenged and sometimes not replicated (Gran-
qvist et al., 2005).

In a somewhat similar effort, Ramachandran and Blakeslee (1999) reported God-
associated mental content and limbic system involvement during episodes of TLE.> When
these events were studied, virtually every possible religious experience was reported (mysti-
cal experiences, conversions, strengthened religious beliefs, etc.). These researchers feel that
the content of such episodes is learned by the affected individuals in their cultural context.
The sociocultural shaping of religious content is well known (Poloma, 1995). This view has
also been supported in a study of social and linguistic expectations regarding mystical expe-
rience (Spilka, Ladd, McIntosh, Milmoe, & Bickel, 1996).

The graphic nature of religious experiences in TLE episodes should not obscure the fact
that most studies used rather small samples of epileptic participants. This is evident from
the research of Ogata and Miyakawa (1998), who studied 234 persons with epilepsy. Their
sample contained only three cases, or 1.3%, who had religious experiences during epileptic
episodes. The highest percentage, 38%, was reported by Dewhurst and Beard (1970). These
findings imply that although the combination of epilepsy with religious expressions may be
quite striking when found, it is not as common as one might expect. Some workers indicate
that those with TLE show either a relatively strong response to religious content or greater
religious interest than is true of control subjects (McClenon & Nooney, 1999). Though Ogata
and Miyakawa (1998) focused on the temporal lobes and the limbic system, they did not
attempt to stimulate these brain structures, as did Persinger’s and Ramachandran’s groups.
Ogata and Miyakawa did confirm the earlier claims of Bear and Fedio (1977) that the seizures
do not produce a specific psychological pattern. Challenges to the TLE—religion relationship
are not lacking (Sensky, Wilson, Petty, Fenwick, & Rose, 1984; Tucker, Novelly, & Walker,
1987). Despite its long history, this is an area where there is more confusion than clarity.

3The limbic system consists of a number of the older and deeper brain structures, such as the amygdala, hip-
pocampus, and limbic cortex. It has been viewed as the seat of the emotions and is involved in the expression and
control of emotionally motivated behavior (Bear, Connors, & Paradiso, 1996).
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Contemporary Avenues to the Neurobiology of Religion

The barrier separating faith from the nervous system has been breached in a number of
places. The process began with redefining the relationship. Religion has been placed in a
cognitive context that emphasizes goal-directed thinking. The purpose is to make sensory
stimulation meaningful. In other words, religion is framed as a search for meaning in which
the individual struggles to make sense out of the world. Kamppinen (2002) uses the term
“understanding,” and for humans the final stage of the search results in explanation. Uti-
lizing such an approach, the neurobiological picture now includes beliefs, values, attribu-
tions, causal processes, meditation, dreaming, paranormal phenomena, the idea of magic,
consciousness (especially of social relations), and morality. The religious correlates referred
to include religious beliefs, animism, spirituality, and religious/mystical experience.

Psychologically and cognitively, “belief” and “experience” refer to different things, but
where religion is concerned the two concepts are very closely related. We know that church-
goers would undoubtedly affirm a belief in God and the principles of their church. As a rule,
about three-quarters of attendees further indicate that they have had religious experiences.
The overlap is so great that “belief” and “experience” are not sharply distinguished here. At
the same time, we should be sensitive to the ways these terms are employed. Apparently vari-
ous brain sectors are involved in a number of these expressions.

The neurobiological search aims to identify neural circuits in the brain that underlie the
cognitive-experiential responses listed above. Contemporary popular language suggests that
we are “hardwired” for these expressions (Clark & Grunstein, 2000; Haldane, 2006; Hamer,
2004).

The Neurobiology of Religious Belief and Experience

We all believe in innumerable things that appear to be simply self-evident: The sun will
rise and set daily; objects, when released, will fall to the ground. Although we expect these
to occur, such expectations are fundamentally beliefs that our experiences confirm. Super-
natural beliefs in God, deities, spirits, angels, and the like are found among all peoples.
As natural as these notions seem to be, it is inevitable for scientists to pen volumes on the
biology of religious beliefs (Giovannoli, 2000; Newberg & d’Aquili, 2001; Wolpert, 2006).
These workers largely assume that religious beliefs are innate and genetically programmed
(Bering, 2006).

A special problem concerns belief in God. Conjecture and theory range from the idea
that the concept is learned to the view that it has roots in evolution, brain function, and
genetics. Dawkins (1976) first introduced the notion of “meme” as an analogy to “gene.”
Memes are cultural beliefs assumed to operate as genes do in biology. Using the term
“memes” shifts the focus from the truth of religious beliefs to their adaptive value. Reli-
gious beliefs thus become functional precisely because of their adaptive significance, as
they transfer similar ideas from one mind to another. Obviously, several cautions are in
order here. The major Abrahamic faiths (Judaism, Christianity, and Islam) stress the idea
of God, but this is not true of certain Asian faiths, so the literature cited here may not be
meaningful for all religions (Klass, 1995). Still, a number of social scientists consider the
anthropomorphic tendency to see deities as taking human forms or as acting and feeling like
people to be innate (Boyer, 1994, 2001; Guthrie, 1993). Hamer (2004) mentions Persinger
and colleagues’ research, in which magnetic stimulation of the parietal and temporal lobes



64 THE PSYCHOLOGY OF RELIGION

created the experience of God; he calls these areas “the God spot.” Another popular term in
this literature is a “God module.” These terms reduce God to a location or set of locations in
the brain that deals exclusively with such beliefs. The notion of a “God module” has found
some acceptance in neuropsychological quarters, but has also elicited criticism (Atran, 2002;
Horgan, 1999; Richardson, 2000).

Regardless of terminology such as “memes,” “God spots,” or “God modules,” we need
to examine actual research and theory on brain correlates of religion. One of the first work-
ers to address this issue was the late Eugene d’Aquili, a professor of psychiatry. He claimed
that the parietal lobe on the nondominant side of the brain is involved in deity perceptions
(d’Aquili, 1978). More recently, Spinella and Wain (2006) have focused on the prefrontal
cortex with regard to beliefs they consider religious and superstitious. Relying heavily on
brain evolution, Persinger (1987) shifted attention from belief to the experience of God.
He believed that this is localized in the temporal lobe and is associated with “temporal
lobe transients” (p. 16), as mentioned earlier in the discussion of TLE. Persinger admitted
that these have not been shown to exist in all people. Though this is a conflicted area, we
have already noted the infrequent but striking affiliation of these transients with religious
content. Persinger (1987) further introduced the concept of “psychic seizures” (p. 17), which
do not result in convulsions but are accompanied by a wide variety of visual, auditory, and
olfactory experiences. Strong feelings and emotions may be present. These reactions led
Persinger to emphasize the temporal lobe, which he viewed as the “biological basis of the
God experience.™ The God experience is not distinguished from other mystical, cosmic, or
religious experiences.

Some neuroimaging research on religious experiences has been conducted by Azari and
her associates. Its results both overlap and differ from those of d’Aquili and Newberg and
of Persinger. Variations in research methodology, along with small samples, may account
for some of these differences and disagreement among researchers. Although we do not
go into the details of the neuroimaging techniques used by Azari and colleagues (which
are beyond the scope of this volume), they include functional magnetic resonance imagery
(FMRI), positron emission tomography (PET), and single-photon emission computed tomog-
raphy (SPECT). Some comparisons among these techniques have been offered in the litera-
ture (Azari, 2006; Newberg, 2006a). They are also becoming increasingly popular in modern
medicine and neurobiology.

Azari (2006) summarizes much of this work relative to religious experiences among
Protestant Christians and Buddhists. In addition, she warns against inferring cause from cor-
relational findings. Her research stresses changes in brain activity that accompany religious
experience. This work suggests that the prefrontal and medial frontal cortex may play an
especially important role in mediating religious experiences. An example of her research on
the neurobiological underpinnings of religious experience is presented in Research Box 3.2.

Traditional psychologists may argue that the samples in this study are too small to per-
mit definitive conclusions. In addition, there are likely to have been motivational differences
between the experimental and control groups in the different conditions. Research of this
nature is extremely difficult to undertake and needs to be examined closely.

This cognitive emphasis is consonant with findings of roles for expectancy and desir-
ability in religious experience (Spilka et al., 1996).

4The full title of the chapter in Persinger’s (1987) book is “The Temporal Lobe: The Biological Basis of the God
Experience.”
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RESEARCH Box 3.2. Neural Correlates of Religious Experience (Azari et al., 2001)

In pioneering research, Azari and her coworkers attempted to locate those areas in the
brain that are active during religious experience. The researchers used positron emission
tomography (PET) to image the brain during religious and other activities. Six different
activation conditions (a religious state, a nonreligious emotion state, and appropriate control
conditions) were constructed; in all conditions, the state achieved was self-induced and sub-
jectively defined. Six religious and six nonreligious participants took part in the six religious
and control conditions.

While reading the 23rd Psalm, the religious participants (all Christian Protestants)
reportedly attained a religious experiential state. Of most importance, the PET scans for
the religious respondents, when they reported being in a religious state, showed activation
in the frontal and parietal lobes—areas that have been shown in independent studies to be
central for complex cognitions. Limbic structures (specifically the amygdala) were not acti-
vated during the religious state, but were involved during the nonreligious emotional state.
On the basis of these findings, Azari and her coworkers have proposed that religious experi-
ence is likely to be a cognitive process utilizing established neural connections between the
frontal and parietal lobes.

The Neurobiology of Spirituality

Much of what is generally considered religious belief or experience is not only part of tradi-
tional religion, but would today be considered part of spirituality. The current emphasis on
mystical experience is usually identified this way. The classic problem of knowing where reli-
gion leaves off and spirituality begins may never be resolved, because the concepts overlap
and disagreements exist regarding the definition and components of spirituality, as well as
whether a wide variety of feelings (e.g., Hamer’s [2004] concern with transcendence) should
be considered either spiritual or religious. One also reads of “cosmic experiences,” “other-
worldly consciousness,” “out-of-body experiences,” “heightened enlightenment,” and a host of
other notions. Our emphasis, however, is on their biological underpinnings.

Hay and Socha (2005) analyze many of the issues underlying this work. In doing so,
they transform notions of traditional religious experience into the broader context of “spiri-
tual awareness.” A naturalistic biological state of “relational consciousness” (p. 597) is intro-
duced. This appears similar to what Azari and colleagues infer from their brain research.
Like Hardy and others, Hay and Socha believe that spiritual awareness is a naturally selected
evolutionary product that was “useful in the preservation of the species” (p. 600). Why natu-
ral selection was operative with spirituality, if it really was, is still an open question. They,
however, also adopt a radical stance by seeing natural selection as adaptive not only in nature
but also in culture. This motif relative to culture has been around for some time. Its underly-
ing mechanisms have yet to be demonstrated.

When the neurobiology of spirituality has been studied, it is usually reduced to some
kind of religious experience, such as meditation (Begley, 2001); however, meditation exists
in both religious and nonreligious forms. Newberg (2006a, 2006b) has extensively reviewed
the research on meditation and other aspects of spirituality. Because of the complexity of this
work and its measurement problems, he mixes research findings with possibilities for future
testing that imply the potential of neurobiological research for faith and spirituality. The



66 THE PSYCHOLOGY OF RELIGION

RESEARCH Box 3.3. Religious Experience and Emotion:
Evidence for Distinctive Cognitive Neural Patterns (Azari, Missimer, & Seitz, 2005)

The purpose of this study was to distinguish the neural networks involved in religious expe-
rience from those involved in a nonreligious emotional state.

Six religious individuals were compared with six who were not religious. The for-
mer were Christian Protestants who had all had conversion experiences. The groups were
matched on a number of background, verbal ability, personality, and life satisfaction mea-
sures, as well as in the capacity to visualize scenes. There were three conditions: (1) a reli-
gious state; (2) a nonreligious, happy emotional state; and (3) rest. Everyone underwent PET
scans, and regional cerebral blood flow was studied. A self-assessment procedure was used
to judge the degree to which participants attained the desired goal state for each task.

The groups were compared relative to task conditions. Specific neural patterns/net-
works were indicated. These revealed activity in prefrontal cortical areas that are involved
in complex cognition, as opposed to activation of the limbic system, which is understood
to mediate basic emotional responses. The religious participants described their “experi-
ences in terms of cultivating an interpersonal relationship with God (in the person of Jesus
Christ)” (Azari et al., 2005, p. 274). A concept of perceived “relational cognitivity” is thus
proposed to explain the observations.

findings are difficult to summarize because of differences in the experimental and analytic
methods used. Research Box 3.3 presents one example of this research.

Clearly, the literature on neurobiology and religion—spirituality is quite complicated and
badly needs coordination. For example, Newberg (2006a) reveals the wide variety of neu-
rochemicals (e.g., neurotransmitters) that are part of the receptor signaling and activation
processes present in religious experience and ritual. In an effort to tie together spirituality,
developmental psychology, and neurobiology, Newberg and Newberg (2006) have presented
an integrative overview of research and thinking that should be required reading for all
interested in this area. Suffice it to say that current work along these lines does not allow
inferences about cause; they must be treated as fundamentally correlational in nature. No
one has found God in the nervous system.

HEALTH IN RELIGIOUS GROUPS

All groups of people develop genetic mutations that are either supported or eliminated by
natural selection. When a group tends to be geographically isolated, or distinguishes itself
from other social bodies because of its culture and/or religion, the mutations created among
its members are likely to persist because of within-group marital bonding. In other words,
inbreeding is the rule. Some mutations may be positive, others negative. The latter are often
more noticeable, as they largely involve deformity or disease. Inbreeding in small isolated
groups can become a particular problem with recessive genetic conditions. This means that,
in the simplest case, the likelihood that two parents will both have the undesirable mutation
may be high. Among offspring, the genetic disorder will appear 25% of the time, and 50% of
the children will be carriers. If one spouse lacks the mutation, only 50% of the children will
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be carriers and none will evidence the problem, since the illness is recessive. Various reces-
sive and other genetic disorders have been demonstrated among the Amish, Hutterites, and
Jews—religious groups that have histories of physical and/or social separation from others.

The Amish

Exact data on the Amish are difficult to come by. The Amish are one of several groups known
collectively as Anabaptists. Mennonites are another Anabaptist denomination; they have
some similarities to the Amish, but many differences too (the primary ones being that many
Mennonites are less isolated than the Amish and accept more conveniences of modern life,
such as electricity). Population estimates for the Amish range from 150,000 to 200,000, but
those change rapidly, as the average Amish family has seven children.

Though Amish communities are found in 21 states, most are in Pennsylvania, Ohio,
and Indiana. These states are viewed as separate inbreeding subgroups. Hostetler (1980)
states that the Amish and Hutterites are the “best defined inbred group(s)” in North America
(p. 319). Because intermarriage across the distinct communities is relatively rare, each has its
own pattern of genetic conditions.

Extensive genetic research has revealed a high incidence of certain inherited conditions
among the Amish (McKusick, 1978). For example, one Pennsylvania community displays a
form of hereditary dwarfism, the frequency of which is equivalent to that in the rest of the
world. A different type of dwarfism is found in some other Amish populations. The Amish in
Ohio evidence a high frequency of hemophilia (pathological bleeding), whereas in Indiana an
unusual form of muscular dystrophy is present. In Pennsylvania, genetically based stillbirths
have also been noted (Hostetler, 1980). Other problems observed include congenital deaf-
ness, neuromuscular disorders, types of anemia, thyroid defects, cardiac deficiencies, and
dementias (McKusick, 1978).

The Hutterites

The Hutterites, another Anabaptist group that originated in the same general central Euro-
pean region as the Amish and the Mennonites, also came to the United States to escape
persecution. They arrived in the middle to late 19th century and located themselves first in
the Dakotas and then in western Canada. They maintain a strong ingroup communal society
and actively resist outside educational influences.

For the Hutterites, as for the Amish, separation from outgroups and inbreeding have
resulted in some negative genetic developments. A general observation of mental health
suggests that neurotic manifestations are low but that relatively high rates of certain major
mental disorders are found (Eaton & Weil, 1955). Both schizophrenia and bipolar disorder
(called “manic—depressive psychosis” when this work was done) possess substantial genetic
components. The Hutterites have relatively low rates of schizophrenia, but a high rate of
bipolar disorder. Since both disorders are also environmentally influenced, genetic factors do
not tell the entire story. Overall, however, the prevalence of these disorders is low relative to
national data (Hostetler, 1974).

Research studies on genetically based illnesses among the Hutterites are older and fewer
than those conducted with the Amish. Still, one sees many similarities (and a few differences)
between the two groups. A Canadian Hutterite collective evidences a type of inherited mus-
cular dystrophy similar to that found among the Amish (Frosk et al., 2005; Shokeir, Rodz-



68 THE PSYCHOLOGY OF RELIGION

ilsky, Opitz, & Reynolds, 2005). A genetically based brain disorder associated with mental
retardation has also been reported by Schurig, Van Orman, Bowen, and Opitz (2005). In
addition, some 38 genetic blood markers have been observed among Hutterites (Lewis et al.,
2005). There is clearly a need for additional research with this religious group.

The Jews
Historical Background and Types of Genetic Disorders

Whereas the Amish and the Hutterites exist on the fringes of society, Jews have been a cen-
tral group in Western civilization for millennia. To a considerable degree, Jewish history
in the past 2,000 years has been a tale of anti-Semitic discrimination and self- and other-
imposed separation from Christian neighbors (the nadir of which was, of course, the Nazi
Holocaust). Long before Jesus, the early Hebrews sharply distinguished themselves from
others who resided near them in the Near and Middle East. This pattern continued into the
Christian era, when the separation of Jews into their own communities was formalized in the
Middle Ages by the creation of the ghetto. Contrary to general belief, the ghetto was often
instituted by the Jews themselves, not by Christian authorities (Wirth, 1928). As Wirth (1928)
noted, “To the Jews the geographically separated and socially isolated community seemed to
offer the best opportunity for following their religious precepts” (p. 19). Administratively, the
ghetto was an agency of social, political, and economic control that enforced the segregation
of Jews from non-Jews. Considering the prevailing anti-Semitism of Christians, this separa-
tion also served their desires well.

This situation began changing rapidly in the 20th century. Prior to World War II, Jewish
intermarriage rates were below 5%. By 1970, about 32% of Jews were intermarrying. In more
recent years, intermarriage rates of 40-60% have been reported (Silberman, 1985). This is
likely to change the genetic situation in the not too distant future. However, recent genetic
marker analyses reveal that Jews from eastern and western Europe, north Africa, and the
Near and Middle East are related despite over 2,000 years of the Diaspora (i.e., the disper-
sion from their roots in Palestine during Biblical times) (Ostrer, 2000).

Simply put, the physical isolation of the Jews for millennia offered an opportunity for
mutations to appear; hence this group has been troubled by a fairly large number of geneti-
cally based disorders. Though Jews are prone to a wide variety of inherited illnesses, in many
instances one can argue that lifestyle and other factors contribute to the expression of certain
diseases (Koenig, McCullough, & Larson, 2001). We must also keep in mind that genetics is
usually more probabilistic than deterministic (Barkow, 1982; Gould, 1978). Still, a number
of heritable conditions evidence great discrepancies between Jews and non-Jews (Griffiths,
Miller, Suzuki, Lewontin, & Gelbart, 2000; Post, 1973). For example, Gaucher syndrome—
a metabolic disease that affects the liver, spleen, bones, blood, and possibly the nervous
system—has a prevalence of 1 per 2,500 among Ashkenazi Jews (also known as Ashkenazim),
but 1 per 75,000 among non-Jews.> Another condition occurring disproportionately in this
group is Tay—Sachs disease, a degenerative disorder of the brain that results in blindness,
deafness, paralysis, and death, usually by the age of 3 or 4. It is found in 1 of 3,500 Ashke-
nazic Jews, but only 1 per 35,000 non-Jews. Genetic testing for Tay—Sachs is a success story.

5Ashkenazim come primarily from central and eastern Europe and account for about 80% of all Jews. Sephardic
Jews are found in southern Europe and the entire Mediterranean region, while a number of smaller groups may
be found in Asia.
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Between 1970 and 2000, over 1 million Jews were tested for mutations for this condition, and
the incidence of Tay—Sachs births dropped over 90% (Macmillan Science Library: Genetics,
2004).

Recently, a genetic predisposition to breast cancer has been identified in Jewish women
(Egan et al., 1996). In a balanced manner, these authors also note the influence of lifestyle and
reproductive history on the development of breast cancer. Those who would like to peruse
the medical literature on other genetic disorders among Jews might research essential pen-
tosuria, familial dysautonomia, Niemann—Pick disease, and torsion dystonia, among other
possibilities. Goodman’s (1979) overview of genetic disorders lists some 22 conditions among
the Ashkenazim.

Concern among Jews about these conditions resulted in a National Foundation for Jew-
ish Genetic Diseases, which has recently been absorbed into the Center for Jewish Genetic
Diseases at the Mount Sinai Medical Center.5 It is a voluntary, nonprofit health and research
organization that gathers and provides information on research, care, and resources for those
interested in and/or affected by any of the genetic diseases to which Jews are susceptible.

A New Theory: Genetic Diseases and Intelligence among Ashkenazi Jews

Recently, a new theory has associated the pattern of Jewish genetic diseases with the issue
of above-average intelligence among Ashkenazim. Formulated by three non-Jewish scholars
affiliated with the University of Utah, this theory has been termed “politically incorrect” by a
number of evaluators (Wade, 2005), but that is a poor excuse for avoiding controversy. This is
a radical perspective that ties biology to religion, specifically only to Ashkenazim (Cochran,
Hardy, & Harpending, 2005). To put it mildly, it has stimulated much debate and disagree-
ment. These scholars make the following points:

1. The genetic disorders described above have plagued Ashkenazi Jews for centuries.

2. From 50-80% of the variation in intelligence test scores has been attributed to genet-
ics (Bouchard, 1996a, 1996b; Myers, 1998).

3. Observations indicate that Ashkenazi Jews, on the average, score 10—15 points higher
on intelligence tests than the norm for such measures (Lynn & Longley, 2006).

4. A relationship involving neural development is hypothesized between high intelli-
gence and the production of certain genetic diseases among Ashkenazi Jews.

5. This association is a function of the long-term effects of prejudice and bigotry on
Ashkenazi Jews in central and eastern Europe from about 800 to 1800 A.D.

6. The inference is made that discriminatory treatment forced the Ashkenazim into
occupations requiring intelligence, especially of a verbal and mathematical nature
(but not spatial).

7. Such occupations (e.g., money lending, banking, business, etc.) selected over time for
high intelligence.

8. These males were financially well off, married the daughters of similar Ashkenazim,
and had large families.

9. The outcomes were high intelligence and high rates of certain neurological condi-
tions.

6The center can be contacted at the Mount Sinai Medical Center, Fifth Avenue at 100th Street, New York, NY
10029, or via its website (www.mssm.edu/jewish_genetics).
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Some of these points merit further elaboration. Research points to two clusters of
genetic problems. The primary one is termed the “lysosomal” or “sphingolipid storage” clus-
ter of disorders (e.g., Tay—Sachs disease, Niemann—Pick disease, mucolipidosis, and Gaucher
syndrome). These disorders evoke disturbances in neural function that interfere with the
speed of nervous signals, the insulation of nerve fibers, and the growth of connections among
nerve cells (Nuenke, 2005; Wade, 2005). The second group of disorders is labeled the “DNA
repair_ cluster and may be involved to a lesser degree in neural functioning. Still, sufferers
from at least one of these defects, torsion dystonia, evidence uncommonly high intelligence
(Cochran et al., 2005). Referring mainly to the first cluster, Cochran et al. (2005) claim that
genetic neurological diseases with high rates among Ashkenazim “are known to elevate 1Q”
(p. 661).

With respect to point 3 above, what may be of greater significance is not the average
difference in 1Q, but the probability that IQs above 140 may be six times more frequent
among Ashkenazim than among non-Ashkenazim. This positive development was, however,
accompanied by “an increased [rate] of hereditary disorders” (Cochran et al., 2005, p. 659).
For example, studies of patients with Gaucher syndrome reveal high 1Qs and occupations
requiring high intelligence.

Given the problems associated with rapid natural selection, particularly with geneti-
cally recessive disorders, those not disabled by their mutations—mnamely, carriers of the
mutations—may well manifest high intelligence. They possess, however, the very undesir-
able likelihood of passing on their presently silent neurological defects to future generations.
This implies a testable hypothesis: Compared to those without these mutations, Ashkenazic
carriers of the mutations should reveal significantly higher intelligence (Cochran et al., 2005).
One estimate suggests that 29% of Ashkenazi Jews may possess genetic mutations for these
disorders (Intermountain Jewish News, 2006). These mutations may function in a manner
similar to the one for sickle cell anemia, which, despite its very negative character, protects
against malaria. Another consideration is that the mutations causing these diseases should be
eliminated unless they are performing some adaptive evolutionary function.

High 1Qs would be meaningless if they were not manifested in concrete accomplish-
ments in life. Stark (1998) claims that “The Jews rapidly became the most highly educated
group in the United States ... and have the highest family income of any racial, religious or
ethnic group” (p. 298). Further evidence is found in regard to Nobel Prize winners: From
the second half of the 20th century up to 2004, the Jewish population in the United States
ranged from about 2% to 3%, but they accounted for 41% of those receiving Nobel Prizes.
In addition, though approximately 0.33% of the world’s population is Jewish, this group has
produced over half of the world’s chess champions (Cochran et al., 2005). Similar data may
be cited for intellectual honors in a wide variety of fields.

As indicated earlier, the view of Cochran and his associates has been challenged.
Metzenberg (2005) claims that the operative selective process is not Darwinian natural
selection, but a system of self-selection more than two millenia old. He stresses a Jewish cul-
tural emphasis on learning and study, with those who were most successful becoming highly
valued in their communities. Actually, self-selection and natural selection would have been
mutually supportive. Either way, the result was that community leaders chose these men for
their daughters. The consequences were financial support for further study, plus large fami-
lies. Despite some good arguments, Metzenberg’s thesis has also come in for sharp criticism
(Razib, 2005). Cochran et al. (2005) stress that their position is hypothetical, capable of being
tested and providing an avenue for further evaluation. Though knowledgeable scientists and
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scholars have ranged themselves on both sides of the issue, this work shows the psychologi-
cal complexities of religion in its historical-cultural context. Politically incorrect or not, it is
likely to elicit polemics for some time to come.

THE BIOLOGY OF RELIGIOUS RITUAL

Human life is pervaded by ritual. It can, depending on the situation, be called “social,”
“political,” “spiritual,” “religious,” or whatever the immediate circumstances suggest. When
we meet someone we know, the ritual is to say, “How are you?” The expected response is
“Fine, how are you?” A pattern of small talk follows unless another ritual reaction to events
dictates otherwise. The words we use and the gestures we make are all in the service of ritu-
alistic design—at least in form, if not in content. As a rule, we are not usually aware of such
actions in our everyday behavior, since they are invariably habitual.

“Ritual” is individually and/or socially organized behavior that is often repetitive. Its
roots lie deep in the genetic prehistory and neurophysiology of our species. In other words,
ritual has a considerable evolutionary history, and is apparently significant in the function-
ing of the human nervous system. Clearly, we follow a long line of animal predecessors that
have also engaged in ritualistic activities for a variety of reasons though not for religious
purposes. Bell (1997) simply tells us that “animal and human rituals can be considered akin
biologically and evolutionarily” (p. 31). Paul MacLean’s (1973) studies of the brain led him to
name a network in the old brain the “R-complex.” He claimed that this network is involved
with ritual behavior, especially with regard to the control of sex and aggression. In sum,
many scholars in this area have stressed the idea that ritual is “biologically advantageous”
(Huxley, 1966, p. 252). With this theme, natural selection is placed at the core of ritual stud-

1€sS.

Ritual in Religion

In a number of ways, ritual and ceremony are central to religion. It is here where humans sep-
arate themselves from their animal predecessors, but maybe not totally. A wonderful example
of animal ritual that borders on the religious but may be considered prereligious animism is
provided by Goodall (1971) and elaborated on by Guthrie (1993). Goodall describes the pat-
terned, ritualistic response of a group of chimpanzees to a thunderstorm. The chimpanzee
response is not considered religious by Guthrie, but he seems to agree with Lowie (1924)
that human animism is “essentially nonreligious or only potentially religious” (Guthrie, 1993,
p- 25). One must know the cultural and religious framework of a people before animism and
religion can be distinguished.

Within religious systems, there is much conscious learning of approved verbal and non-
verbal ways of communicating—such as when to genuflect, kneel, or adopt other postures or
movements; say certain prayers; engage in dance; drink liquids or eat foods with religious sig-
nificance (e.g., wine, wafers, matzoh); and so forth. Over the centuries, institutional religions
have refined and redefined their rituals. Private and public forms of worship are specified for
certain times of day (on arising, prior to sleep, at calls to prayer, etc.). Particular days of the
week plus certain times of the month and year are set aside for special recognition and action
by the faithful; all such times have their formally structured ceremonial expressions. Ritual
circumscribes the entire process.
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The Utility and Significance of Ritual

The prevalence and importance of ritual in animals and humans have led some psychologists
and anthropologists to theorize an evolutionary history that has resulted in a neurophysiol-
ogy with specific brain sites (Bell, 1997; d’Aquili, Laughlin, & McManus, 1979; d’Aquili &
Newberg, 1999). Eugene d’Aquili and his associates specifically applied their neurological
analyses and interpretations to religious ritual (d’Aquili et al., 1979; d’Aquili & Newberg,
1999).

Ritual is often regarded as both the core and origin of religion. Wallace (1966) called it
the “primary phenomenon of religion ... religion in action” (p. 102). Pilgrim (1978) states that
“the ritual act not only is universal to religion but is the single most important characteristic
of any living religiousness” (p. 64).

There is general agreement that the basic purpose of ritual is communication, whether
the ritual is the waggle dance of a bee to its fellow bees (Raven, Johnson, Losos, & Singer,
2005) or the fervent prayer of a petitioner to a god. Messages are sent through whatever
means an organism or a person apparently feels is most effective. These messages counter
the stress of ambiguity and uncertainty. They contain information that endows the vague
and indefinite with meaning. The discomfort, distress, and threat of uncertainty are lessened
when one possesses ritualistic means of coping with troublesome situations. As Leach (1966)
has pointed out, ritual summarizes a great deal of information that in many settings “is essen-
tial for the survival of the performers” (p. 405). Ritual connects people not only to each other,
but, in their minds, to their deities. Psychoanalysts have added that it provides a connection
to one’s inner desires and feelings. Communication and language, as instruments of control,
organize interpersonal and group situations to elicit behaviors that primarily maintain peace
and harmony on all societal levels (Scheflen, 1972). Ritual thus coordinates religion, both in
the public domain and within individuals (Ostow & Scharfstein, 1954).

This relationship has led Rappaport (1999) to theorize that religion originated in ritual.
There is a regularizing order to the way in which things are ritualistically done. This provides
the kind of organization that supports consistency and comfort for individuals—and, in most
instances, amity and understanding in community life. With this in mind, many scholars see
ritual as reducing aggression and managing sexual impulses (Wulff, 1997). More broadly,
rituals are viewed as means of encouraging and controlling emotion. Rituals in general and
religious rituals in particular usually survive not because of the power of authorities, but
because people want them, volunteer to participate in them, and probably gain pleasure from
having ritual roles to play.

To most people, religion represents an ideal state, with institutional faith emphasizing
the discrepancy between reality and the ideal over which one frequently lacks control. Smith
(1982/1996) perceives ritual as indicating the way things ought to be. Participation in reli-
gious ceremonies confirms identification with the ideal, reestablishing a sense of mastery.

People frequently make religious attributions when serious medical problems arise
(Spilka & Schmidt, 1983a, 1983b). Ritual also becomes significant at such times (Helman,
1994). Healing rituals are efforts to transform illness into health. Psychologically, for both
patients and their supporters, they reduce anxiety and uncertainty. These actions are in
effect religious appeals and behaviors designed to bring supernatural forces to the aid of the
afflicted. Prayer and participation in religious healing ceremonies often alleviate suffering
and increase social integration.
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If these considerations are not enough, Sosis (2004) asserts that ritual is an adaptive
product of natural selection, the ultimate purpose of which is “cooperation and commitment”
(p. 172) to the group.

An extensive physical basis has been theorized to place ritual in neurophysiological per-
spective. The neurological network proposed to be involved in ritual is considered part of
the autonomic nervous system and termed the “ergotropic—tropotropic system.” Ritual is
invoked as a possible balancing and/or control mechanism in the relationship between the
often antagonistic functions that characterize the components of this system. The interested
reader can explore this thinking in the work of Laughlin, McManus, and d’Aquili (1990).
Other than its suggestion that there may be a complex biology underlying ritual, too little is
known about this theory to go into further detail here.

THE BIOLOGY OF PRAYER
Biological Correlates of Prayer, Meditation, and Relaxation

Since prayer involves ritual, the neurobiological correlates of ritual may also hold for prayer,
but this has not been demonstrated and appears to be controversial (Sloan, 2006). The results
of research studies are not consistent in supporting the selective neural suppression postu-
lated by d’Aquili and Newberg (1999). Noting that Transcendental Meditation (TM) seems to
slow down brain waves (as recorded by electroencephalograms or EEGs), Surwillo and Hob-
son (1978) expected TM to be similar to prayer. Hoping to observe the same neural slowing
effects in prayer as in TM, they studied EEGs from a rather small sample, but were unable to
confirm their hypothesis. Yoga and Zen meditation have, however, been associated with the
production of alpha brain waves, which occur with feelings of well-being (Benson, 1975).

Utilizing the same theoretical approach, but with a much larger sample, Elkins, Anchor,
and Sandler (1979) focused on tension reduction in their subjects’ muscles. They compared
relaxation techniques with observations from “intercessory” and “reflective” prayer. No infor-
mation was provided as to how they defined these forms of prayer. Subjective claims that the
prayers resulted in relaxation were not objectively confirmed by the measurement of muscle
potentials. The relaxation condition seemed to be more effective than prayer; the latter dem-
onstrated minor but nonsignificant tendencies toward tension reduction.

Though prayer may be aimed at reducing tension, its goal could actually be an altered
state of consciousness, either contemplative or mystical (Benson, 1975). Insofar as prayer may
induce relaxation, Benson (1975) suggests that it should also result in a slowing of breathing,
and thus a lowered exchange of oxygen and carbon dioxide. This relaxation pattern has been
observed in TM. Regardless of how it is elicited, it is considered a healthy reaction (Benson
& Stark, 1996). Benson and Stark further report that 80% of their patients selected prayer as
an avenue to the relaxation response, and that 25% felt it enhanced their spirituality. Interest-
ingly, this latter group manifested fewer medical symptoms than those who did not experi-
ence any spiritual enlightenment.

Benson impressively conveys his belief that prayer is physiologically and psychologically
beneficial. This is buttressed by research showing that faith lowers anxiety, blood pressure,
and depression, and that it counters the use of drugs, alcohol, and tobacco. These and other
similar observations suggest to Benson that evolution has “wired” the brain for religion, or, as
he has put it, “wired for God” (Benson & Stark, 1996, p. 196; Roush, 1997, p. 357). In other
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words, beliefs in God and religion have aided humans to survive and perpetuate themselves
through offspring—possibly, in part, because these beliefs have encouraged beneficial physi-
ological reactions such as tension or stress reduction and relaxation.

Prayer and Physical Health

The above-described biological correlates of prayer suggest that it may actually affect the
health of those who pray. This is a debatable view (Sloan & Bagiella, 2002). One way of look-
ing at this potential is to conceive of prayer as an “emotion-regulating strategy” (Koenig,
George, & Siegler, 1988). In one study of older adults, prayer appeared to reduce negative
emotional expressions under stress (Koenig, George, & Siegler, 1988). Using a broad-based
national sample, Ferraro and Albrecht-Jensen (1991) concluded that “people who pray and
participate more actively in their religions have better health” (p. 199). A similar conclusion
came from a study of patients undergoing coronary artery bypass, whose authors claimed
that those who prayed evidenced better postoperative emotional health (Ai, Bolling, & Peter-
son, 2000). Benson (1997) points out that prayer induces relaxation and results in “decreased
metabolism, heart rate, rate of breathing and distinctive slower brain waves” (p. 1695). These
are taken as signs of reduced stress. Though noting the positive effects and correlates of
prayer relative to bodily health, those who have conducted extensive surveys of this literature
are more cautious in their conclusions. They point out a variety of design-related, analytic,
and interpretive problems in the research (McCullough, 1995). Prayer appears to be helpful,
but the reasons are not so clear. Once again, controlled enthusiasm is merited.

THE BIOLOGICAL EFFECTS OF FORGIVENESS

Forgiveness is often a religious ideal (Hope, 1987). Studying a national sample, Gorsuch and
Hao (1993) have shown that personal religiousness and a sense of forgiveness go together.
Lack of a willingness to forgive correlates positively with hostility. In turn, the finding that
hostility is associated with unhealthy cardiovascular reactions has been well documented
(Baum & Singer, 1987; Sarafino, 1990). In many people, hostility, stress, hypertension, and
coronary heart disease constitute the main features of a syndrome known as the “Type A per-
sonality” (Friedman & Rosenman, 1974). The main destructive feature of Type A is its hostil-
ity component (Rhodewalt & Smith, 1991). Research shows that forgiveness not only coun-
ters hostility, but also lowers blood pressure and subjective feelings of stress, and reduces
objective signs of stress (Witvliet & Ludwig, 1999). Studying posttraumatic stress disorder,
Witvliet, Phipps, Feldman, and Beckham (2004) also found that forgiveness was related to
desirable physical changes.

Forgiveness has been conceptualized as an “emotion-focused coping strategy” (Wor-
thington & Scherer, 2004, p. 385) that counters stress and reduces adverse physiological
responses. Health is thus benefited. Other work has not only confirmed the favorable effects
of forgiveness on cardiovascular indicators, but also identified desirable modifications in
brain reactions (Farrow et al., 2005; Lawler et al., 2003, 2005). There is little doubt that for-
giveness is an important personal and social aid supporting the religion-health connection.
It performs a similar function psychotherapeutically.



Religion and Biology

OVERVIEW

In this chapter, we have briefly examined the main questions surrounding the relationship
of religion to biology. This is a realm about which volumes can be written. It is also one
that rapidly becomes highly specialized and technical, as biochemistry and the neurosci-
ences are part of the overall picture.

The relationship between religion and biology has been historically conditioned by the
theory of evolution. Soon after Darwin presented his views, the religious community split—
interestingly, with conservatives on both sides of the conflict. One group saw evolution as
posing a dire threat to faith by doing away with the distinction between humans and other
animals. The religious proponents of Darwinism saw evolutionary theory as testimony to
the wondrous way God works through natural law. This battle is continuing into the 21st
century, with science on one side and creationism and intelligent design on the other. As
fascinating as this debate is, it is beyond the scope of the present volume, and much good
writing on the various issues is available elsewhere (K. R. Miller, 1999; Ruse, 2006).

In current biological and social-scientific thinking, religion has become a popular
topic. Grand, all-encompassing theories may be intellectually exciting, but unless they
eventuate in fruitful research, they will essentially remain sterile. The ever-present danger
is that scientific research may become confused with “scientism,” the view that the only
avenue to knowledge is via the scientific method.

Research on religion and the brain appears to be a “hot” research area today, but it is
basically in its infancy. Work in this domain has, however, opened new avenues to under-
standing the biological correlates of religious belief, behavior and experience. Much still
needs to be done to unravel the issues of cause, correlation, and effects between religious
expression and these physical processes.

It is abundantly evident that religion, which seems so distant from biology, is actu-
ally intimately involved with it on many levels. The tip of this iceberg is now displayed, but
more of its body is coming into view as science studies the various links between religion
and biology.
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Religion in Childhood

Dear God, instead of letting people die and having to make new ones,
why don’t you just keep the ones You have now?—Jane

Dear God, are You really invisible or is that a trickP—Lucy

King Solomon must have been fond of animals, because he had many
wives and one thousand porcupines.

Mummy, in the Bible, there is a story about a flood and God promised
that there would never be another flood. How come there was a flood
in Texas then?

If Jesus is born every Christmas and crucified every Good Friday, how
does he grow so quickly?!

RELIGIOUS AND SPIRITUAL DEVELOPMENT
IN CHILDHOOD

With some exceptions, in this chapter we restrict our consideration of “religious develop-
ment” to theory and investigations involving children and young adolescents (here taken to
include persons through the midteen years). This purposely avoids many studies of college
students and adults, unless such research has implications for child and young adolescent
religious development. Our focus upon childhood is heavily theoretical. Tronically, despite
the fact that fewer than 1% of almost 150,000 studies identified in PsycINFO included stud-
ies of religion in childhood, and despite the fact that 45% of all dissertations addressing reli-
gion and childhood have been completed since 1990 (Boyatzis, 2005, p. 124), theories from
mainstream psychology have dominated the study of religion, spirituality, and childhood. Tt
is a case of “more theory than data” that is only now beginning to be remedied.

I'These quotations come, respectively, from the following sources: Paw Prints (n.d.); Paw Prints (n.d.); a child
quoted in Goldman (1964, p. 1); Madge (1965, p. 14); and Madge (1965, p. 14).
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Stage Theories of Religious and Spiritual Development
The Influence of Piaget

Hyde (1990) pointed out almost two decades ago, “The study of religion in childhood and
adolescence has been dominated for thirty years by investigations of the process by which
religious thinking develops™ (p. 15), and this dominance has been largely attributable to
the influence of Jean Piaget. Although Piaget is no longer held on a pedestal, his influence
remains considerable. For many, it is hard to think of religious development in other than
cognitive terms (Boyatzis, 2005, p. 126).

Piaget argued that “cognitive development” involves a series of stages. Beginning in the
1920s, he studied these stages in part by sitting on street corners and playing marbles and
other games with his own and other children—asking about the “rules” of each game, posing
problems for the children to solve, and so on (Piaget, 1932/1948, 1936/1952, 1937/1954). He
was just as interested in the “errors” the children made as he was in “correct” answers to his
questions, and noted that there were striking similarities among the ways in which children
of the same age reasoned about things. Piaget concluded that there are four major identifiable
stages of cognitive development, which reflect the general reasoning abilities of children of
different ages:

1. Sensorimotor stage (birth to about 2 years). During this stage, children seem to
understand things through their sensory and motor (“sensorimotor”) interactions with the
world around them (e.g., by touching and looking at things, and by putting them in their
mouths). It is during this period that infants come to realize that objects continue to exist
even though they are no longer immediately perceived (“object permanence”), and also that
infants develop a fear of strangers (“stranger anxiety”). Both of these cognitive changes appear
at about 8 months or soon thereafter.

2. Preoperational stage (about 2 to 7 years). During this second stage, children live in a
very egocentric world, being unable to see things from others™ perspectives. Preoperational
children become quite at home in representing things with language and numbers, but lack
sophisticated logical reasoning capability, and are unable to grasp more than one relationship
at a time. Also, children at this stage are prone to errors, especially for concepts of conser-
vation. That is, they have difficulty grasping the idea that such characteristics as volume,
mass, or length of objects remain the same, in spite of changes in their outward appearance.
For example, even when a child has seen the same amount of liquid poured back and forth
between a short, fat beaker and a tall, thin beaker, the youngster may fail to understand that
the amount of liquid in the two containers is the same. Rather, he or she may think that the
tall, thin beaker holds more water because it “looks bigger.”

3. Concrete operational stage (about 7 to 12 years). During this stage, children become
capable of understanding the concepts of conservation that gave them so much trouble at the
previous level. They are also able to reason quite logically about concrete events, to under-
stand analogies, and to perform mathematical transformations such as those involving revers-
ibility (i.e., 4 + 3 = 7; therefore, 7 - 3 = 4).

4. Formal operational stage (12 years and up). The last stage of cognitive development
allows a move away from the concrete in thought processes. These older children are capable
of complex abstract thinking involving the hypothetical—for example, by generating poten-
tial solutions to a problem, and then creating a plan to systematically test different possibili-
ties in order to arrive at a “correct” solution.
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Piaget’s proposals have not escaped criticism (Boyatzis, 2005, pp. 125-126). One cru-
cial assumption accepted by others influenced by Piaget is that cognitive growth proceeds
sequentially so that growing children can assimilate and deal with their environment, and
can also alter their thinking in order to accommodate new information. In other words, it is
assumed that each stage builds on the previous stages in order to further children’s cognitive
development. This has important implications for religious and spiritual development. For
example, it suggests that children are not cognitively capable of understanding the complex
and abstract concepts involved in most religions of the adult world. Piaget did not write
directly about the religious growth of children (Hyde, 1990), even though he wrote a book
on moral development (Piaget, 1932/1948). It was left to others to relate Piaget’s theories of
cognitive stages to religion and spirituality.

Applications of Piaget’s Stages to Religious and Spiritual Development
ELKIND'S APPROACH

David Elkind proposed that religion is a natural result of mental development, such that
biological roots of intellectual growth interact with individuals™ experiences. Specifically,
Elkind suggested that four basic sequential components of intelligence (conservation, search
for representation, search for relations, and search for comprehension) are critical in reli-
gious development, and that this sequence parallels the cognitive stages described by Piaget
(Elkind, 1961, 1962, 1963, 1964, 1970, 1971). Three studies investigating Elkind’s ideas about
cognitive religious development are described in Research Box 4.1. Essentially, his research
supported a Piagetian kind of progression as religious understanding emerges in children. A
subsequent study (Long, Elkind, & Spilka, 1967) revealed a similar cognitive sequence for
children’s ideas about prayer.

Shifting from a child’s sense of religious identity to children’s religious experience, David
and Sally Elkind (1970) studied the compositions of 149 ninth-grade U.S. students who were
asked to respond to the questions “When do you feel closest to God?” and “Have you ever
had a particular experience of feeling especially close to God?” (p. 104). The former question
was assumed to tap recurrent religious experiences, and the latter acute religious experi-
ences.The researchers concluded that the majority of respondents regarded personal reli-
gious experiences as a significant part of their lives, even though many resisted formal reli-
gious activities and participation. Across all respondents, 92% wrote compositions indicating
recurrent experiences, and 76% wrote compositions indicating acute experiences (Elkind &

Elkind, 1970, p. 104).

TAMMINEN'S RESEARCH

Kalevi Tamminen’s (1976, 1994; Tamminen & Nurmi, 1995; Tamminen, Vianello, Jaspard,
& Ratcliff, 1988) studies of the religious experiences of Finnish children and adolescents
deserve attention in this chapter for several reasons. First, almost 3,000 young people have
been studied. Second, this research program has produced limited but important longitudi-
nal data. Third, and possibly most important, these studies have moved a step beyond the
more traditional cognitive-stage approach by investigating the meaning and implications of
religious experiences for children’s lives, in addition to aspects of religious cognitive develop-
ment.
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RESEARCH Box 4.1. The Child’s Concept of Religion (Elkind, 1961, 1962, 1963)

In three separate studies, Elkind posed a series of questions to Jewish, Catholic, and Prot-
estant children, respectively, concerning their understanding of their religious identity and
ideas. For example, in his 1961 study, Jewish children were asked questions such as these:
“Are you Jewish?”, “What makes you Jewish?”, “Can a cat or a dog be Jewish? Why?”, and
“How do you become a Jew?” Elkind found considerable age-related cognitive similarity in
children’s responses to such questions across his three major religious groups. The develop-
ment of religious ideas seemed to parallel Piaget’s cognitive stages to some extent.

In the 5- to 7-year range (comparable to Piaget’s late preoperational stage), children
seemed to think that their denominational affiliation was absolute, having been ordained
by God, and therefore it could not be changed. A few years later (ages 7-9, comparable
to Piaget’s early concrete operational stage), religious ideas were indeed very “concrete.”
Religious affiliation was seen to be determined by the family into which one was born, and
if a Catholic family had a pet cat, it was thought to be a Catholic cat. At the next stage of
religious development (ages 10-14, corresponding to Piaget’s late concrete and early formal
operational stages), children apparently began to understand some of the complexities of
religious practices and rituals, and they could conceive of a person’s changing his or her
religion because they understood religion to come from within the person rather than being
determined externally. Abstract and differentiated religious thinking was beginning to
appear. In the end, Elkind concluded that children were not capable of an abstract “adult”
understanding of religion before the age of 11 or 12 (i.e., the beginning of Piaget’s formal
operational period).

Tamminen used the five religious dimensions of Glock and Stark (1965) to organize his
longitudinal study of religious development in Scandinavian youths. A summary of his work
is reported in Research Box 4.2. As noted in the box, Tamminen asked his subjects, “Have
you at times felt that God is particularly close to you?” Percentages of responses by grade
level for the 1974 sampling are presented in Table 4.1. The steady decline in the percentage of
students reporting experiences of nearness to God by grade level (and hence age) is obvious.
This decline is further evident in Table 4.2, which contains responses to the same question
in 1986 from this longitudinal study. Tamminen’s study is thus the only major longitudinal
study to document the steady decline in the report of religious experience from childhood
through adolescence in a highly secularized culture. It suggests that such experiences (or
their report) are quite common in childhood, supporting the claims of Paffard (1973) and
others as discussed later in this chapter.

Tamminen’s research program is not without problems. It is difficult to know what to
make of written questionnaire responses from relatively young children; probably the younger
children were not able to express themselves well in writing, and it is not clear that their
self-reported “religious experiences” are consonant with what adults would call “religious
experiences.” Also, questionnaires were administered in school classrooms, suggesting that
peer pressure, contextual influences, and other such factors may have influenced responses.
For example, children may have been reluctant to reveal personal religious experiences to
an unknown adult, especially while sitting among their classmates. As Scarlett (1994) has
pointed out, “These are surveys carried out in impersonal settings not conducive to tapping
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RESEARCH Box 4.2. Religious Experience in Childhood and Adolescence: Finnish Research
(Tamminen, 1994)

Tamminen began his series of investigations with a 1974 study that tested 1,588 children
and adolescents (ages 7-20), who were mostly Lutheran and fairly evenly divided between
boys and girls. Longitudinal data were collected 2 years later on 277 of the original partici-
pants, and a final longitudinal wave of data was collected in 1980 on 60 of those who had
participated in the first and second stages. Also, 242 classmates of the “third-wave 60" were
studied for comparison purposes. Finally, in 1986, a study was carried out to replicate and
extend the 1974 investigation, involving 1,176 students. Most of the data were gathered by
means of group questionnaires administered in classrooms, although the youngest students
(first grade) were also interviewed. Tamminen acknowledges that many students up to fifth
grade had difficulty expressing themselves in writing, and that this could have compro-
mised his findings for the younger children.

Religious experience was operationally defined by the question “Have you at times felt
that God is particularly close to you?” and its follow-up, “Would you like to tell me about
it—when and in what situations?” Interestingly, 10-16% of the two youngest groups of stu-
dents reported that they had not felt particularly close to God, and this figure grew steadily
to 53% of the 17- to 20-year-olds. That is, older children and adolescents were significantly
less likely to report any religious experiences involving closeness to God.

Closeness to God among the 7- to 11-year-old children was most likely to be linked
with “situations of loneliness, fear, and emergencies—such as escaping or avoiding dan-
ger—or when they were ill” (1994, p. 81). Tamminen notes that these reports corresponded
to a more general concreteness of thinking at these ages. Similar experiences were reported
by the 11- to 13-year-olds, though they also linked closeness to God with encounters with
death, loneliness, prayer, and contemplation. There was not much evidence of more abstract
thinking until later ages.

The 13- to 15-year-olds evidenced a variety of religious doubts (e.g., concerning God’s
existence and trustworthiness, as well as the efficacy of prayer). Reports of decreased close-
ness to God were more common, and those reports of closeness that did appear were more
often linked with death and external dangers. Finally, the religious experiences of older
students (15- to 20-year-olds) tended to involve personal identity issues and existential ques-
tions (e.g., the meaning of life and death), and this material was more obviously abstract in
nature.

Overall, Tamminen has concluded that the results of these far-reaching studies showed
“a developmental line from concrete, separate, and external to more abstract, general, and
internalized. In addition, experiences in childhood were related almost exclusively to every-
day situations—as was the case also with evening prayer—whereas at the age of puberty
and in adolescence, such experiences were more frequently related to congregational situa-
tions [i.e., church-related contexts]” (p. 82). In general, parallel findings appeared for other
questions dealing with God’s guidance and direction in life.

Note. A more extensive treatment of Tamminen’s research on religion in Finnish young people can be found in his
1991 book Religious Development in Childhood and Youth: An Empirical Study.
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TABLE 4.1. Scandinavian Students’ Reports of Experiencing
Nearness to God (1974)

Percentage responding by grade level

Response I 11 A% VII IX XI
Yes 84 — — — — —
Very often — 42 17 10 10 8
A few times — 30 40 33 31 27
Maybe once — 18 12 15 14 13
No 16 10 31 43 44 53

Note. n = 1,336. Level I answered only “yes” or “no.” Adapted from Tam-
minen (1991, p. 42). Copyright 1991 by Soumalainen Tiedeakatemia.
Adapted by permission.

into what God and religious experience mean to adolescents” (p. 88; emphasis in original).
Furthermore, the children and adolescents were fairly homogeneous in terms of their reli-
gious background (Lutheran), and it is not clear to what extent Tamminen’s findings might
generalize to children from other religious backgrounds or no religious background at all. For
a better appreciation of differences in religious experience across religious traditions (though
not specifically in childhood), the reader might consult the first six chapters of Hood’s (1995b)
Handbook of Religious Experience.

THE WORK OF GOLDMAN

Goldman (1964) applied Piaget’s theory of cognitive development to religious thinking, claim-
ing that “religious thinking is no different in mode and method from non-religious thinking”
(p. 5). Working in England, he asked 5- to 15-year-old children questions about drawings
with religious connotations (e.g., a child kneeling at a bed, apparently praying), as well as
questions about Bible stories (e.g., Moses at the burning bush). He then analyzed responses
to the questions by looking for evidence of Piagetian stages of development. He concluded, as
did Elkind, that religious thinking does indeed proceed in a fashion similar to more general
cognitive development.

TABLE 4.2. Scandinavian Students’ Reports of Experiencing
Nearness to God (1986)

Percentage responding by grade level
Response 11T v \Y% VI VII  VIII IX

Very often 19 19 13 10 5 1 4
A few times 31 33 44 29 20 13 15
Maybe once 18 20 19 27 24 18 22
No 32 28 24 34 52 68 59

Note.n = 971. Adapted from Tamminen (1991, p. 43). Copyright 1991 by Soumalainen
Tiedeakatemia. Adapted by permission.
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A number of studies have confirmed these general conclusions about “cognitive stages,”
especially the implication that children are capable of more abstract religious thinking as
they grow older (see, e.g., Degelman, Mullen, & Mullen, 1984; Peatling, 1974, 1977; Peatling
& Laabs, 1975; Tamminen, 1976; Tamminen & Nurmi, 1995). There has also been some
confirmatory cross-cultural work (see Hyde, 1990). Some studies have examined specific pre-
dictions of the Piagetian approach for religious development. For example, Zachry (1990)
concluded that his data, obtained from high school and college students, were “consistent
with the prediction of Piagetian theory that abstract thought in a specific content area such
as religion depends on an underlying formal logic” (p. 405).

EVALUATING GOLDMAN'S FINDINGS

Some empirical work has not been entirely supportive of Goldman’s conclusions about the
development of religious thought. For example, Hoge and Petrillo (1978b) studied 451 high
school sophomores in different Protestant and Catholic churches, and concluded that Gold-
man had overestimated the importance of cognitive capacity and underestimated the role
of religious training in the development of religious thought. This conclusion, however, was
apparently based primarily on differences between public and private school Catholics. Hoge
and Petrillo attributed such differences to religious education at the private school, but there
might well have been selection factors at work, such as socioeconomic status or parental
religiosity. Hoge and Petrillo themselves acknowledged the bias in their sample, such that
“the youth most alienated from the church refused [to participate] disproportionately often”
(pp. 142-143).

Batson, Schoenrade, and Ventis (1993) reconsidered Hoge and Petrillo’s (1978b) results
and concluded that their conclusions were inappropriate. In fact, they suggested that Hoge
and Petrillo’s findings were “precisely what Goldman would have predicted” (1993, p. 62).
The disagreement between these two groups of authors apparently hinges partly on a spe-
cific Goldman prediction concerning the level of religious teachings (e.g., “concrete think-
ing” about religious content) and adolescents” overall capacity for higher, more abstract (“for-
mal operational”) religious thinking. Hoge and Petrillo did not measure this “gap” directly,
but assumed that higher absolute scores on a measure of abstract religious thinking meant
that a smaller gap existed. Furthermore, their findings were not consistent across different
measures of religious rejection or across different participant groupings, and the majority of
reported correlations did not achieve statistical significance. It is not surprising that there
was some disagreement as to the interpretation of these findings.

Some authors (e.g., Godin, 1968; Howkins, 1966; Kay, 1996; McCallister, 1995) have
been quite critical of Goldman’s general conclusions, especially the implications he drew
for religious education. Apparently Elkind’s research (see above) has escaped the severe
criticism applied to Goldman’s work, in part because Elkind avoided theological biases or
assumptions (see Hyde, 1990), whereas Goldman “assumed a particular theological point of
view” (Hyde, 1990, p. 35). For example, Greer (1983) has suggested that the cognitive tests of
Goldman and those of Peatling, who developed a measure of religious cognitive development
(Peatling, Laabs, & Newton, 1975), were biased in such a way that theologically conserva-
tive respondents would tend to endorse responses indicating concrete (rather than abstract)
religious thinking.

In the end, although it has been argued that the religiosity of children is not dependent
on cognitive development (Pierce & Cox, 1995), the works of Elkind, Goldman, and others
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have demonstrated the utility of a Piagetian framework for understanding the development of
religious thinking. These researchers also set the stage for much subsequent work in related
areas, such as faith development, moral development, and the emergence of the God concept
and prayer.

Fowler’s Stages of Faith Development

James Fowler (1981, 1991a, 1991b, 1994, 1996) has suggested that individual religious faith
unfolds in a stage sequence similar to that described by Piaget for cognitive development,
and by Kohlberg for moral growth (see below). He defines faith as “a dynamic and generic
human experience ... [that] includes, but is not limited to or identical with, religion” (Fowler,
1991a, p. 31). That is, although Fowler’s use of the term “faith” does overlap with institution-
alized religion, the two are also independent to some extent. Faith is seen as a deep core of
the individual, the “center of values,” “images and realities of power,” and “master stories”
(myths) involving both conscious and unconscious motivations. In other words, faith involves
centers of values that vary from one individual to the next, but that are foci of primary life
importance (such as religion, family, nation, power, money, and sexuality).

Furthermore, people tend to align themselves with power in this dangerous world—
possibly religious power, but also sources of secular power, such as nations and economic
systems. “Faith is trust in and loyalty to images and realities of power” (Fowler, 1991a, p. 32).
Also, Fowler argues that faith involves stories or scripts that give meaning and direction to
people’s lives (e.g., what it means to be a good person or a part of a religious community).

Fowler and his colleagues have carried out extensive interviews with hundreds of people
about these aspects of their faith. They have concluded that there are essentially seven stages
in faith development, although some people never progress very far through these stages.
Fowler’s stages “aim to describe patterned operations of knowing and valuing that underlie
our consciousness” (Fowler, 1996, p. 56), and are described in Table 4.3, with the approxi-
mate time of emergence of each stage shown in parentheses.

Fowler has concluded that it is extremely rare for people to reach the seventh and final
stage in his sequence, but that people who have attained universalizing faith might include
Mahatma Gandhi, Martin Luther King, Jr., and Mother Teresa. It is no coincidence that both
Gandhi and King were assassinated. Fowler claims that people who achieve universalizing
faith are in danger of premature death because of their confrontational involvement in solv-
ing serious problems in the world.

Fowler’s analysis of stages of faith is rich in ideas, provides a framework for empirical
work, and can potentially contribute to our understanding of what it means to be “religious.”
However, it has been pointed out that Fowler’s conceptualization is complex and difficult to
comprehend, and it has failed to generate relatively rigorous empirical research. Also, Fowler
has generally declined to analyze his own results statistically and has ignored related work in
the psychology of religion (Hyde, 1990).

Streib (2001a) proposes that revisions to Fowler’s faith development theory are needed—
for example, to free the theory from “its almost unquestioned adoption of the structural-
developmental ‘logic of development' ... in order to account for the rich and deep life-world-
and life-history-related dimensions of religion” (pp. 144-145). Similarly, Day (2001) claims
that “contemporary research challenges the fundamental assumptions of the cognitive devel-
opmental paradigm” (p. 173); therefore, we need to look elsewhere if we are to understand
religious development. He has suggested that greater attention should be addressed to (reli-
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TABLE 4.3. Fowler’s Stages of Faith Development

1. Primal faith (infancy). This first stage involves the beginnings of emotional trust based on body
contact, care, early play, and the like. Subsequent faith development is based on this foundation.

2. Intuitive/projective faith (early childhood). In the second stage, imagination combines with
perception and feelings to create long-lasting faith images. The child becomes aware of the
sacred, of prohibitions, of death, and of the existence of morality.

3. Muythical/literal faith (elementary school years). Next, the developing ability to think logically
helps to order the world, corresponding to the Piagetian stage of concrete operations. The
child can now discriminate between fantasy and the real world, and can appreciate others’
perspectives. Religious beliefs and symbols are accepted quite literally.

4. Synthetic/conventional faith (early adolescence). During the fourth stage, there is a reliance on
abstract ideas of formal operational thinking, which engenders a hunger for a more personal
relationship with God. Reflections on past experiences, and concerns about the future and
personal relationships, contribute to the development of mutual perspective taking and the
shaping of a world view and its values.

5. Individuative/reflective faith (late adolescence or young adulthood). The fifth stage involves a
critical examination and reconstitution of values and beliefs, including a change from reliance
on external authorities to authority within the self. The capacity for “third-person perspective
taking” contributes to the development of consciously chosen commitments and to the emergence
of an “executive ego.”

6. Conjunctive faith (midlife or beyond). In the sixth stage, there is integration of opposites (e.g.,
the realization that each individual is both young and old, masculine and feminine, constructive
and destructive), generating a “hunger for a deeper relationship to the reality that symbols
mediate” (Fowler, 1991a, p. 41) “Dialogical knowing” emerges, such that the individual is open
to the multiple perspectives of a complex world. This enables the person to go beyond the faith
boundaries developed in the previous individuative/reflective stage, and to appreciate that
“truth” is both multidimensional and organically interdependent.

7. Universalizing faith (unspecified age). The relatively rare final stage involves a oneness with
the power of being or God, as well as commitment to love, justice, and overcoming oppression
and violence. People who have attained this stage of faith development “live as though a
commonwealth of love and justice were already reality among us. They create zones of liberation
for the rest of us, and we experience them as both liberating and as threatening. These people
tend to confront others concerning their involvement in, and attachments to, dehumanizing
structures which oppose ‘the commonwealth of love and justice’” (Fowler, 1991a, p. 41).

gious) speech and narrative. McDargh (2001) focuses his critique of Fowler’s theory more on
its theological foundations, and claims that a more individually focused approach would be
useful. McDargh (2001) and Rizzuto (2001) have both argued for more incorporation of psy-
choanalytic concepts and processes in analyzing faith development. However, Fowler (2001;
Fowler & Dell, 2006) has defended his theory, arguing that it continues to serve after three
decades of research as a useful framework for studying faith development at different levels
(individual, family, and social group).

One problem with Fowler’s theory has been the difficulty in operationalizing the stages,
and consequently there have been attempts to simplify the measurement of his proposed
stages. For instance, Leak, Loucks, and Bowlin (1999) have developed an 8-item Faith Devel-
opment Scale intended to measure Fowler’s proposed stages. However, attempts to validate
this scale have generated mixed results. Leak et al. (1999) have suggested either that this might
be due to limitations of the scale, or that we should have “reservations on the beneficence of
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mature faith within a Fowlerian framework™ (p. 122). More promising is the development of
a Religious Schema Scale by Streib and his colleagues (see Streib, 2008, pp. 58-59).

Oser’s Stages of Development of Religious Judgment

Fritz Oser, with Gmunder and other colleagues (Oser, 1991, 1994; Oser & Gmunder, 1991;
Oser & Reich, 1990, 1996; Oser, Reich, & Bucher, 1994), has focused on a related aspect of
religious development called “religious judgment.” Apart from the work of Elkind, Fowler,
and others, Oser (1991) has stated that

there have been few investigations directed at building up a theory about the develop-
ment of an individual’s constructions and reconstructions of the religious experiences
and beliefs. [Therefore we] are attempting to formulate a new paradigm of religious
development, using a structural concept of discontinuous, stagelike development and
the classical semiclinical interview method as our primary research strategy. (p. 6)

Oser’s research has revealed five stages in the emergence of religious judgment, as quali-
tative changes occur in people’s relationship to an “Ultimate Being” or God. Individuals
move from a stage of believing that God intervenes unexpectedly in the world and that God’s
power guides human beings (Stage 1), through belief in a still external and all-powerful God
who punishes or rewards, depending on good or bad deeds (“Give so that you may receive”)
(Stage 2). Individuals in Stage 3 begin to think of God as somewhat detached from their
world and as wielding less influence, with people generally responsible for their own lives,
since they can now distinguish between “transcendence” (God’s existence outside the cre-
ated world) and “immanence” (God’s presence and action from within). In Stage 4 people
come to realize both the necessity and the limits of autonomy, recognizing that freedom and
life stem from an Ultimate Being, who is often perceived to have a “divine plan” that gives
meaning to life. Finally, in Stage 5 the Ultimate Being is realized through human action via
care and love. There is “universal and unconditional religiosity” (Oser, 1991, p. 10).

Oser and Reich (1996) have pointed to limited empirical support for this stage concep-
tualization of the development of religious judgment; some research (e.g., Bucher, 1991; Di
Loreto & Oser, 1996, as cited in Oser & Reich, 1996; Roco & Ticu, 1996; Zondag & Belzen,
1999) has provided further support for Oser’s proposals. Huber, Reich, and Schenker (2000)
have argued that it is important to match the technique of measurement to the goals of an
investigation in this area. Their findings suggest that combinations of methods may be appro-
priate.

Kohlberg’s Stages of Moral Development

Lawrence Kohlberg’s (1964, 1969, 1981, 1984) theory of moral development has served as
a basis for the investigation of many issues related to morality. Building on Piaget’s belief
that the moral judgments of children derive from their cognitive development, Kohlberg
attempted to identify cognitive stages that underlie the development of moral thinking. In a
series of studies, he asked people what they thought about different “moral dilemmas.”
Kohlberg’s most famous dilemma involved a woman near death from cancer who could
potentially be saved by a new drug developed by a nearby druggist. The druggist, however,
wanted 10 times what the drug cost him to make—more than the sick woman’s husband,
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Heinz, could afford—and refused to sell it for less. So Heinz considered breaking into the
druggist’s store to steal the drug for his wife. Respondents were asked to comment on the
morality of Heinz’s potential decision to steal the drug, and to indicate the reasoning behind
their response. Based on such responses to such dilemmas, Kohlberg proposed that indi-
viduals pass through three broad levels of moral development, each with substages. As Sapp
(1986) stated, “each stage is distinguished by moral reasoning that is more complex, more
comprehensive, more integrated, and more differentiated than the reasoning of the earlier
stages” (p. 273). Table 4.4 outlines the levels and stages of moral development proposed by
Kohlberg.

Kohlberg’s theory has been criticized (Darley & Shultz, 1990), and Bergling’s (1981)
extensive assessment of its validity suggests that the theory may have limited utility outside of
Western industrialized countries. But there is some support for Kohlberg’s conclusions that
children do progress through moral stages, especially from the preconventional level to the

TABLE 4.4. Kohlberg's Stages of Moral Development

Preconventional level (develops during early childhood)

Stage 1. Punishment and obedience orientation

The first stage is characterized by avoidance of punishment and unquestioning deference to power
as values in themselves. Morality is seen as based on self-interest, and the goodness or badness of
actions is determined by their physical consequences, regardless of any human meaning attached to
these consequences.

Stage 2. Instrumental relativist orientation
This stage is defined by a focus on instrumental satisfaction of one’s own needs as the determiner of
“right.” Reciprocity may be present, but is of the “you scratch my back and I'll scratch yours” variety.

Conventional level (develops during late childhood and early adolescence)

Generally, this level involves a move toward gaining approval or avoiding disapproval as the basis for
morality; law and social rules are seen as valuable in their own right.

Stage 3. Interpersonal concordance or “good boy/nice girl” orientation
Early in the conventional level, the individual is driven by behavior that pleases or helps others and
that receives their approval.

Stage 4. “Law and order” orientation
Subsequently, in the conventional level, the person focuses on the maintenance of the social order
and the importance of authority and strict rules.

Postconventional level (may develop from late adolescence on)

People at this level tend to be concerned with morality as abstract principles. They are able to
separate their own identification with groups from the principles and moral values associated with
those groups.

Stage 5. Social-contract/legalistic orientation

The fifth stage involves recognition of the relative nature of personal values, and the importance
of having procedural rules to reach consensus. The individual can separate the legal world from
individual differences of opinion.

Stage 6. Universal ethical principle orientation

The last and highest stage of moral development, according to Kohlberg, involves defining “right”
in one’s own conscience, consistent with one’s own abstract ethical principles, but with a sense of
responsibility to others. There is a clear emphasis on universality, consistency, logic, and rationality.
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conventional level of morality. Also, Snarey’s (1985) review of the literature suggests that this
progression is reasonably similar in different cultures.

One might expect that Kohlberg’s conceptualization of moral development would be
closely linked to religious growth, or that religious development would directly affect (and
possibly determine) the emergence of morality. However, Kohlberg made it very clear that
moral and religious development are quite separate, and that the two should not be confused.
For example, he suggested that it is a fallacy to think that

basic moral principles are dependent upon a particular religion, or any religion at all.
We have found no important differences in development of moral thinking between
Catholics, Protestants, Jews, Buddhists, Moslems, and atheists. .. Both cultural values
and religion are important factors in selectively elaborating certain themes in the moral
life but they are not unique causes of the development of basic moral values. (Kohlberg,
1980, pp. 33—34)

Research has confirmed Kohlberg’s conclusion in this regard (Bruggeman & Hart, 1996;
Cobb, Ong, & Tate, 2001; Gorsuch & McFarland, 1972; Selig & Teller, 1975), and other
experts on moral development have taken a similar stance (e.g., Turiel & Neff, 2000). More-
over, Nucci and Turiel (1993) found that older children and adolescents were able to distin-
guish between moral and religious issues, and that they viewed moral rules as unalterable by
religious authorities. However, this has not stopped many, many researchers from speculat-
ing about and investigating possible relationships between moral development and religiosity
(e.g., Clouse, 1986; Fernhout & Boyd, 1985; Glover, 1997; Hanson, 1991; Kedem & Cohen,
1987; Mitchell, 1988). Such research has been facilitated by the development of a less subjec-
tive scoring system to evaluate stages of moral development.

Rest’s (1979, 1983; Rest, Cooper, Coder, Masanz, & Anderson, 1974) Defining Issues
Test (DIT) asks people to respond to a series of 12 statements concerning each of six moral
dilemmas. The DIT was intended to be both simpler and more objective than Kohlberg’s
initial scoring of moral stages, and it has stimulated numerous studies on moral develop-
ment and religion, though apparently few with children. These investigations have reported
some relationships between level of moral judgment and religious orientation, though typi-
cally not strong ones (Clouse, 1991; Ernsberger & Manaster, 1981; Holley, 1991; Sapp, 1986).
There have also been claims that people from fundamentalist denominations have lower DIT
scores (Richards, 1991; Sapp, 1986). The validity of the DIT for conservative religious groups
has been called into question, however, by Richards (1991; Richards & Davison, 1992). An
improved measure of moral judgment, the DIT2, has since been published (Rest, Narvaez,
Thoma, & Bebeau, 1999). It remains to be seen whether this new measure will help to clarify
the literature on moral development and religion.

Gilligan (1977) has criticized Kohlberg’s theory and research for their failure to deal
with unique aspects of women’s moral development, especially the care and responsibility
orientation of many women, as contrasted with the male justice orientation emphasized by
Kohlberg. This could have implications for religious development—for example, in terms of
gender differences in images of God, if God is seen as a person’s anchor for morality. There is
evidence that images of God diverge along gender lines, with women more likely to see God
as supportive and men more likely to see God as instrumental (Nelsen, Cheek, & Au, 1985).
Reich (1997) has pondered more generally whether such considerations might suggest the
need for a theory specifically for women’s religious development. However, he has concluded
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that there is no need to modify current theories of religious development, or to generate new
ones in this regard. Others (DeNicola, 1997; Schweitzer, 1997) have been critical of Reich’s
stance; they have argued that, at a minimum, revisions to current theories are needed.

In general, Kohlberg’s stages of moral development can at least stimulate our thinking
about religious growth. For example, Scarlett and Periello (1991) have suggested that Kohl-
berg’s ideas could help in understanding aspects of the development of prayer. Furthermore,
religion has much to say about morality, and understanding how moral development occurs
is certainly relevant to the communication and understanding of moral issues at different
ages. At the same time, we must take Kohlberg’s warning to heart and not assume—as some
researchers have—that moral and religious development are necessarily directly and caus-
ally related. (Other approaches to morality and religion are discussed in Chapter 12).

Is a Unified Approach to Religious Development Possible?

Given the overlap among current stage conceptualizations, it might be productive to attempt
an integration and synthesis of Piaget’s’s, Fowler’s, Oser’s, and others’ stage theories of devel-
opment, in order to delineate the common elements of these theories as they apply to the
development of religious thought processes. Such an integration has been attempted by
Helmut Reich (1993a, 1993b). He has attempted to summarize the “smorgasbord” of differ-
ing theoretical and empirical approaches to the study of religious development. In addition,
he has attempted to distinguish between the degree of “hardness” and “softness” of stage
theories. “Hard” stages describe organized systems of action (first-order problem solving),
are qualitatively different from each other, and follow an unchanging sequence with a clear
developmental logic: A later stage denotes greater complexity and improved problem-solving
capacity. Each hard stage integrates the preceding stage and logically requires the elements
of the prior stage. (Reich, 1993a, p. 151).

The stage models of Piaget, Kohlberg, Elkind, and Goldman would be considered
“hard.” “Soft” stages, on the other hand, “explicitly include elements of affective or reflec-
tive characteristics (metatheoretical reflection) that ... do not follow a unique developmental
logic” (Reich, 1993a, p. 151). Oser’s and Fowler’s theories would fall into this “soft” category.
The “hard—soft” distinction could be helpful in understanding and categorizing theories of
religious development, as well as the circumstances under which one theory might be more
appropriate than another. However, Fowler (1993) has criticized this approach, suggesting
that the use of “hard” and “soft” categories is obsolete; that Reich’s formulation does not
incorporate the important work by Gilligan (1977) on the ethics of responsibility and care;
and that Reich fails to acknowledge important differences between Oser’s and Fowler’s stage
theories.

Reich’s work does a considerable service by mapping common elements in different the-
ories and empirical investigations, critically evaluating and integrating theories, and suggest-
ing the need for clarification and some standardization in terminology and approaches. In
reaction to Reich’s proposed integration, Wulff (1993) has suggested that “in the long run ...
the psychology of religion and its practitioners will be best served if we not only recognize
the limitations of these theories and their associated research techniques, but also strive to
develop new ones more faithful to the traditions and life experience of the persons we seek
to understand” (p. 185). Reich’s beginning could stimulate further integrative conceptualiza-
tions. However, a single major integrative theory of religious development remains an elusive
goal (see also Tamminen & Nurmi, 1995).
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Critique of the Stage Theory Approach

Is the “stage” approach the best way to conceptualize religious growth and change? Cer-
tainly this approach has increased our understanding of the general processes involved in
the emergence of adult religiousness. However, it is possible that an obsession with stages
may detract from our ability to understand the complexity and uniqueness of individual
religious development. That is, the tendency to assume that such growth involves cogni-
tive commonalities across all members of specific age groups can to some extent blind us
to the idiosyncratic nature of religion in childhood and adolescence (see, e.g., Day, 1994,
2001; Streib, 2001a). Furthermore, the stage approach implies a certain amount of disconti-
nuity in religious development, whereas it may actually be a reasonably continuous process.
Streib (2001a) suggests that we focus upon faith “styles” rather than “stages.” Streib allows
for religious schemas and faith styles to be continuously available, and thus avoids the pitfalls
of demanding invariant stages. Boyatzis (2005) has been vocal in noting the limitations of
cognitive-developmental approaches to the study of religious and spiritual development in
children. Others have argued that children and adults can employ similar thought processes,
and that there is no necessity to postulate a sequence from magical to rational thought, such
that children’s thought processes are inevitably denigrated in comparison to “mature” adult
thought (see Boyatzis, 2005, p. 126, for a discussion).

Solid empirical investigations of the development of religious concepts are rare (Boyer
& Walker, 2000), and the topic of religious development has been generally neglected (Har-
ris, 2000). The studies that do exist are often “misguided” (Boyer & Walker, 2000, p. 140),
because they compare how children think with “how adults ought to think, according to
theological doctrine” (p. 141). Boyer and Walker have pointed out that we do not know
whether adults’ religious representations are indeed consistent with church doctrine; nor
should we assume that children’s religious development can be assessed by comparing it to
adult religious thought. Possibly investigations of children’s religion simply elicit “theologi-
cally correct” information. That is, children may say what their church, parents, or culture
expect them to say, and this tells us little about, for example, religious concept development.
In a similar vein, Harris (2000) has concluded that in spite of appearances to the contrary,
the Piagetian legacy has actually led us to neglect the development of religious thinking.
Socialization theory, especially when focused upon child—parent interactions, is beginning
to clarify the development of religious and spiritual thinking in children.

SOCIALIZATION THEORY

Boyatzis (2005) has taken the lead in arguing for a clearer understanding of how socialization
influences religious and spiritual development in children. Furthermore, he has noted the
complexity of what actually is involved in the family mechanisms of socialization. Although
generalizations such as “Religious families tend to produce religious children” remain true,
they offer little insight as to why they are true. For instance, it is clear that even young chil-
dren are not simply passive accepters of parental views. To take a secular example, Prentice,
Manosevitz, and Hubbs (1978) showed that even among children whose parents taught them
to believe in the Easter Bunny, almost one-fourth did not believe. Okagaki and Bevis (1999)
have shown that parents” beliefs are not as important as children’s perceptions of what their
parents believe. Likewise, efforts to suggest that children naturally harbor anthropomorphic
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tendencies that can account for both their religious thinking and experience are balanced
by studies showing that children recognize that God is unique and must be understood in
nonanthromorphic terms (Barrett & Richard, 2003). Boyatzis (2005, pp. 134-135) has pro-
vided effective critiques of studies where children are asked to draw pictures of God, and
then researchers interpret this as indicating anthropomorphic thinking! Heller (1986) has
shown that Hindu children have complex views of God, attributing both personal and imper-
sonal characteristics to God. Finally, Evans (2000) has shown that even children not raised
with religious creationist beliefs tend to favor creationist views.

Thus, in contrast to anthromorphic views derived from evolutionary models of general
cognitive development (discussed in Chapters 3 and 9), socialization-oriented theorists favor
a “preparedness” model in which children are assumed to have a natural tendency to be
prepared to accept religious ideas. This natural tendency is enhanced when parents and
others reinforce this with explicit religious instruction. Here religion, as an explicit system
of beliefs, is grafted onto a spiritual awareness natural to children (Nye, 1999). Quantitative
longitudinal research has shown that as children mature, they tend to adopt the religious
values of their parents (Wink, Ciciolla, Dillon, & Tracy, 2007). Qualitative research indicates
that whether or not spirituality is religiously framed, children are naturally spiritual beings,
insofar as they have a sense of interconnectedness with something larger than themselves
(Coles, 1990; Hay & Nye, 1998; Reimer & Furrow, 2001).

Parenting Style

There is general agreement among developmental psychologists that parenting practices have
important implications for child development (Darling & Steinberg, 1993). In spite of the like-
lihood that parental religious orientation influences parenting style (see Luft & Sorell, 1987),
there has been little research relating parenting approaches, religion, and child development.
A few early studies (e.g., Bateman & Jensen, 1958; Nunn, 1964) suggested the potential of
such links. Subsequent theoretical and empirical work on “parenting styles” has provided new
avenues for exploring the relationship between parenting and child religious development.

Baumrind (1967, 1991) has suggested that there exist four very different styles of parent-
ing, based on parental responsiveness and demandingness: “authoritarian,” “authoritative,”
“permissive,” and “rejecting/neglecting.” Authoritarian parents are high on demandingness
but low on responsiveness, preferring to impose rules on their children and emphasize obe-
dience. Authoritative parents tend to be both demanding and responsive, explaining why
rules are necessary, and being open to their children’s perspectives. Permissive parents make
few demands, use little punishment, and are responsive to the point of submitting to their
children’s wishes. Rejecting/neglecting parents are neither demanding nor responsive, being
generally disengaged from their children.

Correlational and longitudinal research has suggested that the authoritative style of par-
enting may have benefits for children’s development, whereas the authoritarian and reject-
ing/neglecting styles may have some negative implications (Buri, Louiselle, Misukanis, &
Mueller, 1988; Rohner, 1994). Other research suggests that parental emphasis on obedi-
ence is related to “cognitive accomplishment” (Holden & Edwards, 1989) and to personality
development (e.g., right-wing authoritarianism; Altemeyer, 1988). There is also tentative evi-
dence that permissive parenting is associated with an extrinsic religious orientation, and that
authoritative parenting may be related to an intrinsic religious orientation among adolescent
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offspring (Giesbrecht, 1995) and to greater religiosity among parents (Linder Gunnoe, Heth-
erington, & Reiss, 1999).

The authoritarian parenting style bears some similarity to Biblical injunctions to empha-
size obedience among children, and not to “spare the rod.” Zern (1987) has argued that
from a religious perspective, obedience is a preferred trait. In fact, research by Ellison and
Sherkat (1993) has revealed that conservative Protestants (and, to a lesser extent, Catholics)
tend to endorse an authoritarian parenting orientation, valuing obedience in children. Reli-
gion has also been linked with parental disciplinary practices (Kelley, Power, & Wimbush,
1992)—including a preference, among more conservative groups and those who subscribe to
a literal belief in the Bible, for the use of corporal punishment (Ellison, Bartkowski, & Segal,
1996; Gershoff, Miller, & Holden, 1999; Grasmick, Morgan, & Kennedy, 1992; Mahoney,
Pargament, Tarakeshwar, & Swank, 2001; Wieche, 1990). Similarly, religiousness has been
linked with emphasis on obedience to cultural norms generally (Zern, 1984).

As described in Research Box 4.3, Danso, Hunsberger, and Pratt (1997) found evidence
that more fundamentalist university students (Study 1) and parents (Study 2) were more likely
to condone the use of corporal punishment and to value obedience (rather than autonomy)
in child rearing. However, mediation analyses suggested that the greater desire of funda-
mentalists to socialize their children to accept the (parental) religious faith was linked more
closely to right-wing authoritarianism than to religious fundamentalism per se. One wonders,
then, whether conservative religious groups (or religious fundamentalists more generally)
might be inclined to use an authoritarian parenting style, with consequent implications for
their children. Also, what role does right-wing authoritarianism as a parental personality trait
play in such a relationship?

Darling and Steinberg (1993) have suggested that parenting goals and values should
be distinguished from parenting styles and parenting practices. In light of the discussion
above, it seems apparent that religious orientation is likely to have some impact on parenting
goals and values. Certainly, some conservative Christian books on child rearing emphasize
the importance of authoritarian-like goals for parents—for example, by explicitly advising
parents that raising obedient children is an important goal (Fugate, 1980; Meier, 1977). Such
goals in turn are likely to influence both general parenting style as delineated by Baumrind,
and specific parenting practices such as the use of corporal punishment to teach obedience
(e.g., Danso et al., 1997). The role of religion in this process might even help to explain varia-
tions in the prevalence of different parenting styles in North American ethnic groups (Stein-
berg, Lamborn, Dornbusch, & Darling, 1992).

Parenting goals and practices can have important real-world implications beyond their
direct effects for the children themselves. For example, in Aylmer, Ontario, Canada, seven
children whose family belonged to a conservative religious group were taken from their par-
ents by child welfare authorities (Saunders, 2001). The parents reportedly sometimes disci-
plined their children by hitting them with a rod or strap. When the authorities met with the
parents, the parents justified their disciplinary methods by reference to their literal belief
in the Bible, and they refused to assure the authorities that this practice would stop. The
children were eventually returned to the family when the parents reportedly provided some
assurance that they would not use certain types of physical punishment to discipline the
children. However, the broader issues of the legality of such religiously based justification for
corporal punishment, and of whether or not authorities should remove such children from
their homes, have yet to be resolved.
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RESEARCH Box 4.3. The Role of Parental Religious Fundamentalism and Right-Wing
Authoritarianism in Child-Rearing Goals and Practices (Danso, Hunsberger, & Pratt, 1997)

These authors concluded that previous research had established links between stronger
parental religiosity and a greater parental emphasis on obedience for their children, and
also more positive attitudes toward corporal punishment (e.g., spanking) in child rearing.
It was further hypothesized that parents” desire to raise their children to accept the family
religion (“faith keeping”) would have an influence on the goals that they set for their chil-
dren. More fundamentalist parents were expected to place greater value on faith keeping,
to emphasize obedience for children more strongly, and also to be more likely to condone
the use of corporal punishment in child rearing. But beyond this, the authors explored how
these factors were linked—suspecting, for example, that right-wing authoritarianism would
mediate the relationship between religious orientation and child-rearing attitudes.

Two studies were carried out; the first involved 204 university students, and the second
154 mothers and fathers of university students. Measures included Faith Keeping, Attitudes
toward Corporal Punishment, Autonomy, and Obedience scales developed for the research,
as well as Religious Fundamentalism and Right-Wing Authoritarianism measures (the last
scale was administered in Study 2 only). The university students were asked to respond
to parenting items by imagining that they had children of their own. The parents were
asked about their actual child-rearing attitudes when their (university student) children
were between 7 and 12 years old.

The results of both studies indicated that religious fundamentalism was positively cor-
related with greater valuation of obedience, stronger endorsement of corporal punishment
in child rearing, and the importance of socializing children to accept their parents’ faith.
Fundamentalism was also linked with weaker valuation of autonomy in one’s children. In
both studies, it appeared that faith keeping seemed to play a mediating role between funda-
mentalism and obedience attitudes. That is, more fundamentalist parents’ child-rearing atti-
tudes (e.g., increased emphasis on obedience, endorsement of corporal punishment) seemed
to be a result of their stronger desire to have their children uphold the family’s religious
faith.

However, the addition of the Right-Wing Authoritarianism scale in Study 2 indicated
that it was actually a more powerful mediating variable in these relationships than was faith
keeping. That is, the fact that religious fundamentalism was strongly positively correlated
with right-wing authoritarian attitudes “explained” the links between fundamentalism and
child-rearing attitudes (e.g., the tendency to emphasize obedience, and condone the use of
corporal punishment). The authors suggested that future researchers should consider the
role of parental personality variables such as authoritarianism in studies of religion and
child rearing.

The limitations of this research include the facts that university students were simply
speculating about what their child-rearing attitudes would be if they had children (Study 1),
and that parents had to reflect back 5-10 years to recall what their child-rearing attitudes
had been at that time (Study 2). We do not know the extent to which such speculations and
memories are accurate. Also, the authors do not discuss the “chicken and egg” problem of
whether fundamentalism or authoritarianism comes first, or whether they may be causally
related.
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It is important to note that the research and ideas discussed above involve conservative
or fundamentalist religion groups and measures, and that the hypothesized relationships
between conservative/fundamentalist religion and authoritarian parenting style may not hold
for more general measures of religiousness. For example, Linder Gunnoe et al. (1999) did
not find a positive link between authoritarian parenting style and a measure of the extent to
which parents’ religious beliefs played a role in their daily lives. Furthermore, Wilcox (1998)
found that the strict discipline characteristic of conservative Protestant religious parents is
tempered by the finding that conservative parents are also more likely to praise and hug
their children. Wilcox has therefore argued that parents who hold theologically conserva-
tive beliefs may show aspects of both authoritarian and authoritative parenting styles. This
possibility, as well as its implications for child and adolescent development, needs further
investigation.

Other Aspects of Parenting

Religion may play more subtle roles in child rearing as well. Carlson, Taylor, and Levin (1998)
found that the ways in which children use pretend play can differ across religious groups,
even for different varieties of Mennonites. Ojha and Pramanick (1992) studied mothers in
India and found that Hindu mothers began weaning and toilet-training their children earlier
than did Christian mothers, on average, who in turn did so earlier than Muslim mothers. Of
the three religious groups, Christian mothers were the most restrictive toward their chil-
dren. The role of religion in these aspects of parenting and child rearing (and consequences
for child development) has received little empirical attention to date.

Parenting techniques have been linked with religion in a somewhat different context.
Nunn (1964) suggested that some parents invoke the image of a punishing God in an attempt
to control their children’s behavior. He hypothesized that relatively ineffective, powerless
parents would be inclined to use God in an attempt to gain some semblance of power, telling
their children such things as “God will punish you if you misbehave.” Nunn’s data supported
this view of parents who formed a “coalition with God,” and also suggested that this “God
will punish you” approach had negative consequences for the children, who were reportedly
more inclined to blame themselves for problems and to feel that they should be obedient.

Nelsen and Kroliczak (1984) have pointed out that there has been a general decline in
people’s belief in a punishing God, and that this decline is at least partly attributable “to
parents being less likely to use coalitions with God. Hence, fewer children form this image”
(p. 269). Nelsen and Kroliczak examined data from over 3,000 children in Minnesota elemen-
tary schools in an attempt to replicate Nunn’s findings. They found a decreased tendency of
parents to resort to the “God will punish you” approach (73% of respondents said that neither
parent in a family employed this approach, compared to Nunn’s 33%). But the children whose
parents tended to use the “coalition” also tended to view God as malevolent, to have higher
self-blame scores, and to feel a greater need to be obedient. Essentially, Nelsen and Kroliczak
replicated Nunn’s findings some 20 years later.

These studies have implications for the development of God images, but they also sug-
gest that parents” approach to discipline may be important for children’s religiosity, as well
as for more general child development (e.g., tendencies toward self-blame and obedience).
There may also be noteworthy ramifications for how parents deal with other child-rearing
issues, such as illness. For example, research has indicated that parents who believe more
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strongly in divine influence are more likely to seek spiritual guidance in coping with (hypo-
thetical) child illnesses (De Vellis, De Vellis, & Spilsbury, 1988). All of these findings are
consistent with the suggestion that parenting goals, styles, and practices may have significant
links with religious orientation.

Much of the research described above has assessed the extent to which parenting affects
religion in one’s children. We should not forget that religion can also affect parenting and
parent—child relationships (e.g., Pearce & Axinn, 1998). There is also evidence that parenting
can itself contribute to religious change in fathers (Palkovitz & Palm, 1998).

Child Abuse and Religion

Since the early 1990s, there has been increasing interest in possible links between religion
and child abuse (e.g., Bottoms, Shaver, Goodman, & Qin, 1995; Capps, 1992; Greven, 1991).
As we have noted earlier, evidence suggests that a conservative and fundamentalist religious
orientation is linked with a tendency to condone the use of physical punishment in child rear-
ing (e.g., Ellison et al., 1996). Greven (1991) has argued that the inclination of some religious
groups and individuals to legitimize and promote the use of corporal punishment in child
rearing can effectively condone child abuse. Whether or not this is true, abuse can apparently
have implications for religiosity. Rossetti (1995) found, not surprisingly, that people who were
sexually abused as children by priests expressed less trust in the priesthood, in the Catholic
Church, and in a relationship to God (see Chapter 12 regarding sexual abuse perpetrated
by clergy). Similarly, others found that childhood sexual abuse more generally was associ-
ated with lower levels of religiosity (Doxey, Jensen, & Jensen, 1997; Hall, 1995; Stout-Miller,
Miller, & Langenbrunner, 1997) or a more negative view of God (Kane, Cheston, & Greer,
1993).

However, some researchers have concluded that those who were sexually abused as
children may turn to religion for support (Reinert & Smith, 1997), or at least may show
some evidence of increased religious behavior, such as prayer (Lawson, Drebing, Berg, Vin-
cellette, & Penk, 1998). Possibly such increased religiousness acts as a form of compensation,
as discussed later in the context of attachment theory. Others (Gange-Fling, Veach, Kuang, &
Hong, 2000) found that a group of individuals in psychotherapy for childhood sexual abuse
did not differ in spiritual functioning from a group of people in psychotherapy for other rea-
sons. However, both of these groups scored lower in spiritual well-being than people not in
psychotherapy did.

In view of the apparently conflicting results of studies in this area, more research is
needed. Possibly there are gender differences in response to abuse, and factors such as the
religious environment before and after the abuse need to be taken into account, as well as the
type, perpetrator, and context of the abuse.

Future Directions for Socialization Theory

Socialization theory is still in its infancy, insofar as psychologists seek to understand the
actual dynamics of parent—child interaction. Heller (1986) has noted that parents are the pri-
mary interpreters of religious beliefs to their children. However, this is not a one-way street:
Boyatzis and Janicki (2003) have focused on the bilateral and dynamic interaction between
parents and children. The movement is clearly toward more specific empirical studies of the
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complex dynamics of religious and spiritual socialization, and away from stage-based theo-
ries (Boyatzis, 2006). Similar movement is evident in research focused on children’s concepts
and images of God.

CONCEPTS AND IMAGES OF GOD

When children think of God, what sort of an image forms in their minds? Many studies of
religion in childhood have focused specifically on this issue. Some of this research was based
on psychodynamic and object relations theories about the development of an image of God.
For example, Freud (1913/1919, 1927/1961b) interpreted the God image as a father figure, a
kind of projection of one’s real father in the context of the resolution of the Oedipus complex.
Jung (1948/1969) apparently agreed that there is some projection of one’s earthly father into
one’s God image, but he felt that “archetypes” (images/symbols with biological roots, found
in many cultures) also play a role in concepts of God. Although such analytic theories of the
origins and development of a God image are difficult to test directly, they suggest that there
should be a firm link between how children see their real fathers and their images of God.
Object relations theorists have also explored the role of father figures on images of God (Riz-
zuto, 1982). What does the empirical research show?

Parent and Gender Issues

Empirical research has confirmed that God images are typically male-dominated in Western
culture (Foster & Keating, 1992), possibly more so for girls than for boys (Ladd, McIntosh, &
Spilka, 1998). But empirical support for the prediction that God images should be related to
children’s views of their own fathers has been mixed (Rizzuto, 1979, 1982; Spilka, Addison,
& Rosensohn, 1975). Vergote and Tamayo (1981) suggested that the God image may actually
bear more similarity to the mother than to the father, and Roberts (1989) found a correspon-
dence between images of God and images of self. There is also evidence that general quali-
tative aspects of relationships with parents may be related to positive (e.g., warm, loving)
images of God (Godin & Hallez, 1964; Potvin, 1977).

Krejci’s (1998) investigation of college students led him to conclude that God images
were organized around three dimensions: “nurturing—judging,” “controlling—saving,” and
“concrete—abstract.” He found few gender differences, with the exception that control was
more salient in men’s God images. More gender differences appeared in another study
(Dickie et al., 1997), which emphasized the importance of parents in affecting children’s God
images, both directly and indirectly. Dickie et al.’s results suggested that girls’ God concepts
were more closely related to attributes and discipline styles of parents than were boys” God
concepts. Hertel and Donahue (1995) examined more than 3,400 mother—father—youth tri-
ads from data obtained through the Search Institute in the United States in 1982-1983. The
young people in this study were in fifth through ninth grades. Results showed that although
the relationships were not large, there were significant tendencies for parents” images of God
to be reflected in young people’s impressions of parenting styles. In particular, fathers” and
mothers’” loving God images both apparently affected children’s images of their fathers and
mothers as loving, respectively. In turn, parenting styles and parents” God images predicted
youths” God images. These relationships remained even after social class, religious denomi-
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nation, church attendance, and youths™ ages were controlled for. Hertel and Donahue also
concluded that there was a strong tendency for their participants to perceive God as love
(“maternal”) rather than as authority (“paternal”), and that mothers played a more important
role in socializing their children’s God images, especially for daughters.

At least one study has found evidence that teachers may be more important than parents
in God concept development. De Roos, Miedema, and Iedema (2001) found that kindergar-
ten children who evidenced a close relationship with their teachers also tended to display a
loving God concept, whereas the mother—child relationship did not make a significant pre-
diction in this regard.

In general, the literature on children’s God images seems reasonably consistent in con-
firming the importance of parents in the development of these concepts. There is less agree-
ment about gender differences in God images, the actual nature of those images (e.g., loving
vs. authoritarian), and the relative impact of mothers and fathers in contributing to the devel-
opment of God concepts (Rizzuto, 1982).

Does a God Concept Develop in Stages?

Attempts to understand the developmental aspects of God concepts have typically focused
on cognitive development. Some of these approaches are clearly Piagetian in orientation,
whereas others have a more general cognitive focus. This area has benefited from research
carried out in several different Western countries.

Harms (1944) suggested that previous investigations of children’s images of God had
erred by asking children to respond to fixed questions. Instead, he asked more than 4,800
U.S. children (ages 3-18) both to talk about and to draw their representations of religion,
especially God. Their responses led Harms to conclude that there are three stages in the
development of God concepts:

1. Fairy-tale stage (3—6 years). Children see little difference between God and fairy-tale
characters.

2. Realistic stage (611 years). As children’s cognitive capacities begin to expand, they
see God as more concrete and more human. They are more comfortable using religious sym-
bols.

3. Individualistic stage (adolescence). Adolescents no longer rely exclusively on religious
symbols. They take a more individualized approach to God, resulting in very different con-
ceptualizations from person to person.

Another major study of the development of God concepts was undertaken by Deconchy
(1965) in France, though he did not include children under 7 years of age. He concluded
that the development of God concepts occurs in three stages, revolving around themes of
attribution, personalization and interiorization, respectively; these are described in Research
Box 4.4.

There have been variations on these themes, but different authors describe similar
stages in the development of God concepts (Ballard & Fleck, 1975; Fowler, 1981; Nye &
Carlson, 1984; Williams, 1971), including some based on a Piagetian framework (Elkind,
1970; Goldman, 1964; Nye & Carlson, 1984). Others have simply noted the general change
from fragmented, undifferentiated thinking through very simple, concrete God concepts to
more abstract and complex images as children grow older (see, e.g., the review of Euro-
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RESEARCH Box 4.4. The Idea of God: Its Emergence between 7 and 16 Years
(Deconchy, 1965)

In this investigation, Catholic children and adolescents were asked to free-associate when
they heard words such as “God.” An analysis of their responses led Deconchy to conclude
that these children exhibited three major stages in the development of God concepts. Those
from about 7 or 8 to 11 years of age used predominantly “attributive” themes; that is, God
was seen as a set of attributes, many anthropomorphic with overtones of animism. God con-
cepts were relatively independent of other religious constructs, such as the historical events
in the life of Jesus. The associations of children between 11 and 14 years of age empha-
sized “personalization” themes, such that God took on parental characteristics and was
seen in more sophisticated anthropomorphic terms (e.g., “just,” “strong,” “good”). Finally,
by approximately the age of 14 a further shift began to take place, focusing on “interioriza-
tion” themes. That is, in middle adolescence anthropomorphic characteristics of God disap-
peared, and God concepts became more abstract and tended to reflect relationships with
God (e.g., involving love, trust) emanating from within the individual, rather than simply
involving descriptive characteristics.

pean research on this topic by Tamminen et al., 1988). However, attempts to further specify
the parameters of such development, as well as the processes through which this unfolding
occurs, have not been particularly successful (Ladd et al., 1998). For example, Janssen, de
Hart, and Gerardts (1994) used open-ended questions about God in a study of Dutch second-
ary school students. They concluded that perceptions of God among their participants were
complex and “can hardly be summarized” (p. 116). Furthermore, although there was evi-
dence of abstract thinking among their Dutch adolescents, the authors pointed out that there
was no proof that it resulted from a developmental process that moved away from concrete

thinking in childhood.

Variation in Concepts of God

Does the development of God concepts vary across cultures or different religious groups?
Vergote and Tamayo (1981) found that although there are commonalities in God images across
cultures, at least some cultural differences do emerge with respect to maternal and paternal
symbolism. Ladd et al. (1998) found that God concepts developed similarly across Christian
denominations, in a manner generally consistent with Piagetian theory, in their study of
almost 1,000 children from eight Christian groups in the United States. These authors have
suggested that more research is necessary to understand how and why very different reli-
gious education experiences do not lead to divergent concepts of God by adolescence.

Diversity of Method and Direction

Harms’s (1944) call for less constraining measures of ideas about God has not been ignored.
In addition to his own attempt to allow subjects greater freedom in description of their God
concepts, other researchers have used diverse techniques: pictures or drawings (Bassett et al.,
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1990; Graebner, 1964; Ladd et al., 1998); word associations (Deconchy, 1965); adjective rat-
ings (Roberts, 1989; Schaefer & Gorsuch, 1992); open-ended questions (Janssen et al., 1994);
letters written to God (Ludwig, Weber, & Iben, 1974); semantic differentials® (Benson &
Spilka, 1973); Q-sorts® (Benson & Spilka, 1973; Nelson, 1971; Spilka, Armatas, & Nussbaum,
1964); other card-sorting tasks (Krejci, 1998); standardized scales (Gorsuch, 1968); combina-
tion techniques such as “concept mapping” (Kunkel, Cook, Meshel, Daughtry, & Hauenstein,
1999); and sentence completions, essays, and “projective photographs” (Tamminen, 1991).
There has been some interest in comparing the utility of the different approaches. One study
(Hutsebaut & Verhoeven, 1995) concluded that closed-ended questions concerning God
offered slight advantages over open-ended questions, but the participants in that research
were university students. Comparative studies involving children are needed.

The measures used can apparently influence research findings. Tamminen’s (1991)
extensive research with Finnish children and adolescents (described earlier) involved both
structured questions about God and unstructured methods, such as sentence completion
and “projective photographs.” His results were generally consistent with the stage approach
outlined above. However, he noted that the images of God that emerged varied somewhat,
depending on the measures used: “For example, God’s effect on people, making them be
good to each other, which was considered very important in the alternative answers chosen
in the questionnaires, was not often mentioned in the fill-in sentences or essays” (Tamminen,
1991, p. 192).

The first edition of this book (Spilka, Hood, & Gorsuch, 1985) pointed out that despite
the value of studies in this area, research has tended to be descriptive rather than care-
fully designed to test theories of cognitive development. This is still generally true today.
Also, relevant research sometimes involves only older adolescents or adults. Furthermore,
Hyde (1990) has suggested that research on children’s ideas of God has been “occasional and
sporadic, with no continuous theme and [it] has tended to remain so, following the varied
interests of those undertaking it” (p. 64). Additional research is needed, but it must address
these problems.

CHILDREN AND PRAYER

Children’s concepts of prayer seem to develop in a manner consistent with Piaget’s cognitive-
developmental stages. For example, Long et al. (1967) interviewed 5- to 12-year-olds about
prayer (see Research Box 4.5). The authors concluded that there was a clear tendency for
these children’s concepts of prayer to evolve in three stages: They moved from habits and
memorized passages, through concrete personal requests, to more abstract petitions.

Other studies seem generally to be consistent with this Piagetian view of prayer devel-
opment (see, e.g., the review by Finney & Malony, 1985a)—from relatively direct replication
research by Worten and Dollinger (1986) to, for example, Brown’s (1966) investigation of
adolescents, which suggested less emphasis on the material consequences of prayer among
older children. Scarlett and Perriello (1991) asked seventh- and ninth-grade Catholic school

2The semantic differential technique involves rating concepts on a series of bipolar adjective descriptors, such as
“good : : : : : : bad.”

3The Q-sort technique involves having a person sort cards with words (e.g., “loving”) on them into various piles
according to how well they describe, for example, one’s concept of God.
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RESEARCH Box 4.5. The Child’s Conception of Prayer (Long, Elkind, & Spilka, 1967)

In a Piagetian context, these researchers interviewed 80 girls and 80 boys ages 5-12 about
prayer. They asked them open-ended questions, such as “What is a prayer?” and “Where do
prayers gor”, as well as giving them sentence completion tasks (e.g., “T usually pray when ...”).
Three judges independently analyzed the children’s responses according to a scoring manual
that outlined levels of differentiation and degree of concretization—abstraction. The results
suggested three stages of prayer concept development:

1. At the younger ages (5-7), children responded to the questions with learned formu-
las based on memorized prayers.

2. Children ages 7-9 identified prayer as a set of concrete activities, with time and place
defined; the purpose was also concrete, typically centered on personal requests.

3. For children between the ages of 9 and 12, prayer tended toward shared conversa-
tion rather than specific requests; prayer was also more focused on abstract goals
than on material objects.

Thus, across the 5- to 12-year age range, prayer seemed to evolve from habits and
memorized passages, through concrete personal requests, to more abstract petitions with
humanitarian and altruistic sentiments. There was also an emotional shift noted: Praying
was emotionally neutral for the younger children, but by the older ages prayer had important
emotional implications (e.g., expression of empathy, as well as identification with others and
the deity). All of this is quite consistent with the Piagetian conceptualization of cognitive
development. The first two stages of prayer development parallel the preoperational (pre-
conceptual substage) and concrete operational stages. Long et al.’s third stage is best char-
acterized as transitional, giving evidence of the abstract thought characteristic of Piaget’s
stage of formal operations, which he felt did not begin until approximately 12 years of age.

students, as well as college undergraduates, to write prayers for six hypothetical vignettes
(e.g., a woman’s best friend is dying of cancer). They found a shift from “using prayer to
request changes in objective reality” (p. 72) among the younger students, toward prayer as a
way to deal with feelings and become closer to God among the older participants. This shift
is apparently consistent with the second and third stages of prayer outlined by Long et al.
(1967), though at slightly older ages for the Scarlett and Perriello (1991) sample.

Tamminen (1991) also found some divergence from Long et al’s (1967) stages in his
Finnish young people. Personal conversation with God was important at younger ages (7-8
years) than Long et al. (1967) had found (9-12 years); moreover, petitionary prayer remained
important up to age 20, whereas Long et al. reported decreasing importance of petitionary
prayer as children grew older. Woolley (2000; Woolley & Phelps, 2001) also found that prayer
and its connection to God developed years earlier (age 5) than Long et al. reported (9-10)
years).

Finally, Woolley and Phelps (2001) and Barrett, Richert, and Driesenga (2001) observed
less tendency for children to anthropomorphize their concept of God than did Long et al.
(1967). More research is necessary to determine the reasons for the differences across these
studies. They could be attributable to culture, unique samples, method, time period of the
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research, and so on. For example, Woolley and Phelps (2001) pointed out that Woolley’s sam-
ple came from religiously affiliated schools, compared to Long et al’s private school sample.
Also, her procedures involved new forced-choice questions and a variety of tasks, in addition
to open-ended questions similar to those of Long et al.

Francis and Brown (1990, 1991) carried out investigations of influences on prayer, rather
than cognitive stages in development of prayer. They found some denominational differ-
ences; for example, Church of England schools exerted a small “negative” influence on atti-
tudes toward prayer, compared to the lack of influence in Roman Catholic schools. They
also reported a shift in influence from parents (stronger among their 11-year-olds) to church
(stronger among the 16-year-olds). They have interpreted their results as supporting a social
learning or modeling interpretation of prayer, since prayer among children and adolescents
seemed to result more from “explicit teaching or implicit example from their family and
church community than as a spontaneous consequence of developmental dynamics or needs”
(Francis & Brown, 1991, p. 120).

Some research has also attempted to relate prayer to (nonreligious) aspects of adjustment
in children. For example, Francis and Gibbs (1996), in an investigation of 8- to 11-year-olds,
found no evidence to suggest that prayer contributed to the children’s self-esteem, or that
low self-esteem led to prayer. Other studies have reported negative links between prayer and
psychoticism scores on a personality test (Francis, 1997b; Francis & Wilcox, 1996; Smith,
1996).

Prayer has also been associated with identity status, such that private prayer was less
frequent for college students with higher “moratorium” scores (an indication of searching for
answers to religious and other questions, but without ideological commitment; McKinney &
McKinney, 1999; see Chapter 5 for a discussion of identity status). McKinney and McKinney
also found that the social identity reflected in the prayers of adolescents tended to be limited.
Prayers involved family and friends, but usually did not involve the broader community.

It is surprising that more research attention has not been focused on prayer as it relates
to religious development. Although there are problems in operationalizing and studying
prayer (especially spontaneous personal prayer), prayer is an important religious ritual that
could potentially serve as a “window” into more general religious development, as well as the
meaning of faith to religious persons. Furthermore, there remain many questions about the
nature and function of prayer in individual lives, as well as the nature of social and contextual
factors in shaping prayer (Francis & Brown, 1991). Brown’s (1994) book The Human Side of
Prayer has initiated an exploration of some of these issues and provided an integrative review
of the diverse research in this area.

Woolley (2000) has pointed out that there are “clear connections between magic and
religion” (p. 118); in particular, prayer is conceptually similar to wishing, which in turn is
related to magical thinking. Goldman (1964) also referred to magical thinking in the early
stages of children’s thought processes related to religious development. However, Woolley
(2000) has also concluded that prayer is a more complicated process than wishing, since, for
example, it involves an intermediary (God) between thinking and physical events. Research
is needed to further explore connections between magical thinking in childhood and the
emergence of religious faith and prayer.

Finally, efforts to socialize children to accept atheism as an ideology have met with only
limited success (see Chapter 9). For instance, Zugger (2001) has noted that when the (then)
Soviet Union occupied Poland, a heavily Catholic country, efforts were made to prove that
God did not exist:
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Children were told to close their eyes and pray to God for candies and presents. When
they opened their eyes nothing new was present in the room. Then they were told to
close their eyes and ask the great Stalin for presents. Now when they opened their eyes,
great heaps of goodies appeared on the teacher’s desk. (p. 267)

However, most children saw into this deception, and the crude experimental effort to induce
atheism in the children of a passionately Catholic country failed.

ATTACHMENT THEORY AND RELATED RESEARCH

Kirkpatrick (1992, 1994, 1995, 1997, 1998, 1999; Kirkpatrick & Shaver, 1990, 1992) has
extended Bowlby’s (1969, 1973, 1980) theory of parent-infant attachment to the realm of
religion. In so doing, he has provided a unique approach for the study of links between
early development and religion, and their implications for children’s and adult’s lives. As
Kirkpatrick (1992) describes Bowlby’s work, attachment theory “postulates a primary, bioso-
cial behavioral system in the infant that was designed by evolution to maintain proximity of
the infant to its primary caregiver, thereby protecting the infant from predation and other
natural dangers” (p. 4). Attachment theory is not without its critics (e.g., Kagan, 1998), but
Kirkpatrick has pointed out that this theoretical basis may help to explain individual differ-
ences in religiousness. For example, he has noted the extent to which the God of Christian
traditions corresponds to the idea of a secure attachment figure. Similarly, religion more
generally may serve as a comfort and a sense of security, especially during times of stress or
other difficulties.

These observations led Kirkpatrick and Shaver (1990) to suggest that attachment and
religion may be linked in important ways. They posited a “compensation hypothesis,” which
predicts that people who have not had secure relationships with their parents (or other pri-
mary caregivers) may be inclined to compensate for this absence by believing in a “loving,
personal, available God.” This was contrasted with a “mental model hypothesis,” predicting
that people’s religiousness may be at least partially determined by early attachment relation-
ships; that is, they may model their religious beliefs on the attachment relationships they
experienced early in their lives.

In a study designed to test these ideas, Kirkpatrick and Shaver (1990; see Research Box
4.6) found some support for the compensation hypothesis, but only for people from relatively
nonreligious homes. Findings generally contradicted the mental model hypothesis. Subse-
quent studies of adolescents (Granqvist, 2002b; Granqvist & Hagekull, 2001) and university
students (Granqvist, 1998; Granqvist & Hagekull, 1999) in Sweden, and of adult women in the
United States (Kirkpatrick, 1997), also lend some support to the compensation hypothesis.

Kirkpatrick’s writings on attachment and religion have provided a rich source of ideas
for empirical investigation. For example, it has been suggested that attachment theory has
relevance for understanding conceptualizations of God, religious behaviors such as prayer
and glossolalia (speaking in tongues), and links between religious experience and romantic
love (Kirkpatrick, 1992, 1994, 1997; Kirkpatrick & Shaver, 1992). However, it is also true that
attachment theory has been criticized as a theory biased toward Western values and mean-
ing (Rothbaum, Weisz, Pott, Miyake, & Morelli, 2000).

Subsequent research has confirmed the utility of attachment theory for understanding
religion. Eshleman, Dickie, Merasco, Shepard, and Johnson (1999) interviewed 4- to 10-year-
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RESEARCH Box 4.6. Attachment Theory and Religion (Kirkpatrick & Shaver, 1990)

In this investigation, Kirkpatrick and Shaver tested the compensation and the mental model
hypotheses (see text) with respect to links between childhood attachment to parents and
adult religiousness. Data were collected from two surveys—one involving 670 respondents
to a questionnaire in a Sunday newspaper, and the other including a subsample of 213 of
these same people who agreed to participate in a further study. Various measures were used
to tap aspects of religiousness, including the Allport and Ross (1967) scales for assessing
Intrinsic and Extrinsic religious orientation (see Chapter 2). Child-parent attachment was
measured in a standard way, which placed respondents into one of three categories (per-
centages in parentheses are from Kirkpatrick and Shaver’s study): secure (51%), avoidant
(8%), and anxious/ambivalent (41%).

Attachment did indeed serve as a predictor of religiousness, but in a somewhat com-
plicated way. There was a tendency for those from avoidant parent—child attachment rela-
tionships to report higher levels of adult religiousness, and also for persons with secure
attachments to report lower levels of religiousness, but only for respondents whose mothers
were relatively nonreligious. The attachment classification apparently had a more direct
relationship with reported sudden conversion experiences: Anxious/ambivalent respondents
were much more likely to report such conversions at some time in their lives (44%) than
were respondents from the other attachment groups (fewer than 10%). Home religiosity did
not affect this relationship.

This study relied on adults’ retrospective reports of earlier attachment and family reli-
giousness, so memory and other biases may have affected responses. The authors pointed
out that their investigation was very much an exploratory study of attachment-religion rela-
tionships. However, their initial findings are provocative and tend to support the compensa-
tion hypothesis (though only for people from relatively nonreligious homes in this study);
they generally contradict the mental model hypothesis (i.e., that religiousness may be mod-
eled after early attachment relationships). The reasons for this are not clear and call for
further investigation.

old children, and also surveyed their parents. Eshleman et al. concluded that their findings
supported Kirkpatrick and Shaver’s (1990) attachment theory model. For example, as chil-
dren moved from early to middle childhood, their distance from parents increased as per-
ceived closeness to God increased, just as attachment theory would predict. As a sidelight,
these researchers also found that “perceiving God as male may distance God for girls and
women” (p. 146). Dickie et al. (1997) also found evidence that seems to support attachment
theory predictions; they concluded that “God becomes the perfect attachment substitute’”
(p. 42) as children become more independent of parents.

Grangvist and Hagekull (1999) found that retrospective accounts of attachment to par-
ents suggested a positive association between security of attachment and socialization-based
religiosity. Thus there are two major empirically supported findings on attachment security
and religiosity. One is Kirkpatrick and Shaver’s (1990) “compensatory hypothesis,” in which
an insecure attachment history is linked to a greater need to establish compensatory relation-
ships to regulate distress and obtain felt security. The other is the “correspondence hypoth-
esis,” in which a secure attachment history is linked to successful socialization. In a religious
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home, such successful socialization predicts an acceptance of a positively imaged God sup-
ported by specific religious beliefs (see Granqvist, Ljungdahl, & Dickie, 2007; Granqvist &
Kirkpatrick, 2008).

In keeping with the new paradigm for the psychology of religion, dialogue between
psychodynamic psychologies and mainstream psychology is desirable (Corveleyn & Luyten,
2005). Despite efforts to clearly differentiate object relations theory from attachment theory
(Granqvist, 2006a, 2006b), their roots are intertwined (Rizzuto, 2006; Wulff, 2006). Luyten
and Corveleyn (2007) have persuasively made the case for the reciprocal exploration of the
findings of object relations and attachment theorists. Much of the distancing is due to philo-
sophical differences in appropriate methodologies, which are no longer defensible. In the
spirit of the new paradigm for the psychology of religion, multiple levels and interdisciplinary
cooperation are required if our understanding of religion and spirituality is to be advanced.
What attachment theory lacks in rich phenomenological description is balanced by its focus
upon measurement. However, measurement must not trump description if we are to fully
understand children’s images and concepts of God. Roehlkepartain, Benson, King, and
Wagener (2006) have argued that “the contrast between the call for deep, multidimensional
theoretical frameworks and the ‘shallow” measures often used in this domain represents one
of the major challenges for the future of research in child and adolescent spiritual develop-
ment” (p. 9).

OTHER WORK ON RELIGION AND SPIRITUALITY
IN CHILDHOOD

It is difficult to summarize the considerable literature on childhood religious development
in a chapter such as this one. To this point, we have attempted to outline several major theo-
retical and empirical directions, and the resulting knowledge accumulated from many stud-
ies. We have given little attention to other theories (e.g., psychodynamic), and to the many
articles that do not offer theoretical advances or that lack an empirical base (e.g., some in
the religious education and pastoral counseling literatures). Furthermore, many empirical
studies have not fallen neatly into the subcategories used in this chapter. Other authors (e.g.,
Benson, Masters, & Larson, 1997; Hyde, 1990) have summarized much of this other work.
Here we offer a sampling of research directions not discussed above.

Paffard’s Research

Research on religious and spiritual experiences in childhood “enlighten by countering the
old view that God becomes important only after childhood™ (Scarlett, 1994, p. 88). Cer-
tainly there is a rich description of the nature and content of children’s and adolescents’ self-
reported “close to God” experiences in Tamminen’s research (described above). His research
should serve as a stimulus to other investigators to approach the topic of religious develop-
ment from different perspectives, and not to be constrained by a Piagetian-based framework.
Another example is provided by the research of Paffard (1973).

Paffard was influenced by the research of Laski (1961), who identified mystical expe-
riences among adolescents. Laski’s research is discussed more fully in Chapter 11. In her
interview sample, there were two girls ages 14 and 16, and one male age 10. This unwittingly
opened the door to a series of studies identifying spiritual experiences among children and
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youths. Especially among those influenced by literary works, the poet William Wordsworth
has given an implicit model of mystical experience relevant to children and adolescents. Laski
(1961, p. 399) used two excerpts from Wordsworth’s poetry in the literary texts she analyzed.
In his autobiography, Surprised by Joy, C. S. Lewis (1956) extensively analyzed three boy-
hood experiences central to his religious development, noting that such descriptions had also
been furnished by such poets as Wordsworth and could be “suffocatingly subjective” (p. viii).
However, they gained ontological validity as they pointed to something “outer” and “other”
(Lewis, 1956, p. 238). Paffard (1973) later titled a book that was partly based upon question-
naire responses from both grammar school and university students Inglorious Wordsworths.
Implicit in all these observations is a model purporting that children have an intense long-
ing for transcendent experiences, which often are realized. Much of adult life is assumed to
involve a longing for such experiences once again. Such a model can be contrasted with psy-
choanalytic and object relations theories, which assume mystical experiences to be regressive
in a pathological sense. “Inglorious Wordsworths” have transcendent experiences that are
valuable and healthy, and are capable of being recovered in adulthood.

As part of a questionnaire study, Paffard had both university students and sixth-form
grammar school students respond to a literary description of an experience typical of Word-
sworth’s poetry—an experience that was specified as occurring in childhood, and one that
involved consciousness of something more than a mere child’s delight in nature (Paffard,
1973, p. 251). The actual text was from W. H. Hudson’s (1939) autobiography Far Away and
Long Ago. Participants were to describe in writing any experience of their own that they felt
was is in any way similar to the one described in the passage. Paffard analyzed responses
from 400 participants, half each from the university and grammar school samples; there were
equal numbers of males and females in each sample. He found that 40% of the grammar
school boys and 61% of the grammar school girls had had such experiences. In the univer-
sity sample, the percentages were 56% for the men and 65% for the women (Paffard, 1973,
p. 91).

Although Paffard’s samples can be classified and analyzed in as many intuitive ways as
Laski’s, he did at least attempt some crude quantitative and statistical analyses. One quan-
titative effort was to have respondents check off, on a list of 15 words, those that applied
to their experience. These results are presented in Table 4.5. Tt is interesting to note that
whereas Paffard claimed, partly from his own transcendental experiences, that such experi-
ences are part of the essence of what he termed “real” religion, his own respondents checked
the two most religion-related words (“holy” and “sacred”) quite infrequently. It is unlikely
that the most frequently checked word (“awesome”) was interpreted by the respondents in a
religious sense.

Paffard found that transcendental experiences were most typical in the middle teens,
under conditions of solitude. The experiences were positive, and most respondents wished
to have such experiences again. However they were less frequent in adulthood. One of the
most common outcomes of the experience was some effort at creativity, although Paffard
(influenced by Laski’s work, as discussed in Chapter 1) specifically asked about creative acts
following the experience, perhaps setting an expectation among respondents to list such
activities.

Both Laski (1961) and Paffard (1973) found most mystical-type experiences discussed in
Chapter 1 to be uncommon in childhood—Laski because she sampled so few children, and
Paffard because his samples reported most such experiences in middle adolescence, even
though the literary example he cited stated 8 years of age as the beginning of such experi-
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TABLE 4.5. Endorsement of Words Characterizing
Transcendental Experiences

Percentage of

Frequency of subjects
Word endorsement endorsing
Awesome 119 54
Serene 87 39
Lonely 81 37
Frightening 77 35
Mysterious 65 29
Exciting 64 29
Ecstatic 47 21
Melancholy 45 20
Sacred 39 18
Sad 33 25
Holy 28 15
Sensual 21 13
Irritating 7 3
Erotic 5 2

Note. Number of respondents = 222. Adapted from Paffard
(1973, p. 262). Copyright 1973 by Hodder and Stoughton Limited.
Reproduced by permission.

ences. Since in Paffard’s sample sixth-form grammar school students would have tended to
be age 18 and university students age 19 or above, his respondents may simply have reported
their most recent experiences, hence minimizing reports of possible experiences in child-
hood. However, Miles (2007, pp. 16—18) reported a replication of Paffard’s findings with
sixth-form students, suggesting that transcendent experiences are indeed common in child-
hood. Likewise, Hay and Nye (1998) extensively studied small samples of children ages 6-7
years and 10-11 years. They suggest that children’s spirituality is dominated by a relational
consciousness that consists of “child—self,” “child—God,” “child—world” and consciousness.

Klingberg's Research

Klingberg (1959) sought to focus upon the study of religious experience in children, sampling
only the age ranges from 9 to 13. Klingberg’s study was done in Sweden in the mid-1940s,
but was not published in English until 1959. Two sets of data were collected, intended to be
“mutually supplementary” (Klingberg, 1959, p. 212); one of these consisted of adults™ reli-
gious memories from childhood. Our concern is with compositions collected from 630 chil-
dren (273 boys and 357 girls) in Sweden from 1944 to 1945. Most were 10—12 years of age. All
children responded in writing to the statement “Once when I thought about God ...” Of the
630 compositions received, 566 contained accounts of personal religious experiences (244
from boys and 322 from girls). An unspecified number of compositions contained accounts
of more than one experience. Assessing the experiences for depth indicated “phenomena
which call to mind the experiences of the mystic” (Klingberg, 1959, p. 213). These primarily
included both apparitions of objects of religious faith, such as Jesus, God, and angels; more
importantly for our interests, however, they also included a felt sense of an invisible presence.
Although Klingberg recognized the facilitating role of a religious culture, school, and home
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in encouraging such reports among children, he claimed that the value of the study is that
it shows that mystical experiences can take place during childhood. Klingberg argued that
maturational mechanism cannot eliminate mystical experiences in children, and suggested
their universality. Fahs (1950) has persuasively argued for the awakening of mystical aware-
ness in children by avoiding narrow religious indoctrination, which might preclude a sense of
wonder, curiosity, and awe. (Mystical experiences are discussed more fully in Chapter 11).

Personality and Attitudes

Leslie Francis (1994) has summarized a considerable body of research on personality and
mental aspects of religious development, relying heavily on the work and orientation of Hans
Eysenck (e.g., Eysenck, 1981). Francis and colleagues” own studies (e.g., Francis, Pearson, &
Kay, 1982, 1983b) suggest that among children, religiousness and introversion are positively
related, and that these in turn may be related to rejection of substance use (Francis, 1997a).
An extensive literature on religion and substance use/abuse exists, but it tends to focus on
postchildhood samples and is discussed in the chapter on morality (see Chapter 12). Bible
reading has also been linked to increased purpose in life among 13- to 15-year-olds (Francis,
2000).

Another line of research has focused on influences on religiousness and attitudes toward
religion among young people (especially the influence of parents, but also peers, schools,
church, etc.). Some of this work has included samples of children or early adolescents (e.g.,
Francis & Gibson, 1993; Francis & Greer, 2001); however, most of these studies have involved
older adolescents and young adults. Likewise, there has been some emphasis on the influence
of religiously affiliated schools versus public institutions on values and other aspects of chil-
dren’s lives, but these have not shown much difference between the two types of schooling
(see, e.g., McCartin & Freehill, 1986). However, Francis (1986) has found variations between
the influences of Catholic and Protestant schools in England.

Much other work has included religion as simply one of many variables of interest. For
example, Archer’s (1989) investigation of gender differences suggests that among early to late
adolescents, males and females use the identity process similarly with respect to religious
development. de Vaus and McAllister (1987) concluded that gender variations in religios-
ity are not attributable to child-rearing roles of females, and Albert and Porter (1986) found
that liberal Christian and Jewish backgrounds were related to less rigid conceptions of gen-
der roles in 4- to 6-year-old children. An Israeli study (Florian & Kravetz, 1985) found that
Jewish and Christian 10-year-olds had internalized a Western scientific conception of death
to a greater extent than Muslim and Druze children had. Other work (Saigh, 1979; Saigh,
O’Keefe, & Antoun, 1984) has pointed to a link between religious symbols worn by examin-
ers and performance on intelligence tests, such that performance may be better when young
people are tested by same-religion examiners.

There has been interest in the difficulty of getting children, especially at young ages,
to understand and respond appropriately to questions about religion (e.g., Tamminen, 1994).
Similarly, Francis and colleagues have noted tendencies for children’s scores on attitudes
toward religion to be positively related to lie scores on other scales (Francis, Pearson, & Kay,
1988), and also for children to bias their responses in a proreligious direction when a priest,
as opposed to a layperson, is the test administrator (Francis, 1979). Similar effects were not
found by Hunsberger and Ennis (1982) in several studies of university students, however. The
best conclusion seems to be that caution must be exercised in studies of children involving
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measurement of religion, and that appropriate checks should be included to assess possible
biases or distortion of responses whenever possible.

Meaning and Implications of Religion in Childhood

We know relatively little about the meaning and implications of religion for children as
they grow older, beyond the cognitive and experiential components discussed earlier in this
chapter. We need to find novel ways of studying children’s religious development without
assuming that adult thought is the “gold standard” for comparison in this regard (see, e.g.,
Boyer & Walker, 2000). What impact, if any, does religion have on the day-to-day lives of
children—including their physical and mental health, personal identity, and social relation-
ships? How does childhood religion affect later religiosity, as well as nonreligious social
attitudes? Does religious training affect a child’s concept of death (see Florian & Kravetz,
1985; Stambrook & Parker, 1987)? What role, if any, does religion play in childhood psycho-
pathology, and what role does (and should) religion play in the clinical treatment of children
(see Wells, 1999)?

Findings suggest that a conservative or fundamentalist religious upbringing has impli-
cations for educational attainment and gender roles (see Sherkat, 2000; Sherkat & Darnell,
1999). A broad survey of children and young adolescents (fifth through ninth graders) led
Forliti and Benson (1986) to conclude that religiosity was related to increased prosocial
action, as well as to decreased rates of sexual intercourse, drug use, and antisocial behavior.
They also concluded that a restrictive religious orientation was linked to antisocial behav-
ior, alcohol use, racism, and sexism. These latter conclusions are not always consistent with
those reached for older adolescents and adults (see Chapters 5 on socialization and 12 on
morality). Also, given the moderately strong associations among right-wing authoritarianism,
religious fundamentalism, and prejudice observed by Altemeyer (1988, 1996; Altemeyer &
Hunsberger, 1992), it would seem appropriate to investigate the childhood antecedents of
such relationships, as well as the developmental dynamics fostering such connections.

OVERVIEW

Fresh conceptual approaches are needed to revitalize the study of children’s religious devel-
opment. The area of religious development is top-heavy in theory, especially stage theories
of religious cognitive development. There has been a considerable amount of overlap in
research that “tests” these theories, but not much integrative work has been done to make
sense of it all. Furthermore, there has been little or no empirical research on many issues
related to childhood religious development, and some studies of religious development
have little to say about children, having focused on older adolescents or young adults.
Theoretical conceptualizations of religious growth generally (Elkind, Goldman),
and faith development in particular (Fowler, Streib), have apparently been stimulated by
Piaget’s formulations. And much other work on religious development (e.g., images of
God, concepts of prayer) has also used the Piagetian framework as the basis for empiri-
cal studies. The results of numerous investigations have confirmed the utility of Piaget’s
cognitive stages for understanding various aspects of religious growth. However, promising
non-Piagetian theoretical conceptualizations and empirical work have also appeared in the
psychology of religion.
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In spite of attempts at integration of work on religious development, we are left with a
kind of “smorgasbord” of differing directions (Reich, 1993b, p. 39). This is not necessarily
a bad thing, since this diversity has stimulated many different creative and useful empirical
studies of religious development. Further integration of this work could eventually lead to
a more comprehensive theory of religion in childhood. Future research on religious growth
could take many potentially fruitful directions. The role of religion in parenting goals, styles,
and practices, and the consequences for child development, are especially promising in
this regard.




Religion in Adolescence

and Young Adulthood

True love and religious experience are almost impossible before
adolescence.

And further, contrary to the specific claim that Europe’s secularity is
exceptional, we will show that modernized societies outside Europe,
such as Canada and even the US, are undergoing marked declines in
religious beliefs and practices, especially among youth.

Adults appear to seriously underestimate the interest teens have in
religion.

... doubt is not the opposite of faith; it is an element of faith.

When I was a boy of fourteen my father was so stupid I could scarcely
stand to have the old man around, but by the time I got to be twenty-
one I was astonished at how much he had learned in the last seven
years.!

Early studies (Allport, Gillespie, & Young, 1948; Webster, Freedman, & Heist, 1962) of reli-
gion among college students found that the vast majority felt they needed religion in their
own lives (e.g., 82% of the women and 68% of the men in the Allport et al. study), with only
small percentages reporting little interest or no religious training. But these studies were
carried out a half-century or more ago. Have times changed?

Some countries have apparently experienced broad-based and substantial decreases in
church attendance and religious interest in the last 50 years or so. For example, Bibby (1987,
1993) has estimated that about 6 in 10 Canadians were weekly church attenders in the 1940s.
However, this figure dropped steadily until the early 1990s, when the comparable figure was
just over 2 in 10 people. This 20% rate has continued to the year 2000 (Bibby, 2001), and is
similar for Canada’s teens and adults. Furthermore, the tendency toward decreased religious
involvement has brought Canada more in line with Britain, France, Germany, the Nether-

I'These quotes come, respectively, from the following sources: Kupky (1928, p. 70); Mason, Singleton, and Webber
(2007, p. 58); Bergman (2001, p. 46); Tillich (1957, p. 116); Mark Twain (attributed).
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lands, and the Scandinavian countries. Typically, in these European countries only about
10-15% of the population is involved in a religious group (Lippman & Keith, 2006), and
regular attendance is correspondingly low (Campbell & Curtis, 1994). Francis (1989b) noted
a progressive trend in the 1970s and 1980s for British adolescents to have less positive atti-
tudes toward Christianity, and a general trend toward decreasing religious belief for British
adults continued into the 1990s (Gill, Hadaway, & Marler, 1998). Also, religious involvement
is much lower in Australia and Japan than in the United States (Campbell & Curtis, 1994).

However, religious involvement remains relatively high in the United States for both
adults and adolescents, unlike the trends for many other Western countries. Though self-
reported church attendance in the United States may be inflated (Chaves & Cavendish,
1994; Hadaway, Marler, & Chaves, 1993; Marcum, 1999), studies involving comparable data
sources suggest that, relatively speaking, regular church attendance in the United States
tends to be quite high, even when other factors are controlled for (see Campbell & Curtis,
1994). Overall, U.S. attendance rates for adults have remained relatively stable across recent
decades (Chaves, 1989, 1991; Firebaugh & Harley, 1991; Inglehart & Baker, 2000). Similarly,
belief in an afterlife was high (about 80%) and stable from 1973 to 1991, according to the
General Social Survey data from the United States (Harley & Firebaugh, 1993).

Most research findings suggest that, in general, adolescents and young adults are less
religious than middle and older adults in both North America and Europe (Dudley & Dud-
ley, 1986; Hamberg, 1991). Moreover, religiousness is typically found to decrease during the
10- to 18-year-old period (Benson, Donahue, & Erickson, 1989), at least for adolescents in
mainstream religious groups. However, such conclusions may reflect only certain measures
of religiousness (e.g., involvement in institutional religion), and should not be construed to
mean that adolescents are nonreligious or have little interest in spiritual matters.

In fact, a large nationwide survey of American college students conducted by the Higher
Education Research Institute (HERI, 2005) at UCLA show that most college students report
high levels of spirituality and espouse many spiritual and religious values. To a considerable
extent, students believe in the sacredness of life (83%), have an interest in spirituality (80%),
search for meaning or purpose in life (76%), have discussions about the meaning of life with
friends (74%), find spirituality as a source of joy (64%), and seek out opportunities to grow
spiritually (47%). Also, they report believing in God (79%); pray (69%) and at least occasion-
ally attend religious services (81%); discuss religious or spiritual matters with friends (80%)
or family members (76%); and at least somewhat agree that their religious beliefs provide
strength, support, and guidance (69%). Similar findings are reported by Smith and Denton
(2005), based on data from the National Study of Youth and Religion: Adolescents in the
United States believe in God (84%), believe that God is a personal being (65%), feel at least
somewhat close to God (71%), and claim their religious faith is at least somewhat important
in shaping major decisions (80%).

The HERI has also conducted an annual survey of American college freshmen since the
late 1960s. This survey has found that in the 20 years from the early 1980s to the early 2000s,
the percentage of those reporting no religious preference (vs. some other sort of religious
identity) has doubled from 8% to 16%, though during the same time period the percentage
identifying themselves as born-again has remained consistent at about 25% (as reported in
Levenson, Aldwin, & D'Mello, 2005). Smith, Lundquist Denton, Faris, and Regnerus (2002)
have provided a broad picture of the religious participation of U.S. adolescents, based on data
from three separate major national survey organizations. Longitudinal data indicate that
between 1976 and 1996, weekly religious service attendance for 12th graders decreased by
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about 8% (from approximately 40% to 32%) and those “never” or “rarely” attending grew by
about 4%. Just 44% of 12th graders reported being involved in religious youth group activities
sometime during their 4 years in high school. Still, 85% of the 13- to 18-year-olds surveyed
reported some kind of religious affiliation, with over two-thirds identifying themselves as
Protestant (44%) or Catholic (25%). More females than males were religiously affiliated, and
African American youths reported higher levels of church attendance than either European
Americans or Hispanic Americans did.

The few studies to date of those who consider themselves “spiritual but not religious”
have often been conducted by comparing them with those who self-identify as “spiritual and
religious.” Though much of the discussion has focused on critical antecedents of the “spiritual
but not religious” development—most notably the “baby boomer” tendency to value indi-
vidual conscience over institutional authority (Roof, 1993, 1999)—we are just beginning to
get a handle on what these spiritual “seekers” are like (see Shahabi et al., 2002; Zinnbauer et
al., 1997). Shahabi and her associates found that such seekers are younger, better educated,
less likely to be married, more likely to be white (vs. a member of a racial minority group),
and less likely to live in the South. Zhai, Ellison, Stokes, and Glenn (2008) found that the
“spiritual but not religious” are more likely to be offspring of divorced parents (62%), possibly
because divorce may interrupt the transmission of religious values from parents to children,
may disrupt institutional religious practices (see Lawton & Bures, 2001), or may reduce the
degree of supervision of children—all of which may contribute to the fact that children of
divorced parents, compared to those raised in intact two-parent families, are less likely to
adopt parental religious values and practices (Regnerus, Smith, & Smith, 2004).

It is not clear why adults and adolescents in the United States report much higher rates
of interest and practice in religion and spirituality than do people in other countries. Per-
haps it is the successful tendency for U.S. religious groups to “service the spiritual needs of
Americans” (Bibby, 1993, p. 113), thus providing people with “social capital” that helps foster
positive developmental outcomes through the religious context. Research by King, Furrow,
and Roth (2002) on 413 high school students found that family and peers provide such capi-
tal. Perhaps in the United States disaffiliation is not simply indicative of a shift in religious-
ness; rather, disaffiliation is also symbolic in an important way, representing “a deep shift in
outlook and lifestyles” (Hadaway & Roof, 1988, p. 31). Whatever the reason, it seems fair to
conclude that “religious beliefs are an important aspect of adolescents’ lives” (Cobb, 2001,
p- 495) in the United States, and also that religion has a powerful impact on adolescents and
their development (Benson et al., 1989).

INFLUENCES ON RELIGIOUSNESS AND SPIRITUALITY
IN ADOLESCENCE

Many external influences have the potential to affect people’s religiousness: parents, peers,
schools, religious institutions, books, the mass media, and so on. Oman and Thoresen (2003,
2007) have argued that there has been no systematic framework for investigating how reli-
giousness or spirituality is “caught” from the influence of others. They propose that Bandura’s
(1977, 1986) theory of social learning, with its emphasis on observation and vicarious learn-
ing, is capable of providing such a framework for the psychology of religion. Spiritual models,
they suggest, whether they be major historical religious figures (e.g., Buddha, Muhammad,
Jesus), contemporary spiritual leaders (e.g., Mother Teresa, Gandhi), or key individuals in a
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person’s life (e.g., youth pastors, religious mentors), are overlooked influences on spiritual and
religious development (see also Bandura, 2003, and Silberman, 2003).

External influences (parents, peers, etc.) affect individuals directly through, for exam-
ple, explicit religious teachings or family practices. They can also affect people indirectly
in many ways—for example, by influencing school, marital, and career choices, or through
cultural assumptions, subtle modeling, or lack of exposure to alternative positions. People
may be conscious of some religious socialization influences, but quite unaware of others.
Cornwall (1988) has noted that the religious socialization literature has traditionally focused
on three “agents” of socialization: parents, peers, and church. We examine each of these in
turn, along with a fourth factor that has been studied: education. Though we have already
said much about the influence of parents, we further consider their role as influence agents
specifically in terms of adolescent religious and spiritual development, since there is general
agreement that parents are the most important influence (e.g., Benson, Masters, & Larson,
1997; Brown, 1987; Cornwall, 1989). We consider church (or any other religious institution)
simply as one of a number of “other factors” that have been suggested to affect the religious
socialization process.

Our coverage of these potential influencing factors is largely restricted to the empirical
work on religious socialization. There exists a rich body of literature in the psychodynamic
and object relations traditions, especially with respect to the role of parents in the socializa-
tion process. The reader may wish to consult other sources for differing perspectives on these
issues (see, e.g., Coles, 1990; Rizzuto, 1979, 2001).

The Influence of Parents

It is not a straightforward matter to tap parental influence in studies of religious socializa-
tion. Many highly religious parents sanctify their role as parents; that is, they see parenting
as a sacred duty, with religious beliefs and values as among the most important things to be
transmitted to their children (Mahoney, Pargament, Murray-Swank, & Murray-Swank, 2003).
Some investigators simply focus on “keeping the faith—the extent to which children iden-
tify with the family religion as they grow older. These investigations typically assume that
keeping the family faith must result in large part from parental influence. Other researchers
focus on parent—child attitudinal agreement regarding religious and other matters, assuming
that greater agreement indicates more effective parental influence. Still others rely on direct
self-reports of influence, asking children or adolescents about the extent to which parents
influence their religiousness. Similarly, some investigators have asked older adolescents and
adults to reflect back on their lives and consider to what extent parents (and other factors)
influenced their religion. Collectively, these different approaches offer insight into parental
religious socialization influence.

Studies of “Keeping the Faith”

A social-cognitive model of religious change in adolescence (Ozorak, 1989; see Research
Box 5.1) predicts that both social factors (such as parental or peer influence) and cognitive
variables (such as intellectual aptitude and existential questioning) influence adolescent reli-
giousness. Ozorak’s (1989) data supported the social-cognitive model, especially with respect
to the positive link between parental and adolescent religiousness, and she concluded that
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RESEARCH Box 5.1. Influences on Religious Beliefs and Commitment in Adolescence
(Ozorak, 1989)

Elizabeth Ozorak noted that various explanations exist for adolescent change in religious
beliefs and practices. For example, it has been proposed that influence from parents, peers,
or others may be powerful factors; that “existential anxiety” may be an initiating factor; or
(as we have seen in Chapter 4) that cognitive development can serve as the stimulus for such
change. Ozorak sought to test a variety of possible effects within a social-cognitive model
of religious change. She proposed that social influences, especially parents, are the most
powerful factors affecting adolescent religiousness; that there is a gradual polarization of
religious beliefs in the direction established relatively early in people’s lives; and that such
cognitive factors as “existential questioning” are associated with decreased religious com-
mitment.

After pilot-testing her materials on 9th and 11th graders, Ozorak studied 390 high
school students and high school alumni from the Boston area. The subjects included 106
students in 9th grade, 150 students in 11th or 12th grade, and 134 alumni who had gradu-
ated 3 years earlier from two of the three high schools involved. Each participant completed
a questionnaire including a wide variety of items and scales tapping religious affiliation,
participation, beliefs, experiences, existential questioning, social “connectedness,” family
and peer influences, and religious change.

The data indicated that “middle adolescence is a period of [religious] readjustment for
many individuals” (p. 455), with the average age of change being about 14.5 years. Social
factors, especially parents, were powerful predictors of religiousness. For example, parents’
religious affiliation and participation were positively related to children’s religiousness. The
influence of peers (discussed later in this chapter) was not so straightforward, though the
data suggested that it too was related to adolescent religiosity. Cognitive factors also played
a role; more existential questioning and higher intellectual aptitude were associated with
religious change, but only for the oldest age group (high school alumni). In addition, there
was support for a “polarization” interpretation of the data, such that the most religious par-
ticipants tended to report greater change in a proreligious direction and the least religious
participants reported decreasing religiosity over time.

Ozorak concluded that “parents’ affiliation and their faith in that affiliation act as cogni-
tive anchors from which the child’s beliefs evolve over time. Family cohesion seems to limit
modification of religious practices but exerts less pressure on beliefs, which become increas-
ingly individual with maturation” (p. 460). This study is important because it reminds us of
the powerful influence of both social and cognitive factors with respect to religious social-
ization. Furthermore, it emphasizes the critical role of parents in influencing religiousness
and religious change in their offspring.
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parents are especially powerful influences in the religious socialization process. However,
the influence of parents seemed more prominent for high school students than for college-
age respondents, suggesting that parental influence may decrease as adolescents make the
transition to adulthood.

Other studies have also indicated that parental religiousness is a good predictor of ado-
lescents” and even adult children’s religiousness. Hunsberger (1976) found that the greater
emphasis on religion in one’s childhood home was associated with religiousness during col-
lege. A survey investigation of Catholic high school seniors led to the conclusion that the
three main factors predicting adolescent religiousness were perceptions of the importance
of religion for the parents, positive family environment, and home religious activity (Benson,
Yeager, Wood, Guerra, & Manno, 1986). A national probability sample of more than 1,000
U.S. adolescents revealed that parental religiosity was a significant predictor of adolescent
religious practice (Potvin & Sloane, 1985). The religious participation of Jewish parents was
a powerful predictor of the religious beliefs and practices of their adolescent children (Parker
& Gaier, 1980). Such influence may even extend into adulthood; a study of college teachers
indicated that their parents” church attendance constituted the best predictor of their own
religiousness (Hoge & Keeter, 1976).

Similarly, numerous studies have noted a strong tendency for children raised within a
specific familial religious denomination to continue identifying with that denomination from
childhood through adolescence and young adulthood (e.g., Altemeyer & Hunsberger, 1997;
Bibby, 2001; Hadaway, 1980; Kluegel, 1980; see also Beit-Hallahmi & Argyle, 1997; Benson
et al., 1989). In general, several different parental religion variables seem to be reasonable
predictors of the extent to which adolescents and young adults maintain the family religion.

Parent-Child Agreement Studies

Is there what was popularly termed in the 1960s and 1970s a “generation gap™—a kind of
organized rebellion against parents by their teenagers, one component of which supposedly
involves considerable discrepancy between teenagers’ attitudes and those of their parents”
(Hunsberger, 1985a, p. 314)? Some researchers (e.g., Friedenberg, 1969; Thomas, 1974) have
concluded that there is such a gap, while others have contended that parent-adolescent atti-
tudinal differences are relatively minor (Lerner & Spanier, 1980) or virtually nonexistent
(Coopersmith, Regan, & Dick, 1975; Nelsen, 1981a). Also, parent—child attitudinal agreement
may vary from one issue to another, and religious attitudes in particular may involve more
parent—child agreement than some other domains (Bengtson & Troll, 1978). For example,
Hunsberger (1985a) found a stronger parent—child agreement on religious matters than on a
number of other issues (e.g., self-rated happiness, personal adjustment, political radicalism).
Other investigations of mother—father—adolescent triads have led to similar conclusions,
though relationships are sometimes weak. A study of triads from Catholic, Baptist, and Meth-
odist homes showed weak to moderate correspondence between parents and their offspring
on religious measures (higher for mothers than for fathers), with endorsement of a specific
creed revealing stronger relationships (Hoge, Petrillo, & Smith, 1982). These relationships
remained significant when the effects of denomination, family income, and father’s occupa-
tion were partialed out, though Hoge et al. emphasized that extrafamilial influences (e.g.,
denomination) were also important in religious socialization. In a study of mother—father—
child triads from Seventh-Day Adventist homes, modest agreement emerged across a series
of religious and nonreligious values, with generally stronger relationships between offspring
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and mothers than between offspring and fathers (Dudley & Dudley, 1986). Glass, Bengtson,
and Dunham (1986) carried out a study of three generations of family members, the youngest
generation being between the ages of 16 and 26. They concluded that there was substantial
agreement on religious and political issues for both child—parent and parent-grandparent
dyads, suggesting that parental influence in these areas may persist into adulthood.

Such findings of weak to moderately strong parent-adolescent agreement on religious
issues do not “prove” that parents are important influences in their children’s religious lives,
of course. However, the findings of these parent-adolescent agreement studies are gener-
ally consistent with recent conceptualizations of adolescence as a time of reasonably stable
development and socialization, and a time when there is considerable similarity in values
and attitudes between parents and their adolescent offspring. This is in contrast to earlier
conceptualizations of adolescence as a time of turmoil and rebellion, resulting in a sizeable
“generation gap.” This shift in our view of adolescence is reflected, for example, in Petersen’s
(1988) review of the adolescent development literature, and in some textbooks on adolescence
(e.g., Cobb, 2001).

Self-Reports of Religious Influence

Studies involving a wide variety of age groups in North America and elsewhere have con-
firmed that individuals perceive their parents as the most important influence on their reli-
giosity. Hunsberger and Brown (1984) asked 878 introductory psychology students at the
University of New South Wales in Sydney, Australia to identify the three people who had
the greatest influence on their religious beliefs. In this study, parents were listed as having
the most important influence by 44% of all respondents (friends came next at 15%). In other
studies, Hunsberger asked several hundred students at a Canadian university (Hunsberger,
1983b) and 85 older Canadians (ages 65—88 years; Hunsberger, 1985b) to rate the extent of
religious influence that 10 possible sources of influence had exerted in their lives. Both the
students and the older persons ranked their mothers and fathers first and third, respectively.
Church received the second highest ranking.

One striking thing about these two studies (Hunsberger, 1983b, 1985b) was the extent
to which the students and senior citizens agreed in their rankings. Also, the senior citizens
generally reported stronger absolute proreligious influence in their lives than did the stu-
dents; this was consistent with findings from other cross-sectional studies (Benson, 1992a;
Hunsberger, 1985a) and a panel study of Swedes (Hamberg, 1991), which all showed a gen-
eral increase in religiosity across the adult years. Furthermore, the rankings for the Canadian
university students were quite similar to those given by the Australian university students
(Hunsberger & Brown, 1984).

Francis and Gibson (1993) explored parental influence on religious attitudes and prac-
tices of 3,414 secondary school students in Scotland (ages 11-12 and 15-16). The authors
concluded that parental influence was generally important with respect to church atten-
dance, and there was a tendency for this influence to increase from the younger to the older
age groups. Consistent with some of Hunsberger’s (1983b, 1985a) and Acock and Bengtson’s
(1978, 1980; see also Dudley & Dudley, 1986) findings, they also concluded that mothers had
more influence on children’s religion than fathers overall, but that there was some tendency
toward stronger same-sex influence for both mothers and fathers. Also, parental influence
was greater for overt religiosity (i.e., church attendance) than it was for more covert religiosity
(i.e., attitudes toward Christianity).
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In two studies of attitudinal predispositions to pray, described in Research Box 5.2,
Francis and Brown (1990, 1991) concluded that parental influence was of primary impor-
tance with respect to church attendance for adolescents attending Roman Catholic, Angli-
can, and nondenominational schools in England. Church attendance in turn was positively
related to attitudes toward prayer. Also, as in the Francis and Gibson (1993) study, they found
that mothers seemed to exert more influence than fathers, although parental influence was
stronger when both parents attended church.

As noted above, some findings suggest that mothers are more influential than fathers in
the religious development of their offspring; however, not all studies confirm this generaliza-
tion. Kieren and Munro (1987) concluded that fathers were more influential than mothers
overall. And the findings of some other studies have been equivocal in this regard (Baker-
Sperry, 2001; Benson, Williams, & Johnson, 1987; Hoge & Petrillo, 1978a; Nelsen, 1980). But
the weight of the evidence suggests that mothers are more influential than fathers (e.g., Hertel
& Donahue, 1995; see also Benson et al., 1997)—perhaps because they play a more nurtur-
ing role in child rearing; perhaps because they are more religious than men (e.g., Donelson,
1999; Francis & Wilcox, 1998); or perhaps because they tend to assume more child-rearing
responsibilities (Smith & Mackie, 1995), which may include taking children to church or in
teaching about religion.

However, it is quite possible that fathers also play an important role (see Dollahite, 2003;
King, 2003). Fathers may serve as role models for continued religiousness or for rejection of
religion after initial religious socialization. Thus mothers and fathers may play somewhat dif-
ferent roles, and have influence in different ways or at different periods, in their children’s

RESEARCH Box 5.2. Social Influences on the Predisposition to Pray
(Francis & Brown, 1990, 1991)

These two studies focused on predispositions to pray, as well as the practice of prayer, among
two age levels of English adolescents. The first investigation involved almost 5,000 students
age 11, and the second about 700 students age 16; all students attended Roman Catholic,
Church of England, or nondenominational state-maintained schools. As well as self-reports
of their own and their parents’ religious behavior, participants completed a six-item scale
assessing attitudes toward prayer (e.g., “Saying my prayers helps me a lot”).

Results confirmed that the parents were powerful factors with respect to children’s
church attendance at both age levels, though mothers consistently exerted more influence
than fathers. However, there were indications that parental impact on children’s prayer had
decreased somewhat, and that church influences (e.g., attendance) had increased, for the
16-year-olds. Attendance at Roman Catholic or Church of England schools did not seem
to affect adolescent practice of prayer, after other factors had been controlled for; how-
ever, there was a slightly negative impact of Church of England schools on attitudes toward
prayer.

The authors concluded their 1991 paper by stating that their findings “support the
importance of taking seriously social learning or modeling interpretations of prayer. Chil-
dren and adolescents who pray seem more likely to do so as a consequence of explicit teach-
ing or implicit example from their family and church community than as a spontaneous
consequence of developmental dynamics or needs” (p. 120).



Religion in Adolescence and Young Adulthood 117

socialization. For example, a study of more than 400 families in rural areas of Iowa found
that the roles of both mothers and fathers were important in religious transmission to their
offspring (Bao, Whitbeck, Hoyt, & Conger, 1999). But when adolescents perceived that their
parents were generally accepting of their adolescent children, mothers” influence was report-
edly stronger, especially for sons. Such subtle nuances could well contribute to seemingly
contradictory conclusions in the literature concerning the relative importance of mothers
and fathers in religious socialization.

Other Aspects of Parenting

A number of studies have suggested that the quality of young people’s relationships with
parents can also affect religious socialization. For example, in a panel investigation spanning
the years 1965-1982, children who reported while in high school that they had a warm, close
relationship with their parents were less likely to rebel against religious teachings (Wilson
& Sherkat, 1994). Furthermore, longitudinal data led Wilson and Sherkat to conclude that
“Lack of closeness and contact have created a religious gap between parents and children
rather than religious differences creating a distant relationship” (p. 155). Others have come to
similar conclusions regarding the importance of the emotional relationship between parents
and adolescents (e.g., Dudley, 1978; Herzbrun, 1993; Hoge, Petrillo, & Smith, 1982; Nelsen,
1980; Okagaki & Bevis, 1999). Myers (1996) interviewed parents and their adult offspring,
and concluded that the main determinants of offspring religiosity were parental religiosity,
the quality of the family relationship, and traditional family structure.

Cause and effect are not always clear, however. Most authors seem to assume that higher
quality of family relationships “causes” increased religiousness in offspring. Of course, if
the parents are themselves nonreligious, the higher quality of family relationships may then
“cause” decreased religiosity in offspring. But Brody, Stoneman, and Flor (1996) concluded
that degree of parental religiousness was the causal factor in their study of 9- to 12-year-old
African Americans living in the rural southern United States. That is, they maintained that
greater parental religiousness contributed to a closer, more cohesive family, as well as to less
conflict between the parents. Additional research is needed to address the direction of cause-
and-effect relationships in this area.

Are there any specific mechanisms that parents use to instill increased religiousness in
their children? Dollahite and Marks (2005), utilizing a narrative approach based on 74 inter-
views from highly religious Muslim, Mormon, other Christian, and Jewish families, identi-
fied 10 central processes by which parents facilitate religious and spiritual development in
their families. These include relying on God for guidance and support; living one’s religious
values at home (including religious traditions); resolving conflict with prayer, forgiveness, and
repentance; loving and serving others; overcoming challenges through shared faith; abstain-
ing from proscribed activities and substances; self-sacrifice of time, money, and comfort for
spiritual reasons; nurturing growth in family members through teaching, discussion, and
example; explicit obedience to God, prophets, parents, and/or commandments; and giving
priority to faith and family over secular or personal interests.

Parental Influence: Summary

All of the different approaches to studying parental influence in the religious socialization
process converge on a single conclusion: Parents play an extremely important role in the
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developing religious attitudes and practices of their offspring. In fact, few researchers would
quarrel with the conclusion that parents are the most important influence in this regard,
though such influence can sometimes be more indirect than direct (Erickson, 1992; Corn-
wall, 1988; Cornwall & Thomas, 1990). For example, parents to some extent are “managers”
who control which “other influences” their children are exposed to (e.g., through church
attendance, selection of religious vs. secular schooling, or control of what is viewed on televi-
sion), and these in turn may have some influence on young people’s religion.

The Influence of Peers

Some authors have concluded that peer groups play an important role in influencing adoles-
cents generally (Allport, 1950; Balk, 1995; Sprinthall & Collins, 1995), but relatively few stud-
ies have investigated peer influence on religiousness. Those that have done so tend to report
that peer group effects are weaker than parental influences. Such studies almost always rely
on self-reports of peer influence, however, and the direction of the influence (positive or
negative) is not always specified.

The impacts of parents and peers were compared in a study of 375 Australian youths ages
1618 (de Vaus, 1983). Consistent with some previous research (Bengtson & Troll, 1978), it
was concluded that parents were more influential for religious beliefs, and that peers tended
to have more influence outside of the religious realm (e.g., with respect to self-concept); how-
ever, de Vaus found that peers also influenced religious practice to some extent (see also
Hoge & Petrillo, 1978a). Erickson (1992) similarly found that peer influence was relatively
unimportant in adolescent religiousness. But he pointed out that peer influence might be
hidden because of the way in which effects were measured, and also because it was difficult
to separate peer influence from religious education, which itself involved “a social/friendship
setting” (p. 151) that might constitute a kind of peer influence. King et al. (2002) found that
although parental influence tends to be the most significant, the influence of peers should
not be overlooked. Whereas verbal communication tends to be the primary vehicle through
which parents have an influence, peers tend to have an impact through both verbal discus-
sion (surprisingly, they found the influence of discussion to be greater for boys than for girls)
and shared religious activities. Similarly, Regnerus, et al. (2004) found that though parents
are the primary influence, the ecological contexts provided by friends and school matter as
well in adolescent religious development, especially in self-rated importance of religion.

Similarly, Hunsberger’s (1983b, 1985b) studies involving self-ratings of religious influ-
ences suggested that friends were well down the list of 10 potential influences for both uni-
versity students (fifth) and older Canadians (ninth). Ozorak (1989) concluded that peers do
influence adolescent religiousness, though this relationship is rather complex and is over-
shadowed by more important parental influences. Other researchers have confirmed the
primary importance of parents in religious socialization, but have also found evidence that
the religiosity of college students’” current friends offers a kind of supplementary reinforcing
effect (Roberts, Koch, & Johnson, 2001). In another investigation, both peer and family influ-
ences predicted adolescent religiousness (King et al., 2002).

Of course, peer influence may be stronger in some religion areas than in others. For
example, peers may have little influence on core religion measures such as frequency of
church attendance, but may be more important with respect to youth group participation
and enjoyment of that participation (Hoge & Petrillo, 1978a). Also, peer influence is prob-
ably complex, especially with respect to dating and heterosexual friendships. For example,
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particularly for adolescents of minority religions, religiously based attitudes toward interfaith
dating may initiate a kind of filtering process in partner selection (Marshall & Markstrom-
Adams, 1995). This filtering may in turn affect dating partners” interactions and reciprocal
influence regarding religion (i.e., a type of peer influence).

In an exception to the usual self-report studies in this area, an unusual field experiment
(Carey, 1971) involved randomly assigning 102 Catholic school students in seventh grade to
one of three groups: proreligion, antireligion, or no influence (control group). Confederates
(boys who were “leaders” in the same classes as the other participants) urged their classmates
to comply or not to comply with a nun’s talk on “Why a Catholic should go to daily mass.”
Actual attendance at mass was then monitored, and an effect did emerge for the position
taken by the male confederates to influence their peers, but only for girls. Of course, the peer
influence assessed in this study was very specific and short-term; we should be careful not to
confuse such transitory impact with more general, long-term, and complex peer effects.

Finally, we should not assume that peer influence is relevant only to child and adoles-
cent religion. Olson (1989) found that in five Baptist congregations, the number and quality
of friendships were important predictors of adults” decisions to join or leave a denomination.
And Putnam (2000) has pointed out that people who belong to religious groups tend to have
more social commitments and contacts in their lives; this increased social interaction may
allow for greater peer influence. Unfortunately, there has been little investigation of possible
peer influence on religiousness in adulthood, beyond friendship networks.

Does Education Make a Difference?
The Impact of College

The extent to which education affects religious socialization has been a controversial topic.
Early studies generally concluded that education, especially college, tends to “liberalize” the
religious beliefs of students. For example, a review of more than 40 investigations led Feld-
man (1969) to conclude that these studies

generally show mean changes indicating that seniors, compared with freshmen, are
somewhat less orthodox, fundamentalistic, or conventional in religious orientation,
somewhat more skeptical about the existence and influence of a Supreme Being, some-
what more likely to conceive of God in impersonal terms, and somewhat less favorable
toward the church as an institution. Although the trend across studies does exist, the
mean changes are not always large, and in about a third of the cases showing decreasing
favorability toward religion, differences are not statistically significant. (p. 23)

Other reviewers (e.g., Parker, 1971) have similarly concluded that religious change may
be considerable during the college years, especially in the first year. However, we should be
cautious about such (average) trends toward decreased religiousness, because they may mask
substantial change in the opposite direction for some students (Feldman & Newcomb, 1969).
In addition, if change occurs, education itself is not necessarily the cause of the change.
Shifts away from orthodox religion may be part of maturational or developmental change, or
may result from the fact that some students are effectively away from parental control for the
first time. Such shifts may also reflect either peer influence or a tendency for less religious
(or more questioning) students to attend (and not to drop out of) college, or at least to avoid
campus religious involvement. Madsen and Vernon (1983) found a (not surprising) tendency
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for more religious students to be more likely to participate in campus religious activities.
More importantly, those students who participated in campus religious groups tended to
increase in religious orthodoxy, but nonparticipants became less orthodox at college. It is also
possible that apparent effects of college are actually due to other factors, such as religious
background (Hoge & Keeter, 1976). For example, Sieben (2001) found in a Dutch study that
the influence of education on a variety of variables, including orthodox religious belief and
church attendance, was considerably overestimated when the impact of family background
was not controlled for.

Furthermore, studies began to appear in the 1970s that were not always consistent with
Feldman’s conclusion that there is a general shift away from traditional religion. For example,
Hunsberger (1978) reported a cross-sectional study of more than 450 Canadian university
students, and a separate longitudinal investigation of more than 200 students from their first
to their third university years, including an interim assessment of about half of this longitu-
dinal sample during their second year. His data offered little support for the proposal that
students generally become less religious over their university years. The only consistent find-
ing across both studies was that third- and fourth-year students reported attending church
less frequently than did first-year students. Thus there was limited support for a decrease
in religious practices across the college years, but this change did not generalize to some
other practices (e.g., frequency of prayer), or to scores on a series of religious belief measures.
Finally, measures of “average change” did not mask frequent or dramatic individual religious
change in different directions.

Hunsberger (1978) speculated that college-related religious change may have been more
characteristic of the 1960s, since other subsequent studies (e.g., Hastings & Hoge, 1976;
Pilkington, Poppleton, Gould, & McCourt, 1976) also found little or no change. In fact,
Moberg and Hoge (1986) concluded that the decade 1961-1971 had seen considerable shifts
toward liberalism in college students, but that the following decade (1971-1982) involved a
slight change in the opposite direction (toward conservatism and traditional moral attitudes).
Finally, Hunsberger (1978) suggested that religious change may be more likely to happen in
the high school years, and may be relatively complete by the time students reach college—a
suggestion supported by the research of others (Francis, 1982; Sutherland, 1988). However,
some authors have continued to conclude that higher education has at least indirect effects
on young people’s religiousness—Dby, for example, encouraging skepticism and a sense of reli-
gious and moral relativity (e.g., Hadaway & Roof, 1988).

Studies in both Australia (Mason et al., 2007) and Great Britain (Savage, Collins-Mayo,
Mayo, & Cray, 2006) of “Generation Y~ young adults reveal a similar pattern of an emerging
skepticism with respect to religious matters. For instance, in the two-stage Australian study,
Mason et al. conducted intensive qualitative interviews with 91 persons born between 1981
and 1985, which made them 20-24 years old at the time of the study, followed by a national
phone survey that resulted in 1,619 completed interviews. This wise use of mixed meth-
ods revealed that while 46% of interviewees identified themselves as traditionally Christian,
such identification was associated with the belief that they could pick and choose among reli-
gious beliefs (Mason et al., 2007, p. 91). While some non-Christians identified with alterna-
tive religious views (19% identified with New Age beliefs, including beliefs in astrology and
reincarnation), 28% were classified as secular. In Great Britain, Savage et al. (2006) found
similar patterns. In both Australia and Great Britain, therefore, it appears that many Genera-
tion Y persons (defined for our purposes as those born between 1980 and 1990) have adopted
what Mason et al. (2007) identify as “a liberal, secular individualism in its postmodern form”
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(pp. 331-332). This stands in opposition to a more classical acceptance of Christianity as a
grand narrative providing a coherent and authoritative frame for life’s meaning. Savage et
al. (2006, pp. 38—89) provide an in-depth analysis of Generation Y persons’ ability to utilize
narratives centering on the here and now. Thus many in Generation Y in both Australia and
Great Britain have framed a life of meaning and purpose without the necessity of resorting to
grand narratives associated with religion or an appeal to the supernatural. They are satisfied
with “happy midi-narratives” (Savage et al., 2006, p. 36). Similar studies in the United States
suggest that as some adolescents advance through the college years, traditional religious
beliefs and commitment to a single grand narrative may decrease.

Data from a national longitudinal research study (Higher Education Research Institute,
2007) on college students from 2004 to 2007 in the United States support the studies in
Australia and Great Britain. In this study, 2004 freshmen were administered the same set
of questions as second semester juniors in 2007 by the HERI at UCLA (mentioned at the
beginning of this chapter). Results showed that religious engagement and charitable involve-
ment decreased significantly over the course of the college years. For example, frequent
attendance at religious services dropped from approximately 43% of the students to 25%.
A similar decline was noted by the respondents in their friends” attendance at religious ser-
vices. Students who reported frequent or occasional participation in such charitable services
as volunteer work, community service, or participation in a clothing/food drive also signifi-
cantly decreased during the 4 years of college. On the other hand, a number of religious or
spiritual factors showed increases during the college years, including spiritual quest (e.g.,
developing a meaningful philosophy of life, attaining inner harmony, seeking beauty in life),
equanimity (e.g., seeing each day as a gift, being thankful for all that has happened to one,
finding meaning through hardship), spirituality (e.g., integrating spirituality into one’s life,
believing in the sacredness of life), an ethic of caring (e.g., helping others in difficulty, helping
to promote racial harmony), and an ecumenical world view (e.g., improving one’s understand-
ing of other cultures, growing spiritually without being religious).

These results suggest that Feldman’s (1969) conclusions (quoted above) are still partially
true today. That is, as students progress through college, they do seem to become less con-
ventionally religious, though the absence of church involvement may be uniquely associated
with the college years. But the college years also appear to be a time of interest in spiritual
matters, many of which are addressed by conventional religion.

Parochial School Attendance

Some investigations have compared public with parochial schools regarding the religious-
ness of their students. These investigations have generated rather muddy findings, possibly
because of methodological shortcomings (Benson et al., 1989; Hyde, 1990). In the United
States in recent decades, conservative Protestants (mostly evangelical or fundamentalist)
have founded a growing number of “Christian schools” as an educational alternative to public
or secular private schools. Also, some parents (again, especially conservative Protestants) are
choosing to home-school their children, at least through some grades. Though there are many
anecdotal accounts of the effects of such educational efforts, often used for promotional pur-
poses, such programs have received little scientific scrutiny. Most of the research conducted
to date has focused primarily on traditional mainline Protestant and Catholic schools.
Although some early researchers (e.g., Lenski, 1961; Greeley, 1967) concluded that paro-
chial school attenders were more strongly religious in some ways than their public school
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counterparts, the relevant research sometimes failed to take background factors into account.
Some investigators apparently assumed that differences between parochial and public school
students were caused by the environments of the schools involved, and they ignored pos-
sible self-selection factors. More than 40 years ago, Mueller (1967) found that when he held
religious background constant, he could find no differences in the religious orthodoxy and
institutional involvement of college students. He concluded that “high orthodoxy is a direct
function of a strong religious background rather than specifically of parochial school atten-
dance” (p. 51).

Other research has supported this finding, including studies of fundamentalists (Erick-
son, 1964), Jews (Parker & Gaier, 1980), Lutherans (Johnstone, 1966), Mennonites (Kraybill,
1977), and Catholics and Church of England adherents (Francis & Brown, 1991). For exam-
ple, Francis and Brown (1991) argued that a positive relationship between Roman Catholic
school attendance and positive attitudes toward prayer was really a result of “the influence of
home and church rather than that of the school itself” (p. 119). Furthermore, as indicated in
Research Box 5.2, their investigation even detected a small negative influence of Church of
England schools on attitudes toward prayer, after other factors were controlled for (gender,
home, church, private practice of prayer). This finding was consistent with Francis’s (1980,
1986) previous work with younger children.

More recently, a study in the United Kingdom (Francis & Lankshear, 2001) similarly
revealed very little impact of church-related primary schools on religiousness or religious
activity in the local community. There was a tendency toward higher rates of religious con-
firmation in the preteen years (for voluntarily aided but not for controlled schools), but appar-
ently no influence on older persons. However, such “minimal-impact” conclusions have been
challenged by some authors (e.g., Greeley & Gockel, 1971; Greeley & Rossi, 1966), and Him-
melfarb (1979) argued that church-related schools do indeed have a direct positive influence
on the religiousness of their students.

In the end, there is probably variation across individual schools, different age groups
(elementary, high school, and postsecondary students), and different religious denomina-
tions. Self-selection factors probably occur at many parochial schools, such that more reli-
gious students (or at least students with more religious parents) are likely to attend such
schools. Findings may differ across studies, depending on whether they focus on religious
beliefs or practices (Hunsberger, 1977). Effects may be unique to specific studies or may
depend on combinations of factors. For example, Benson et al. (1986) found that Catholic
high schools with a high proportion of students from low-income families tended to have a
positive influence on religiousness if those schools stressed academics and religion, had high
student morale, and also focused on the importance of religion and the development of a
“community of faith.” There may also be effects for some specific measures of religiousness,
such as an increase in religious knowledge (Johnstone, 1966). It is often very difficult to sepa-
rate the influence of parochial schools from the effects of parents and the family generally
(Benson et al., 1989).

In light of the findings available, and their many qualifications, we are led to this conclu-
sion: The bulk of the evidence suggests that church-related school attendance has little direct
influence on adolescent religiousness, above and beyond the home influence per se. This is not
to say that there is no influence, for influence can take many forms. It is likely that parochial
school students come from more religious homes in the first place, and thus one role (among
many) of such institutions may be the provision of a social and educational context where
already existing religious values and beliefs are reinforced. The issue is not clear-cut and
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does not include the recent wave of Christian schooling in the United States, simply because
research on such schooling that meets scientific criteria is not yet available. The reader may
wish to consult more comprehensive reviews of the relevant literature (e.g., Hyde, 1990).

Other Influences

Parents, peers, and education are not the only potential sources of influence on religious-
ness. Some studies have suggested that the particular church (or other religious institution)
or denomination, as well as socioeconomic status, sibling configuration, city size, the mass
media, reading, and so on, can also have some effect on the religious socialization process
(see, e.g., Benson et al., 1989). For example, rural youths tend to be more religious than
nonrural young people (King, Elder, & Whitbeck, 1997). However, self-reported ratings of
influence (Hunsberger, 1983b, 1985b) and more indirect inferences (Erickson, 1992; Fran-
cis & Brown, 1991; Hoge, Hefferman, et al., 1982; Hoge & Thompson, 1982; Nelsen, 1982;
Philibert & Hoge, 1982) suggest that factors related to the church (or to religious education,
broadly defined) are the most important of various possible “other” influences on the reli-
gious socialization process. Francis and Brown (1991) have observed that church becomes a
more important influence in middle adolescence, at roughly the time when young people are
becoming less susceptible to parental influence with respect to religion.

In general, however, the various “other factors” discussed above have received scant
empirical attention. There is a need for further investigation of attitudes toward the church;
the role of the clergy; the influence of church-related peers compared to non-church-related
friends, mass media effects, and so on; and the subtle interplay among these and other reli-
gious socialization factors.

The Polarization Hypothesis

Earlier in this chapter, we have discussed Ozorak’s (1989) social-cognitive model of reli-
gious socialization processes, which allows for the possibility of a “polarization” effect in reli-
gious development. That is, Ozorak noted a tendency for more religious adolescents to report
change in the direction of greater religiosity, whereas less religious adolescents reported a
shift away from religion. As noted in Chapter 4 (see Research Box 4.2), Tamminen (1991)
found a similar religious polarization tendency among Finnish adolescents. This is consis-
tent with the observation that more religious college students join campus religious groups,
and also increase in religious orthodoxy while at college, but less religious students who do
not join campus religious groups decrease in orthodoxy (Madsen & Vernon, 1983). In other
words, the religious “distance” between these two groups increases at college. Similar self-
reported polarization tendencies have been found among the most and least religious par-
ticipants in a study of older Canadians (Hunsberger, 1985b). Reflecting back over their lives
and “graphing” their religiosity across the decades, these senior citizens indicated that they
had gradually become more religious across their lives since childhood if they were highly
religious at the time of the study. However, senior citizens who were relatively less religious
indicated that they had become progressively less religious across their lives, compared to
their more religious counterparts.

These studies are limited by the retrospective, cross-sectional, and self-report nature of
the data, as well as by the possibility that we are learning more about people’s perceptions
of reality than we are about reality itself. However, the findings are consistent with the pos-
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sibility that general trends toward greater or lesser religiosity may be established quite early
in life, and that these trends may continue long after early developmental and socialization
influences have had their immediate effects.

Gender Issues

Social influences (especially the influence of parents) in the religious socialization process
can help to explain some important gender differences in adolescent and adult religiosity. For
example, women have typically been found to be “more religious” than men (see Donelson,
1999; Francis & Wilcox, 1998). That is, they attend worship services more often, pray more
often, express stronger agreement with traditional beliefs, are more interested in religion,
and report that religion is more important in their lives. Women’s attitudes toward religion
may also be developed at an earlier age (Tammimen & Nurmi, 1995). Such gender differ-
ences may be attributable to social influence processes in sex role training, either through sex
differences that have implications for religiousness (e.g., women are taught to be more sub-
missive and nurturing—traits associated with greater religiosity), or through direct expecta-
tions that women should be more religious than men. Similar “socialization” interpretations
have come from others (e.g., Batson, Schoenrade, & Ventis, 1993; Nelsen & Potvin, 1981),
though these are not the only possible interpretations of gender differences in religion (see
Miller & Hoffman, 1995).

It is likely that religious socialization processes have important gender implications for
other areas of people’s lives, such as (nonreligious) attitudes, careers, and education. For
example, national survey data from 19,000 U.S. women led to the conclusion that religious
identification affects educational attainment more strongly than do other sociodemographic
variables (Keysar & Kosmin, 1995). Women from more conservative, traditional, or funda-
mentalist backgrounds achieved less postsecondary education than did women from more
liberal or modern religious backgrounds, on average. That is, “some gender inequality is
indeed socially created by the influence of religion” (Keysar & Kosmin, 1995, p. 61). Although
this was a correlational study, it does raise the possibility that religious socialization can ulti-
mately affect “nonreligious” aspects of one’s life.

There is also evidence that young men and women differ in their perceptions of God and
in how they would react to a male versus a female God. Foster and Babcock (2001) asked uni-
versity students to write a story about a fictional interaction with a male or female God. Men’s
stories involved more action, whereas women were more concerned with feelings. There
was also more skepticism, criticality, and surprise in reaction to a female God than to a male
God. Such gender differences may well develop during childhood as part of the socialization
process—an issue ripe for future research.

Influences on Religiousness: Summary and Implications

We must be cautious in drawing conclusions about religious socialization influences, since it
is often difficult to isolate parental, peer, educational, and other influences and their possible
interactions. Many typical problems that face social-scientific researchers (e.g., self-report
accuracy, sampling limitations) afflict this area of research as well. However, given the large
numbers of relevant studies and the convergence of some findings, we are able to offer some
general conclusions.
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Parents are potentially the most powerful influences on child and adolescent religion,
though their impact becomes weaker as adolescents grow into adulthood, and some of their
influence may be indirect. Peers, education, parochial school environment, the mass media,
and reading have been found to affect religious socialization to a lesser degree, though it
is sometimes difficult to isolate the effects of specific causal factors. It has been suggested,
however, that when the parents and other potential influential agents (e.g., the church, social
network of friends) reinforce the same religious perspective, the resulting combined religious
socialization effects may be especially strong (Hyde, 1990). Furthermore, trends established
early in life for people to become more or less religious may continue into adulthood (as pre-
dicted by the polarization hypothesis).

Finally, it is important that we not lose sight of possible implications of religious social-
ization for other aspects of people’s lives. We have seen that religious growth processes can
have a potentially powerful impact on gender issues. No doubt the effects of religious social-
ization extend into many other aspects of people’s lives as well, as discussed throughout this

book.

DOES RELIGIOUS SOCIALIZATION INFLUENCE
ADJUSTMENT AND NONRELIGIOUS BEHAVIOR
IN ADOLESCENCE?

To what extent does religion affect other aspects of young people’s lives? A review of the
literature on adolescence and religion led Benson et al. (1989) to conclude that religion has
a powerful impact on adolescents and their entire development. For example, adolescents
who say that religion is important in their lives are more likely to do volunteer work in the
community than are young people who say that religion is not important (Youniss, McLel-
lan, Su, & Yates, 1999; Youniss, McLellan, & Yates, 1999). Also, it has been suggested that
churches may serve a function of initiating youths into volunteer activity, and then sustaining
this involvement (Pancer & Pratt, 1999). Some of this volunteering may result from church
teachings about helping others and doing good. It is also possible that family religiousness
is more generally linked to other group involvement, and that such effects may persist well
into adulthood (see Putnam, 2000). For example, one study revealed that medical students’
reports of family church involvement were positively associated with the number of group
memberships they had some 39 years later (Graves, Wang, Mead, Johnson, & Klag, 1998).

Links have been found between stronger religiousness and decreased delinquent behav-
ior for adolescents (e.g., Johnson, Jang, Larson, & Li, 2001), including lower rates of drug
and alcohol use (e.g., Bahr, Maughan, Marcos, & Li, 1998; Corwyn & Benda, 2000; Francis,
1997a; Lee, Rice, & Gillespie, 1997; see also Donahue & Benson, 1995) and less deviant
behavior in general (Litchfield, Thomas, & Li, 1997). Also, religiousness seems to be associ-
ated with both less sexual activity and delayed onset of sexual activity (e.g., Benda & Cor-
wyn, 1999; Lammers, Ireland, Resnick, & Blum, 2000; Miller et al., 1997; Paul, Fitzjohn,
Eberhart-Phillips, Herbison, & Dickson, 2000), but also with less condom use in adolescents
(Zaleski & Schiaffino, 2000). Some of these links are explored in greater detail in Chapter
12 on morality. For our purposes here, however, it is important to note that such associations
between religiousness and decreased substance use, deviant behavior, and sexuality are rela-
tively common in studies of adolescents and young adults.
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Other research has investigated possible links between religion and personal adjustment.
For example, Blaine, Trivedi, and Eshleman (1998) concluded that “a large research litera-
ture ... has established that measures of religious commitment, devotion, or belief strength
are associated with a range of positive mental health indicators, such as decreased anxiety
and depression, and increased self-esteem, tolerance, and self-control” (p. 1040). Others have
come to similar conclusions (see Koenig & Larson, 2001; Maton & Wells, 1995; Seybold &
Hill, 2001), including some studies that have focused on adolescents (e.g., Moore & Glei,
1995; Wright, Frost, & Wisecarver, 1993), although some authors have pointed out that reli-
gion may be associated with maladjustment as well (see Booth, 1991; Ellis, 1986; Shafranske,
1992). This literature is discussed in more detail in Chapter 13.

Some authors are inclined to conclude that in light of the relevant research, religion
must cause improved mental health, decreased deviance, more prosocial behavior, and the
like, especially during the adolescent years. This is indeed plausible, but one must also con-
sider other causal possibilities. For example, young people who live more moral and mentally
healthy lives may be more inclined to attend church, where they may find other like-minded
persons who have similar behavioral inclinations. Causality is difficult to study in this area,
and possibly as a consequence, few researchers have tackled the issue head-on.

Furthermore, if there are indeed connections between religion and adolescent behavior
and adjustment, we might wonder about the processes that could explain such connections.
There is no shortage of potential explanations, and many of them rely on the socialization
literature. Religion may aid adjustment by providing social support, assisting in value and
identity formation (King et al., 2002; Regnerus et al., 2004), and teaching social control (Wal-
lace & Williams, 1997). Forliti and Benson (1986) have emphasized the importance of value
development in early religious socialization. Religious socialization may also teach children
and adolescents coping techniques such as praying when anxious, or may show them how to
choose positive activities as alternatives to delinquency or substance use (see Hunsberger,
Pratt, & Pancer, 2001b). Religious training may contribute to a more positive self-concept
(Blaine et al., 1998), which in turn may have benefits for adjustment and behavior. These
types of suggestions imply that the religious socialization process either directly or indirectly
produces the desirable outcomes related to adjustment and behavior. However, two studies
carried out by Hunsberger et al. (2001b), one with college students and one with high school
students, found no difference on various adjustment measures between those raised in reli-
gious versus nonreligious homes.

There is a need for researchers to refocus their efforts in this area. There is no short-
age of studies of adolescents and young adults that reveal correlations between religiousness
variables and (decreased) destructive behaviors such as substance use, as well as improved
personal adjustment. We now need investigations of the mechanisms and underlying causal
patterns that generate such correlations.

RELIGIOUS THINKING AND REASONING IN ADOLESCENCE
AND YOUNG ADULTHOOD

As we have seen in Chapter 4, a developmental shift in thinking about religious (and other)
issues occurs as young people move from childhood to adolescence. In Piagetian terms, this
shift is from concrete to formal operations, which (especially for religious concepts) involves
a move away from the literal toward more abstract thinking. It has also been suggested that
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this trend toward abstract religious thought may be linked with decreased religiousness, and
possibly with a tendency to reject religion in adolescence. Possibly adolescents” emerging
abstract thinking capability “complicates” their religious thought, and may even stimulate
new styles of thinking in order to deal with “difficult-to-explain” religious concepts and exis-
tential issues.

Reich’s Notion of Complementarity Reasoning

Reich (1991) has pointed out that there are “many perceived contradictions and paradoxes
that characterize religious life” (pp. 87-88; see also Reich, 1989, 1992, 1994). He has sug-
gested that “complementarity reasoning” may develop in order to deal with such religious
contradictions. That is, people may develop rational explanations for specific perceived con-
tradictions, which make the contradictions seem more apparent than real. Reich gives the
example of a 20-year-old who attempted to explain the seeming conflict between creationist
and evolutionary explanations of humans’ origins and development as a species: “The pos-
sibility of evolution was contained in God’s ‘kick-off” at the origin ... but God probably did
not interfere with evolution itself ... and perhaps so far not all of the initial potential has yet
come to fruition” (quoted in Reich, 1991, p. 78). Reich has suggested that complementarity
reasoning is crucial to religious development, though it does not emerge in fully developed
form until relatively late in life, and sometimes not at all.

Reich proposes that five different levels of complementarity reasoning appear in devel-
opmental sequence. Essentially, these levels evolve from a very simplified (true—false) reso-
lution of different explanations, through careful consideration of various competing expla-
nations, to possible links between competing explanations and possibly even the use of an
overarching theory or synopsis to assess complex relationships among the different factors.
This analysis bears some resemblance to the “integrative complexity” analysis of religious
and other thinking (see below), and the complexity approach has the advantage of an estab-
lished scoring system tapping different levels of thinking. Possible links between religious
orientation and complexity of thinking processes have been investigated in several studies of
university students.

Integrative Complexity of Thought

“Integrative complexity” is defined by two cognitive stylistic variables. “Differentiation”
involves the acknowledgment and tolerance of different perspectives or dimensions of an issue,
and “integration” deals with the extent to which differentiated perspectives or dimensions
are linked. A manual for scoring integrative complexity (Baker-Brown et al., 1992) describes
how such complexity is typically scored on a 1-7 scale. Lower scores indicate a person’s ten-
dency not to reveal (1) or to reveal (3) differentiation; higher scores (4—7) indicate the extent
to which people integrate these differentiated concepts into broader structures. Research
Box 5.3, which describes a study by Hunsberger and his colleagues on fundamentalism and
religious doubt, gives examples of responses receiving different complexity scores.

Batson and Raynor-Prince (1983) found that a measure of religious orthodoxy was signif-
icantly negatively correlated (—.37) with the integrative complexity of sentence completions
dealing with existential religious issues (e.g., “When I consider my own death ...”). That is,
people with a more orthodox religious orientation tended to think more simply about existen-
tial religious issues, as indicated by the sentence completion task. Also, scores on the Quest
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RESEARCH Box 5.3. Religious Fundamentalism and Complexity of Religious Doubts
(Hunsberger, Alisat, Pancer, & Pratt, 1996)

This interview study of university students provided examples of the integrative complexity
anchor scores for content dealing with religious doubts. Students were asked questions about
their religious doubts, and their responses were then scored for complexity of thought.

One question asked, “What would you say is the most serious doubt about religion or
religious beliefs that you have had in the last few years?” The following response received
a score of 1 (no differentiation), since it reveals just one dimension of religious doubt: “My
only real doubt is why God could allow people to suffer so much in this world” (p. 207). Full
differentiation (a score of 3) is illustrated by the following response, which outlines two dif-
ferent dimensions of doubt: “I have doubted why God allowed me to become seriously ill a
few years ago. What was His purpose? Also, I could never understand why there is war and
famine in the world if there is a God” (p. 207).

An example of a response showing integration of differentiated doubts (score of 5) is as
follows:

Over the years I have had various “little doubts.” For example, T was bothered by the
hypocrisy of some “religious” people, and the Bible seemed to not be very relevant to a
lot of things happening today. After a while I sort of sat down and put all of these little
things together and realized that in combination they made me doubt organized religion
in general. (p. 207)

Scores of 7 are rare in this type of research, and no such score was found in this study.
Scores of 2, 4, and 6 represent transition points between the odd-numbered anchor scores.

Results revealed a weak but significant correlation between the extent of one’s reli-
gious doubts and the integrative complexity of thinking about those doubts. This finding is
consistent with previous conclusions that complexity—religion relationships are restricted to
domains involving existential religious content (Hunsberger, Pratt, & Pancer, 1994).

measure of religious orientation were significantly positively correlated (.43) with complex-
ity scores for thinking about existential content. For both orthodoxy and quest, comparable
correlations involving nonreligious sentence completions were not statistically significant.
However, it should be noted that the integrative complexity scores were distributed primar-
ily in the lower half (1-4) of the scale, suggesting that even those who differentiate well
are not necessarily capable of integrating those differentiated concepts into broader struc-
tures. Furthermore, a series of investigations by Hunsberger and his colleagues (Hunsberger,
Pratt, & Pancer, 1994; Hunsberger, Alisat, Pancer, & Pratt, 1996; Hunsberger, Lea, Pancer,
Pratt, & McKenzie, 1992; Hunsberger, McKenzie, Pratt, & Pancer, 1993; Pancer, Jackson,
Hunsberger, Pratt, & Lea, 1995; Pratt, Hunsberger, Pancer, & Roth, 1992), using open-ended
essay or interviews for a full expression of ideas, suggest that the complexity—religious ori-
entation relationship may be restricted to issues involving existential content only (which, of
course, are still clearly related to religious experience). In spite of these limitations, it is safe
to conclude that not all people think about their religious faith with the same degree of com-
plexity and that one major predictor of integrative complexity is religious orientation.
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RELIGIOUS DOUBTS

Of course, adolescents and young adults are not completely passive recipients of social influ-
ence when it comes to their religious beliefs. They think about religious issues, and they may
not be willing to accept all that they are taught. Almost everyone has questions (e.g., “Does
God really exist?”, “Should I accept my parents” religious faith?”) related to religious teach-
ings at some time. Many people apparently resolve their questions to their own satisfaction,
and their underlying religious beliefs are not substantially altered. Others, however, may
have trouble resolving their questions, and this may lead to serious doubts and concerns
about religious beliefs. These doubts may eventually lead them to abandon some or all of
their beliefs. Let us examine this process in greater detail.

Questions and doubts about religion seem especially common in adolescence, though
they may also occur among adults. Nipkow and Schweitzer (1991) analyzed 16- to 21-year-old
German students” written reflections about God, and concluded that most of their respon-
dents had “challenging questions™ about God. These primarily involved unfulfilled expecta-
tions of God; whether or not the students continued to believe in God was determined by
the extent to which their expectations were fulfilled. Similarly, Tamminen (1991, 1994) noted
an increase in early adolescence in doubts about God’s existence, and whether prayers were
answered, among his Finnish students.

However, research suggests that the mass media’s depiction of young people as rebel-
lious and questioning of parental values, implying that adolescents are boiling cauldrons of
bubbling religious doubts, is exaggerated. Canadian studies of nearly 2,000 university stu-
dents (Altemeyer & Hunsberger, 1997) and almost 1,000 high school students (Hunsberger,
Pratt, & Pancer, 2002) revealed that average self-reported religious doubts were rated about 2
(a “mild amount” of doubt) on a 0—6 response scale. The greatest doubts in both studies were
linked to (1) the perception that religion is associated with intolerance; (2) unappreciated
pressure tactics of religions; and (3) other ways that religion seemed to be associated with
negative human qualities, rather than making people “better.” But even for these issues, the
average doubt was rated less than 3 (a “moderate amount”) on the 0—6 scale used. This mild
to moderate level of doubt is not surprising, in light of evidence that adolescents” “reasoning
is systematically biased to protect and promote their preexisting [religious] beliefs” (Klaczyn-
ski & Gordon, 1996, p. 317).

Correlates of Doubt

Is religious doubt unique to adolescents and young adults? One study did reveal a slight
decline with age in scores on Batson’s Quest measure (r = -.19), suggesting a decreased ten-
dency among older adults to doubt, insofar as this measure taps doubting (Watson, Howard,
Hood, & Morris, 1988). However, we should be careful not to conclude that doubt is virtu-
ally nonexistent among older adults, as mentioned previously. For example, Nielsen (1998)
reported that about two-thirds of his adult sample provided written descriptions of “religious
conflict” in their lives, although it is not clear how many of these descriptions would be clas-
sified as religious doubts.

Also, although absolute levels of doubting tend to be mild to moderate, religious doubt-
ing is apparently related to religious, personal, and social variables. Quite consistently, higher
levels of doubt have been moderately to strongly associated with reduced religiousness, such
as lower Christian orthodoxy (Altemeyer, 1988; Hunsberger et al., 1996; Hunsberger et al.,
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1993); with lower religious fundamentalism and less religious emphasis in the family home,
and less acceptance of religious teachings (Hunsberger et al., 1996); and with lower Intrinsic
religion scores and an inclination toward apostasy (Hunsberger et al., 1993). Moreover, reli-
gious doubting has been linked with such personality characteristics as greater openness to
experience (Shermer, 2000), lower right-wing authoritarianism (Altemeyer, 1988; Hunsberger
etal., 1993), and less dogmatism (Hunsberger et al., 1996). Finally, it has been associated with
some aspects of social activism (Begue, 2000), increased complexity of thought about religious
issues (Hunsberger et al., 1993), and some aspects of ego identity development (Hunsberger,
Pratt, & Pancer, 2001a), as discussed later in this chapter.

Doubt and Personal Adjustment

Research has also suggested that religious doubting is related to personal adjustment. As
noted earlier, doubts were weakly but significantly positively related to perceived stress,
depression, and self-reported life hassles for college students, and significantly negatively
related to adjustment to college and relationships with parents, during students’ first year in
college (Hunsberger et al., 1996). Similarly, religious doubting has been associated with more
psychological distress and decreased feelings of personal well-being in adult Presbyterians
(Krause, Ingersoll-Dayton, Ellison, & Wulff, 1999). Krause et al. concluded that younger
adults have greater difficulty with religious doubt than do older persons, since the association
between doubt and depression scores was strongest at age 20 and decreased as age increased.
These findings seem to support claims that religious doubt has negative implications for per-
sonal mental health, as suggested by earlier writers on the subject (e.g., Allport, 1950; Clark,
1958; Helfaer, 1972; Pratt, 1920), although supportive findings have not always been clear-
cut (Kooistra & Pargament, 1999).

Why would religious doubting be associated with negative personal consequences? Sev-
eral possibilities have been advanced (see Hunsberger et al., 2002; Krause et al., 1999). It
has been claimed that various positive mental health and adjustment benefits are derived
from religiousness, possibly through coping mechanisms that are associated with religion
(e.g., prayer, religious social support; Pargament, 1997). Because doubt is associated with
decreased religious faith, the resulting decreased religiousness may detract from one’s cop-
ing ability, resulting in a less well-adjusted life. Also, doubt may be associated with feelings
of shame or guilt, which in turn may adversely affect self-esteem (Krause et al., 1999). Doubt
itself may be seen as a particular manifestation of Festinger’s (1957) cognitive dissonance,
and such dissonance is sometimes associated with psychological distress and negative affect
(e.g., Burris, Harmon-Jones, & Tarpley, 1997).

Furthermore, Kooistra and Pargament (1999) found some (mixed) evidence that doubt-
ing may be linked to conflictual family patterns. They suggested that this might result from
the general negative consequences that family difficulties seem to have for children’s and
adolescents’ religiousness, such as negative God images, alienation from and negative feel-
ings about religion, and decreased religiousness. However, Kooistra and Pargament studied
only parochial high school students in the U.S. Midwest, and doubt was associated with con-
flictual families only for students at a Dutch Reformed school, not those at a Catholic school.
Hunsberger et al. (2001a) were unable to replicate this difference between fundamentalist
and Catholic students in Canada; rather, when they broke their findings down by major
denominational groupings, relationships between doubt and poorer adjustment occurred
only for mainstream Protestants.



Religion in Adolescence and Young Adulthood 131

Doubting may also have some positive associations. As noted earlier, religious doubting
is an important component in the conceptualization of the Quest religious orientation (Batson
et al., 1993), which has been linked with less prejudice, a tendency to help others in need,
and some aspects of mental health (e.g., personal competence/control, self-acceptance, and
open-mindedness/flexibility). Furthermore, Krause et al. (1999) have pointed out that doubt
may be an important part of positive psychological development; this suggestion is consistent
with research showing that doubt and uncertainty more generally might stimulate cognitive
development (e.g., Acredolo & O’Connor, 1991).

Thus, strictly from a psychological perspective, we are hard pressed to say that religious
doubting is either “good” or “bad.” This is not to say that the predominant church attitude
“that it is to be deplored as an obstacle to faith, at the worst a temptation of the Devil, at the
best a sign of weakness” (Clark, 1958, p. 138) is necessarily wrong. It is to say, however, that
judgments about religious doubts” being “good” or “bad” depend on how one defines these
terms, and probably also on one’s personal religious orientation.

Dealing with Doubt

Regardless of whether doubt is good or bad, most people who experience religious doubts are
motivated to somehow resolve them. Hunsberger et al. (2002) investigated two ways in which
young people attempt to deal with their religious questions and doubts. One way is to consult
with people or reading materials that would likely push them in a proreligious direction.
Scores on a self-report Belief-Confirming Consultation (BCC) scale were found to signifi-
cantly predict increased religiousness 2 years later. A second approach is to consult resources
that would be more likely to provide nonreligious or antireligious answers to questions (e.g.,
talking with friends with no religious beliefs, reading materials that go against one’s religious
beliefs). Scores on a self-report Belief-Threatening Consultation (BTC) scale significantly pre-
dicted reduced religiousness 2 years later. Of course, whom one consults may really be indica-
tive of one’s inclination to resolve religious doubts one way or the other in the first place.

Also, Hunsberger et al. (1996) found qualitative differences with respect to the nature of
doubting, for respondents who were high and low in religious fundamentalism. “High funda-
mentalists” did not typically doubt God or religion per se; rather, their doubts were focused
on others’ failure to live up to religious ideals, or relatively minor adjustments that they felt
should be made within the church (e.g., improving the role of women in the church). “Low
fundamentalists,” on the other hand, were more likely to be concerned about the underpin-
nings of religion, such as the existence of God, the lack of proof for religious claims, or the
unbelievability of the creation account of human origins. Again, there was some evidence
that people who reported more religious doubts tended to think more complexly about such
doubts, and about existential material more generally.

APOSTASY

Broad-based survey studies suggest that disengagement from religion is most common for
people in their late teens and early 20s. For example, it has been estimated that about two-
thirds of all dropping out among Catholics occurs between the ages of 16 and 25 (Hoge
with McGuire & Stratman, 1981)—essentially the same peak “dropping-out” years reported
for Mormons (Albrecht, Cornwall, & Cunningham, 1988), Presbyterians (Hoge, Johnson, &
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Liudens, 1993), and broader religious groupings (Albrecht & Cornwall, 1989; Caplovitz &
Sherrow, 1977; Hadaway & Roof, 1988; see also Schweitzer, 2000).

Furthermore, there seems to be a growing interest in atheism—as witnessed by the diz-
zying array of popular books on this topic (Dawkins, 2006; Dennett, 2006; Grayling, 2007,
Harris, 2004, 2007; Hitchens, 2007), often presented as the “thinking person’s” alternative
to the irrationality of religious belief. As already pointed out, the high rate of theistic belief
in the United States seems to be an exception among postindustrial Western countries. In
most European countries, the proportion of people claiming to have no religious affiliation
increased steadily and sometimes dramatically in the 20th century. Even in the compara-
tively religious United States, the percentage of people saying that they had “no religion”
jumped from 2% in 1967 to 11% in the 1990s (Putnam, 2000), and it is likely that a substantial
part of this rise involved “apostates” (i.e., those who had abandoned faith).

Atheism is complex, and any single definition (of the many that have been offered),
fails to capture the wide range of positions held by atheists. Philosophers have long debated
whether atheism is a religion, or even whether it must involve belief. For example, a leading
atheist philosopher, Michael Martin (2002), has argued that atheism must be defined entirely
in terms of belief, though he distinguishes what he calls “positive atheism” (the explicit disbe-
lief in God) from both “negative atheism” (simply the lack of theistic belief) and “agnosticism”
(the lack of either belief or disbelief in God). It is beyond our purposes here to go into this
debate. We will note, however, that at least for the “positive atheist,” as defined by Martin, as
rational as atheism may appear to be, it does involve belief. Our focus here is on why people,
some of whom were raised in religious homes, find either atheism or some other belief system
more convincing. Of course, many of the same socialization processes that we have discussed
in this chapter (influence of parents, peers, and other social factors) are likely to play a role
in apostasy as well.

Problems in Definition and Measurement

Caution is necessary when one is comparing the results of different investigations of apostasy.
The terminology used to describe disengagement from religion varies considerably from study
to study, involving such terms as “dropping out,” “exiting,” “disidentification,” “leave taking,”
“defecting,” “apostasy,” “disaffiliation,” and “disengagement” (Bromley, 1988). Furthermore,
operational definitions of these terms have varied from one study to the next. Some authors
(e.g., Caplovitz & Sherrow, 1977; Hunsberger, 1980, 1983a) have studied people who say they
grew up with a religious identification or family religious background, but who no longer
identify with any religious group. Others have focused on cessation of church attendance for
a specified period of time (e.g., Hoge, 1981, 1988); have incorporated elements of loss of faith,
as well as disidentification (Altemeyer & Hunsberger, 1997); or have focused on aspects of the
organizational structure of the religious group a person is leaving (Bromley, 1998).

Such differences could potentially lead to divergent findings. It is important in relevant
investigations to be clear about the criteria used to define apostasy operationally, and also to
be sensitive to how this definition will affect the findings. For example, it has been estimated
that in the United States, about 46% of people discontinue church participation at some point
in their lives (Roozen, 1980). Whether this estimate is accurate or not, there are many rea-
sons for cessation of church attendance that do not necessarily involve loss of personal faith
(Albrecht et al., 1988). Studying all nonattenders could seriously inflate the seeming number
of apostates.



Religion in Adolescence and Young Adulthood 133

Yet another important issue to consider in defining and measuring apostasy is the degree
to which it is a permanent abandonment of faith. Most of the research on apostasy has been
conducted with college students, and there is some evidence of a tendency to return to reli-
gion (including institutional religion) soon after the college years, perhaps due to the influ-
ence of marriage and parenthood (Argue, Johnson, & White, 1999; Bibby, 1993; Chaves,
1991; Hoge et al., 1993).

An extensive longitudinal study of a U.S. national probability sample suggested that
most religious dropping out probably occurs after age 16. Wilson and Sherkat (1994) followed
the religious identification and other trends of 1965 high school seniors to 1973 and again
to 1983. They managed to retain more than two-thirds of the original 1,562 participants.
They focused their attention on those who reported a religious preference in 1965, but then
reported no preference in 1973. For these dropouts, they found few differences between
those who retained their apostate status in 1983 and those who had returned to religion.
The returnees did report closer relationships with their parents in high school than did the
continuing apostates. Furthermore, there was a tendency for early marriage and forming a
family to be related to returning to religion, though this relationship was found only for men.
Women were less likely to become apostates than were men, but women apostates were also
less likely to return to the fold than were men. The researchers speculated that men are more
likely to be religiously affected by transitions to marriage and parenthood.

Types of Apostasy

Some authors have attempted to define types of apostates, though the resulting groupings
tend to focus on social and other characteristics of apostates (and some other disaffiliated
individuals) rather than on the underlying apostasy process itself. For example, Hadaway
(1989) used cluster analysis to derive five characteristic groups of apostates: (1) “successful
swinging singles” (single young people who apparently were experiencing social and finan-
cial success); (2) “sidetracked singles” (single people who tended to be pessimistic and had
not obtained the benefits of the “good life”); (3) “young settled liberals” (those who were
dissatisfied with traditional values but who had a very positive outlook on life); (4) “young
libertarians” (people who rejected religious labels more than religious beliefs); and (5) “irre-
ligious traditionalists” (somewhat older, conservative, married people who maintained some
religious moral traditions in spite of their nonattendance and nonaffiliation).

Others have offered different typologies (Bahr & Albrecht, 1989; Brinkerhoff & Burke,
1980; Condran & Tamney, 1985; Hadaway & Roof, 1988; Hoge et al., 1981; Perry, Davis,
Doyle, & Dyble, 1980; Roozen, 1980). But no generally accepted categorization has appeared.
These studies do indicate that we should not assume that apostates constitute a homogeneous
group. The social characteristics of apostates may vary considerably, and the underlying pro-
cesses of disengagement are not uniform.

Roots of Apostasy

A number of researchers (e.g., Caplovitz & Sherrow, 1977; Putney & Middleton, 1961; Wuth-
now & Glock, 1973) have suggested that rebellion against parents and other aspects of society
is at the root of apostasy. For example, Caplovitz and Sherrow (1977) proposed four factors
that may contribute to the abandonment of faith: (1) poor parental relations, (2) symptoms of
maladjustment or neurosis, (3) a radical or leftist political orientation, and (4) commitment to
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intellectualism. Underlying all of these processes is the apparent assumption that apostasy
represents a deliberate rejection of previous identification, and a conscious acceptance of a
new identification.

Early findings (e.g., Johnson, 1973; Hunsberger, 1976) had suggested that religious social-
ization tends to follow a “straight line,” such that lower levels of religiousness are related to
lower levels of emphasis on religion in the childhood home. That is, apostasy seems to rep-
resent consistency with a lack of parental emphasis on religion, rather than rebellion against
parents and society. Three studies of university students were carried out to investigate this
issue (Hunsberger, 1980, 1983a; Hunsberger & Brown, 1984). These investigations, from two
different corners of the world, were consistent in finding that apostasy is most strongly associ-
ated with weak emphasis on religion in the home. Although this work involved Canadian and
Australian university students, the essential findings have been replicated elsewhere in stud-
ies of Mormons (Albrecht et al., 1988; Bahr & Albrecht, 1989) and Roman Catholics (Kotre,
1971), as well as in studies of more representative U.S. samples (Nelsen, 1981b; Wuthnow &
Mellinger, 1978).

In Hunsberger’s studies, no support was found for two of Caplovitz and Sherrow’s (1977)
hypothesized predisposing factors—symptoms of maladjustment, and a radical or leftist polit-
ical orientation. In a study of more than 600 U.S. and Canadian college students, Brinkerhoff
and Mackie (1993) found that apostates reported being less happy in their lives than did
“converts” (people who grew up with no religious affiliation but who now identified with
a religious group), “religious stalwarts” (people who maintained the same denominational
affiliation from childhood to young adulthood), and “denominational switchers” (people who
had changed denominational affiliation since childhood). However, apostates typically did
not differ significantly from these other groups on measures of self-esteem or life satisfac-
tion. Although Brinkerhoff and Mackie (1993) concluded that apostates “are less satisfied in
life, [are] less happy and have lower self-esteem” (p. 252), the statistical evidence supports
this conclusion only for the general happiness item mentioned above. Apostates did report
a more liberal world view, in the sense that they were “less traditional” than the religious
stalwarts.

Also, Hunsberger found weak evidence that apostates have poorer relationships with
their parents; he suggested that the poorer relationships could be either a cause or a result
of apostasy. However, according to other researchers, their data suggest that poor relation-
ships with parents are more likely to precede disengagement from religion (Burris, Jackson,
Tarpley, & Smith, 1996; Wilson & Sherkat, 1994). Therefore, it may be that such poor rela-
tionships contribute to disengagement, rather than vice versa. In a similar vein, there is some
evidence that parental divorce (and possibly the accompanying poor family relationships)
may make offspring more inclined to change religious identity or to leave religion altogether
(Lawton & Bures, 2001).

Going against the Flow: “Amazing Apostates” and “Amazing Believers”

Not everyone is equally influenced by the socialization processes of parent, peers, education,
and church/other factors as described in this chapter. Though there is strong evidence that
most people who become religious believers or apostates are behaving quite consistently
with socialization theory predictions (i.e., most religious believers come from homes were
religion was relatively strongly emphasized and modeling was readily available; most apos-
tates come from homes where religion was only weakly emphasized and parental modeling of
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religion was not strong), there are rare exceptions to the rule. For example, just 2% of Cana-
dian weekly church attenders in 1991 were going to church “seldom or never” as youngsters
(Bibby, 1993), and just 10 of 631 Canadian and U.S. college students (1.6%) identified with
a religious denomination after reporting that they grew up with no religion (Brinkerhoff &
Mackie, 1993).

This is consistent with research on “amazing believers” and “amazing apostates”—peo-
ple who seem to contradict socialization predictions. After screening several thousand stu-
dents at their respective Canadian universities, Altemeyer and Hunsberger (1997) could find
only 1.4% who met their established strict criteria for “amazing apostates” (those who were
in the bottom 25% on a measure of orthodoxy but in the top 25% on a measure of religious
emphasis in the home while growing up) and only 0.8% who met their equally strict criteria
for “amazing believers” (top 25% on orthodoxy, but bottom 25% on religious emphasis).

The 46 amazing apostates who were interviewed confirmed that they had generally
rejected family religious teachings, in spite of strong socialization pressures to accept reli-
gious beliefs. They were unique people whose “search for truth” had led them to question
many things, especially religious teachings, often from an early age. Many of these people
reported initial guilt and fear about dropping their religious beliefs (consistent with the find-
ings of Etxebarria, 1992), but in retrospect they believed that the benefits of leaving their
religion far outweighed any costs involved. The 24 amazing believers interviewed were more
likely to have had some religious training early in their lives (in spite of a general lack of
religiousness in the home), to be influenced by friends or significant others, and to have
“found religion” in an attempt to deal with crises in their lives. Emotional issues such as fear,
loneliness, and depression seemed to drive many of the amazing believers’ conversions. For
example, some were attempting to escape from a dependence on drugs, alcohol, or sex; others
were grappling with serious illness or tragedy in their lives.

In spite of the relatively small samples in this study, the findings are fairly clear and
intriguing. A small percentage of people do seem to “go against the flow” and reject religion
in spite of strong childhood religious emphasis and training; a smaller percentage of others
become strongly religious in spite of having mostly nonreligious backgrounds. In the end, as
rare as these amazing apostates and believers are, such “exceptions to the rule” can poten-
tially help our general understanding of the religious socialization process. (A further discus-
sion of nonbelievers is provided in Chapter 9).

RELIGION AND IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT
IN ADOLESCENCE

Some promising research has linked adolescent identity development with religion. Identity
development has roots in Erikson’s (1968, 1969) theory of psychosocial development, espe-
cially the importance of the appearance of a secure identity in adolescence (vs. the danger of
role confusion). In theory, religion can be an important contributor to the process of establish-
ing a secure identity (e.g., Erikson, 1964, 1965)—for example, by helping to explain existen-
tial issues, by providing a sense of belonging, and by offering an institutionalized opportunity
for individuals to commit to a (religious) world view (“fidelity”). Four identity statuses have
been proposed by Marcia (1966; Marcia, Waterman, Matteson, Archer, & Orlofsky, 1993),
based on the extent to which crisis (exploring alternatives) and commitment (investment in a
particular identity) are apparent in adolescent lives (see Table 5.1).
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TABLE 5.1. Marcia's Classification of Identity Status
Based own Crisis and Commitment

Commitment
Crisis Present Not present
Present Achieved Moratorium
Not present Foreclosed Diffused

Evidence confirms that the emergence of identity is a progressive developmental pro-
cess, with “foreclosed” and “diffused” statuses the least developed, and relatively immature.
The most advanced or mature status is “achieved,” with “moratorium” being intermediate
(e.g., Waterman, 1985). That is, a “diffused” young person (who has done little or no explor-
ing in the religious realm, and who has not made any firm religious commitments) would be
considered to be relatively immature in terms of religious identity development. But someone
who has done a lot of thinking about (exploring) religious issues and conflicts, and as a result
has decided to accept (commit to) a particular religious ideology, would be accorded the more
mature “achieved” identity status.

Several studies have indicated that more religious commitment tends to be linked with
more general identity achievement and foreclosure—the identity statuses that involve ideo-
logical commitment (Markstrom-Adams, Hofstra, & Dougher, 1994; Tzuriel, 1984). But these
findings have not always been clear-cut, possibly because many studies relied on self-reported
church attendance, which is not necessarily a good measure of religious ideological commit-
ment (see, e.g., Markstrom, 1999). Also, since women are more likely than men to make a
commitment in the religious realm (Pastorino, Dunham, Kidwell, Bacho, & Lamborn, 1997),
failure to control for gender could contaminate results (see also Alberts, 2000). In spite of
such gender differences in commitment, however, some evidence indicates that both genders
use the identity process similarly in the religious domain (e.g., Archer, 1989).

Some studies have examined links between religious orientation measures and identity
status. Markstrom-Adams and Smith (1996) found that the Intrinsic religious orientation was
associated with achievement status (apparently because of the greater religious commitment
of intrinsically oriented persons), and that the Extrinsic orientation was linked with diffused
identity status (apparently because of the lack of religious commitment and the lack of crisis
or exploration for extrinsically oriented people). However, measurement of religious commit-
ment and crisis was limited to the Intrinsic and Extrinsic religious orientation scales (Allport
& Ross, 1967), and these might not be good measures of the extent of religious commitment
and (especially) crisis.

In a study of college students, Fulton (1997) also found that Intrinsic orientation scores
were linked with identity achievement (and Extrinsic orientation scores with foreclosure), as
expected. In addition, Quest scores (see Batson et al., 1993) were associated with moratorium
status, apparently because of the doubt exploration inherent in the Quest measure. However,
a more recent investigation found no link between identity status and Quest scores (Klassen
& McDonald, 2002).

Hunsberger et al. (2001a) attempted to improve on previous studies” limited measures
of religious commitment, and especially of religious exploration/crisis. They carried out two
studies, one of high school students before and after they finished high school, and another
of university students. Their results generally confirmed the expected links between identity
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status and religion. For example, religious commitment was stronger for students with more
achieved and foreclosed identities, and commitment was weaker for students with more dif-
fused and moratorium identities. Also, religious crisis was positively correlated with morato-
rium (but not achievement) scores, and negatively related to foreclosure and diffusion scores.
Finally, this research indicated that specific styles of religious crisis (belief-confirming vs.
belief-threatening consultation for religious doubts) were also usually linked with identity
status, as predicted (see Research Box 5.4).

In summary, recent findings suggest that ego identity status is relevant to the study of
religion and could help us to understand religious development, especially during adoles-
cence. It is possible that variables such as right-wing authoritarianism affect both religious
development and more general identity development in this regard, since high right-wing
authoritarianism is linked with both greater religiousness (e.g., Altemeyer, 1996) and fore-

RESEARCH Box 5.4. Adolescent Identity Formation: Religious Exploration and Commitment
(Hunsberger, Pratt, & Pancer, 2001a)

These researchers used a Religious Doubts scale (Altemeyer, 1988) in order to tap religious
“crisis” (see McAdams, Booth, & Selvik, 1981) more directly than had been done in previ-
ous studies. They also included several ways of looking at religious commitment (e.g., self-
reported current religiousness, church attendance), to ensure that any relationships found
were not unique to a specific measure of commitment. Using the Objective Measure of Ego
Identity Status (Adams, Bennion, & Huh, 1989) in two studies, they found that high school
and university students revealed links between broadly defined identity status, and religious
crisis and exploration generally, as expected. People with more achieved and foreclosed
identities did score higher, and people with more diffused and moratorium identities did
score lower, on measures of religious commitment. Also, moratorium status was related to
more religious doubting, as expected, but achievement status was (surprisingly) not linked
with doubting. The authors speculated that religious doubting may have occurred earlier in
more achieved people’s lives, and therefore may not have been adequately detected by the
measures used. Finally, lower levels of doubting (“religious crisis”) should be evident among
more foreclosed and diffused people, but this was true only for foreclosed identity status.
To summarize, these two studies then offer general (but not complete) support for hypoth-
esized links between religion and identity status.

These same studies also investigated the ways in which people dealt with religious
doubts by means of the BCC and BTC scales, discussed earlier in this chapter. The authors
suggested that BCC and BTC scores would be related to identity status, based on Berzonsky
and Kuk’s (2000) finding that identity status is related to the ways in which people pro-
cess information. The evidence generally supported their hypotheses. For example, higher
achievement scores were linked with both higher BCC and higher BTC scores, and diffu-
sion was associated with both lower BCC and lower BTC scores. Finally, longitudinal data
in the second study allowed Hunsberger et al. to assess relationships over time. Again, rela-
tionships were generally (though not always) as expected. For example, foreclosure scores
significantly predicted reduced BTC scores and less overall religious doubting 2 years later.
These findings have been interpreted as partially supporting Berzonsky and Kuk’s (2000)
suggestion that identity status is linked with social-cognitive information-processing styles
within the religious realm.
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closed identity status (Peterson & Lane, 2001); however, the exploration of such relation-
ships is left to future studies. Also, because the resolution of religious doubt is potentially an
important task in the development of a secure identity in adolescence and young adulthood,
it is possible that information-processing styles contribute to young people’s approaches to
religious doubts, and ultimately to the ways in which such doubts are resolved.

Another issue that needs to be addressed is the extent to which identity status measures
are “contaminated” by content that asks explicitly about religion, since one-third of the con-
tent of some identity status measures (e.g., Adams, Bennion, & Huh, 1989) is in the religious
domain. That is, to what extent are the links reported between identity status and religion a
result of common religious content in measures of these two supposedly different concepts?
In this regard, it may be inappropriate to think in terms of overall identity status, since
there is some indication that identity development can be quite uneven in different content
domains. For example, De Haan and Schulenberg (1997) concluded that covariation between
religious and political identity was low and inconsistent. Skorikov and Vondracek (1998) found
that religious identity development lagged behind vocational identity development. Possibly
researchers should focus on religious identity development, with purer (religious identity)
measures that are not complicated by content from other domains (e.g., politics, career).

OVERVIEW

In this chapter, we have focused on a socialization approach to the development of
adolescent and young adult religiousness. There are certainly other ways of conceptual-
izing religious development as children move into adolescence; as we have seen, however,
much evidence is consistent with a socialization perspective, especially one based on
social learning theory. Empirical work confirms that parents are the strongest influences on
adolescent religiousness, though their influence seems to decrease as young people grow
older. Other religious socialization agents have sometimes been presumed to be active,
such as peer groups, education, and the church.

Generational effects occur, such that adolescents and young adults are “less religious’
than older adults. However, although religiosity has apparently decreased substantially in
many parts of the world, religion itself is hardly on the verge of disappearing. The United
States seems to be an exception to the “decreasing religiousness” rule, since rates of
regular church attendance have been relatively stable, with about 30-40% of high school
seniors reportedly attending weekly. Furthermore, there appears to be considerable interest
in topics of religion and spirituality among college students.

Some evidence suggests that the religious socialization process may affect the ways
in which people think about existential religious issues. Research on integrative complex-
ity has indicated that more orthodox and fundamentalist persons think less complexly
about such issues. Possibly these stylistic thought differences are related to the ways in
which people resolve conflicts, questions, and doubts concerning religious teachings. The
evidence suggests that questions and doubts about religion are common (though certainly
not intense, on average) during adolescence and early adulthood, and that those with more
doubts tend to think in more complex terms about religious doubts and conflicts. Work on
apostasy has suggested that leaving the family religion is generally consistent with social-
ization explanations of religious development. People who abandon the family faith tend
to come from homes where religion was either ignored or only weakly emphasized. Thus
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apostates often simply “drift” a bit further away from a religion that was not important to
the family in the first place. Apostates tend to have poorer relationships with their parents,
and cognitive factors are probably involved in apostasy to some extent, since apostates
are more likely to question, doubt, and debate religious issues earlier in their lives than are
nonapostates.

Other research has linked ego identity status with religious exploration/crisis and
commitment in predicted ways. Apparently religious development is associated with
Erikson's hypothesized establishment of a secure identity, as opposed to role confusion, in
adolescence. Moreover, evidence suggests that identity status can be moderately success-
ful in predicting religious doubt levels and ways of dealing with doubts 2 years later; this is
consistent with the suggestion that unique information-processing styles may characterize
different identity statuses.

The research reviewed in this chapter constitutes a considerable body of knowledge
concerning religious socialization processes. We continue to learn more about how young
people become religious, how they think about religion, and why they sometimes leave a
religious background. However, research has tended to focus on description rather than
explanation. It is important to understand the integral role of parents (and the relative
unimportance of some other factors) in the religious socialization process. It is valuable to
gain insight into the thought processes and correlates of religious doubt and apostasy. It is
worthwhile to devise typologies of apostates. And so on. But it is also important that we
generate testable explanations concerning why these processes occur as they do, and what
the causative factors are with respect to religious development. Too much attention has
been devoted to the social correlates of religious socialization and religious change, and not
enough attention has focused on factors within individuals (e.g., styles of thinking, ways
in which people approach and resolve information that challenges their beliefs). Correla-
tional studies, which are the norm in this area, can help us to understand the processes
involved, but do little to clarify cause-and-effect relationships. The issues discussed in this
chapter therefore have considerable potential for future research.




Adult Religious Issues

My religion is to do good.

People will do anything for religion, argue for it, fight for it, die for it,
anything but live for it.

Among all my patients in the second half of life—that is to say, over
thirty-five—there has not been one whose problem in the last resort
was not that of finding a religious outlook on life. ... none of them has
really been healed who did not regain his religious outlook.

Religion reveals itself in struggling to reveal the meaning of the
world.!

There are no sharp divisions in life. Childhood phases into adolescence, which in turn
becomes adulthood, with old age quietly following. Psychological, social, and cultural refer-
ences are usually conveniences in making these distinctions. The law may speak of 18 or 21
years of age marking the beginning of adulthood, but such ages are little more than practical
cues that are essentially meaningless outside the law. Similarly, society has a history of des-
ignating age 65 as a transition point into the “elderly” category, but we can find adolescent,
if not childish, behavior in people of any age. A popular saying suggests that people should
“act their age,” yet these responses are often dependent on vague social expectations associ-
ated with broad age ranges. For simplicity’s sake, however, we denote adulthood as extending
roughly from 18 to 65 years of age.

Given these definitional problems, we normally think of certain behaviors as represen-
tative of adulthood. Here we find love, sex, and marriage; concern with work and economic
matters; involvement in politics; and numerous other possibilities. Moreover, religious think-
ing and activity probably attain their greatest richness and complexity in adulthood. Other
chapters of this book deal with such major expressions of this richness and complexity as
religious and spiritual experience, mysticism, conversion, and spiritual transformation. In

I'These quotations come, respectively, from the following sources: Thomas Paine, quoted in Cohen & Cohen
(1960, p. 277); Caleb Colton, quoted in Edwards (1955, p. 535); Jung (1933, p. 229); S. H. Miller, quoted in Simp-
son (1964, p. 204).
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this chapter, we begin our exploration of adult issues in religion by examining adult religious
beliefs.

The problem of arbitrary distinctions among youth, adulthood, and old age is important
in the realms of anthropology, sociology, and psychology, though considerable overlap among
age groupings is evident in all of these areas. Here we attempt a social-psychological foray
that should indicate how religious beliefs and behavior are an integral part of adult life, and
in this endeavor we often cross disciplinary dividing lines.

THE FAITH OF AMERICAN ADULTS
Religious Identifications

Religion is deeply ingrained in the U.S. cultural milieu, and many organizations have under-
taken extensive surveys of faith among Americans. The U.S. federal government has sum-
marized the results of the massive 2001 American Religious Identification Survey (ARIS) in
the 2008 Statistical Abstract of the United States (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2008). Whereas
most surveys study at most a few thousand people, Kosmin, Mayer, and Keysar (2001) ques-
tioned over 50,000 in the ARIS, which replicated and extended the National Survey on Reli-
gious Identification (NSRI) of 1990. The latest large-sample effort is by the Pew Forum on
Religion and Public Life (2008).

Surveys such as the ARIS and the NSRI are conducted by a number of different univer-
sity centers, public service groups, and businesses (e.g., the famous Gallup Poll organization).
This is a complex research area, and the differences in findings may largely be a function of
differences in the wording of questions that survey researchers employ. Sampling error is, of
course, always present as well. A Gallup Poll recently looked at adults who stated that they
had no religious preference and found, instead of ARIS’s 14%, only 10% in this category.
Since the Gallup Poll’s data go back to 1968, they found a trend for those taking this stance
to have increased from 3% to 10% over a 37-year period (Winseman, 2005).

Even though the United States is considered quite religious, the Gallup Poll of Religious
Indicators, a measure of religiosity that has been used for over 60 years, has shown a decline
since 1956. With a possible maximum score of 1,000, in 1956 the American score was 746;
in 2004 it was down to 648 (Lyons, 2005). Even though this possible trend is probably due to
many influences, two concerns stand out. The first is a reduction of confidence in religious
institutions, leading some to identify themselves as “spiritual but not religious” (see Chapter
10). Also likely to be a factor are questions about the ethical standards of clergy; these are
thought to result primarily from the sex abuse scandals of a small percentage of Catholic
priests.

There are indications that the percentage of those identifying themselves as Christians
has also been decreasing. In 1990, it was 87%, 10% higher than a decade later (U.S. Bureau
of the Census, 2008). The Pew Research Center (2007) claims that religious beliefs and prac-
tices among adults have slowly declined from 1987 to 2007, but a 2005 Gallup Poll suggests a
5-9% rise in congregational engagement between 2001 and 2004. Unfortunately, very little
research has been directed toward the reasons for either the declines or the increases just
noted. The Gallup Poll organization conducted an investigation of the latter, albeit rather
superficially (Newport, 2007a). This investigation found that 23% of churchgoers claim they
attend for “spiritual growth and guidance,” and another 20% feel that church attendance
“keeps them grounded/inspired” (p. 2). Some are there simply because it is their faith (15%);
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others attend because they desire to worship God (15%) or just believe in God or religion
(12%). We cannot dismiss habit, which accounts for 12%. Clearly, more detailed interview
questioning is necessary if we are to understand what is actually taking place.

As noted above, the most recent effort to assess the national religious panorama was
reported by the Pew Forum on Religion adn Public Life in June 2008. Titled the U.S. Reli-
gious Landscape Survey, it was a telephone survey of over 35,000 Americans. A number of its
findings merit much additional follow-up, since some interesting trends are suggested.

Whereas the NSRI indicated that 90% of adults identified with a religion in 1990 (U.S.
Bureau of the Census, 2008), the 2008 Pew Forum number was 83%. In 1990 the NSRI
reported that 86% of the population was Christian. Eleven years later, in the ARIS of 2001,
77% stated that they were Christians; the 2008 Pew work suggests a flattening out of this
decline, with 78% designating themselves as Christians. Still, there seem to be noteworthy
shifts in the numbers claiming to be unaffiliated with any religion. In the 1990 NSRI, 8% fell
into this category; however, by 2001, the corresponding percentage in the ARIS was 14%,
and the 2008 Pew data place it at 16%. Only 4% of the 2008 Pew respondents stated that they
were atheist or agnostic. Without question, this appears to be an important trend that calls
for further research and explanation.

Though we have necessarily emphasized religion per se, when we try to understand the
changes that occur over time, we need to examine other characteristics of all religious bodies.
For example, there is great variation in the incomes of religious groups and their members.
Looking at incomes of $100,000 and above, we find that 19% of Catholics, 18% of Protestants,
and 46% of Jews reported such incomes in 2008. Twenty-one percent of mainline Protestants
were at this income level, but only 13% of evangelical Protestants (Pew Forum on Religion
and Public Life, 2008). Income parallels education and other components of socioeconomic
status; given such considerations, we can hypothesize relationships with social and motiva-
tional factors. Some testing along these lines has been carried out, but not recently (Dem-
erath, 1965; Demerath & Hammond, 1969). We need more such work. Faith in context is of
great importance.

Religious Beliefs and Behaviors

Despite the questions that some of the foregoing data may raise, the actions and beliefs of
Americans indicate a rather strong commitment to traditional religious ideas and behaviors.
Table 6.1 offers a picture of the faith of most American adults. To make this picture more
informative, the age range 18—65 years has been divided into early adulthood (ages 18-39)
and later adulthood (ages 40-65).

This table confirms that adult Americans are quite religious. If we look at belief in God
in other parts of the world, Greeley’s (2002) landmark study of European nations indicates
that Poland with 94% and Ireland with 95% are comparable to the United States. Most coun-
tries reported numbers in the 50-70% range in response to these items.

Granted that problems of sampling over the years produce slight variations in such per-
centages, one wonders whether belief in God may be decreasing in the United States. A few
decades ago, the polls regularly provided estimates of 95—97%. In 1999, Gallup and Lindsay
found 95% averring such a belief. In 2004, a Gallup Poll observed 90%, and in 2007 belief in
God was down to 86% (The Gallup Poll, 2007). Again, findings like these need further confir-
mation. Another analysis claims that “more people are publicly saying they have no religious
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TABLE 6.1. Some Religious Beliefs and Practices among Americans
in Early Adulthood (18-39 Years) and Late Adulthood (40-65 Years)

18-39 years 40-65 years

Variable % %
Church/synagogue membership 55 64
Pray once a day or more 46 61
Belief in God is very important (yes) 53 57
Belief in miracles (yes) 74 77
Belief in life after death (yes) 78 79
Belief in heaven (yes) 85 87
Belief in hell (yes) 52 55
Belief in the Devil (yes) 43 47

Note. These data cover the period from 1972 to 2006 and were collected by the General
Social Survey (GSS, 2007).

faith” (Jordan, 2007, p. 11A). The reasons given for such disillusionment include violence and
terrorism in the name of religion, and religious extremism in general.

Table 6.1 also tells us that younger adults are not as religious as their older peers. Chap-
ter 7 shows that the tendency to be religious increases into old age. We do not know whether
this is simply a result of aging, or whether it is due to the likelihood that older persons were
more exposed to religion in their early years than their younger counterparts have been.

THE ACCEPTANCE AND REJECTION
OF INSTITUTIONAL RELIGION

Becoming Involved with Religious Institutions

There are many reasons for people to affiliate themselves with religious institutions. These
range from an automatic, habitual continuation of family tradition to deep personal struggles
with understanding one’s place in life and society. A fine example of work in this area was
carried out by Roberts and Davidson (1984), who recognized the importance of psychosocial
factors in church involvement. These researchers noted two major approaches to the prob-
lem: (1) the importance of religious meaning to the individual, and (2) religion as a social
phenomenon (i.e., the significance of belonging to a church and relating to its members).
Research Box 6.1 details this study.

Many factors affect the choice to become involved with a church (or other religious insti-
tution). Meaning systems and social relationships are important and probably not indepen-
dent of each other. For example, both may relate to socioeconomic status and to the nature of
the church under consideration (Roberts & Davidson, 1984). Surprisingly, in this research,
religious beliefs were least important in this complex array of motivations. In all likelihood,
this reflected the effects of little variation in beliefs. Because this effort was basically cor-
relational, low variability worked against obtaining the kinds of data (correlation coefficients)
that might reveal the real significance of religious beliefs. This limitation may have masked
the qualitative and quantitative importance of beliefs.
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RESEARCH Box 6.1. The Nature and Sources of Religious Involvement
(Roberts & Davidson, 1984)

Seeking to answer the basic question of why people become involved in their church, Rob-
erts and Davidson studied 577 members of two Methodist and two Baptist churches in rela-
tion to four sets of possible predictors of involvement. These were (1) one’s personal meaning
system, (2) social ties to church members, (3) sociodemographic factors, and (4) religious
beliefs. Specifically, these variables were assessed as follows:

Meaning: How one makes sense out of the world—theism, science, nonreligious mate-
rialism, social humanism.

Social relations: Connections to other church members, a sense of belonging to the
church community.

Demographic factors: Age, gender, socioeconomic status (education, occupation,
income), denominational affiliation.

Religious beliefs: Beliefs in existence of God, divinity of Jesus, miracles, virgin birth,
and life after death.

Using the statistical method of path analysis, Roberts and Davidson observed a com-
plex set of associations among the measures. Meaning and social relations were positively
correlated, which suggested that others confirmed and supported one’s personal meaning
system. These two factors directly contributed most to church involvement. Religious beliefs
were weakly and indirectly influential. Sociodemographic variables were also indirectly
effective, largely through their influence on one’s meaning system. Older church members
and women tended to be most involved, but most important was membership in the liberal
(Methodist) or conservative (Baptist) denomination being studied. Overall, meaning and
social ties were the big determiners of church involvement. More research of this nature
would help us understand further the connections among the predictor variables—in par-
ticular, the role of religious and social beliefs.

Clearly, liberal churches have members whose views differ from those in conservative
churches; however, there is probably considerable like-mindedness and hence little variation
within each type of church.

Utilizing a slightly different theoretical approach, Cornwall (1987) asked two basic ques-
tions: “How do adults come to their religious perspectives?” and “What maintains these
outlooks?” Her answer to the first query was religious socialization by family and friends.
Once this framework is established, a connection to a “personal community” of like-minded
believers supports and strengthens the religious system.

O’Hara (1980) suggests some differences between Protestants and Catholics in why
church participation persists from childhood to adult life. For Protestants, the dominant
influence is “accommodation,” or how one deals with the social pressures exerted by signifi-
cant others. Second comes meaning via cognition—namely, the degree to which the faith
that is embraced resolves basic questions about life, death, God, and the supernatural. Third
is socialization, or being part of a religious group that has established norms for religious
belief and behavior. The order of these factors for Catholics is cognition, accommodation,
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and lastly socialization. These differences between Catholics and Protestants are probably a
function of the historically conditioned practices and beliefs that distinguish these two broad
patterns of faith.

The processes of becoming and remaining involved in religion are clearly complex. Socio-
cultural influences operate on a large scale. Psychologically, we contend that religious behav-
ior, belief, and experience are gratifying to the individual. Religion simply makes people feel
good: it helps them resolve conflicts, answers fundamental questions, enhances their sense of
control in life, and brings like-minded individuals together. One meta-analysis of 28 studies
concluded that among adults, subjective well-being and religion go together (Witter, Stock,
Okun, & Haring, 1985). Apparently religious activity is more important than belief, but both
contribute to the sense of self-satisfaction generated by religious participation. These positive
feelings probably result from social integration, which, according to Durkheim (1915), makes
life more meaningful.

Peter Benson (1988a, 1988b), a scholar known for studying the big problems in the psy-
chology of religion, has undertaken extensive research on what he terms “mature faith.” This
concept has much in common with Allport’s Intrinsic religious orientation—namely, a deep
religious commitment that includes social sensitivity and “life-affirming values” (Benson,
1988a, p. 16). The latter constitute Saint Thomas Aquinas’s classical duties to oneself, others,
and God (Spilka, 1970). In mature faith, then, a healthy lifestyle is combined with an appre-
ciation of human welfare, equality, personal responsibility, and what sounds like the role of
faith in everyday life.

Utilizing thousands of respondents, Benson found religious maturity to be an outgrowth
of literally being steeped in one’s faith through family, early religious education, and affilia-
tions throughout life with others who possess similar outlooks. Maternal and spousal influ-
ence (which may be translated into support and reinforcement) also appeared to be central
in maintaining strong attachments to religious principles and church doctrines (Benson,
1988h).

We can see that becoming deeply involved with religious institutions has many facets,
among which are the need for personal meaning, identification with a like-minded commu-
nity, and probably most important of all, a family background with family ties that stress the
pertinence of religious faith to the way life is lived. Undoubtedly, there is room for utilitarian
attachments to religion, as Allport’s concept of Extrinsic religious orientation conveys.

Apostasy: Leaving the Faith or Finding a New One

At the opposite end of the spectrum from involvement is apostasy, disaffiliation, or leaving the
faith. This has two main aspects: A person may join a different church, or may simply reject
religion in toto, embracing either agnosticism or atheism. When we look at why individuals
leave their churches, the situation gets even more complicated. One study identified three
kinds of “unchurched” Protestants (Perry, Davis, Doyle, & Dyble, 1980). Those regarded as
“estranged” and “indifferent” held similar traditional beliefs, but differed in commitment:
The latter just became inactive, whereas for the former, religion was no longer salient in
their lives. This was also true for “nominal” Protestants, for whom traditional beliefs were
irrelevant.

After interviewing respondents in six counties across the United States, Hale (1977)
offered a scheme that demonstrates how complex the realm of unchurched individuals is.
Table 6.2 details this framework. A system such as Hale’s begs for rigorous, objective study,
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TABLE 6.2. A Taxonomy of Unchurched Individuals
Unchurched type Description

Anti-institutionalists See themselves as truly religious, “better Christians” (Hale, 1977, p. 40).

The boxed-in Church was too restrictive.
The constrained Feel limited by doctrinal rules.
The thwarted Feel suppressed from growing by church insistence on conformity and
dependence.
The independents Independent, nonconformists.
The burned-out Feel exhausted, drained, emptied.
The used Feel exploited, worked over.
Light travelers Feel no need to continue a deep commitment, just “take it easy.”
The cop-outs Never really committed, involved.
The apathetic Can “take it or leave it.”
The drifters Establish no real attachments.
Happy hedonists Either utilitarian or leisure-oriented; seek gratification.
The locked-out Feel rejected or victimized.
The rejected Claim that the church has not accepted them.
The neglected Assert that the church ignores them.

The discriminated ~ Argue that the church is biased against them.

The nomads Religious vagrants, expect to move on and up; casually attached.

The pilgrims Seekers and searchers who believe.

The publicans Self-righteous; feel “better than others.” Can't find their “true faith” in
church.

The scandalized See power seekers, factions, and divisiveness in church.

True believers Hold alternative or antichurch position.

Agnostics/atheists Don’t know if God exists, or fully reject the idea.
Deists/rationalists Rely on reason, not revelation.

Humanists/secularists Committed to human ideals outside of the church.

The uncertain No reason for nonaffiliation.

Note. Data from Hale (1977).

because there is a high likelihood that some of these categories overlap or could represent
personality and social dispositions for which religion is a convenient scapegoat or expres-
sion.

Some of these factors are also present in a classificatory scheme proposed by Hoge (1988)
for Catholic dropouts. Though there is some overlap with Hale’s (1977) framework, some
new, more personal and familial factors are described in Table 6.3. Hoge also noted that
dropout type in his study was a function of age. Those under 23 were mostly in the “family
tension” group; adolescent rebellion entered this picture. In contrast, “weary” and “lifestyle”
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TABLE 6.3. Hoge’s Classification of Catholic Dropouts

Dropout type Description

Family tension Rebellion against parents causes rejection of church and
family.

Weary Low religious motivation; church “boring and
uninteresting.”

Lifestyle Lifestyle clashes with church’s moral position and
teachings.

Spiritual needs These needs not met by church.

Antichange Oppose church liberalization.

Out-converts after intermarriage Marriage to a non-Catholic and shift to spouse’s faith.

Note. Adapted from Hoge (1988). Copyright 1988 by Sage Publications. Adapted by permission.

dropouts were commonly found among those older than 23. Problems with faith may well
represent personal and social needs that one struggles with, particularly in early and middle

adulthood.

Finding a New Faith: Switching Religions

Even though most people remain with the religion in which they were reared, there is a fair
amount of movement across the major religious bodies. Some disagreement exists among the
pollsters as to the level of switching. Fairly recent data suggest that 15% of respondents have
switched their religious preferences, while another 10% have moved away from religion alto-
gether (Newport, 1979). The Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life (2008), when examining
changes from one major religion to another, has found 24% shifting from the faith in which
they were reared; when denominational switching within Protestantism was included, the
number increased to 44%. Approximately 7% claimed that they were raised in unaffiliated
homes, yet adults accounted for 16% of this group. Overall, the greatest shift occurred in
the Catholic Church, which experienced a net loss of 7.5% of its members. The traditions
that managed to hold on to their childhood members were the Jews (76%), various Eastern
Orthodox bodies (73%), and Mormons (70%). Catholics, with 68% remaining, came in fourth.
Younger people were more likely to leave their tradition altogether, while the oldest members
usually sought another denomination within their general identification (e.g., Protestant).
Unfortunately, there does not seem to have been any thoroughgoing study of the motives for
switching. A number of smaller, focused investigations have, however, been undertaken.

For example, Albrecht and Bahr (1983) have described some unexpected facts about
those who either leave Mormonism or abandon their original church to become Mormons.
Most ex-Mormons simply become nonreligious. The next largest group of leavers turn to
Catholicism, implying that they remain religiously conservative. Most converts to Mormon-
ism come from mainline Protestant bodies, and possess rather orthodox outlooks that the
Mormon faith can effectively satisfy.

An interesting hypothesis is offered by Albrecht and Bahr (1983) in regard to either
dropping out altogether or switching to a new faith. Switching may be seen as more deviant
than dropping out. It means going public with a rejection of the previous identification (in
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this case, Mormonism) in favor of a new group that, by implication, the switcher considers
“better.” The person who just drops out can be viewed as a “lost soul” who has not found any
real alternative. The first action can stimulate hostility; the second, pity by former coreligion-
ists. The dropout may be considered potentially salvageable; the switcher is not. One won-
ders whether pity might turn to rage and ostracism if a dropout publicly denies the existence
of God. This could add even more insult to injury than switching. The major reason identified
by Albrecht and Bahr for switching or leaving the church seems to be disagreement with its
teachings (40%). Another 38% claim to have found a more fulfilling faith. Nineteen percent
of young adults fall into this last category, while only 9% of those between 50 and 64 act
similarly.

Hadaway (1980), using Gallup Poll data from national samples, also notes that switchers
are mostly conservative religious seekers. The motivation to change is frequently associated
with a religious experience, particularly among evangelicals. Apparently a period of integra-
tion of the meaning of the experience takes place during the process of reaffiliation into a
group that values such encounters.

Institutional Disaffiliation

Simple institutional disaffiliation may occur for a number of reasons, not the least of which
is the prevailing influence of secularization in modern society (Nelson, 1988). Some of these
are implied in the labels (“dropouts” and “unchurched”) that researchers now normally apply
to those who leave a church. Many such people remain personally religious, but churches,
temples, and synagogues no longer seem relevant to their life in the modern world. Causes
for this strain between individuals and religious institutions also lie in the considerable level
of physical, social, and economic mobility that prevails in much of early and middle adult-
hood. People are often “too busy” to consider questions of ultimate meaning or to feel a need
to relate to a specific religious community. With respect to a wide variety of attitudes and
beliefs, those who are religiously disengaged tend to be more liberal than churchgoers on
many social, moral, and political issues (Nelson, 1988). Regardless of the reasons for leav-
ing formal religion behind, as already noted, the tendency has increased in the last decade.
Atheism, agnosticism, and secularism appear to be increasing in many cultures (see Chapter
9 for a fuller discussion).

Intermarriage and Religious Switching/Dropping Out

Though we discuss intermarriage and divorce later in this chapter, we briefly consider it (and
its effects on the children of such unions) here as a basis for switching or dropping out. A
major reason for shifting from one religious body to another occurs when people of different
faiths marry. McCutcheon (1988) indicates a rather orderly increase in the number of “exoga-
mous  marriages (i.e., marriages outside the religious group) among Protestants, Catholics,
and Jews throughout the 20th century. The more conservative the faith in which people were
raised, the less often switching occurs (Hadaway & Marler, 1993). Over 80% of conservative
Protestants and Catholics maintain their original church affiliation. If a person is brought up
within a specific religious tradition, and marries someone of the same persuasion, the prob-
ability that either spouse will change affiliation is extremely low (Hadaway & Marler, 1993).
Again, we should note that the more conservative people’s faith is, the less likely they are to
marry someone from a different religious body.
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Again, there are a number of possibilities for switching. First, religion may be unimport-
ant to two people from different religious backgrounds. If they marry, religion may never be
a problem. In many instances, however, the initial unimportance of faith changes for one or
both spouses when children enter the family. Individually or together, the new parents may
become seekers, as many baby boomers have done. Community and family social pressures
frequently enter the picture. American society, with its high level of religiosity, makes separa-
tion from a religious or spiritual framework increasingly difficult with the passing years.

About 20% of switchers do so because of intermarriage; one spouse usually switches to
the faith of the other. Using national data on approximately 8,000 respondents, Musick and
Wilson (1995) show the least switching for marital reasons among Jews (3.4%), Baptists, Mor-
mons, and Catholics (each about 5%). The highest switching rates for intermarriage occur
among Disciples of Christ, Lutherans, Presbyterians, and members of the United Church
of Christ. Still, intermarriage is the main route to religious change for Jews, Catholics, and
Lutherans. With regard to the details of switching for marital purposes, Musick and Wil-
son suggest that liberal religionists tend to affiliate with conservative religious bodies, while
conservatives move toward the liberal end of the spectrum. Interestingly, Catholics shift to
the no-religion category when marriage is an issue. The need for a more in-depth analysis of
factors that relate to marital switching is abundantly evident.

There is a real problem in determining the actual percentages of people who marry out-
side their religious groups. This is most evident in Jewish intermarriages. Between 1900 and
1920, only 2% of Jews reportedly intermarried; between 1966 and 1972, 31.7% reportedly did
so (Reiss, 1976). By the 1980s, Silberman (1985) suggested a rate of 24%, but noted that others
put the rate as high as 60% The 3.4% rate given by Musick and Wilson (1995; see above) is
suspect, but considering their use of national data, their findings must be noted. To suggest
that the actual numbers range between 3% and 30% is not very informative. Some of this
variation might be explained by where and how samples are gathered; in areas where there
are few Jews, the rate of intermarriage is high. A distinction also needs to be made between
first and second marriages, as the latter have an intermarriage rate about 50% higher than
that for first marriages. This also means that older Jews are more likely to intermarry than
their younger cohorts (Mayer, 1985). Despite these numbers, one study reported that in 1990,
94% of those who were born Jews maintained their religious identification as Jews (Fishman,
2000).

Intermarriage usually occasions considerable unhappiness on the part of parents and
religious officials (Petsonk & Remsen, 1988; Stark & Bainbridge, 1985). A 1965 survey of
Jews in Boston found that almost 70% felt that the Jewish community had “an obligation to
urge Jews to marry Jews~ (Geffen, 2001, p. 7); according to Geffen, a more recent survey
still indicated that about 40% of Jews would be greatly distressed if their children married
outside the faith.

Changing one’s religious affiliation may involve a formal conversion; however, such
switching does not always involve serious commitment. A convert for whom faith doesn’t
mean much may simply take on the affiliation of the more devoted spouse to please him or
her. Unfortunately, long-term discrepancies between spouses in terms of religious observance
commonly result in conflict and divorce (Gordon, 1967; see “Intermarriage and Divorce,”
below).

There is another effect that merits study. What about the religious identification of the
children of intermarried couples? A study of Jewish intermarriages in New York City showed
that if the wife is Jewish, the children are raised as Jewish in three out of four families; if
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TABLE 6.4. Percentages of Youths Indicating No Religious Identity,
by Parental Religious Identity

Youths indicating “none”

Religion of parents for religious identity
Mother Father % Sample size
Catholic Catholic 1.5 3,919
Protestant Protestant 3.1 4,985
None None 85.4 398
Catholic Protestant 5.6 303
Protestant  Catholic 9.7 288
Catholic None 16.1 112
Protestant None 17.2 221
None Catholic 474 19
None Protestant 57.1 21

Note. From Nelsen (1990, p. 130). Copyright 1990 by the Religious Research Asso-
ciation. Reprinted by permission.

the husband is Jewish, the ratio is one out of four (Silberman, 1985). This issue has been
studied with Catholic, Protestant, and unaffiliated parents (Nelsen, 1990). The last group is
interesting, as the proportion of those who are unaffiliated has been steadily increasing since
the beginning of the 20th century. From about 1900 to 1965, their numbers grew from 3%
to 13% of the U.S. population (Roof & McKinney, 1987). Nelsen’s (1990) breakdown of the
numbers of youths identifying their religion as “none” with regard to each parent’s faith is
presented in Table 6.4.

Even though the small samples where unaffiliated mothers are married to affiliated
fathers is worrisome, the overall pattern for youth religion makes sense. When parents share
the same faith, the percentage of unaffiliated youths is miniscule. When parents attend dif-
ferent churches, religious differences may cause some conflict and confusion in their off-
spring; hence the percentage of youths claiming no affiliation increases. The main difficulty
occurs when one or both parents indicate no religious identity. When fathers report no affili-
ation, the proportion of youths who are unaffiliated increases two to three times above the
proportion when the intermarried spouses are either Protestant or Catholic. When mothers
report “none,” the rate of “none” among their adolescents again increases, now by at least
three times. This supports the common finding that mothers are more important than fathers
in affecting the religious inclinations of their offspring. Lastly, when both parents are unaf-
filiated, their combined potency is considerable; in this instance, 85.4% of their children also
report “none.” These findings make an important contribution to our understanding of the
socialization of religious identification.

The Influence of Education

Some earlier observations raise questions about the possible role of education in disaffiliation
from institutional religion. This relationship is by no means clear. Though a negative correla-
tion between education and holding orthodox beliefs was found in the 1950s, by the 1980s
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this association had essentially disappeared (Wuthnow, 1993). Roof (1993) has commented
that his baby boomers were exposed to more secular and scientific explanations for various
phenomena than earlier generations. Though these perspectives were found among post-
graduates, they do not appear to have adversely affected their belief in God. Roof has noted
that “both uncertainty and belief in a higher power are more common among the better
educated” (1993, p. 73). Greeley’s (2002) multinational study, however, finds that current uni-
versity graduates are likely to be theists. Atheistic propensities among these highly educated
people have been declining for many years. More recent work suggests that college graduates
plus those with some postgraduate experience are only slightly more likely to list themselves
as “nones” when it comes to religious affiliation (Winseman, 2005). There also seems to be a
steady decline in the judged importance of religion with increasing education. Whereas 64%
of those with a high school education or less feel that their faith is very important, only 50%
of those with postgraduate experience think similarly (Newport, 2006¢).

In contradiction, Shermer (2000) cites large-sample data (over 2,000 respondents) show-
ing a negative relationship between belief in God for either rational or emotional reasons
and education. Though these results are statistically significant, they are rather weak. Other
work on a sample of over 12,000 people revealed that the average educational attainment
of church members fell 1 year below that of nonmembers (Caplow et al., 1983). Again, one
should approach such small differences with caution.

RELIGION AND GENDER
The Traditional Importance of Religion among Women

Another major factor that must be considered is gender, and a recent Gallup Poll indicates
that in the adult age range chosen here, women feel more strongly than men that religion is
very important to daily life (Newport, 2006¢). The percentage differences range from 13% to
16%. Table 6.5 offers a broader range of behaviors and beliefs relative to gender.

TABLE 6.5. Some Religious Beliefs and Practices among
American Adults (AGes 18-65) by Gender

Males Females
Variable (%) (%)
Church/synagogue membership 53 64
Pray once a day or more 42 63
Belief in God is very important (yes)* 52 58
Belief in miracles (yes) 67 81
Belief in life after death (yes) 77 80
Belief in heaven (yes) 82 89
Belief in hell (yes) 73 73
Belief in the Devil (yes) 64 65

Note. These data cover the period 1972—2006 and were collected by the GSS
(2007).

“Responses were given with two degrees of “yes” and two of “no.” Both “yes”
categories are combined. Four are combined for importance.
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The data are clear: Women consistently demonstrate a greater affinity for religion than
men do. A number of theories have been proposed to explain the differing religious roles
of women and men, as gender is a realm that cuts across psychology and all of the social
sciences. Anthropologist and sociologists suggest that males are socialized to be dominant
and that females are socialized to be dependent and submissive; as a result, lower status is
commonly accorded to women, and this has repercussions in terms of the division of labor.
In many societies, women are defined solely as homemakers and caretakers of children. Not
being in the work force, they are regarded as having more time for religion and as demon-
strating greater church attendance and stronger religious beliefs and commitments than are
true for men. Religious participation is then treated as natural to the traditional female role
(Miller & Hoffman, 1995).

Psychologically, Miller and Hoffman (1995) interpret the female social position in terms
of risk taking. Being in a weaker cultural position than men, women should be less willing
to take risks and more likely to adopt psychosocially safe positions such as religion. In other
words, women are expected to confront life stresses and ambiguities conservatively. A case
can also be made that males are socialized to be independent, and hence to become risk tak-
ers. This may explain gender differences in many aspects of life in which females are more
risk-adverse than males. As expected, the research shows that risk aversion is positively asso-
ciated both with religiosity and with being female (Miller & Hoffman, 1995).

The lower status and power of women (McGuire, 1992; Pargament, 1997) have been
analogized by Hinde (1999) to the “religion of the oppressed”—mnamely, the need of the pow-
erless to turn to their faith when all other avenues fail. He further proposes that femininity is
biologically affiliated with a greater propensity for social connections and relationships with
others. Both of these inclinations may be gratified through institutional faith.

This greater attachment to religion on the part of women has some interesting implica-
tions. One is that religion is likely to possess more utility for women than for men, and the
evidence suggests that this is true (Pargament, 1997). The more personally important religion
is the more helpful religion is, in coping with life’s problems.

Another fascinating possibility that may partially explain the religion—-women connec-
tion involves biology. Whitney (1976), citing data from many mammalian species, shows
greater social cohesiveness and cooperation among females than among males. That religion
and ingroup social cohesion go together has been well explained by Durkheim and others
(McGuire, 1992). Arguments in favor of women’s religion and spirituality stress cooperation
and cohesion (Conn, 1986). Could there be a genetic component in the propensities of women
for religion and social unity? Hypotheses like this one must be very carefully examined, as
they may be perceived as “politically incorrect” and in fact may be used against women to
buttress male control and female subjugation.

A further argument may be derived from the theory that in most instances, women
seem to be the “religious culture carriers.” A fascinating demonstration of this role across the
centuries is illustrated by the work of Janet Jacobs (1996) on the function of women in the
survival of “crypto-Jewish culture.”

Crypto-Jewish culture is a result of the 15th- and 16th-century persecution of Jews by
the Spanish Inquisition. Facing death or conversion to Catholicism, many Spanish Jews either
left Spain or “converted.” This frequently meant that their Judaism “went underground”
but persisted until the present day in concealed form. Currently, crypto-Jews live primarily
in the southwestern United States and Mexico, though some are also found in the eastern
United States among Hispanic émigrés from the Caribbean.
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Jacobs (1996) attributes the survival of crypto-Jewish culture to the women in these
families. This framework of beliefs and behavior, both historically and contemporaneously,
has been kept secret from outsiders, often beneath a veneer of Catholicism. Support for
crypto-Judaism is associated with the maintenance of classical Jewish rituals, primarily by
the women in the home. Among these, Jacobs has observed the lighting of Sabbath candles;
enforcement of dietary laws; and the celebration of Jewish holiday ceremonies for Passover,
Purim, and Chanukah. Since the families are often overtly Catholic, the Jewish festival of
Purim may be practiced as the Festival of St. Esther, and Chanukah may be masked as the
festival of Las Posadas (a celebratory representation of the journey of Joseph and Mary).
Often central to this Catholic—Jewish syncretic activity is the preparation of food, which in
these families is strictly a female duty. The importance of secrecy plus the maintenance of
classic Jewish rituals and practices endows the women in these crypto-Jewish families with
both power and responsibility. The mothers must protect the family’s religious integrity in
each generation, and pass on to their daughters the heritage they have received from their
forebears. Jacobs does not deny that the men in such religious settings may play some role in
preserving the old religious traditions; however, the women are the dominant force in teach-
ing their faith to the children.

Women’s Changing Roles in Life and Religion

Across the centuries, a few exceptional women in every generation have broken the psycho-
social bonds that essentially held them captive. However, major changes in women’s position
and status began in the 20th century, as women started rising against male control in virtu-
ally all aspects of their lives. The classical roles of women in relation to religion also began to
change radically by the 1960s. Subservience was often replaced by self-direction. Instead of
following the paths set by males, many women developed new ways of achieving their own
directions.

These new paths took several forms. First, women spoke openly of their religious/spiri-
tual struggles and aspirations (Meadow & Rayburn, 1985; Ware, 1985). Next came attempts
to realize these hopes by critiquing traditional religious-institutional structures and their
theological justifications (Christ & Plaskow, 1979; Plaskow & Romero, 1974; Ruether, 1974).
Concurrently, women took long-overdue leadership positions in churches and synagogues
(Conn, 1986; Ruether & McLaughlin, 1979). Chaves (1997) argues that pressures for gender
equality were a major force in spurring the ordination of women—a trend that has increased
rapidly over the past 30 years.

It is hard to believe that broad-based concern with the religion of women only started
with the women’s movement of the last 50 years. There is no comparable enlightenment on the
religion of men, as it was taken for granted that men should naturally dominate both women
and religion. Historically, clergy were males, and scripture was used to validate the control-
ling role of men in both the family and the Judeo-Christian heritage. Where women serve the
church, such as Catholic nuns, real power still resides in the hands of a masculine hierarchy.

Cultural change is often slow and troubled. This is evidenced in recent work on the con-
flicted attitudes of women in conservative Christian and Jewish groups. While arguing for
equality in self-expression and opportunity outside of their conservative faiths, they appear
ambivalent regarding the liberalization of their roles in church and home. There is also a
tendency to oppose feminism explicitly, while implicitly accepting its ideas when these are
framed in conservative terminology (Manning, 1999).
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Studying the feminist identity of Jewish women, Dufour (2000) encountered a situation
similar to that found by Manning. Dufour perceives the process of coping as one of “sift-
ing.” Judaism is examined, and doctrinal selection takes place in order to resolve the conflict
between spiritual and religious identities. Beliefs and actions that do not satisfy feminist
spiritual needs are thus “sifted” out.

ADULT “GENERATIONS”

As noted earlier, our interest in adult religion is essentially limited to Americans from 18 to
65 years old. Two groups in this range have been popularly referred to as the “baby boomers”
and “Generation X.” The first is defined as the post-World War group born between 1946 and
1964; the second is roughly identified as those born in the 1960s and 1970s, though a com-
mon practice is to include individuals born from 1961 or 1964 to about 1980. Labeling these
cohorts in this way implies that each possesses a distinctive character.

Religion and the Baby Boomer Generation

The “baby boomers” stand out because of their radical stances in the 1960s and 1970s against
authority, the Vietnam war, and long-accepted traditions in many areas (ranging from edu-
cation and politics to personal appearance). Their involvement in drugs, social communes,
and “hippie” subcultures also distinguished them. Actually, the individuals who engaged in
all this activity constituted a minority of the population in their age bracket, albeit a very
noticeable one. At this writing, the “baby boomers” are about to enter the ranks of the elderly.
Slowly moving into their 60s, they have demonstrated the struggles adults can have in estab-
lishing a satisfactory religious stance. With respect to faith, the noted sociologist of religion
Wade Clark Roof (1993) has called them A Generation of Seekers in a book title.

Many baby boomers pursued spirituality outside of the religious mainstream through
alternative religions, Transcendental Meditation, Scientology, and many other New Age pos-
sibilities. When we consider what happened after 1980 to those who were formerly active in
such movements, we may perhaps conclude that the future of organized religion in our nation
should not evidence major changes for some time to come.

In the first stage of his major study of boomer religion, Roof (1993) employed a sample
of 1,599 people in four states spanning the nation. A second phase utilized 536 people who
were in the initial sample. He distinguished three groups: “loyalists,” “returnees,” and “drop-
outs.” Loyalists, as the word implies, stayed within America’s customary religious mold; the
returnees often deviated considerably in their personal experiments with faith before rejoin-
ing the religious establishment; the dropouts included those who either moved away from
or were never affiliated with mainstream religious institutions. Table 6.6 offers some insight
into the journey of those who were reared as Catholics, and as “mainline” and “conservative”
Protestants.

Roof’s data 