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Preface

As with any creative work, we had a mix of professional and personal reasons for work-
ing together to create this handbook. The compelling scholarly reason was that the time
for it had come. From time to time, in any area of inquiry, the accumulated knowledge
progresses to such a degree that a new level of maturity becomes identifiable. The psy-
chology of religion is at this stage now. We see it reflected in the nature of the research
questions asked, the range of topics investigated, the sophistication of the research meth-
ods used, the adequacy of the theoretical advancements to account for and integrate the
increasing body of data, and the connections between research in the psychology of reli-
gion and scholarship in other areas of psychology and allied fields. Throughout this vol-
ume, the contributors document myriad indicators that the psychology of religion as a
field has reached this level of maturity. One indicator is that many of our colleagues now
call this area of research “the psychology of religion and spirituality.” We hope this book
firmly documents this maturity and serves to guide research and theory in this field to its
next level of development.

Our personal reasons for working on this handbook reflect our commitment to
study what we think is of timeless importance: people’s quest for and involvement in reli-
gion and spirituality. For Ray: My interest goes back to my graduate education, in the
heydays of the 1960s, when a new generation of doctoral students in psychology decided
to research topics that they considered relevant to the real world. Psychologists began to
study every imaginable social issue, including prejudice, racism, sexism, gender, poverty,
aggression and violence, and the effects of mass media. But nowhere did I see psycholo-
gists tackling one of the biggest issues of all: religion. I figured that if psychology was go-
ing to take the challenge to be relevant to real-world issues seriously, it was going to have
to deal with religion and its then-budding alternative expression, spirituality. Since that
time, the importance of the study of the psychology of religion and spirituality has ad-
vanced to a degree that I could not previously have imagined.

For Crystal: My interest in existential issues of dealing with loss and making mean-
ing long preceded my awareness of the discipline of psychology. Early in my graduate
career, | was drawn to the study of the influence of religion and spiritual influences on
coping with stressful life events, and I have continued to pursue a greater understanding
of these fundamental processes of human experience in my life as a scholar, a clinician,
and a human being.

Xi



xii Preface

It was apparent to us almost immediately that this book had to be comprehensive.
Thus the breadth of topics covered ranges from the micro (e.g., neuropsychology of reli-
gious experience) to the macro (e.g., the role of religion in international violence and ter-
rorism). In the opening and closing chapters we provide integrative themes on which to
anchor this research. These themes enable researchers to pull together diverse material
and discuss it within a common framework and with a common language. Two key con-
ceptual devices are especially important: the multilevel interdisciplinary paradigm and the
concept of religion as a meaning system. We contend that these two ideas provide a com-
pelling overall framework within which a wide spectrum of research and theory can
flourish. We hope these ideas serve as a guide to new ideas and cross-fertilization with
other areas, as well as the integration of the ideas that come from this research into newer
and better theory.

Recent trends in the research literature have added a new and vibrant area of interest:
spirituality. Some scholars draw distinctions between religion and spirituality, while oth-
ers draw none and see them as functionally equivalent. The contributors present a range
of approaches that we think will help future researchers to untangle the important psy-
chological distinctions, while maintaining an integrated view of the psychology of reli-
gion research enterprise as a whole.

We wish to highlight some aspects of the development of this handbook. First, all the
contributors are paramount scholars in the topic about which they wrote. We made no
compromises in selecting the contributors, who constitute a virtual “who’s who” in the
field of the psychology of religion and spirituality. Second, we designed this book to be
highly useful in the service of the “handbook function,” so it was important that readers
could pick up this book and easily locate material on a particular topic or by a particular
author. We chose to include both author and subject indices to facilitate this function,
and the book includes extensive cross-referencing among the chapters. Third, we strove
to see that the organization of the chapters would accurately reflect the nature of the ma-
terial. Thus the table of contents evolved in a way that, on the one hand, reflects the
larger field of psychology, so that many of our topics correspond with their larger
subdisciplinary counterparts (e.g., emotion, health, lifespan development), while, on the
other, reflects the topics of particular interest to psychologists of religion and spirituality
(e.g., spiritual transformation, struggle, and doubt). Fourth, because it is important to
promote new empirical research, we explicitly asked the contributors to suggest the next
research steps necessary to advance knowledge in their areas of expertise. Finally, Chap-
ters 1 and 30 are of particular note. In Chapter 1, we present five themes that are cur-
rently emerging in the field and through which the material in the other chapters can be
viewed and integrated. These themes concern the nature of the research in the field at a
certain time, the multilevel interdisciplinary paradigm for the field, the concept of religion
as a meaning system, the future expanding and integrating path of the research, and the
role of the psychology of religion. In Chapter 30, we again review these themes and use
them to describe, in broad strokes, directions that the field might take.

We have many people to acknowledge for their help along the way. Several leaders in
the field encouraged and helped us by their own contributions as well as by their willing-
ness to evaluate our book proposal. We are grateful for the contributors’ efforts to com-
plete their chapters on time, in spite of personal and professional challenges. In the course
of completing this handbook, authors became parents, married, changed jobs, and so

forth.



Preface xiii

Sadly, one of the contributors, Bruce Hunsberger, died of cancer, which he had been
fighting for a number of years. Bruce is already greatly missed.

Although developing and seeing this project through to completion has not always
been easy, it has been a very satisfying and pleasurable process. We made a good editorial
team, in large part because we complemented each other’s strengths in areas of knowl-
edge and diplomatic skills. We began our collaborative relationship as passing acquain-
tances, but through our intense work together, we have become good friends.

We thank our two institutions, Westmont College and the University of Connecticut,
for providing the intellectual home base that each of us needed to complete this project.
Thanks also go to the Katholieke Universiteit, Leuven, Belgium, for providing a wonder-
ful intellectual and personal environment, as well as the resources, for one of us (R. E. P.)
to do a substantial portion of the work on this book during the summer of 2004. We
thank our friends and loved ones for their support and patience while each of us repeat-
edly chose to keep on task. We owe a special note of gratitude to Jim Nageotte, Senior
Editor at The Guilford Press, for his knowledge, guidance, and wisdom. His gentle and
calming touch rested our thoughts and refocused our attention at just the right moments.

RAYMOND E PALOUTZIAN
CRYSTAL L. PARK
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Integrative Themes in the Current
Science of the Psychology of Religion

RAYMOND F. PALOUTZIAN
CRYSTAL L. PARK

That religion is the greatest force for both good and evil in the history of the world is
such a truism that we hesitate to begin the opening chapter of this handbook by saying
so. But we highlight it at the outset because, as the chapters unfold, religion, in its vast
range of forms and expressions, is shown again and again to relate in positive and nega-
tive ways to the whole range of human behaviors, experiences, and emotions. In spite of
this, however, the science of psychology has paid only sporadic attention to the psycho-
logical processes underlying human religiousness. In fact, for much of the 20th century,
academic psychology did not address it (Beit-Hallahmi, 1974; Belzen, 2000; Paloutzian,
1996; Wulff, 1998). There are a variety of reasons for this discrepancy between the unde-
niable importance of religion to individual people as well as its role in the long, hard
march of humans from antiquity to now and this lack of attention. Because these reasons
are thoroughly documented elsewhere (e.g., Paloutzian, 1996; Wulff, 1998), we will not
reiterate them here. Instead, in this chapter, we condense the history of this field to pro-
vide context for the upsurge in interest and research in the psychology of religion that has
been occurring during the past approximately 25 years and that continues unabated to-
day. These cutting edges are our focus, and we present a modern five-theme conceptual
model for organizing the increasingly rich and complex knowledge that the psychology of
religion now comprises.

Although religion shows a history of grand and sometimes awesome display of its
powerful role in human affairs—illustrated in a positive way in its provision, to billions
of people, of guidance and ultimate reasons to live and endure life’s tragedies, and in a
negative way by the events of September 11, 2001—the science of the psychology of reli-

Chapters 1 and 30 form a collaborative unit, with the authors’ names in alternate alphabetical order on each
chapter.
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gion has no such glorious history. Instead, after a smattering of more or less independent
investigations in the first third of the 20th century (Freud, 1927/1961; Hall, 1904; James,
1902/1958; Leuba, 1912, 1925; Pratt, 1920; Starbuck, 1899), systematic scientific re-
search in the psychology of religion was abandoned for over 40 years. However, the
1960s brought a generation of psychologists who insisted on doing research that they
perceived spoke directly to human life, and they undertook with great zest the study of a
variety of psychological phenomena with real-world personal and social implications.
Their topics included racism and prejudice, aggression and violence, poverty, the subordi-
nate status of women and its effects, and religion.

The initial strands of this work in the psychology of religion involved researchers
who carried out their studies in a somewhat isolated way, only marginally integrated with
mainstream psychology, and certainly few in numbers. In fact, although the American
Psychological Association Division 36, Psychology of Religion, was formally established
in 1976, as recently as 1980 a scholar who wanted to launch new research or teach a
course in this specialty would find that no systematic or comprehensive summaries of re-
search existed. This lack of resources has completely reversed itself in a short period
(Emmons & Paloutzian, 2003; Hester & Paloutzian, in press).

THE PAST 25 YEARS

The succeeding two and one-half decades have seen these initial strands grow into a field
amazingly vast, with high-level research that uses myriad sophisticated methods and
data-analytic techniques, both quantitative and qualitative—a field that spans the entire
range of research corresponding to its parent discipline of psychology. Research in the
psychology of religion has moved far beyond simple zero-order correlational coefficients
and speculation as the only guides for how one variable is related to others in the human
mind. Instead, complex and integrative conceptual models have evolved that allow us to
tie together threads of research from different areas and to test hypotheses that were until
recently unimaginable. Research questions are now posed along a wide range of levels of
analysis, from neuropsychological (see Newberg & Newberg, Chapter 11, this volume)
to social-psychological and cross-cultural (see Donahue & Nielsen, Chapter 15, and
Silberman, Chapter 29, this volume). And because these models are tied directly to the
same ideas that come from general psychology, the findings from psychological research
on religiousness speak directly back to the parent discipline. Thus, two kinds of integra-
tion are occurring at the same time: integration of material within the psychology of reli-
gion itself and integration of psychology of religion research within psychology as a
whole. As the chapters in this handbook document, the richness of the research is impres-
sive. At the same time, as noted by Emmons and Paloutzian (2003), we regard these re-
cent advances not as the culmination of research but as the starting point from which the
psychology of religion can step forward to make its most important contributions to the
science of psychology and to human welfare.

One of the perennial concerns of scholars grappling with how best to conceptualize
the psychological processes that mediate religiousness, and seeking the best concepts and
categories with which to present, talk about, and integrate the various strands of re-
search, has been the cry for theory. Scholars have repeatedly pointed out that the psychol-
ogy of religion is long on data and short on theory (Dittes, 1969). In fact, in the past, not
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only was there no single theory to guide work in the field (let alone to promote integra-
tion of the available data), there was not even a good conceptual model that could be
used as a working tool to help researchers think, integrate material, and develop new and
better hypotheses. This lack is apparent when one examines the opening chapters of sev-
eral of the standard books in the field (e.g., Batson, Schoenrade, & Ventis, 1993; Beit-
Hallahmi & Argyle, 1997; Paloutzian, 1996; Pargament, 1997; Spilka, Hood, Huns-
berger, & Gorsuch, 2003; Wulff, 1997). All of these books present information that the
reader needs to know, such as a sketch of the field’s history, a statement about the prob-
lem of defining religion, and definitions of key terms or dimensions of religiousness.
However, none of these books presents ideas that cut across the range of topics in the
field and that can serve as comprehensive integrating devices. It is precisely such integrat-
ing themes that the field needs.

INTEGRATIVE THEMES

In an ideal world, the framework that would integrate all aspects of the discipline would
be a fully developed theory, well tested and supported by the data, that has stood the test
of time and gained acceptance by scholars who hold a wide range of opinions. Of course,
no such framework currently exists. However, throughout this handbook there are hints
about the direction such theorizing may take, and, in fact, in total, the chapters in this
handbook may provide a major impetus for the development of such a framework. We
therefore offer the following integrative themes, not as a theoretical framework, but as a
set of ideas that cut across all or most of the topics. Together, they identify common is-
sues and processes and provide a unifying language that is valid for all of the topics and
that allows us to tie the disparate threads of work together, pose new research questions
that integrate them, and foster the development of integrative theory. We identify five in-
tegrative themes, summarized in general form below. Although presented in parallel se-
quence in the first and the last chapters of this handbook, the themes are used to integrate
past and current knowledge in this chapter, while in Chapter 30 these themes integrate
our look at the future.

1. The paradigm issue. There has long been a need for a paradigm that would serve
as an overall framework to guide research, debate, and thinking. Such a framework
would serve as an overarching umbrella within which research studies in various areas
and subareas would proceed and be related to each other. It would include the assump-
tions that enable such interrelationships among diverse lines of research to develop and
flourish, and within which theory building about the psychological processes that medi-
ate religiousness would proceed. Researchers in the psychology of religion disagree about
many things, but share a consensus that the field has been preparadigmatic for almost all
of its history. Where is the field now, and what ideas do we have to guide its future?

2. Methods and theory. Scholars who study the psychology of religion disagree
about what we can know and how we can know it. Should the field mimic those parts of
psychology that rely on the laboratory experiment as the “gold standard” for good sci-
ence? Because scientific concepts are constructs, should we instead deconstruct all of
them and conclude that one narrative about the psychological processes that mediate reli-
giousness is as good as another because there are no bias-free rules by which to evaluate
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them? How these issues and their variations are resolved will affect the very basis, or even
the very possibility of, this field in the future.

3. The question of meaning. Meaning has long been an undercurrent in the work of
some scholars in the psychology of religion, but is the concept of meaning powerful
enough to accommodate the greatly varied approaches to studying the psychology of reli-
gion that have emerged in recent years? Questions of meaning, typically understood as
theological questions, are also psychological questions. Finding the answer to the ques-
tion of meaning’s meaning and its role in religion is essential in order to begin creating a
theory of the psychological processes in religiousness that captures the heart and soul of
its object of study. This involves understanding the psychology of religion through its
meaning-related functions.

4. The path of the psychology of religion. For a science to flourish, a critical mass of
ideas and knowledge must be developed that can serve as the springboard that will stimu-
late research that either extends one topic or supports cross-topic collaboration. This is
how one domain of research expands and how all domains move forward. Each topic ad-
dressed in this book shows this development. The pathways ahead are far-reaching in
their implications.

5. The role of the psychology of religion. To whom and to what is the psychology of
religion contributing now, and what should we understand to be its proper and possible
goals with respect to general psychology and with respect to overall human well-being?
Does this field contribute unique knowledge to psychology, an insight or understanding
that is not obtainable by studying other phenomena? And if we do learn about the psy-
chological aspects of religiousness in the manner to which we aspire, should this knowl-
edge be used, and if so, how and how much?

We now describe each of these integrative themes in greater detail and illustrate how
they inform the specific topics in the 28 areas covered in this handbook.

IS THERE A PSYCHOLOGY OF RELIGION PARADIGM?

The psychology of religion has come a long way from its nonparadigmatic past to its cur-
rent position on the edge of expanding and integrating within a paradigm: the multilevel
interdisciplinary paradigm. This paradigm, as presented by Emmons and Paloutzian
(2003), “recognizes the value of data at multiple levels of analysis while making
nonreductive assumptions concerning the value of spiritual and religious phenomena”
(p. 395). A similar version of this idea is found in Silberman (2005b). The precursors to
the present movement into this new paradigm grew out of past calls by scholars for some
common ground, combined with the articulation of various key issues that needed to be
worked through in order to set the stage for this common ground. One of these issues is
the attempt at theory, which we address in the next section of this chapter. The others in-
clude (1) a long-enduring preoccupation with the creation of the “right” measure of key
religious variables, referred to as the “measurement paradigm” (Gorsuch, 1988), and (2)
the question of whether religion is unique among all human behaviors (Dittes, 1969) and/
or unique in a way that would preclude its incorporation into the whole of psychology
(e.g., due to supernatural or other spiritual forces that can presumably operate outside
the realm of a natural order). Let us briefly examine these issues as stepping-stones to the
new paradigm.
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Going Beyond Measurement

Gorsuch (1984, 1988) observed that the field had spent such a long time attempting to
create finer measures that it appeared to be stuck at the starting line. He argued that psy-
chology of religion should advance from measurement as a main focus and instead get on
with the task of testing hypotheses derived from models of mental processes and theories
that connect the models together, so that the field could finally make progress in the truly
scientific task of building incremental, cumulative knowledge within a paradigm and ex-
plained by a theory. Fortunately, many researchers in the field heeded his advice: the mul-
tilevel interdisciplinary paradigm is a response to his call for change.

In order for us to progress from measuring psychology of religion variables to ex-
plaining their relationships, we need a workable degree of common agreement about (1)
the range of phenomena that are “in” and “out” of the area of concern, and (2) the
wholistic versus reductionistic ways of explaining them. These two concerns are at the
heart of what are called the issues of uniqueness and reductionism, respectively. One’s po-
sition on them affects one’s ability to work within the multidisciplinary paradigm.

Uniqueness and Reductionism

Dittes (1969) highlighted the uniqueness issue and vividly identified a question pivotal to
our understanding of the relation between the psychology of religion and the rest of psy-
chology: To what degree can religion be explained by relying only upon more elemental
processes and concepts, those that apply to any other behaviors, instead of requiring
unique concepts and processes to account for it? At one end of his four-step spectrum is
the position that religion is but one instance of behavior-in-general, and that therefore it
can be studied by using the same methods that are used to study any other behavior and
can be understood by applying the same ideas that apply to other behaviors. At the other
end is the perspective that religious behaviors are unique, not found elsewhere in human
action, experience, or perception. The “unique” end of this spectrum means that religion
cannot be reduced to more elemental processes—that is, religion is no more reducible to
“nothing but other known psychological forces” than a hurricane is reducible to “noth-
ing but wind.” The argument is that although religion and hurricanes involve other, more
elemental processes, each one is something different from “just” the operation of the
parts it comprises. If this is so, then special psychological concepts and processes are
needed to explain it. The “nonunique” end of this spectrum assumes that because religion
is one instance of behavior-in-general, no such special concepts and processes are needed.
The unique view obviously lends itself to easy application of nonreductionistic assump-
tions, and the nonunique view is normally taken to mean that reductionistic explanations
are more or less automatically invoked (Pargament, 2002; Pargament, Magyar, &
Murray-Swank, 2005).

However, we argue that working within the multilevel interdisciplinary paradigm
(which supports nonreductionistic assumptions) does 7ot mean that a split somewhere
between the unique and nonunique ends of this spectrum is necessary, such that a reli-
gious phenomenon that is explained at one level effectively explains away an explana-
tion of that same phenomenon at another level. Instead, the multilevel interdisciplinary
paradigm acknowledges that valid explanations of the same religious phenomenon can
be stated both within the multiple levels of analysis within psychology itself and across
traditional disciplinary boundaries. For example, a valid explanation of religious con-
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version can in principle be stated at both a neuropsychological level and at a social-
psychological level, and the ideas and knowledge of allied sciences can be added to
these explanations. The nonunique end of the spectrum is more amenable to reduction-
istic explanations but does not depend upon them. This means that the multilevel inter-
disciplinary paradigm is a valid framework to guide research on the psychological
processes involved in all aspects of human religiousness, regardless of where they fall
on the unique-nonunique spectrum.

Uniqueness and the Role of Psychology of Religion

Is religion unique among human behaviors as such or is it unique because of a belief that
supernatural agency has a causal role in it in a way that it does not in other behaviors?
We agree with Kirkpatrick (2005 and Chapter 6, this volume) that this latter position is
not knowable one way or the other by the methods of science, that it may or may not be
so, and that in any case our job as scientific psychologists of religion is to create good the-
ory to explain religiousness in a way that allows the theory to be assessed against evi-
dence. This means ideas about possible causal factors that are not, in principle, capable of
being tested against evidence may be interesting, but they do not meet the criteria neces-
sary to bear upon our theory construction process. Scientific explanations about the psy-
chological processes in religiousness are neutral with respect to them.

Why do we care whether religion is a unique human behavior as such? If it is, then
the discipline of psychology needs to include religion among its essential foci of study in
order to eventually arrive at a comprehensive theory of human behavior. If it is not, then
studying religion is useful only because it happens to be so important in comparison to
other behaviors in a practical sense (McCrae, 1999). If religion is unique, then human
phenomena are found there that are found nowhere else, so that a psychology that does
not address religion can never create a valid comprehensive theory (see Piedmont, Chap-
ter 14, this volume). On the other hand, if religion is not unique, then it can be accounted
for by the same principles that account for other human behaviors, and there is no com-
pelling reason, on grounds of pure science, for psychologists to give it any special atten-
tion. This issue has been hotly debated (Baumeister, 2002) and the answer to it will deter-
mine whether the psychology of religion is to be regarded as a core topic within
psychology or whether it is to be regarded as important due only to the obvious impor-
tance of its subject matter.

Because opinions about religion are often stated as generalities, it is easy to forget
that religion is not one thing but is instead a multidimensional variable that is among the
most complex properties of the human mind. We believe that all four steps along Dittes
(1969) spectrum are valid for one or another religious behavior. Part of religion is unique
and part of it is not; more refined research will clarify which is which, and why. One way
that religion seems to be unique is that it provides people with ultimate meaning in life
(Emmons, 1999; Levenson, Aldwin, & D’Mello, Chapter 8, this volume; Tillich, 1952,
1963), centered on what the individual perceives to be sacred (cf. Pargament, 1997), especially
in a way that is nonveridical such that its truth claims or the person’s idiosyncratic mean-
ings derived from them can carry the weight of absolute reality without being bound by
the rules of evidence (Paloutzian & Silberman, 2003; see Silberman, 2005b, for a partly
overlapping and partly complementary discussion of the uniqueness issue). The multilevel
interdisciplinary paradigm accommodates these variations and provides the framework
within which these issues can be teased apart for all instances of religiousness.
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The Multilevel Interdisciplinary Paradigm

The multilevel interdisciplinary paradigm can serve as a framework within which re-
search at all levels of analysis (both within the discipline of psychology and between psy-
chology and allied fields) can advance. Yet there are certain phenomena for which it
seems particularly suited or essential. Consider two examples of emergent properties that
come from within the discipline of psychology itself. One of them, the phenomenon of
emergent leadership in groups, is at the social-psychological level of analysis; the other
one, the phenomenon of consciousness as an emergent property of brain function, is at
the neuropsychological level of analysis. The chapters in this book illustrate others. Using
these two simple examples of emergent properties (leadership, consciousness), however,
highlights the principle that for certain phenomena the sum of the elements that are
known to operate at a lower level of analysis does not equal the phenomenon at the
higher level. Leadership and consciousness are not reducible to nothing but the elements
and processes that constitute them, and they exert control over as well as are controlled
by those elements and processes. The multilevel interdisciplinary paradigm is particularly
well suited to accommodate research on such phenomena.

If the multilevel interdisciplinary paradigm has even a small ability to accommodate
fairly narrow-band topics within a subdiscipline of psychology, then it has an even
greater ability to serve as an overall umbrella that can help us in our efforts to think of
multilevel intradisciplinary research within the discipline of psychology itself. Further,
this paradigm can be expanded to promote interdisciplinary research into the workings of
religion, and even further to integrate theory that surrounds this research around a set of
common ideas. The psychology of religion is poised to reach out to evolutionary biology,
neuroscience, anthropology, cognitive science, and allied sciences generally, and to philos-
ophy in a generalized cross-disciplinary approach to critiquing and sharpening the as-
sumptions of science. Thus the multilevel interdisciplinary paradigm allows for the link-
ing of subfields within psychology as the core discipline in a broader effort, and, when
the notions of reductionism and nonreductionism are properly understood, also allows
the cross-fertilization of allied areas of science in a way that fosters integrative lines of re-
search, findings, and theories.

In its most visionary form, the multilevel disciplinary paradigm would be able to ac-
commodate whatever knowledge is necessary in pursuit of the ultimate goal: the full un-
derstanding of human beings. This means that we should understand human beings not
as amazing creatures unique unto themselves as the most complex or intelligent endpoint
of the phylogenetic scale, but as beings that are the most advanced example of an emer-
gent property. Whatever else the human being is, it is an emergent property of the interac-
tion of nature and nurture, whose ability to function has gone far beyond the more nar-
row survival needs that prevailed whenever human nature as we know it came about.
Although we came from our environment, we also control it. The being that emerged
from the interaction of nature and nurture is now in the process of changing that very na-
ture and nurture to make them fundamentally different. This means that more singular
ways of explaining how humans and how human religiousness work, such as a direct
causal model and a single-level explanation, are inadequate. Instead, satisfactory ex-
planations will require the application of principles such as reciprocal determinism
(Bandura, 1986) and multilevel approaches that are beginning to emerge, illustrated by
social-cognitive neuroscience (Ochsner & Lieberman, 2001). Regarding the human being
as an emergent property makes explicit that just as the environment controls people, peo-
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ple exercise control over their environments in ways that change how the environment in
turn controls people. Because understanding how this works requires application of the
principle of reciprocal determinism and multilevel theory, it means that human behavior
and its religiousness are not reducible to their elements or the forces from which they
emerged, and that the multilevel interdisciplinary paradigm would be the framework
within which their understanding can be obtained.

To move steadily forward in these directions will require the most engaging, mind-
stretching, and collaborative work that has been done in the history of the psychology of
religion. Accomplishing it in the next generation is the task ahead of us.

METHODS AND THEORIES

In the normal progress of science, there is a relation between research methods, the data
that derive from them, and the theoretical ideas that prevail in the field, such that ad-
vances in one lead to advances in the others. But in the psychology of religion this self-
corrective and growth-inducing feedback process has rarely functioned until recent times.
It is precisely this self-corrective feedback loop that is required for the science of the psy-
chology of religion to develop.

The most important historical example of this lack becomes evident when one exam-
ines the relationship between the grand theories of religion proposed during the first third
of the 20th century and the empirical research conducted during the first 75 or so years of
the 20th century. For a generation, the variations of psychodynamic theory about religion
that were proposed during the early part of the century dominated the psychology of reli-
gion “theory” landscape. However, for the most part the empirical data that were
collected had no role as a test of the theories, and the research was neither directly de-
rived from these theories nor typically had much relevance to them. Until very recently, as
was the case when Dittes (1969) pointed out this glaring gap, the field of psychology of
religion included both comprehensive theories and growing amounts of data, but neither
had much bearing upon the other. In effect, while the early theories about religion devel-
oped by Freud (1927/1961) and Jung (1938/1969) were well known, new empirical stud-
ies came into being mostly as single studies that were not part of a systematic research
program. The result was two independent psychologies of religion, one of ideas and one
of numbers. The two continued as if they were on two separate tracks, with neither help-
ing the other to become more refined.

Fortunately, these trends have recently changed dramatically. Recent developments
include (1) advances in psychoanalytic theorizing (see Corveleyn & Luyten, Chapter 3,
this volume); (2) a proliferation of models of more narrow-range processes such as reli-
gious attributions (Spilka et al., 2003; Spilka, Shaver, & Kirkpatrick, 1985), spiritual in-
telligence (Emmons, 1999, 2000), conversion as spiritual transformation (see Paloutzian,
Chapter 18, this volume), religious orientation (see Donahue & Nielsen, Chapter 15, this
volume), spirituality as a personality factor (see Piedmont, Chapter 14, this volume), and
religion as schema (Mclntosh, 1995) or schemas (Ozorak, 1997); and (3) efforts at inte-
grating large swaths of biological and psychological science within the theory of evolu-
tion (see Kirkpatrick, 2005, and Chapter 6, this volume). These developments provide
promise for integrating the psychology of religion at the multiple levels within psycholog-
ical boundaries and connecting it across disciplinary boundaries as this material gradu-
ally becomes integrated into the larger orbit of the life sciences.
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Methodological Developments

Along with an expansive list of ideas to research comes a need for methods adequate to
study them. An increasing amount of research is being done with novel, creative methods,
both quantitative and qualitative, that are well equipped to do the field good service in
the next generation. Their application promises to refine and broaden these theoretical
advances (see Hood & Belzen, Chapter 4, this volume).

The methodological advance that has occurred in recent times is truly impressive to
anyone who has watched how empirical studies were conducted for the past 30 years. In
19735, the field was at a point of methodological infancy, with most studies conducted by
distributing questionnaires assessing theoretically weak aspects of religion. The results
were not impressive. In summarizing the level of sophistication at that time, Hunsberger
(1991) wrote, “Countless studies report thousands of weak correlational relationships
between many aspects of religion and almost every other variable imaginable” (p. 498).

Today the menu is vastly expanded. The keynote chapter on methods by Hood and
Belzen (Chapter 4, this volume) presents clear examples, prototypes of a technique, and
exemplars of ways to adapt a particular method to the unique problems in studying hu-
man religiousness. It also illustrates the puzzles that arise when different studies that pur-
port to test the same idea with different methods yield opposite results (such as with a
laboratory experiment and an attempted field study replication, or with a quantitative
study and a parallel qualitative study).

The remaining substantive chapters document the creativity, cleverness, and thor-
oughness with which researchers in all areas of specialization within the field have in-
vented new techniques in order to find out the answers to key questions. These include
neuroimaging (Newberg & Newberg, Chapter 11, this volume); interview, observational,
and qualitative methodologies adapted for use with children (Boyatzis, Chapter 7, this
volume); specialized adaptations of the tools from the cognitive psychology laboratory
(Ozarak, Chapter 12, this volume); and the inclusion of real-world physical and mental
health outcome variables (Oman & Thoresen, Chapter 24, and Miller & Kelley, Chapter
235, this volume).

It is especially promising that this large number of new methods has come into use in
addition to, but not in place of, questionnaires. Questionnaire measures have shown
much improvement in the precision with which they capture a meaningful dimension of
religion (Hill, Chapter 3, this volume; Hill & Hood, 1999). Add to this the recent ad-
vances in the application of qualitative methods to the study of religious experience
(Hood, Chapter 19, this volume), as a complement to traditional quantitative methods,
and it begins to look as though all the methodological tools that we could hope for are in
place for us to use and extend into new territory. By researching questions in diverse and
complementary ways, we will gather the data we need to feed the development of integra-
tive theory.

Modernism and Postmodernism

Recent scholarship in the philosophy of science requires us to address the issue of a mod-
ernist versus postmodernist approach to scientific knowledge in general, and its expres-
sion in the psychology of religion in particular. The traditional modernist approach led to
those methods that have prevailed until recently. Valid knowledge was gained by using
methods that conformed to the prototype, or gold standard, of the conduct of good sci-
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ence: the laboratory experiment. It would be against this model that data from other, less-
controlled methods would be compared. As recently as 30 years ago, psychologists of re-
ligion debated whether they should strive to do controlled laboratory experiments
(Batson, 1977, 1979; Gorsuch, 1982). Today the methodological discussion is about
whether psychologists of religion should use quantitative methods versus qualitative
methods. Those favoring quantitative methods emphasize the objectivity of the data and
the requirement that there be public agreement about what the data are, although not
necessarily about what the data mean. Others endorse qualitative methods, especially
hermeneutical interpretations of personal texts (Belzen, 1997) and methods based on the
principle that data are culturally relative and that their interpretation must be culturally
sensitive (Belzen, 1999, 2003). These researchers point out that the meaning attributed to
data, including those obtained by traditional quantitative methods, cannot be divorced
from the cultural context of the subjects and the culture-bound biases of the researcher,
and that therefore it is essential that those judgments define the data categories in a
unique way from study to study. At one level, this distinction is based upon variations in
understanding what precisely “empirical” data are.

At another level, this issue of modernism versus postmodernism concerns opera-
tionalism, deconstruction, and the confrontation between these two derived from
positivistic modernism, on the one hand, and postmodernism, on the other. It is agreed
that scientific advances have occurred because of the power of empirical science, and es-
pecially because of the use of the pure experiment to discover cause-and-effect relations.
This approach emphasizes operational definitions of both independent variable catego-
ries and dependent variable measures. An unnecessary and sometimes unspecified as-
sumption is that these operations represent true categories or real dimensions that exist in
ontological reality. This may or may not be so. But in either case the correspondence be-
tween an operational definition of a variable and the psychological category that it is pur-
ported to represent can always be a matter of debate. Because of this, scholars who
reason from a postmodernist orientation point out that our categories are actually con-
structed by us. If this is so, then the correspondence between them and whatever their
counterparts in ontological reality are is either something that should be questioned (in
soft versions of postmodernism) or is not knowable (in more extreme versions of
postmodernism). The most extreme variant of this presupposition states that all such cat-
egories are inherently meaningless and unknowable. For such reasons, it is the task of
critics of traditional empirical science to deconstruct them. It is based upon such reason-
ing that those who extend the argument of postmodernist orientation to psychology of
religion research argue for qualitative, hermeneutical, and cultural approaches (Belzen,
1999, 2003). They assume that the proper categories of study are those that come from
the subject him- or herself, not those imposed by research design or measured by a preex-
isting tool external to the person.

Fortunately, Corveleyn and Luyten (Chapter 35, this volume) have stated the ideal
way for us to establish integrative progress even with the cogency of this dilemma. They
have called for peaceful and collaborative coexistence between the opposing camps, as
has evolved over the same dilemma in the allied fields of sociology and anthropology.
There is no need for those on either side to argue as if the other approach had nothing to
offer. They point out that those emphasizing operationalistic, quantitative methods do so
with categories and measures based upon already existing ideas about what processes are
important, and that those emphasizing qualitative and hermeneutical methods neverthe-
less use operations and measures in the course of interpreting their texts. These two ap-
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proaches are complementary, not competitive, and in the end may not be as far apart as
arguments narrowly endorsing one side or the other would make it appear.

Theory and Definition

Allowing quantitative and qualitative methods to complement each other holds promise
for the development of exceptionally rich theory, so long as we can validly blend the
knowledge gained from the combined approaches. It also refutes the idea that the devel-
opments today are so fatally flawed, narrowly positivistic, closed to enrichment by alter-
native methods, and fraught with bias that the psychology of religion should start over
(Wulff, 2003). The field is so ripe with good ideas and good methods that it is poised to
make contributions that could not be imagined in the past. As stated by Emmons and
Paloutzian (2003) when they introduced the multilevel interdisciplinary paradigm, “The
field has made great strides in its effort to say something important to the rest of psychol-
ogy ... what has come before is only a platform and the field is now poised, ready to
begin” (p. 395). Going forward from this platform enriches the field in a way that trying
to reconstitute itself with an adherence to the definition of religion stated by James (1902/
1958) cannot (Wulff, 2003). Because our theories and our definitions promote the devel-
opment of each other, a new picture of the psychology of religion will evolve that will do
far greater service than James could have hoped for.

How do we get from here to there? At least three things need to be in place for inte-
grative development of the psychology of religion to occur:

1. The extensive exploitation of the range of methods noted above.

2. A common language that can be applied across the specialized topics in the field.

3. An overarching framework that is powerful and flexible enough to contain a vari-
ety of midlevel theories about religious phenomena and that connects psychology
of religion theory to the rest of the life sciences more generally.

As part of our five integrative themes, we believe that the latter two needs may be
met by construing religion as a meaning system (Park, Chapter 16, this volume;
Silberman, 2005b) and by an evolutionary approach to the psychology of religion
(Kirkpatrick, Chapter 6, this volume), and that the first need is met by knowing the status
of the field, understanding a wide range of methods and the unique benefits of each, and
by conducting programmatic research that connects them.

Can methods, theory, and application converge? If so, around what common themes
might they come together? The multilevel interdisciplinary paradigm describes an over-
arching idea for how fields and subfields can be seen in relation to each other and pro-
ductively cross-fertilize. But what about within the psychology of religion itself? All of
these ideas can be fruitfully discussed as an expression of the question of meaning.

MEANING AND THE PSYCHOLOGY OF RELIGION

Meaning holds much promise as a unifying construct in psychology. The notion of
meaning-related constructs as an approach to many phenomena within the psychology of
religion is very new, but seems to be rapidly gaining momentum. For example, in the
third edition of their classic text on the psychology of religion, Spilka et al. (2003) broad-
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ened their framework for organizing the material from an emphasis on attributions to a
more comprehensive emphasis on meaning. Similarly, Hood, Hill, and Williamson (2005)
centered their discussion of religious fundamentalism on the concept of religion as a
meaning system. An issue of the Journal of Social Issues is devoted to the topic of religion
as a meaning system, highlighting the centrality of meaning for the psychology of religion
(Silberman, 2005a).

Like most words, there is a great deal that can be said regarding the meaning of the
term “meaning,” which spans the domains of purpose, intent, order, sense, interpreta-
tion, signification, and denotation (Janoff-Bulman & Frantz, 1997). In his book on
meaning, Baumeister (1991) noted that “the term meaning is used here in its ordinary,
conventional sense, as when one speaks of the meaning of a word, a sentence, a story, or
an event. Meaning cannot be easily defined, perhaps because to define meaning is already
to use meaning. A rough definition would be that meaning is shared mental representa-
tions of possible relationships among things, events, and relationships. Thus, meaning
connects things” (p. 16). As with the concept of value, something has meaning insofar as
it stands for or represents something else.

Although existential psychologists have promoted the centrality of meaning for many
years (e.g., Frankl, 1969; Yalom, 1980), mainstream psychology has been slow to come
around. Recent developments in areas as diverse as evolutionary psychology, developmen-
tal psychology, and cognitive psychology have brought meaning to the forefront (Bau-
meister, 1991). A growing body of research supports the idea that people’s meaning systems
are central to their everyday patterns of life and may be of particular importance in coping
with adversity (Park, 2005; Silberman, 2005b). In their everyday lives, individuals operate
on the basis of personal beliefs or theories that they have about themselves, other people, the
world at large, and their place in it. These beliefs and the goals and purposes they engender
constitute idiosyncratic meaning systems that allow individuals to organize and compre-
hend the world around them and their experiences, as well as to plan and direct their behav-
ior (Silberman, 2005a, 2005b, and Chapter 29, this volume).

While many areas of psychology would benefit from embracing meaning as a focus,
the psychology of religion seems especially well positioned to embrace a meaning-centered
approach. After all, all religion concerns meaning in one sense or another. Spilka et al.
(2003) noted that “for all religious people, religion is indeed a struggle to comprehend
their place in the scheme of things and what this entails for their relations with the world
and others” (p. 15). In fact, while Baumeister, quoted above, notes that meaning “con-
nects things,” that which connects is the literal meaning of the term “religion.” Thus, reli-
gion and meaning appear to be intimately related. As a meaning system, religion is unique
in that it centers on what is perceived to be sacred (Pargament, 1997, 2002; Silberman,
2005b).

While one chapter in this handbook is specifically devoted to the topic of meaning
and religion (Park, Chapter 16, this volume), most of the topics covered in this handbook
explicitly discuss or implicitly incorporate meaning-related concepts. Thus, meaning con-
cepts are integral to the development of religiousness (e.g., how children come to under-
stand the world and their roles in it; see Boyatzis, Chapter 7, this volume), adult religious
experiences (such as forming life goals; see Levenson & Aldwin, Chapter 8, this volume),
and beliefs about aging and life after death (McFadden, Chapter 9, this volume); coping
with stressful experiences, which often pull for more religious responses (Pargament,
Ano, & Wacholtz, Chapter 26, this volume), including attributions and coping strategies
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as well as negative responses such as struggle and doubt (Exline & Rose, Chapter 17, this
volume); spiritual transformation (Paloutzian, Chapter 18, this volume); cognitive
aspects of psychology (Ozorak, Chapter 12, this volume); emotional and motivational
aspects (Emmons, Chapter 13, this volume); and fundamentalism (Altemeyer & Huns-
berger, Chapter 21, this volume). Further, the chapters on religion and physical and men-
tal health touch on how religious meaning can have pervasive influences on well-being
(Oman & Thoresen, Chapter 24, and Miller & Kelley, Chapter 25, this volume). The
chapters dealing with applications of the psychology of religion also inherently involve
meaning, including topics such as religion and psychotherapy (Shafranske, Chapter 27,
this volume) and religious violence and terrorism versus peace (Silberman, Chapter 29,
this volume).

CONTEMPORARY RESEARCH

The interest in religion among psychologists tends to be consistent over time (given that it
was one of William James’s enduring contributions), but also somewhat uncomfortable
for many people and therefore somewhat marginalized and out of the mainstream
(Emmons & Paloutzian, 2003). Thus, the psychology of religion as a field of endeavor
has a pulse—albeit a weak pulse!—always coursing, but beyond the awareness of most
psychologists. Most mainstream researchers paid scant attention to the enterprise of the
psychology of religion, but the research plodded along, advancing slowly, hampered by
the samples used, the isolated thinking and theorizing that characterized the area, the lim-
ited measurement and methodological strategies, and even the biased agendas of many in
the field (i.e., researchers who set out to “prove” their points of view, especially that reli-
gion is positive and helpful).

As noted above, this bleak situation changed rapidly over the past quarter of a cen-
tury (see Emmons & Paloutzian, 2003, for a review of recent historical developments).
As the chapters in this handbook show, this new era of burgeoning research in the psy-
chology of religion has seen an increasing diversity of areas that have been explored (e.g.,
ranging from neurobiology to terrorism). At the same time, there are nascent hints of
convergence in the development of some broader theories and attempts at definition that
may help tie this research together. We note a few points relevant to all this here and ex-
pand upon them in the corresponding sections of Chapter 30.

Definitions

A great deal of attention has been paid in the recent past to defining religion and related
constructs. Researchers have been concerned not only with defining religion, but in par-
ticular have been attempting to differentiate the constructs of religion and spirituality.
“Spirituality” as a term and as a construct in scientific discussion is a relatively new kid
on the block. Its appearance reflects the shifts within Western culture occurring in the
past decade or so, wherein religion, which previously connoted both organizational and
personal aspects of religion, has increasingly been assigned to denote only the organiza-
tional aspects, while the construct of spirituality has increasingly been used to denote the
personal aspects. Along with this shift has come a shift in cultural assignations of desir-
ability. Among many groups, religion is considered to denote dogmatism and rigidity,
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while spirituality is viewed as positive and growth-oriented. Yet, this relatively recent dis-
tinction is open to question (Zinnbauer & Pargament, Chapter 2, this volume) and criti-
cism (Silberman, 2003).

The issue of definition is obviously critically important for developing conceptual
understandings and for proceeding with empirical work, which requires operational-
ization of conceptual constructs into measurable ones. In their chapter on definition,
Zinnbauer and Pargament (Chapter 2, this volume) grapple with the issues involved in
definition. They conclude that there is at present no consensus on these definitional is-
sues, and it does not appear that any such general consensus is on the horizon. One is left
to agree, then, with the observation made many years ago by Yinger (1967) that “any
definition of religion is likely to be satisfactory only to its author” (p. 18).

Part of the confusion over how to define religion may center on whether attempts to
define it are intended to represent cultural categories or a psychological process operative
within the individual. Defining religion (and its newer counterpart, spirituality) in ways
that reflect people’s usages of those concepts in a culture is good for certain purposes, es-
pecially when that distinction is critical to the theoretical question posed. On the other
hand, religion and spirituality may largely service the same psychological function and
the different terms that people use themselves may be a matter of personal preference or
style. Thus people call themselves religious and spiritual, religious but not spiritual, spiri-
tual but not religious, neither spiritual nor religious, and, very interestingly, a hairsplit-
ting blend of religious spirituality plus nonreligion (e.g., as one of our students said, “I
am a spiritual Christian but not religious”).

Overall, it seems that various definitions may be useful when it is necessary to focus
on cultural or subgroup religious meanings, although a purely psychological functional
definition would not need to draw such distinctions. Thus a purely psychological ap-
proach would emphasize that “whatever does it” (i.e., serves a religious function) for
someone, is it. Thus we look back at Batson’s (Batson et al., 1993) encompassing attempt
at writing a functional definition stated in terms of the need to answer existential ques-
tions. That and other definitions did good service for a time. We believe, however, that
future functional definitions of religion are more likely to be stated in terms of a human
need for meaning and to invoke the model of religion as a meaning system.

Definitional issues do not need to impede progress in the field. Taking a functional
approach, it may be that there is no meaningful distinction between the positions pre-
sented by Zinnabauer and Pargament (Chapter 2, this volume), or perhaps not only be-
tween those two positions but even among the whole set of definitions. At this point in
the development of the field, it appears that breadth is to be preferred over narrowness.

Participants

The vast bulk of existing research in the psychology of religion has been conducted with
samples of Western Judeo-Christians, primarily white college students. However, within
this research body, there is some variation and some attention to group differences, such
as studies of religion in African Americans and Latinos and studies of differences in affili-
ation or denomination (e.g., comparisons of Catholic, Protestant, and Jewish partici-
pants). However, much remains to be learned about other religious groups. For example,
there is very little psychological research on Islam in spite of its recent prominence in the
world. Hunsberger and Jackson (2005) and Roccas (2005) review cross-cultural and
cross-religion research on religion and prejudice and on religion and values, respectively.
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Methods

In addition to the methodological issues noted above, even in light of the creative ad-
vances in methods (Hood & Belzen, Chapter 4, this volume), questionnaires will remain
a primary assessment technique in the psychology of religion. This is partly because the
psychometrics of these measures have improved dramatically in recent times (see Hill,
Chapter 3, this volume). Also, a primary focus of the psychology of religion is the study
of religious meaning and its expressions, and one obvious way to capture part of that is
through paper-and-pencil measures. Questionnaires remain necessary because many as-
pects of religiousness, such as beliefs or motivation, are interior processes that cannot be
inferred but must be reported by the subject. However, many nonquestionnaire measures
have been employed as both dependent and independent variables in studies of the psy-
chology of religion. For example, studies of religiousness and health have included assess-
ments of mortality and physiological indices (e.g., interleukin-6, blood pressure), while
other studies have employed neurophysiological indices (see Newberg & Newberg, Chap-
ter 11, this volume).

Mini-Models

Another relatively recent development in research in the psychology of religion is that of
mini-models that help to guide theory and research in circumscribed areas and for partic-
ular phenomena. For example, spiritual intelligence is an idea about a hypothetical di-
mension of personality/intelligence that is concerned with the sustaining of behavior in
the pursuit of goals, and the regulation of subgoal behavior under the umbrella of more
global goals; the overarching one (or suprameaning, in Frankl’s [1969] terms, or ultimate
concern, in Tillich’s [1952, 1963] terms) is what is of ultimate concern to the person
(Emmons, 1999). In contrast, religion as schema (Mclntosh, 1995) or a constellation of
schemas (Ozorak, 1997) proposes a structure of religious ideas, teachings, behavioral
scripts, and other knowledge in the information storage system. Religion and coping de-
scribes how the use of different types of religious coping strategies differentially influence
health and well-being (Pargament, 1997). Right now, each of these lines of research is rel-
atively independent of the others. Thus, they can be described as mini-models whose
work runs in parallel but has yet to be integrated within psychology (thus, intra-
disciplinary development), let alone across disciplinary boundaries (thus, multilevel and
interdisciplinary).

THE ROLE OF THE PSYCHOLOGY OF RELIGION

What role does the psychology of religion now play in the broader field of psychology?
Perhaps its most immediate disciplinary contributions are the publication of research that
has put the topic of religion in front of the rest of the psychological community. Psychol-
ogy of religion articles are now published in leading journals, psychology of religion
books are published by leading publishers and the American Psychological Association,
and a comfortable amount of program time for this topic is evident at professional meet-
ings. Applied contributions are also current. For example, training in the application of
some of this knowledge is more likely than in prior years to be available as part of doc-
toral programs in clinical and counseling psychology. Therefore, an overview of the field
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of psychology shows that the psychology of religion is present, contributing, and engag-
ing other areas in dialogue.

One way to identify the potential contributions of the psychology of religion is to as-
sume that they parallel those of the larger discipline of psychology. When people are in-
troduced to psychology, they typically learn that its goals are to describe, predict, under-
stand, and control behavior. In general psychology, the pursuit of these goals has resulted
in a discipline with a self-evident expanse. Its contributions to myriad lines of intellectual
work and applications to a broad array of human problems are far-reaching. It would be
proper, therefore, for advances in the psychology of religion to fill a similar role. Scholars
in the field would agree upon the first three goals (describe, predict, understand). Under-
standing all of the psychological mechanisms underlying human religiousness is an aim
inherent in the process. There may be differences of opinion, however, about the fourth
goal, control. Following the next 28 topical chapters, we return to this issue in Chapter
30.

Also in Chapter 30, we discuss the material in these 28 topical chapters in light of
the integrative themes identified above. These 28 chapters describe the various mini-
theories, conceptual frameworks, and empirical work that are on the cutting edge of the
psychology of religion. They make it clear that the psychology of religion is becoming
ever more sophisticated and integrative while also pushing the boundaries of relevant
subject matter in very exciting ways. We think that the multilevel interdisciplinary para-
digm and the model of religion as a meaning system will emerge as intellectual tools that
contribute to these developments in significant ways.
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Religiousness and Spirituality

BRIAN J. ZINNBAUER
KENNETH I. PARGAMENT

Religiousness and spirituality have been a part of human experience throughout the
length and breadth of human history. Crossing every category of human endeavor, they
have been the subject and object of art, music, poetry, culture, warfare, inspiration, aspi-
ration, sacrifice, morality, devotion, contemplation, conflict, and multitudes of other hu-
man activities. For the past 100 years these phenomena have been examined though the
lens of social science. Early inquiries within the field of psychology were undertaken by
scholars such as William James (1902/1961), Edwin Starbuck (1899), G. Stanley Hall
(1904, 1917), and George Coe (1900). And despite a lull in such research during the mid-
20th century (Hill et al., 2000), there has been an upsurge in attention to religion and
spirituality among psychologists at the turn of the 21st century.

This increase in interest has been well documented by a number of researchers (e.g.,
Emmons & Paloutzian, 2003; Hill et al., 2000; Miller & Thoresen, 2003; Shafranske,
2002; Zinnbauer, Pargament, & Scott, 1999). In particular, the relationship between reli-
giousness, spirituality, and health has received a great deal of attention and was the focus
of the January 2003 edition of the American Psychologist. As noted by Mills (2002, cited
in Shafranske, 2002), citations including the keywords religion and health or spirituality
and health in databases such as PsychINFO and Medline quintupled from 1994 to 2001.
Also currently prevalent are articles and books describing the integration of religiousness
and spirituality with psychological treatment (e.g., Miller, 1999; Richards & Bergin,
1997, 2000; Shafranske, 1996; Zinnbauer & Pargament, 2000).

This scholarly and scientific inquiry has generated a considerable amount of theory,
data, and information about religiousness and spirituality. Indeed, this Handbook of the
Psychology of Religion is itself a culmination of the fruitful theoretical and empirical ef-
forts of numerous scientists and scholars, past and present. Given this increasing knowl-
edge base, one might assume that there exists a clear consensus among psychologists
about the nature and definition of religiousness and spirituality. Alas, this is not the case.
The psychology of religion is presently in the midst of flux about the meaning of its key
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constructs. Previous research has documented the diversity of definitions of religiousness
and spirituality among researchers and adherents (see Zinnbauer, Pargament, & Scott,
1999, for a summary). From the earliest studies by Coe (1900) and Clark (1958), through
more recent studies by McReady and Greeley (1976) and Scott (1997), the terms have
been associated with various beliefs, behaviors, feelings, attributes, relationships, and ex-
periences. Similarly, the content analysis of Zinnbauer et al. (1997), as well as the policy-
capturing studies of Pargament, Sullivan, Balzer, Van Haitsma, and Raymark (1995) and
Zinnbauer and Pargament (2002), suggest that individuals have clear ideas about the
meaning of these terms, are able to describe their beliefs in a reliable fashion, and are able
to distinguish religiousness and spirituality from other constructs and phenomena. What
has been missing, though, is agreement within the psychology of religion community it-
self. Some positive signs are finally appearing in the literature, but definitions of religious-
ness and spirituality remain relatively inconsistent across researchers.

This lack of consensus presents a critical challenge for the psychology of religion.
Progress within the field rests on a certain degree of agreement about the identity and
meaning of its key constructs, and the nature of the most relevant phenomena of interest
(Emmons & Paloutzian, 2003; Hill et al., 2000; Moberg, 2002; Shafranske, 2002). With-
out such agreement, the field loses focus, its boundaries become diffuse, and it produces
findings that do not generalize across studies (Zinnbauer et al., 1997).

This chapter begins with an examination of historical trends and current challenges
faced by psychologists who seek to define religiousness and spirituality. Modern tenden-
cies to differentiate and polarize religiousness and spirituality are then examined and
evaluated, and some of the challenges and possibilities for the conceptualization and mea-
surement of these constructs are considered. The chapter concludes with the presentation
of definitions of religiousness and spirituality that avoid past and present pitfalls, and in-
corporate the concepts of multilevel-multidimensional analysis and developmental change.

DEFINING RELIGIOUSNESS AND SPIRITUALITY
THROUGH THE TRADITIONAL LENS

Although the terms “religiousness” and “spirituality” have been defined by psychologists
in a number of different ways over the past century (see Zinnbauer et al., 1997;
Zinnbauer et al., 1999; Zinnbauer & Pargament, 2002), there has been general agree-
ment that both concepts are multidimensional (Hill et al., 2000; Moberg, 2002). Further-
more, psychologists have traditionally regarded religion as a “broad-band” construct, not
explicitly differentiated from spirituality (Hill et al., 2000; Pargament, 1999; Zinnbauer
et al.,, 1997, 1999). From this perspective, religious and spiritual phenomena have been
subsumed beneath the broad umbrella of the construct religion, or the terms religion and
spirituality have been used interchangeably (Spilka & McIntosh, 1996). A selection of
several past and present definitions of religiousness and spirituality can be seen in Tables
2.1 and 2.2.

A feature of traditional approaches is the understanding of religious phenomena
from both substantive and functional perspectives. Substantive approaches define religion
by its substance: the sacred. Research thus investigates those emotions, thoughts, behav-
iors, relationships, and the like that are explicitly related to a transcendent or imminent
power (Bruce, 1996), or that have acquired sacred qualities themselves (Pargament &
Mahoney, 2002; Emmons, 1999). One example of this is the definition of religion by
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TABLE 2.1. Past and Present Definitions of Religion

Argyle and Beit-Hallahmi (1975, p. 1): A system of beliefs in a divine or superhuman power, and
practices of worship or other rituals directed towards such a power.
Batson, Schoenrade, and Ventis (1993, p. 8): Whatever we as individuals do to come to grips

personally with the questions that confront us because we are aware that we and others like us are
alive and that we will die.

Bellah (1970, p. 21): A set of symbolic forms and acts that relate man to the ultimate conditions
of his existence.

Clark (1958, p. 22): The inner experience of the individual when he senses a Beyond, especially as
evidenced by the effect of this experience on his behavior when he actively attempts to harmonize his
life with the Beyond.

Dollahite (1998, p. 5): A covenant faith community with teachings and narratives that enhance the
search for the sacred.

James (1902/1961, p. 42): The feelings, acts, and experiences of individual men in their solitude,
so far as they apprehend themselves to stand in relation to whatever they may consider the divine.

O’Collins and Farrugia (1991, p. 203): Systems of belief in and response to the divine, including the
sacred books, cultic rituals, and ethical practices of the adherents.

Peteet (1994, p. 237): Commitments to beliefs and practices characteristic of particular traditions.

Argyle and Beit-Hallahmi (1975) as “a system of beliefs in a divine or superhuman
power, and practices of worship or other rituals directed towards such a power” (p. 1).

Functional approaches examine the purposes religiousness serves in an individual’s life.
Beliefs, emotions, practices, and experiences are investigated as functional mechanisms that
are used to deal with fundamental existential issues, such as meaning, death, suffering, iso-
lation, and injustice (Bruce, 1996; Pargament, 1997). The definition of religiousness by
Batson, Schoenrade, and Ventis (1993) captures the functional approach: “whatever we as
individuals do to come to grips personally with the questions that confront us because we
are aware that we and others like us are alive and that we will die” (p. 8).

Traditional psychological research has also emphasized the personal aspects of reli-
giousness (Miller & Thoresen, 2003). Although sociologists of religion have typically in-

TABLE 2.2. Past and Present Definitions of Spirituality

Armstrong (1995, p. 3): The presence of a relationship with a Higher Power that affects the way
in which one operates in the world.

Benner (1989, p. 20): The human response to God’s gracious call to a relationship with himself.
Doyle (1992, p. 302): The search for existential meaning.

Elkins, Henderson, Hughes, Leaf, and Saunders (1988, p. 10): A way of being and experiencing that
comes about through awareness of a transcendent dimension and that is characterized by certain
identifiable values in regard to self, life, and whatever one considers to be the Ultimate.

Fahlberg and Fahlberg (1991, p. 274): That which is involved in contacting the divine within the
Self or self.

Hart (1994, p. 23): The way one lives out one’s faith in daily life, the way a person relates to the
ultimate conditions of existence.

Shafranske and Gorsuch (1984, p. 231): A transcendent dimension within humanc experience . . .
discovered in moments in which the individual questions the meaning of personal existence and
attempts to place the self within a broader ontological context.

Tart (1975, p. 4): That vast realm of human potential dealing with ultimate purposes, with higher
entities, with God, with love, with compassion, with purpose.

Vaughan (1991, p. 105): A subjective experience of the sacred.
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cluded social or communal aspects of religious life in their conceptualizations, psycholo-
gists of religion have traditionally focused on individuals’ beliefs, emotion, behavior,
motivations, and so on (Pargament, 1997). The definition of religiousness by William
James (1902/1961) illustrates this individual focus: “the feelings, acts, and experiences of
individual men in their solitude, so far as they apprehend themselves to stand in relation
to whatever they may consider the divine” (p. 42).

Traditional research also rests on the understanding that religiousness and spiritual-
ity can have both positive and negative forms (Hill et al., 2000; Hood, Spilka,
Hunsberger, & Gorsuch, 1996; Zinnbauer et al., 1999). Despite the efforts of a few writ-
ers to paint religion as illusory or pathological (e.g., Ellis, 1980; Freud, 1927/1961), most
investigators have provided balanced depictions. For example, Fromm (1950) contrasted
authoritarian religion in which people demean themselves in relation to a greater power
with a humanistic religion in which God represents and empowers individuals’ strength
and self-realization. There is also Allport’s (1966) famous contrast of intrinsic religion
with extrinsic religion. The intrinsic believer “lives” his or her religion and views faith as
an ultimate value in itself. In contrast, the extrinsic believer “uses” religion in a strictly
utilitarian sense to gain safety, social standing, or other secular or antireligious goals.

Whereas traditional approaches have been marked by their use of substantive and
functional frames, an individual level of analysis, and depiction of positive and negative
forms, the picture has changed. The most notable shift has occurred with the rise in pop-
ularity and recognition of the construct spirituality.

SPIRITUALITY AND THE RISE OF OPPOSITES

As outlined in several sources (Hill et al., 2000; Hood, 2003; Wulff, 1997; Zinnbauer et
al., 1999), spirituality has emerged as a distinct construct and focus of research in the
past several decades. Previously undifferentiated from religiousness, numerous forms of
faith under the label “spirituality” have risen in popularity from the 1980s to the present.
References to spirituality in the Religion Index increased substantially from the 1940s
and 1950s to the present (Scott, 1997), and spirituality has received increasing attention
within psychology in terms of measurement and scale development. These changes have
occurred against a background of decline in traditional religious institutions, an increase
in individualized forms of faith expression, movement from an emphasis on belief toward
direct experience of the sacred, and a U.S. culture of religious pluralism (see Hill et al.,
2000; Hood, 2003; Roof, 1993; Zinnbauer et al., 1999). Spirituality has also replaced re-
ligiousness in popular usage, as illustrated by the increasing number of mass-market
books on spiritually related topics.

With the emergence of spirituality, a tension appears to have risen between the con-
structs of religiousness and spirituality. In its most extreme form, the two terms are de-
fined in a rigidly dualistic framework. The most egregious examples are those that place a
substantive, static, institutional, objective, belief-based, “bad” religiousness in opposition
to a functional, dynamic, personal, subjective, experience-based, “good” spirituality.

Substantive Religion versus Functional Spirituality

Functional descriptions that were once applied to religion are now becoming the province
of spirituality. Spirituality has come to represent individuals’ efforts at reaching a variety
of sacred or existential goals in life, such as finding meaning, wholeness, inner potential,
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and interconnections with others. For example, spirituality is now being depicted as a
search for universal truth (Goldberg, 1990) and as a form of belief that relates the indi-
vidual to the world and gives meaning and definition to existence (Soeken & Carson,
1987). In contrast, religiousness is substantively associated with formal belief, group
practice, and institutions. As such, it is often portrayed as peripheral to these existential
functions (Pargament, 1999).

This polarity is also becoming evident in the reports of adherents. In an interview
study of faith among the seriously ill, Woods and Ironson (1999) found that those identi-
fying themselves as “religious” tended to link their beliefs to institutional, traditional, rit-
ualized, and social expressions of faith. In contrast, those who identified themselves as
“spiritual” presented their beliefs and practices as mechanisms for transcendence and
connectedness.

Static Religion versus Dynamic Spirituality

Speaking to this contrast, Wulff (1997) notes that, traditionally, religion was conceptual-
ized as a verb. More recently, however, it has been transformed into a noun. In the pro-
cess it has become a static entity to many people (Pargament, 1997), reduced to its ele-
ments and stripped of its function. Static depictions of religion portray “what religion is,
not what it does or how it works” (Zinnbauer et al., 1999, p. 904). In contrast, spiritual-
ity is associated with dynamic verbs and adjectives (Emmons & Paloutzian, 2003). As
discussed by Hill et al. (2000), it is often used in modern discourse as a substitute for
words such as fulfilling, moving, or important.

Institutional Objective Religion versus Personal Subjective Spirituality

Departing from traditional analyses of individual beliefs, emotions, and experiences,
many writers are now contrasting the “institutional,” “organized,” and “social” aspects
of religion with the “personal,” “transcendent,” and “relatedness” qualities of spiritual-
ity (e.g., Miller & Thoresen, 2003). Peteet’s (1994) conceptualization of the terms within
psychotherapy illustrates this contrast. Religiousness is defined as “[reflecting] commit-
ments to beliefs and practices characteristic of particular traditions,” and spirituality is
characterized as “[viewing] the human condition in a larger and or transcendent context
and [being] therefore concerned with the meaning and purpose of life and with unseen re-
alities, such as one’s relationship to a supreme being” (p. 237).

This contrast is evident among researchers and adherents alike. For example,
Emblen (1992) conducted a content analysis of references to religiousness and spirituality
that appeared in the last 30 years of the nursing literature. After compiling lists of the key
words identified with the two constructs, definitions of each were derived from the most
common associations. Religiousness was thus defined as “a system of organized beliefs
and worship which a person practices,” and spirituality was defined as “a personal life
principle which animates a transcendent quality of relationship with God” (p. 45).

In a well-regarded examination of trends in the conceptualization of the terms, Hill
et al. (2000) have also used the individual-institutional dimension to distinguish between
spirituality and religiousness. Whereas they propose that the sacred lies at the core of
both constructs, religion also includes “the means and methods of [a] search [for the sa-
cred] that receive validation and support from within an identifiable group of people”
(p. 66).

This contrast is becoming more evident in the general culture. Walker and Pitts’s
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(1998) study of moral maturity included a section of questions that asked participants to
rate a number of descriptors in terms of the degree to which they represented a
prototypically moral, religious, or spiritual person. Results indicated that manifesting
moral character and believing in a higher power were central descriptors of both religious
and spiritual people. However, spirituality was seen as a “personal affirmation of the
transcendent” in contrast to religion which was seen as “the creedal and ritual expression
of spirituality that is associated with institutional church organizations” (p. 409).

Similarly, in a content analysis of religious and spiritual definitions by Zinnbauer et
al. (1997), personal beliefs in the sacred were common to definitions of both constructs.
However, definitions of religiousness often included references to organizational practices
or activities, attendance at services, performance of rituals, church membership or alle-
giance, commitment to organizational beliefs, or adherence to institutionally based belief
systems. In contrast, definitions of spirituality often referred to feelings or experiences of
connectedness or relationship with sacred beings or forces. Also, from the policy-captur-
ing study of Zinnbauer and Pargament (2002), the participant group comprised of nurses
tended to characterize religiousness in terms of formal/organizational religion, and spiri-
tuality in terms of a closeness with God or feelings of interconnectedness with the world
and living things.

Belief-Based Religion versus Emotional/Experiential-Based Spirituality

This polarity can be seen in both theoretical writings and empirical research. Elkins
(1995), for example, defines religion as institutional, dogmatic, and theological. In con-
trast, spirituality “is a way of being that comes about through awareness of a transcen-
dent dimension and that is characterized by certain identifiable values in regard to self,
others, nature, life, and whatever one considers to be the Ultimate” (Elkins, Hedstrom,
Hughes, Leaf, & Saunders, 1988, p. 10).

The research literature also contains this contrast. In an interview study of 42 Afri-
can American and 37 European American elderly participants, Nelson-Becker (2003)
gathered personal definitions of the terms and found that religion was more often associ-
ated with beliefs, and spirituality more often associated with connection or a feeling in
the heart. The two constructs were not always sharply distinguished from each other, but
the unique descriptors of religion included elements such as heritage, basic principles, a
way of thinking, and duty. In contrast, unique descriptors of spirituality included connec-
tion with God, relationships with others, and choice.

Negative Religion versus Positive Spirituality

Another contrast is the valence attached to the terms. In many writings, spirituality is
credited with the positive: the loftier side of life, the highest in human potential, and plea-
surable affective states. Religiousness gets slapped with the negative: mundane faith, out-
dated doctrine, or institutional hindrances to human potentials. For example, writing
during a time of countercultural upheaval, Tart (1975) stated that religiousness implies
“too strongly the enormous social structures that embrace so many more things than di-
rect spiritual experience.” Religion is associated with “priests, dogmas, doctrines,
churches, institutions, political meddling, and social organizations” (p. 4). In contrast,
“the term ‘spiritual’ . . . implies more directly the experience that people have about the
meaning of life, God, ways to live, etc.” Spirituality, for Tart, is “that vast realm of hu-
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man potential dealing with ultimate purposes, with higher entities, with God, with life,
with compassion, with purpose” (p. 4).

CRITICISMS OF POLARIZATION

In general, the usefulness of polarizing religiousness and spirituality is unclear. Certainly,
the constructs will evolve in professional and popular usage over time, and differences
between the two will continue to be identified. But narrow definitions of the terms or
polarizations of the two as incompatible opposites are likely to hinder inquiry within the
psychology of religion for several reasons.

First, the polarization of substantive static religion and functional dynamic spiritual-
ity is unnecessarily constrictive. Solely substantive definitions of religiousness reduce the
construct to rigid entities that do not address the way religion works and evolves in the
life of the individual. The result is an impersonal religion frozen in time (Pargament,
1997). Likewise, purely functional definitions of spirituality can leave the construct with
weak boundaries (Bruce, 1996). Lacking a substantive sacred core, there is little to distin-
guish spirituality from other responses to existential issues, and little to distinguish the
psychology of religion from other disciplines such as philosophy, the humanities, and
other areas of psychology (e.g., community, humanistic). At worst, to identify spirituality
with innumerable secular experiences, existential quests, and personal values is to render
it fuzzy (Spilka, 1993; Spilka & Mclntosh, 1996), if not meaningless.

The polarization of institutional religiousness and personal spirituality as incompati-
ble opposites is also problematic. Although psychological inquiry has expanded from a
traditional focus on the individual to include social, political, historical, and economic
contexts (Chatters & Taylor, 2003; American Psychological Association, 2003), this ex-
pansion of inquiry has not been evenly adopted within the psychology of religion. By lim-
iting religiousness only to social context and disconnecting it from the individual, we lose
sight of the fact that every major religious institution is fundamentally concerned with
personal belief, emotion, behavior, and experiences. Some have written that the primary
objective of religious organizations is to bring individuals closer to God (Carroll, Dudley,
& McKinney, 1986). Likewise, to conceptualize spirituality as a solely personal phenom-
enon is to ignore the cultural context in which this construct has emerged. Spirituality as
an individual expression is not culture-free; it is neither interpreted nor expressed in a so-
cial vacuum. As a movement toward individualism (see Hood, 2003; Roof, 1993, 1998),
a rebellion against tradition, or a reaction to hierarchically arranged social organizations,
spirituality is still embedded within a cultural context.

It is no coincidence that the popularity of spirituality has grown in a culture that val-
ues individualism, and has risen during a historical period in which traditional authority
and cultural norms were being rejected (Berger, 1967; Hood, 2003; Roof, 1993). Interest-
ingly, in spite of the anti-institutional rhetoric surrounding this construct, spiritual orga-
nizations and groups have emerged and gained in popularity (Hood et al., 1996). Those
who leave traditional religions for spiritual pursuits often join others of like mind. Thus,
there are established spiritual organizations that differ from established religions only in
their novelty and in the content of their beliefs—not on the basis of a personal versus an
organizational level of analysis.

This polarization also appears related to an errant choice of words. There appear to
be four terms relevant to the previous discussion rather than two: religion, religiousness,
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spirit, and spirituality. As discussed by Miller and Thoresen (2003), religion is commonly
characterized as an institutional, material phenomenon, and religiousness is often de-
picted in terms of individual belief or practice. Likewise, spirit as an external transcen-
dent or internal animating force can be differentiated from spirituality, a sacred human
activity. More appropriately, religion should be compared to spirit and religiousness to
spirituality. However, in a dualism reminiscent of Descartes, religion is often distin-
guished from spirituality; that is, religion as an objective external entity (matter) is con-
trasted with spirituality, a subjective internal human attribute or process (mind). Thus,
“findings” that differentiate the constructs on the basis of the social-personal and objec-
tive—subjective dimensions may be related to an a priori choice of words. To minimize
confusion, investigators may do well to recognize when they are comparing constructs at
the same level of analysis (e.g., religiousness and spirituality) or when they are comparing
across levels of analysis (e.g., religion and spirituality).

The distinction between cognitive religion and emotional spirituality is fraught with
limitations. It is difficult to imagine a religious adherent attracted to his or her faith solely
through an idea, concept, or belief. It is also difficult to imagine a spiritual person whose
devotion is bereft of beliefs or cognitive activity. Thoughts and feelings occur together
and influence one another. Passionless religious belief and thoughtless spiritual experience
are indeed possible, but are not representative of the rich ways thoughts, feelings, behav-
ior, motivation, and experiences come together to mark both religiousness and spiritual-
ity.

Finally, the bifurcation of spirituality as “good” and religion as “bad” recalls criti-
cisms already leveled against other theories: evaluation has been confounded with de-
scription (Hood et al., 1996). The determination of whether a set of beliefs or practices
leads to positive or negative outcomes is an empirical question. To define the constructs
as inherently good or bad severely limits psychological inquiry and may reflect simple
prejudice rather than informed analysis.

A growing literature on religiousness and health also contradicts the characterization
of religious involvement as pathological or malevolent (see Hill et al., 2000; Miller &
Thoresen, 2003; Pargament, 1997; Powell, Shahabi, & Thoresen, 2003; Seeman, Dubin,
& Seeman, 2003). A sizable body of research has documented the supportive effects of
involvement in religious institutions, especially for the disenfranchised (e.g., Hill et al.,
2000; Pargament, 1997). The naive notion of “good” spirituality may also lead investiga-
tors to ignore the potentially destructive side of spiritual life. In addition to seeking close-
ness with God through altruism and compassion, there are all-too-many examples of
spiritual seekers who have used extreme self-punishing asceticism, suicide bombings, and
mass suicides to achieve their sacred goals. To overlook the dark side of spirituality by
definition is to leave an incomplete or distorted picture of this phenomenon.

It is also important to note that the splitting of religiousness and spirituality into in-
compatible opposites does not reflect the perspectives of all respondents. In a recent em-
pirical study, Zinnbauer et al. (1997) found that most of their respondents identified
themselves as both spiritual and religious (74%); in contrast, 19% identified themselves
as spiritual but not religious, and 4% labeled themselves as religious but not spiritual.
Similarly, in a large-scale study conducted by Corrigan, McCorkle, Schell, and Kidder
(2003), 63% of respondents identified themselves as spiritual and religious, 22 % identi-
fied themselves as spiritual but not religious, and 4% identified themselves as religious
but not spiritual. According to another large-scale survey with a representative U.S. sam-
ple (Shahabi et al., 2002), 52% of respondents identified themselves as very or moder-
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ately religious and spiritual, 10% identified themselves as very or moderately spiritual
but slightly or not at all religious, 9% identified themselves as very or moderately reli-
gious but slightly or not at all spiritual, and 29% identified themselves as slightly or not
at all religious or spiritual. Self-perceptions of religiousness and spirituality were also sig-
nificantly correlated in the studies by Zinnbauer et al. (1997) and Shahabi et al. (2002).
From these studies it appears that most people view themselves as both religious and spir-
itual (see also Cook, Borman, Moore, & Kunkel, 2000), and that spiritual development
for most may occur within the context of a supportive religious environment.

Of note is the finding discussed by Hood (2003) and Roof (1993, 1998), and re-
ported in studies by Zinnbauer et al. (1997) and Shahabi et al. (2002), that the subgroup
of believers who characterize themselves as “spiritual but not religious” do indeed hold a
negative opinion of religiousness and may maintain some of the polarized opinions of re-
ligiousness and spirituality. This group does report more mystical experiences and group
experiences related to spiritual growth, and less religious involvement than those who
identify themselves as both religious and spiritual. For these “spiritual mystics” (Hood,
2003), it may be the separation from religion that defines their spiritual identity. How-
ever, it is important to keep in mind that this is a subgroup rather than a majority of peo-
ple in the United States.

From previous critical summaries and research efforts, several general conclusions
about the meanings of religiousness and spirituality can be offered (see Emmons &
Paloutzian, 2003; Hill et al., 2000; Hood, 2003; Shafranske, 2002; Shafranske & Bier,
1999):

1. Religiousness and spirituality are cultural “facts” not reducible to other pro-
cesses or phenomena.

2. Most people define themselves as both religious and spiritual.

3. An identifiable minority identify themselves as spiritual but not religious, and
they use spirituality as a means of rejecting religion.

4. Religiousness and spirituality overlap considerably in the U.S. population, and
the constructs are generally regarded as “related but not identical.”

5. Religiousness and spirituality are multidimensional, complex constructs.

6. Religiousness and spirituality can be associated with both mental health and
emotional distress.

7. There are substantive and functional aspects of both religiousness and spiritual-
ity.

8. Religiousness and spirituality are multilevel constructs—that is, they are related
to biological, affective, cognitive, moral, relational, personality or self-identity,
social, cultural, and global phenomena.

9. Religiousness and spirituality can develop and change over time for individuals
and groups.

10. Religiousness and spirituality are acquiring different denotations as their use
evolves. Religiousness is often associated with a social or group level of analy-
sis, and spirituality is often associated with an individual level of analysis.

CHALLENGES AND POSSIBILITIES

The above historical and lexical trends point to vital challenges for the psychology of reli-
gion as the field moves into the 21st century. In this section a number of these challenges
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are highlighted, followed by the presentation of definitions and a framework for psycho-
logical inquiry.

Consensus

One obvious challenge for the field is to generate some degree of professional consensus
about the definitions of religiousness and spirituality while remaining sensitive to the var-
ious phenomenological nuances of the terms. Whereas a plethora of popular definitions
may honor a diversity of groups and voices (Moberg, 2002), within the realm of psycho-
logical research a lack of consistency can be problematic. As suggested by Emmons and
Paloutzian (2003, p. 381), “in order for progress to occur in a scientific discipline, there
must be a minimum of consensus concerning the meaning of core constructs and their
measurement.” This commonsense reminder has also been advanced by Hill et al. (2000),
Moberg (2002), and Shafranske (2002), and speaks to the need for a certain degree of
intragroup reliability in definitions in order to build a cumulative knowledge base. Lack-
ing such consistency, communication within the field is impaired, as is the ability to gen-
eralize research findings across studies (Zinnbauer et al., 1997).

On the other hand, should researchers define the terms in ways that are fully re-
moved from popular uses, or in ways that narrowly exclude great sections of the religious
and spiritual landscape, the legitimacy or relevance of the field may be questioned. The
varieties of religious and spiritual experiences provide remarkable examples of human di-
versity. Universalist assumptions about the religiousness or spirituality of all people ob-
scure important variations in the belief and practice of some people (Moberg, 2002). At
worst, they have the potential to insult or oppress minority groups. Accordingly, there
have been numerous calls for increased attention to religious and spiritual differences
among various groups, and cautions that existing research and theory overrepresent
white Protestants (Hill & Pargament, 2003; Moberg, 2002).

It should be noted that psychology is neither the first nor the only discipline to wres-
tle with issues of definition. For example, in an anthropological discussion of the term
“shamanism,” Bourguignon (1989) discusses the long history of efforts to refine concep-
tualizations that bridge emic and etic vocabularies. Emic descriptions are culture-specific
and recognizable by cultural insiders. Etic descriptions are supracultural, and as such
they permit comparative research. By using native concepts and terminology, emic con-
ceptualizations can capture the essence of meaning within a given group or culture. Etic
descriptions, on the other hand, allow for the identification of commonalities across dif-
ferent groups. Both approaches are important. A solely emic science can produce little
more than accumulations of unique cases (Bourguignon, 1989): a solely etic science can
minimize or distort important cultural differences.

It may be tempting to stay in the shallow waters to avoid tackling these deep issues.
Limiting the study of religiousness and spirituality to simple quantitative behaviors, such
as the number of church services attended in the week or the number of praying behav-
iors completed each day, has the great advantage of being observable and countable, but
this approach falls far short of the depth of human experience touched by religiousness
and spirituality. If we agree that these concepts can encompass core sacred elements that
orient, motivate, and shape central aspects of the human psyche, we must not limit inves-
tigations based on the ease of measurement. The challenge is to produce studies that can
capture the richness and diversity of religiousness and spirituality while striving for the
precision required by scientific inquiry.

It may also be tempting to sidestep these issues through the development of new
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measures of spirituality. However, in some instances, the new measures overlap with old
measures of religion. For instance, one purportedly new index of spiritual experiences,
INSPIRIT, consists of items that tap into closeness to God and mystical experiences, con-
structs that have been measured previously in the psychology of religion (Kass, Freidman,
Lesserman, Zuttermeister, & Benson, 1991). Other spiritual measures contain items that
could just as easily be found on secular measures of life satisfaction, happiness, and well-
being. For example, the spiritual well-being measure developed by Brady, Peterman,
Fitchet, Mo, and Cella (1999) includes items that assess meaning and peace in life with-
out any explicit reference to God or a faith tradition. Thus, it is doubtful that more scale
development will solve the problems of definition in the field in and of itself. The commu-
nity of researchers may be better served by focusing on definition and theory develop-
ment as a prelude to the next wave of measures (see also Hill, Chapter 3, this volume).

Reductionism and Levels of Analysis

A controversy that often is raised in discussions of measurement and definition is that of
reductionism, the process of understanding a phenomenon at one level of analysis by re-
ducing it to presumably more fundamental processes (see discussions in Idinopulos &
Yonan, 1994, and Wilber, 1995). In some sense this process is unavoidable in scientific
study (Moberg, 2002; Segal, 1994). However, reductionism is often accompanied by a
loss of information. For example, the reduction of mystical experiences of oneness with
the universe to a change in neurotransmitter levels eliminates information at all other lev-
els (e.g., the cultural, social, familial, affective, cognitive, and behavioral). There may in-
deed be important physical correlates of such an experience, but to deny the relevance or
value of other modes of interpretation and understanding is to commit the error of
reductionism.

One way to avoid reductive investigations is to be mindful of the concept of levels of
analysis. As used here, this presupposes different interconnected planes of information,
ranging from the subatomic level up through the global level. Wilber (1995) presents this
idea in the following progression from the microscopic to the macroscopic: subatomic
particles, atoms, molecules, organelles, cells, tissues, organ systems, person, family, com-
munity, culture/subculture, society/nation, biosphere. Referring to the “great chain of be-
ing” concept from the philosophical tradition (Huxley, 1944; see also Wilber, 1995,
1999), each increasing level includes and transcends the previous level, and displays
emergent phenomenon appearing at each novel level that are nonreducible to previous
levels. Fundamental levels are necessary but not sufficient for the organization of higher
levels. Thus, organ systems are composed of cells, but the function of the organs is not
fully captured at the cellular level, and having cells does not guarantee the development
of organ systems. Groups are composed of individuals, but group processes and behavior
are not captured in the study of any single person in the group. Causality can move up
and down the levels of analysis, and a phenomenon at one level may have correlates at
different levels.

Confusion within the study of religiousness and spirituality may arise when different
researchers define the constructs from different levels of analysis, but do not identify their
definitions as such. Identifying religiousness as a social phenomenon and spirituality as
an individual phenomenon, and then casting them as incompatible opposites illustrates
this kind of mistake. For example, the phenomenon of religious conversion can be under-
stood at multiple levels: cellular changes, brain system changes, cognitive-affect-behavioral
changes, social changes, cultural changes, and global changes. A narrow focus on one
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level to the exclusion of others can distort the picture or fall into a reductionist trap. Even
people who define themselves as “spiritual but not religious,” rejecting religion and em-
bracing spiritual individualism, can be understood through a social/institutional level of
analysis (albeit one that is defined as a polemic). This is not to say that all levels are
equally salient at all times. The important point is that different levels are not necessarily
incompatible. A glance at Tables 2.1 and 2.2 reveals that many of the current definitions
encompass only a single level of analysis or fail to address the range of information
planes.

The process of defining religiousness and spirituality, in itself, can be viewed at indi-
vidual, social, cultural, and global levels. In the above discussion it has been argued that
social changes have produced a new emphasis on personal spirituality (see also Hood,
2003). One could also state that the intense personal mystical experiences of Jesus,
Mohammed, and the Buddha led to changes in the social, cultural, and global conscious-
ness of religiousness and spirituality. Social pressures inside and outside of the academic
community of psychology can also direct the definitions of the terms religiousness and
spirituality. Adequate theories in the psychology of religion such as the multilevel inter-
disciplinary paradigm (Emmons & Paloutzian, 2003) will allow for research to be under-
taken at various levels of analysis, examining the interactions between levels, determining
the salience of different levels to a given phenomenon, and avoiding the pitfalls of
reductionism.

Multidimensional Religiousness and Spirituality

The dimensions of religiousness and spirituality include different levels of analysis and
different strands of human activity and experiences. The cross-disciplinary character and
reach of these phenomena have been appreciated within the psychology of religion in two
ways. First, there is increasing emphasis on collaboration with other sciences (Belzen,
2002; Emmons & Paloutzian, 2003; Shafranske, 2002). Second, there are calls for more
complex and far-reaching models that recognize the multiple levels of reality and psycho-
logical phenomena in ways relevant to the applied clinician (Vande Kemp, 2003). As
noted by Emmons and Paloutzian (2003), new developments for the investigation of reli-
gion in cognitive science, neurobiology, evolutionary psychology, and behavioral genetics
are part of the leading edge of research in a “multilevel interdisciplinary paradigm”
(p- 395). Hall and Gorman’s (2003) presentation of a relational metapsychology that in-
cludes elements of object relations, attachment theory, and interpersonal neurobiology
and Reich’s (1998) discussion of pluralistic religious theory are steps in this direction. A
quick glance at the chapter titles within this volume can provide a sense of the breadth of
research on religiousness and spirituality. Single-strand definitions are inadequate to the
current demands for theoretical sophistication. Religiousness is not just beliefs about
God. Spirituality is not just oneness with life. Both constructs contain multiple dimen-
sions including, but not limited to, biology, sensation, affect, cognition, behavior, identity,
meaning, morality, relationships, roles, creativity, personality, self-awareness, and sa-
lience.

Developmental Changes

Another source of confusion is the failure to provide room within definitions of religious-
ness and spirituality for the concept of developmental changes. The means and ends of re-
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ligious and spiritual belief, behavior, perception, and so on are reflective of and change
with different stages of development for individuals and groups (Worthington, 1989). Re-
ligiousness and spirituality have their own developmental trajectory (and are not reduc-
ible to other developmental strands), but are also impacted by other changes, such as de-
velopments in cognition, affect, and morality (see McFadden, Chapter 9, this volume).
Thus, religiousness is not a lower level of development than spirituality (or vice versa). As
stated by Hill et al. (2002) religiousness and spirituality develop across the lifespan. They
also reflect, and are interdependent with, other strands of human development. For ex-
ample, a child at a magical thinking level of development may hold certain beliefs about
the nature of God. As she grows and matures cognitively, her beliefs will likely become
more sophisticated even if she remains within the same religious tradition, rates herself at
the same level of religiousness, and attends the same number of church services each year.
An adequate understanding of religiousness and spirituality must account for the process
of development and change over time. Likewise, it must recognize the mutual impacts of
religiousness and spirituality with other developmental strands.

Thus, several elements of an adequate approach to religiousness and spirituality have
been offered. First, the field must move toward greater consensus in defining its terms.
Second, definitions must be broad enough to account for the varieties of religious and
spiritual experience, while allowing for differences of culture and context. Etic and emic
concerns must be mindfully addressed, and reductionism that distorts the essence of reli-
gious and spiritual phenomenon must be avoided. Third, the perspectives of levels of
analysis and developmental changes must be included.

TWO PROPOSED WAYS TO DEFINE RELIGIOUSNESS AND SPIRITUALITY

In this section, we suggest several terms and characteristics that we believe are critical to
definitions of religiousness and spirituality. Building on these common concepts, we then
offer two different ways religiousness and spirituality can be defined that reflect contrast-
ing trends in the field, one in which spirituality is viewed as the overarching construct and
the other in which religiousness represents the more encompassing process.

Critical Terms

The first construct that is critical to both spirituality and religiousness is “significance.”
As explained by Pargament (1997), significance is, in part, a phenomenological construct
that involves the experience of caring, attraction, or attachment. We can speak of a sense
of or feelings of significance. Significance also refers to a particular set of valued, mean-
ingful, or ultimate concerns. These concerns may be psychological (e.g., growth, self-
esteem, comfort), social (e.g., intimacy, social justice), physical (e.g., health, fitness),
material (e.g., money, food, cars), or related to the divine (e.g., closeness with God, reli-
gious experience).

The concept of “search” is a second critical feature of both religiousness and spiritu-
ality (see Pargament, 1997, for a review). By search, we are underscoring the fact that
people are goal-directed beings engaged in the pursuit of whatever they hold significant.
The process of search involves the attempt to discover significance. But the searching pro-
cess does not end with discovery. Once people find something significant in their lives,
they attempt to hold on to or conserve that significance. Although people are often suc-
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cessful in their efforts to sustain significance, pressures within the individual or within the
individual’s world may prompt the need for fundamental change. At times, then, the
process of search involves a transformation of the individual’s understanding of or rela-
tionship to significance (see also Paloutzian, Chapter 18, this volume). The searching process
then shifts back once again to the attempt to conserve this newly transformed significance. In
this fashion, the search for significance—discovery, conservation, and transformation—
unfolds throughout the lifespan.

Finally, the concept of the sacred is the substantive core of both religiousness and
spirituality, the construct that distinguishes these phenomena from all others. The sacred
refers to concepts of God, higher powers, transcendent beings, or other aspects of life that
have been sanctified (see Idinopulos & Yonan, 1996, for a discussion). Virtually any di-
mension can be perceived as holy, worthy of veneration or reverence. As stated by
Durkheim (1915), “by sacred things one must not understand simply those personal be-
ings which are called Gods or spirits; a rock, a tree, a spring, a pebble, a piece of wood, a
house, in a word, anything can be sacred” (p. 52). Thus, the designation is not limited to
higher powers or imminent forces, but includes others aspects of life that take on divine
character and meaning through their association with or representation of the holy
(Pargament & Mahoney, 2002).

Sacred aspects of life can be found at multiple levels of analysis: health (vegetarian-
ism, body as temple), psychological attributes (self, meaning), people (saints, cult lead-
ers), roles (marriage, parenting, work), social attributes or relationships (compassion, pa-
triotism, community), cultural products (music, literature), and global concerns (Gaia,
world peace). They also cross levels of analysis, such as the quality of relationship be-
tween an individual and God or congregation, or the nature of conflict between one’s reli-
gious beliefs and the social or political order. One may view a relationship to others of the
same faith as a sacred connection, or view the holding of religious tenets against the tide
of popular opinion as a holy, noble charge. These objects or processes can change in sta-
tus in two ways: they can move from secular to sacred through the process of sanctifica-
tion (Pargament & Mahoney, 2002), or they can move from sacred to secular through the
process of desanctification. There is already mounting evidence that people regard, react,
and pursue those things sacred to them in ways different from secular objects and pro-
cesses (see Pargament & Mahoney, 2002; Emmons, 1999).

There are a few other common features to the definitions of religiousness and spiri-
tuality that follow. First, in contrast to approaches that distinguish the terms by level of
analysis, this view maintains that both religiousness and spirituality can be pursued by in-
dividuals and groups. Further, they have their own developmental trajectories, are influ-
enced by related developments of phenomena at other levels, and can have both substan-
tive and functional elements.

Second, it is the religious or spiritual adherents’ perspective that is privileged when
determining whether a given search for significance is sacred or secular. This avoids im-
posing a certain value perspective on adherents, but does not place constraints on the
ways in which investigators may approach or evaluate the constructs. In this sense, the
definitions are sensitive to emic concerns but do not preclude etic characterizations or
force investigators to make ontological assumptions about whether “holy” or “divine”
realities exist. Recognizing multiple perspectives and multiple levels of analysis is vital to
a progressive research program. The means and ends of significance, as well as the sub-
stance and function of religiousness and spirituality, have been and will continue to be ex-
amined through various sacred and secular lenses by investigators. Regardless of the in-
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terpretive frame used by investigators, it is suggested that the essential feature of both
religiousness and spirituality is that religious and spiritual adherents take paths and/or
seek goals that are related to what they perceive as sacred.

Third, neither religiousness nor spirituality is inherently good or bad, effective or in-
effective. Pathological forms of both constructs may exist along all levels of analysis and
all strands of development. Extreme spiritual asceticism or self-denial can damage the
physical body, exaggerated spiritual beliefs of specialness can lead to narcissism, spiritual
groups can engage in self-destructive behaviors, and sanctified cultural beliefs of superi-
ority can lead to civil wars and genocide. Religiously justified abuse under the guise of
“discipline,” systematic religious oppression of one gender or group, and manipulation of
mass media for monetary purposes can also be seen as the seedy side of religiousness.

Finally, religiousness and spirituality may involve both unique and universal phe-
nomenon. They may include local truths, such as particular aspects of sacred belief or
worship among identified cultural groups, or single unique experiences of the sacred.
They may also involve supracultural truths such as the identification of core mystical ex-
periences (see Hood, 2003), worldviews such as the great chain of being (Huxley, 1944;
see also Wilber, 1995, 1999), and metagroup developmental processes (e.g., Beck &
Cowan, 1996). Therefore, in order to understand and integrate wide-ranging currents
such as biological components of spiritual experience and global trends in defining reli-
giousness, multiple forms of investigation from multiple perspectives are needed. Accord-
ingly, the use of a variety of methods, qualitative and quantitative, is unavoidable
(Moberg, 2002).

Keeping in mind these points of commonality, we now present two sets of definitions
of spirituality and religiousness that reflect two trends that are now visible in the field.

Spirituality as the Broader Construct

According to the first author (Zinnbauer), spirituality is defined as a personal or group
search for the sacred. Religiousness is defined as a personal or group search for the sacred
that unfolds within a traditional sacred context. From the perspective of these definitions,
religiousness and spirituality are both embedded within context, and the nature of that
context can be used to discriminate between the constructs. Both constructs are directed
toward the search for one particular type of significant concern: the sacred. However, re-
ligiousness specifically represents the personal or communal search for the sacred that oc-
curs within a traditional context or organized faith tradition. This context includes sys-
tems of belief, practices, and values that center around sacred matters and are explicitly
embedded within or flow from institutions, traditions, or cultures. For instance, a be-
liever’s religiousness may involve pondering scriptural passages, cultivating religious vir-
tues, performing rituals, listening to the experiences of other believers, achieving formal
status as a member of a religious congregation, and connecting with others of the tradi-
tion from different parts of the world. Of note is the interest that religious settings (e.g.,
churches, synagogues, temples, denominations) have in teaching people to sanctify their
lives, and to imbue seemingly secular pursuits with sacred value and meaning (Pargament
& Mahoney, 2002). Through religious services, systems of belief, rituals, and educational
programs, people are encouraged to perceive many aspects of life (e.g., physical health,
personal identity, relationships, work, etc.) within a greater transcendent perspective.
Whereas some spiritual adherents describe spirituality solely in terms of individualis-
tic belief or practice, spirituality always manifests within a context. That is, culture, com-
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munity, society, family, and tradition exist as the crucible within which spirituality un-
folds, or the background from which it differentiates. As with religiousness, spirituality
may occur within a traditional context. When it does, adherents may be less likely to
draw strong distinctions between the terms. Spirituality may also occur within nontradi-
tional, novel, or emergent contexts. Such spiritual adherents, like the “spiritual mystics”
discussed by Hood (2003) and the “spiritual but not religious” adherents identified by
Zinnbauer et al. (1997), may make a greater distinction between religiousness and spiri-
tuality, and define their search for the sacred in part as a rejection of tradition.

Thus, according to these definitions, spirituality is a broader term than religiousness.
Spirituality includes a range of phenomena that extends from the well-worn paths associ-
ated with traditional religions to the experiences of individuals or groups who seek the
sacred outside of socially or culturally defined systems. For example, an individual’s spiri-
tuality may include feelings of devotion, memories of a mystical experience, gatherings
with other seekers, rebellion against a culture antagonistic to such a search, and a sense
of unity with all sentient life. Significant changes in any of these levels or developmental
strands may change the search itself. Development of a serious illness, for example, may
change feelings of devotion to confusion or anger, make gatherings more difficult to at-
tend, and cause psychological isolation from a sacred connection to others.

It is particularly important to recognize that the primary mission of organized reli-
gions is the individual and communal search for the sacred. Additional objectives such as
social connection, community service, education, healthy lifestyle promotion, or financial
assistance may also be pursued by religious organizations, families, and cultures in order
to support the spiritual development of its members. As opposed to some contentions
that organized religion exists by definition as a barrier or hindrance to personal experi-
ences of the sacred, it is maintained here that the search for the sacred is in fact the core
function of both spirituality and religiousness, and that most individuals seek the sacred
within existing traditions. The success or failure of different organized religions to nur-
ture this search is a question open for investigation.

Religiousness as the Broader Construct

According to the second author (Pargament), spirituality is a search for the sacred. Reli-
giousness refers to a search for significance in ways related to the sacred. In contrast to
the first set of definitions that differentiates religiousness and spirituality according to
their contexts, this set of definitions distinguishes the two constructs by the place of the
sacred in the means and ends of the searching process. Every search consists of an ulti-
mate destination, a significance, and a pathway to reach that destination. Spirituality re-
fers to a search in which the sacred is the ultimate destination. In search of the sacred,
people may take any number of traditional or nontraditional pathways, from prayer;
meditation; participation in churches, synagogues, and mosques; fasting; study of Scrip-
tures; and the monastic life to a walk in the woods, quilting, sexuality, social action, psy-
chotherapy, and listening to a symphony. What these diverse pathways may share is a
common endpoint: the sacred.

Spirituality is the heart and soul of religiousness, the core function of religious life.
Psychologist Paul Johnson (1959) once wrote: “It is the ultimate Thou, whom the reli-
gious person seeks most of all” (p. 70). However, religiousness in this second set of defini-
tions has a broader set of ends than spirituality. Certainly, many people take sacred path-
ways in search of a relationship with the sacred, but they may be seeking other
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destinations as well, such as physical health, emotional well-being, intimacy with others,
self-development, and participation in a larger community. In this sense, religiousness ad-
dresses a wider range of goals, needs, and values than spirituality—the material as well as
the immaterial, the basic as well as the elevated, and the secular as well as the sacred. Ad-
mittedly, this definition is less consistent with the popular shift toward a more narrow
view of religiousness (Zinnbauer et al., 1997). It is, however, consistent with the large and
growing body of literature in the psychology of religion that has focused on the implica-
tions of various religious beliefs and practices for physical health, mental health, and so-
cial functioning (e.g., Wulff, 1997).

It is important to note that, within the psychology of religion literature, a number of
theorists and investigators have labeled these “extrinsic” forms of religiousness as imma-
ture (e.g., Allport & Ross, 1967). Yet there is nothing necessarily tawdry or inappropriate
about the pursuit of secular ends through sacred means. Allport himself noted that the
satisfaction of basic human needs through sacred pathways sets the stage for the pursuit
of more elevated spiritual destinations. In fact, the process of religious socialization is
largely concerned with both facilitating the shift among adherents from immediate goals
and values to more ultimate concerns and teaching people to see the sacredness in even
mundane aspects of life.

In short, spirituality is highlighted as a distinctive dimension of human functioning
in the second set of definitions. Spirituality alone addresses the discovery, conservation,
and transformation of the most ultimate of all concerns, the sacred. Yet religiousness is
not viewed as inconsistent with or an impediment to spirituality. In fact, spirituality is the
core function of religion. Indeed, considerable religious energy is dedicated to helping
people integrate the sacred more fully into their pathways and destinations of living. But
to succeed at this task, religion accepts and attempts to address the full range of human
strivings. Thus, as defined here, religiousness represents a broader phenomenon than
spirituality, one that is concerned with all aspects of human functioning, sacred and pro-
fane.

Implications of the Different Definitions

As we have argued throughout the chapter, the ways in which religiousness and spiritual-
ity are defined have implications for psychological inquiry. Accordingly, the definitions
presented above each have different strengths.

Presenting spirituality as a broader construct than religiousness has the advantage of
following recent trends by believers and psychologists who also characterize the terms in
this manner. This facilitates communication with the general public and within the disci-
pline. Its also has the potential to provide a link with other developments within psychol-
ogy (e.g., positive psychology, wellness, spirituality and medicine, the study of virtues)
that have begun to investigate spiritual phenomena without acknowledging the long his-
tory of scholarship within the psychology of religion (Park, 2003).

Presenting religiousness as the broader process has the advantage of maintaining
continuity with a century of research and scholarship within the psychology of religion. It
also allows for the study of extrinsic religiousness and thus maintains breadth within the
field. By defining religiousness in a broad and inclusive manner, sacred paths taken to-
ward secular goals are explictly included as phenomena of psychological inquiry.

Finally, presenting any scholarly definition of religiousness or spirituality runs the
risk of contradicting a given individual’s self-definition. For example, in contrast to the
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first of the above definitions, a believer could describe her spirituality as membership in a
church, or her religion as taking personal time to pursue a hobby. Clearly, as alluded to
previously in the discussion of etic and emic definitions, the tension between a diversity of
definitions and a cumulative science must be mindfully addressed. There may well be
times when scholars define these terms differently from believers. It becomes necessary in
these cases to be explicit about the meanings of the terms, to explicate and operationalize
the constructs clearly in research and writing, and to remain aware that over time the
constructs may continue to change or evolve.

RECOMMENDATIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

Over the past century, religiousness and spirituality have been investigated in a number of
different ways and from a number of different perspectives. Modern investigations make
clearer demarcations between the terms than traditional ones, sometimes with mixed re-
sults. Unfortunately, many recent characterizations polarize religiousness and spirituality
in ways that fail to reflect the length and breadth of religious and spiritual experience.

It is clear that religiousness and spirituality are fundamental human processes and
phenomena. As such, they cannot be reduced to other processes, or limited to a single
level of analysis. Instead, investigations must account for the micro and the macro, the in-
dividual and the social, the particular and the universal, the subjective and the objective,
and the meaning and the manifestations of religiousness and spirituality.

Religiousness and spirituality both involve the sacred. The notion of the sacred offers
some much-needed boundaries for the psychology of religion and spirituality, yet is broad
enough to incorporate both traditional and nontraditional expressions. Both constructs
are also best understood as active processes of search that involve efforts to discover, con-
serve, and transform whatever may be held of greatest significance. Furthermore, both
constructs extend up and down the various levels of analysis, and have developmental
trajectories that reflect and influence other strands of human development.

We have not tried to resolve all of the definitional questions in this chapter. For in-
stance, we have presented two sets of definitions of religiousness and spirituality that re-
flect two competing trends in the field: the belief that spirituality is broader than reli-
giousness and the belief that religiousness is broader than spirituality.

Based upon the ongoing evolution of these terms, the following general recommen-
dations are given regarding the meaning and measurement of these constructs. First, con-
text must be accounted for when studying the religiousness or spirituality of individuals
or groups. The search for the sacred can take place within and outside organized faith
traditions, and can be impacted by sacred and secular elements at all levels of analysis.
Second, the term religiousness has changed in popular use from a broad construct to a
narrowly defined one. Measures of both religiousness and spirituality need to be included
by researchers in their investigations of the sacred. Studies that link self-rated religious-
ness to various outcomes may yield different results today than in the past based upon
these changes in definition. And finally, the meanings attributed to the terms religiousness
and spirituality by individuals and groups must be assessed on an ongoing basis to ensure
that researchers and participants are in agreement. A shared understanding cannot be as-
sumed.

The field is poised to enter a new phase of investigation that welcomes multidimen-
sional/multilevel models and characterizations of its two core constructs. Thus, today,
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psychologists investigating religiousness and spirituality have the opportunity to bridge
barriers that have limited inquiry in the past. Etic and emic differences, objective and sub-
jective truths, research and clinical practice relevancy, local and universal truths, and sci-
ence and hermeneutics may begin to be reconciled. There is much work to be done, but
many to share it, and a great deal of interest and enthusiasm to energize the process.
Within the next several decades one thing is certain. Social and technological
changes will continue to alter human culture and communication dramatically, leading to
changes in all spheres of life. We stand at the edge of tomorrow, curious about some of
the most fundamental human beliefs, feelings, and experiences. And whereas the field
may evolve in due time to use methods and means currently undreamt of, current move-
ments toward multidimensional/multilevel paradigms appear to hold great promise.
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Measurement in the Psychology
of Religion and Spirituality

Current Status and Evaluation

PETER C. HILL

Emmons and Paloutzian (2003) suggest that the psychology of religion is now entering
what they call a multilevel interdisciplinary paradigm that “recognizes the value of data
at multiple levels of analysis while making nonreductive assumptions concerning the
value of spiritual and religious phenomena” (p. 395). Indeed, Emmons and Palotuzian
have identified the contemporary pulse of religious and spiritual research and rightfully
claim this to be a dominant constellation of values and techniques. However, paradig-
matic change suggests that some existing paradigm had to serve the field well until its
useful value was fulfilled (Kuhn, 1970). Gorsuch (1984), in a highly influential American
Psychologist article, claimed that the then current paradigm in the scientific study of reli-
gion was one of measurement.

ASSESSING THE CURRENT STATE OF
RELIGIOUS AND SPIRITUAL MEASUREMENT

Measurement’s Boon and Bane

The success of the measurement paradigm, Gorsuch (1984) argued, was both a boon and
a bane to the psychology of religion. It is clear that the ability to reliably measure is a key
indicator of a developing field’s health and maturity. Moreover, instruments produced
during the psychology of religion’s age of measurement were in Gorsuch’s words “reason-
ably effective” and “available in sufficient variety for most any task in the psychology of
religion” (p. 234). At the least, the fact that psychologists of religion had a long-standing
concern with measurement issues suggests that continued attention will (and should) be
devoted to measurement issues, as noted in several chapters within this volume (e.g.,
Paloutzian & Park, Chapter 1, this volume; Zinnbauer & Pargament, Chapter 2, this vol-
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ume; see also Hill & Pargament, 2003). To this extent, the measurement paradigm has
been good to the psychology of religion.

Gorsuch (1984), however, also reminded us that measurement success can be a bane
in that such success can reinforce an interest in measurement itself, and not the objects of
measurement. In fact, Gorsuch later (1988) appeared to suggest that it was now time for
the psychology of religion to move beyond the measurement paradigm’s search for the
elusive conceptually pure measure. Perhaps such warnings helped set the stage for the
paradigm shift to today’s multilevel interdisciplinary focus.

In yet another article, Gorsuch (1990) contended that researchers should not develop
new scales until a clear need can be established on one of four bases: (1) existing mea-
sures are not psychometrically adequate to the task; (2) conceptual or theoretical issues
demand modification of existing measures; (3) no existing measures appear useful within
a specific clinical population; or (4) there are no measures available for particular con-
structs. Indeed, modification of existing measures, the second criterion listed above, is
sometimes necessary in this young and developing field, especially since people’s under-
standing of religion appears, as noted earlier, to be undergoing change. Furthermore, reli-
gious and spiritual measures designed for clinical populations (the third criterion above)
are rare, and new or revised measures for such populations may be necessary. And, surely,
with regard to the fourth criterion, there are specific functional or operational relation-
ships that religion and spirituality may have with other variables that call for specific new
measures (e.g., religious coping with stressful agents). All too often, however, Gorsuch’s
advice has been largely ignored and many new measures, some unnecessarily duplicating
other measures, have been constructed. In fact, since Hill and Hood’s (1999) edited vol-
ume reviewing 125 scales, many new scales (some of which are discussed in this chapter)
have been developed, perhaps in some cases unnecessarily so.

This is all to say that the study of religion and spirituality is now largely beyond the
point of just focusing on measurement issues and is ready to apply many already existing
instruments to various research domains. Therefore, while one cannot say with authority
that no new religious or spiritual measures should be developed, it is safe to say that
many existing measures have been underutilized and researchers can find adequate mea-
sures for religious and spiritual constructs of substantial variety. Researchers are thus en-
couraged to refrain from constructing new measures and instead to utilize and, if neces-
sary, modify existing assessment instruments. As Miller (1998) stated when addressing
the rarity of empirical studies involving religious and spiritual constructs in addictions re-
search, “it is not for lack of reliable instrumentation” (p. 980).

Measurement Hurdles and Advances

If what has been said is indicative of measurement success, it is not uncritically so. While
it is true that the variety of scales do a respectably good job of measuring religiousness,
collectively they are not without limits and deficiencies. Some of these limitations are due
to the inherently complex nature of religious and spiritual constructs; other deficiencies
are the responsibility of the scientific community. Fortunately, researchers have made sys-
tematic strides in addressing many of these shortcomings.

Conceptual Clarity

What was missing from the measurement paradigm was a conceptual or theoretical focus
that provides coherence to the field, resulting in a call for more systematic programs of
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research with stronger conceptual bases (Hill & Pargament, 2003; Kirkpatrick & Hood,
1990). Consider the case of the foremost research framework in the psychology of reli-
gion to date: Allport’s (1950) intrinsic—extrinsic (I-E) religious orientation model. Driven
by puzzling findings relating religion to prejudice, Allport provided a theoretical frame-
work to the study of religious motivation by positing intrinsic faith as a master motive in
life, an end in itself, a religion to be lived and not just used. In contrast, an extrinsic faith
motivation, Allport maintained, tends to use religion for one’s own self-interest, a means
to some other end, a religion to be used rather than lived. What may have been a good
theoretical beginning did not develop further and, by 1990, Kirkpatrick and Hood
claimed that the I-E model was “theoretically impoverished and has really taught us little
about the psychology of religion” (p. 442). The problem was that much subsequent scien-
tific effort was spent wholly on issues of measurement despite the fact that the underlying
theory had not been sufficiently developed to warrant this effort.

One cannot stress enough the foundational importance of theory-driven research to
good measurement. Despite the wide variety of religious and spiritual research, little has
been drawn from well-established theoretical models in mainstream psychology. Fortu-
nately, we are beginning to see greater application to the religion and spirituality variable
from such mainstream literature as the psychology of coping (Pargament, 1997; Parga-
ment, Koenig, & Perez, 2000), attachment theory (Kirkpatrick, 1992, 1995), develop-
mental psychology (Fowler, 1981), motivation theory (Emmons, 1999), personality the-
ory (Paloutzian, Richardson, & Rambo, 1999), and the study of both emotion (Hill,
1995, 2002) and cognition (McIntosh, 1995). Some of these developments (e.g., religion-
as-coping and religion-as-attachment) have already yielded empirically fruitful programs
of research. Other research programs are in earlier stages of development. However, the
key to the success of these programs is the sophistication of the theories and ideas that
generated them, without which measurement is barren.

Sample Representativeness

Research in psychology has long been afflicted with unrepresentative samples, most nota-
bly convenience samples of college students who are generally younger and better edu-
cated (two variables strongly implicated in religious experience) than the population as a
whole. Sampling in the psychology of religion, including samples with whom instrumen-
tation has been developed, is not immune to this affliction. This problem of representa-
tion is further complicated by the fact that Protestantism dominates the samples found in
much of the literature investigating religiousness (Gorsuch, 1988, 1990; Hill & Hood,
1999). While such domination is understandable demographically (at least historically in
the United States), it is nonetheless problematic when desiring to use a scale with a more
pluralistic population. In contrast, if one is interested in developing measures of spiritual-
ity (especially nontheistic or transpersonal spirituality), it is important that the “tradi-
tionally” religious (e.g., people who identify with such designations as Protestants, Cath-
olics, Jews, Greek Orthodox, etc.) not be underrepresented which, if the researcher needs
a scale representing a broad population (e.g., North Americans), is equally problematic as
Protestant overrepresentation.

Cultural Sensitivity

Measures of religiousness also sometimes do not reflect sensitivity to cultural variables
(Chatters, Taylor, & Lincoln, 2002), a deficiency clearly related to the problem of ade-
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quate sample representation (for a review of cultural issues in testing, see Sandoval,
Frisby, Geisinger, Ramos-Grenier, & Scheuneman, 1998). Of course, differences in reli-
gious and spiritual perspectives, affiliations, and practices are often related to cultural
factors, and thus the representation problem is not just one of Protestant overrepre-
sentation, but also one of white, middle-class, U.S., and sometimes male overrepresenta-
tion as well. Hill and Pargament (2003) have noted that, even within U.S. Protestantism,
cultural insensitivity has been demonstrated when measuring African Americans—
perhaps the most Protestant of all ethnic groups. While some scale items may be directly
offensive, perhaps a more common deficiency is either to emphasize irrelevant issues (or
issues of secondary importance) or to deemphasize issues of great importance (e.g., a
strong ethos of community service [Ellison & Taylor, 1996] and the notion of reciprocal
blessings with God [Black, 1999]) to the African American church. When attempting to
create or modify existing measures to generalize research to non-Western religious tradi-
tions, the need for cultural sensitivity is even further magnified (Hill & Pargament, 2003).

It is not uncommon for researchers to attempt to develop a measure of spirituality
that is not linked to specific religious traditions. Of course, the idea is that such a measure
can be used across religious traditions and may also be of value in assessing those who see
themselves as spiritual but not religious. Such an approach assumes that one can validly
assess a generic spiritual experience without focusing on substantive and perhaps func-
tional issues associated with specific traditions, and may thus demonstrate a pluralistic
ignorance not unlike other cultural insensitivities. Still, however, certain religious and
spiritual functional characteristics likely generalize across traditions (and perhaps to the
spiritual but nonreligious population as well), and the identification of such generalized
functions is of value to the field. One skeptic regarding the generic approach (Moberg,
2002) suggests that constructing such a measure “that will be recognized as ontologically
authentic in every religious and philosophical sphere may be as elusive as capturing the
mythical pot of gold at the foot of the rainbow™ (p. 58), but still admits that it may
“serendipitously yield vastly increased understanding of the spiritual nature of humanity
and of the means by which to enhance spiritual well-being and maturity” (p. 58). Clearly,
one solution is to create general (or tradition-specific) measures from which parallel
tradition-specific (or general) measures can be further developed.

Sustained Research Programs

A major problem in the area has been the failure to develop sustained research programs
using standardized measures. While notable exceptions exist, such as Batson’s (Batson,
Schoenrade, & Ventis, 1993) extensive research program on religious questing, Hood’s
(1975, 1995, 1997) research with his Mysticism Scale, Pargament’s (1997) programmatic
use of his religious coping measures, and perhaps most notably the extensive and diverse
tradition of research with varieties of intrinsic—extrinsic religious orientation scales (see
Donahue, 1985, and Hood, Spilka, Hunsberger, & Gorsuch, 1996, for reviews), many
measures have been utilized in only a few (if any) studies beyond their original develop-
ment.

At least three reasons for the lack of continuing systematic research can be proffered.
First, without a clear conceptual understanding of religion and spirituality, it is difficult
to generate and maintain sustained research programs. As pointed out earlier, the study
of religion has not had strong theoretical underpinnings. Second, funding for research on
religion has until recently been virtually nonexistent. Third, because of this lack of fund-
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ing, much religious research has been conducted within the context of other research
agendas, often with religion, in particular, as an “add-on” variable only. As a result, mea-
sures of religion have often been imprecise, frequently involving single-item measures of
general religious identification or church attendance (see Larson, Swyers, & McCullough,
1998). Of course, single-item measures are less reliable and contain more measurement
error, are vulnerable to small wording changes, are especially problematic for cross-
cultural adaptation or comparisons (Braithwaite & Scott, 1991), and should therefore be
used only as a last resort.

Measurement in the psychology of religion has paid a price for this lack of system-
atic research. First, issues of scale validity are difficult to assess. Second, there is an ab-
sence and inutility of normative data for many of the scales. Though clearly defined
norms are not necessary for scales used solely for research purposes, it is important to
consider the samples upon which instruments have been used to establish psychometric
adequacy. Many scales, especially those published before the 1980s, have not been used
beyond their initial introduction (see Hill & Hood, 1999), so in such cases any validity
assessments or normative data are usually based upon a single sample. Fortunately, how-
ever, given the recent proliferation of research in the field, we are beginning to see re-
peated usage of some measures, particularly those more recently developed (e.g., in the
past 20 years).

Alternatives to Self-Report Measures

As in many other research domains, measures of religion and spirituality tend to rely pri-
marily on paper-and-pencil self-reports. As Hill and Pargament (2003) point out, the
well-documented limitations of self-reports in other domains of study apply equally well
to investigating religiousness: (1) some aspects of religion and spirituality may be inade-
quately measured because they are difficult to articulate through closed-ended questions;
(2) religion and spirituality may be especially susceptible to a social desirability bias
(Batson et al., 1993); (3) such scales may require reading levels beyond the ability of chil-
dren, poorly educated adults, and some clinical populations; and (4) some paper-and-
pencil measures may be boring or disengaging, thereby fostering a potential response set
bias. Several alternative methodologies are currently being explored by religious research-
ers: attitude accessibility (measured by response time) as an implicit indicator of the
importance or centrality of religion (Hill, 1994); pictures to assess religious understand-
ings (Bassett et al., 1990) or religious coping (Pendleton, Cavilli, Pargament, & Nasr,
2002); and physiological indicators such as computerized tomography and positron-
emission tomography scans (Newberg, d’Aquili, & Rause, 2001).

APPROACH TO THE REVIEW OF INDIVIDUAL SCALES

To discuss all available measures is beyond the scope of this chapter and would be redun-
dant in light of the reviews already completed in Hill and Hood (1999). Instead, a num-
ber of promising scales that demonstrate reasonably strong psychometric properties
(based on four criteria identified and discussed below) are highlighted through use of a
two-level hierarchical model to the construct organization of religion and spirituality rec-
ommended by Tsang and McCullough (2003). Within each level, many of the categories
recommended by the Fetzer Institute/National Institute of Aging Working Group (1999)
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on religion and spirituality are used. Space prohibits even a brief discussion of promising
measures from each domain. Instead, recommended measures of each domain are listed
in Appendix 3.1, with an attempt to minimize listing and discussion of scales with consid-
erable overlap. The scales listed are therefore not a complete listing but stand as examples
of the more sophisticated scales designed to assess each domain.

A Hierarchical Approach

Tsang and McCullough (2003) propose that religion be viewed as a hierarchically struc-
tured psychological domain with “higher levels of organization reflecting broad individ-
ual differences among persons in highly abstracted, trait-like qualities,” whereby “the
goal of measurement is to assess broad dispositional differences in religious tendencies or
traits so that one might draw conclusions about how ‘religious’ a person is” (p. 349).
This superordinate dispositional level of organization (what they call “Level I”) can be
used to measure a general religious factor that may predict many other variables
(Gorsuch, 1984).

The subordinate level in the hierarchy proposed by Tsang and McCullough (2003) is
what they call the “operational level” in that “people manifest tremendous diversity in
how they experience religious (and spiritual) realities, their motivations for being reli-
gious, and their deployment of their religion to solve problems in the world” (pp. 349-
350). This lower functional level of organization (what they call “Level II”) often assesses
subdimensions of the general religiousness factor and is useful in predicting more specific
variables to see a complete relationship. Hence, highly religious people may use religion
in different ways to help cope with specific stressors. Recognizing that the two levels of
the hierarchy do not function independently, Tsang and McCullough correctly maintain
that the general nature and functional operations of religiousness are complex and pro-
pose that before researchers explore Level II functional or operational variables, they
should first control for the more general Level I religiousness factor to disentangle the
operational variable from the more general trait-like quality. Tsang and McCullough’s
hierarchical approach provides a helpful distinction that will be useful in reviewing a
number of measures used in the psychology of religion. Their terminology of Level I and
Level IT measures for dispositional and operational (or functional) levels of organization,
respectively, is borrowed for the remaining part of this chapter.

Given that there is surely a finite number of ways to conceptualize general religious-
ness, it seems that Gorsuch’s (1984) claim of a sufficient availability of measures is espe-
cially true for Level I measures. However, as we discover more ways in which religion is
individually experienced and deployed, further precise measures at the functional Level 1T
may yet need to be constructed.

Four Criteria

Four criteria for evaluating scales were used and are summarized in Table 3.1: theoretical
structure, representative sampling/generalization, measures of reliability, and measures of
validity. Four levels of each criterion ranging from “exemplary” to “none or minimal”
are presented in the table. These levels are not meant to be absolute and could surely be
refuted, especially when such descriptors as “exemplary” or “minimally acceptable” are
used. Also, the purpose here is not to grade each measure listed in Appendix 3.1 on each
of the four criteria. Rather, the purpose is simply to demonstrate how measurement suc-



61

TABLE 3.1. General Rating Criteria for Evaluating Measures of Religion or Spirituality

Criterion rating

Criterion Exemplary (rating = 3) Good (2) Acceptable (1) Minimal or None (0)
Theoretical Clearly grounded in Clearly grounded in Only partially Theory is posed
basis well-established a plausible but not well connected to but connection to theory is
(perhaps dominant) necessarily consensual theory unclear or the theory is
theoretical framework theoretical framework suspect; no theory discussed
Sample Clearly represents a Clearly represents by Clearly represents by Limited to a restrictive sample
representativeness/ broadly conceived design a less broadly design a narrowly in one study only;
generalization population, not limited conceived population conceived population clearly not representative of
by a religious tradition (e.g., Christians, (e.g., Evangelicals, population or sample not identified
or narrow spirituality people in treatment, etc.) Mormons) or a less
clear representation of
a broader population
Reliability Excellent (r > .80) across  Good (r = .70 to .80) Excellent ( > .80) Moderate (r = .60 to .70) or low

(coefficient alpha
or test-retest at
minimum 2 weeks)

Validity

two or more studies

Highly significant
correlations across
multiple (diverse) samples
from different studies

on at least two types of
validity

across two or more studies

Significant correlations
across multiple samples
(from one study or
multiple studies) on at
least two types of
validity

or good (r = .70 to .80)
in one study only;
moderate (r = .60 to .70)
in two or more studies

Significant correlations
on at least two types of
validity on only one
sample or one type of
validity on multiple
samples

(r < .60) in one study only;
no reliability reported

Significant correlations

on only one measure of

validity on only one sample;

no significant correlations found
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cess is defined in the psychology of religion and also to communicate a basis for how the
scales included for review here were selected. Specifically, only scales that would achieve
at least “acceptable” ratings on all four criteria were selected for review. Most of the
scales reviewed here, however, clearly exceed the acceptable rating on more than one cri-
terion.

Theoretical Basis

Consideration of the theoretical basis of a measure involves two criteria: (1) the scale it-
self should have a theoretical underpinning and (2) the researcher should also have a clear
theoretical basis for the research at hand. Unfortunately, for reasons already discussed
(e.g., complex multidimensional constructs, religion or spirituality as an “add-on” vari-
able only, lack of sustained research programs), empirical research on the religion vari-
able, including that which has involved the development of instruments, has often lacked
a strong theoretical basis. Preference for inclusion here was given to scales developed in
the context of larger theoretical programs.

Representative Sampling and Generalization

As already discussed, deficiencies in sampling are common and researchers are cautioned
to recognize that, for example, scales that measure non-Protestant religion are frequently
underrepresented, and that as one moves to non-Western religious traditions relevant
scales are quite rare (though such scales are beginning to be developed). Somewhat re-
lated is the subtle, but significant, problem that many measures of religion likely reflect
Christian religious biases, even when not explicitly identified as measures of Christian re-
ligion (Heelas, 1985).

Ideally, then, what we would have is a measure that clearly represents a broadly con-
ceived population that is limited neither by a religious tradition (hence, a measure of reli-
gion that cuts across all religions) nor by a narrow spirituality (e.g., one that is defined by
only one dimension). At the opposite extreme is a nonrepresentative sample or a repre-
sentative sample of such a narrow population (e.g., members of a local church school
class or students at a particular denominational college) that renders the sample meaning-
less for research purposes. Thus, for the broader research community, there are two di-
mensions to consider: the representation of the sample to its population and the breadth
of the population for generalization.

Reliability

Scale reliability when measuring religiousness or spirituality is typically assessed through
two techniques: (1) internal consistency describing the internal structure of the scale, and
(2) test-retest reliability. The majority of scales rely on internal consistency reliability, the
most common of which is Cronbach’s (1951) coefficient alpha, while the test-retest mea-
sure of reliability is used less frequently. The use of parallel forms for reliability testing of
instruments in psychology of religion research is exceedingly rare.

There is a practical issue to consider with regard to reliability. Though the statistical
reliability of a scale suffers when there are relatively few items that comprise the scale,
short scales are appealing because they are generally more feasible, especially when the
measure of religion or spirituality is part of a larger battery of research or clinical instru-
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ments. Also, short scales are attractive and sometimes necessary for research involving
large samples, which, in turn, allows researchers to retain the scale’s statistical power.
Many of these same trade-offs are involved in validity issues as well.

Validity

Validity, of course, is the question of whether the instrument measures what in fact it
claims to be measuring. Issues regarding validity have been interspersed throughout this
chapter and have usually been alluded to in the context of two concerns: problems of
validity due to nonrepresentative samples (usually where a U.S. Protestant orientation is
overrepresented) and problems of validity due to a lack of sustained research programs
across different samples. Nevertheless, the scales reviewed here are not without some va-
lidity claims.

Whereas reliability of religiousness measures tends to be assessed primarily by inter-
nal consistency, validity assessment is more heterogeneous. At least one of the four fol-
lowing methods (with each method well represented among the scales discussed here) of
determining validity is used in most scales: (1) convergent validity, (2) factorial validity,
(3) criterion-related validity (either “known-groups” or discriminant validity), and
(4) content validity. Determining content validity is quite subjective and is therefore not
included as a validity criterion in Table 3.1.

DISCUSSION OF SELECTED SCALES

Many of the scales listed in Appendix 3.1 could be included in categories other than the
one listed. Representative scales from selected domains are now briefly discussed.

Level 1: Measures of Dispositional Religiousness
Scales That Assess General Religiousness or Spirituality

The attempt here is to assess religious or spiritual differences between people, perhaps as
broadly as a personality trait that may be independent of the Big Five personality dimen-
sions. Tsang and McCullough (2003) cite evidence from three sources that suggests indi-
rect support for the existence of such a broad characteristic: (1) conceptually meaningful
correlations among distinct aspects of religiousness (e.g., church attendance, engagement
in private religious practices, self-rated importance of religion) found especially in ho-
mogenous cultural groups; (2) factors found within multiple-item measures that are fre-
quently intercorrelated, suggesting some higher order factor; and (3) evidence that reli-
giousness may be partially heritable (see D’Onofrio, Eaves, Murrelle, Maes, & Spilka,
1999). Piedmont’s (1999) Spiritual Transcendence Scale and Hood’s (1975) Mysticism
Scale are examples that measure general spiritual orientations (transcendent or mystical
orientations in these cases) without reference to a specific religious tradition. Though the
Rohrbaugh and Jessor (1975) eight-item unidimensional measure of general religiousness
is heavily influenced by a general Western religious perspective, it too attempts to mea-
sure an orientation toward a transcendent reality independent of a particular religious
creed.

Paloutzian and Ellison’s (1982) 20-item Spiritual Well-Being Scale (SWBS) has be-
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come a standard-bearer in the religious and spiritual well-being literature and has been
used in hundreds of studies. (A far more extensive but time-consuming and less-used
measure of religious and spiritual well-being is Moberg’s [1984] Spiritual Well-Being
Questionnaire.) The SWBS has three dimensions: a religious well-being (RWB) dimen-
sion, an existential well-being (EWB) dimension, and an overall spiritual well-being
(SWB) dimension that is the combined RWB and EWB scores. The RWB items cluster
together as one factor, thus suggesting a general religiousness measure. Through its fre-
quent use, the SWBS has well-established convergent and discriminant validity, though it
is subject to ceiling effects among conservative religious populations (Ledbetter, Smith,
Vosler-Hunter, & Fischer, 1991).

Scales That Assess Religious or Spiritual Commitment

One way of defining a general dispositional measure is to assess the degree to which a
person is religiously committed. Though some measures of religious commitment might
better assess a functional element of religious experience (e.g., the motivating force of an
intrinsic religious orientation), the measures listed here clearly identify a reliable assess-
ment of general religiousness.

The Religious Commitment Inventory (RCI-10; Worthington et al., 2003) is a 10-
item measure of religious commitment that has been tested on individuals from a variety
of religious traditions (Christians, Buddhists, Muslims, Hindus). Though a two-factor
structure was supported, the two factors are highly intercorrelated, suggesting that this
measure best be used as a full-scale assessment of general religious commitment. The
RCI-10 shows good internal consistency, 3-week and 5-month test-retest reliability, and
construct as well as discriminant validity.

The Santa Clara Strength of Religious Faith Questionnaire (SCSRFQ; Plante &
Boccaccini, 1997) is a 10-item scale designed to measure the strength of religious faith in
the general population, not just among people who rate themselves as religious. If brevity
of assessment is necessary, a five-item short form (SCSRFQ-SF) has also been developed
(Plante, Vallaeys, Sherman, & Wallston, 2002) with a single-factor structure that includes
all five items with good internal consistency and convergent validity (Storch et al., 2004).

Scales That Assess Religious or Spiritual Development

The Faith Maturity Scale by Benson, Donahue, and Erickson (1993) is a 38-item scale,
the purpose of which is to measure “the degree to which a person embodies the priorities,
commitments, and perspectives characteristic of vibrant and life transforming faith, as
these have been understood in ‘mainline’ Protestant traditions™ (p. 3). Thus, the focus of
this measure tends to emphasize values or behavioral manifestations of faith rather than
belief content (Tisdale, 1999).

The Spiritual Assessment Inventory (Hall & Edwards, 1996) measures spiritual de-
velopment or maturity from both an object relations and a contemplative spirituality per-
spective. The scale is limited to a Western Christian context (e.g., it stresses an individual
relationship with God), and most of the initial testing of the scale has been conducted
among religious college students. However, the scale has a strong theoretical base and is
currently used in numerous research programs involving more general populations.

Leak and his colleagues have recently created two promising measures of religious
development. The first is a 59-item 5-point Likert scale of religious maturity (Leak &
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Fish, 1999) based on Allport’s (1950) conceptualization of mature religion as a combina-
tion of commitment and doubt. The second is an eight-item forced-choice questionnaire
of faith development (Leak, Loucks, & Bowlin, 1999) rooted in Fowler’s (1981) theory.
Both measures are well grounded in theory, both are reasonably reliable, and both dem-
onstrate strong content, predictive, and construct validity.

Level II: Measures of Functional Religiousness

Understanding the varieties of how a person’s religious or spiritual life is experienced is
often an issue of utmost importance to psychologists of religion, especially when they are
trying to uncover the mechanisms that link religion to some other phenomena. For exam-
ple, when discussing the relationship of religion to physical and mental health, Hill and
Pargament (2003) identified recent advances in conceptualizing and measuring religion
that may be functionally relevant: perceived closeness to God, religion and spirituality as
orienting or motivating forces, religious support, and religious or spiritual struggle. Be-
low is a brief discussion of representative measures of several key religious operations or
functions.

Scales That Assess Religious Social Participation

Research indicates that one of the benefits of religion and perhaps of spirituality is that it
often provides a basis for social support. Measures of social participation have typically
utilized single items centering around church attendance or, less frequently, financial con-
tributions. Multi-item measures of perceived social support from one’s religion are rare
and, when used, are frequently included as part of a larger measure. For example, the
Religious Involvement Inventory (Hilty & Morgan, 1985) is a multidimensional measure
that demonstrates reasonably good psychometric qualities and includes a 14-item church
involvement subscale. The church involvement subscale maintains comparable psycho-
metric qualities to the entire scale and appears to be a useful measure of church participa-
tion. Thurstone and Chave’s (1929) Attitude toward the Church Scale, whose dated
wording may require modest revision, has been used in more than 30 studies (Wulff,

1999).

Scales That Assess Religious or Spiritual Private Practices

Measures of private practices are well represented in multidimensional measures includ-
ing, for example, such subscales as the religious practice dimension of DeJong, Faulkner,
and Warland’s (1976) measure of religiosity, the Christian Behavior and Home Religious
Observance subscales of the Dimensions of Religiosity Scale (Cornwall, Albrecht,
Cunningham, & Pitcher, 1986), the Christian Walk subscale of Bassett’s Shepherd Scale
(Bassett et al., 1981), or the Jewish Religious Observance subscale of Katz’s (1988) Stu-
dent Religiosity Questionnaire. Other subscales that tend to emphasize ritualistic behav-
ior, prayer or meditation, or reading of sacred documents are fairly common as parts of
larger multidimensional measures.

The Buddhbist Beliefs and Practices Scale (Emavardhana & Tori, 1997) is an 11-item
scale with reasonably strong psychometric qualities that assesses agreement with Buddhist
teachings regarding specific beliefs (e.g., the theory of karma and rebirth, the doctrine of
anatta or no soul, etc.) and practices (e.g., observing the five precepts, practice of medita-
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tion, etc.). The Religious Background and Behavior Scale (Connors, Tonigan, & Miller,
1996) has good psychometric qualities, is devoted primarily to measuring private reli-
gious and spiritual practices, is less exclusively Christian in focus than many other scales,
was developed for use with a clinical population, and is increasingly being used in various
research programs.

Scales That Assess Religion as a Motivating Force

Though measurement issues differentiating the “flagrantly utilitarian motivation” (Burris,
1999, p. 144) underlying the extrinsic (E) religious orientation versus the “ ‘otherly,’
nonmundane, even self-denying quality” (p. 144) of the intrinsic (I) religious orientation
have been mired in methodological and theoretical debate, religious orientation remains a
potentially important construct for research employing religious constructs. Gorsuch and
McPherson’s (1989) Revised Religious Orientation Scale (I-E/R) modifies the original
Allport and Ross (1967) scale along the lines of Kirkpatrick’s (1989) reanalysis of results
from several studies of religious orientation, namely, that the extrinsic scale subdivides
into two categories (personally oriented [Ep] and socially oriented [Es] extrinsicness).
This brief 14-item scale, with its strong psychometric qualities, is probably the single best
current measure of religious orientation, if for no other reason than its advantageous
position of utilizing two decades of research findings on the I-E construct. There are a
number of other measures of religious orientation (11 measures of religious orientation
are reviewed in Hill & Hood, 1999) including three items from the five-item Duke Reli-
gion Index (Koenig, Patterson, & Meador, 1997) which, despite its brevity (an appeal if
only a limited number of items can be afforded), maintains reasonably strong psycho-
metric qualities.

There is, however, an important challenge, posited by Batson and his colleagues, sug-
gesting that a thorough understanding of Allport’s notion of a mature religious sentiment
must include “the degree to which an individual’s religion involves an open-ended, re-
sponsive dialogue with existential questions raised by the contradictions and tragedies of
life” (Batson, Schoenrade, & Ventis, 1993, p. 169). Batson and Schoenrade’s (1991a,
1991b) Quest Scale is an operationalization of this approach to religion that emphasizes
the positive role of doubt and an appreciation for the complexities of issues when ap-
proaching life through one’s religious or spiritual framework.

Scales That Assess Religious or Spiritual Experiences

Many measures of religion and spirituality stress their experiential nature. Underwood’s
(1999) Daily Spiritual Experiences Scale is “intended to measure the individual’s percep-
tion of the transcendent (God, the divine) in daily life and the perception of interaction

with, or involvement of, the transcendent in life . .. this domain makes spirituality its
central focus and can be used effectively across many religious boundaries” (Underwood,
1999, p. 11).

Of course, religious or spiritual experiences are not necessarily positive. Many re-
searchers are interested in documenting liabilities that may accompany religious experi-
ence. One example would be the various types of religious and spiritual struggles such as
struggles with God, with others (such as family members), or within one’s self. Exline’s
(Exline, Yali, & Sanderson, 2000) measure of religious strain is a psychometrically sound
measure that may be useful for research on religious or spiritual struggles.



Measurement 55

Multidimensional Measures

Many measures attempt to tap the multidimensionality of the religious or spiritual expe-
rience. The Fetzer Institute/National Institute of Aging Working Group (1999) has pro-
duced a 38-item multidimensional measure of religion and spirituality that cuts across
their 10 conceptual domains. This measure was embedded in the 1997-1998 General
Social Survey (GSS), a random national survey of the National Data Program for the
Social Sciences. Initial psychometric analyses from the GSS data “support the theoretical
basis of the measure and indicate it has the appropriate reliability and validity to facilitate
further research” (p. 89). If a general, multidimensional measure of both religion and
spirituality is needed, then this measure is clearly worthy of consideration.

CONCLUSION

The results of this analysis support Gorsuch’s (1984) claim 20 years ago that the mea-
surement paradigm in the scientific study of religion and spirituality has been largely suc-
cessful and that we now have a sufficient arsenal of measurement instruments. The rise of
interest among scientific researchers in religion and spirituality, much of which has
occurred since Gorsuch’s influential article, has triggered a further proliferation of
measures—a source of concern given the complexity and conceptual confusion surround-
ing particularly the spirituality variable. Still, however, what has developed in this short
period of time is an impressive array of measures of religious and spiritual experience for
the numerous domains of the religious and spiritual experience.

APPENDIX 3.1. SPECIFIC MEASURES OF RELIGION
AND SPIRITUALITY BY 12 DOMAINS

The following list of scales are grouped by nine domains of religion and spirituality as outlined by
the Fetzer Institute/National Institute of Aging (1999) Working Group. Three domains (General
Religiousness or Spirituality, Spiritual Development, and Religion or Spirituality as a Motivating
Force) were added. Also see Hill and Hood (1999).

Level I: Measures of Dispositional Religiousness or Spirituality

1. Scales That Assess 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)

2. Scales That Assess 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 & Boccaccini, 1997)
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3. Scales That Assess 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)

4. Scales That Assess Religious or Spiritual History
The SPIRITual History (Maugans, 1996)
Spiritual History Scale (Hays, Meador, Branch, & George, 2001)

Level Il: Measures of Functional Religiousness or Spirituality

5. Scales That Assess 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)

6. Scales That Assess 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)

7. Scales That Assess Religious or Spiritual Support
Religious Pressures Scale (Altemeyer, 1988)
Religious Support (Krause, 1999)
Religious Support Scale (Fiala, Bjorck, & Gorsuch, 2002)

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

9. Scales That Assess 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)

10. Scales That Assess 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)
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11. Scales That Assess Religious or Spiritual Techniques for Regulating and Reconciling
Relationships
Forgiveness Scale (Brown, Gorsuch, Rosik, & Ridley, 2001)
Tendency to Forgive Measure (Brown, 2003)
Transgression-Related Interpersonal Motivations Inventory (McCullough et al., 1998)

12. Scales That Assess Religious or Spiritual Experiences
Daily Spiritual Experiences Scale (Underwood, 1999)
Index of Core Spiritual Experiences (INSPIRIT) (Kass, Friedman, Leserman, Zuttermeister, &
Benson, 1991)
Religious Experiences Episode Measure (REEM) (Hood, 1970)
Religious Strain (Exline, Yali, & Sanderson, 2000)
Spiritual Experience Index-Revised (Genia, 1997)
Spiritual Orientation Inventory (Elkins, Hedstrom, Hughes, Leaf, & Saunders, 1988)
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The Annual Review of Psychology has published only two reviews of the psychology of
religion. While both reviews focused upon empirical research, the contents of those re-
views, separated by 15 vyears, are strikingly different. The first review emphasized
correlational (Gorsuch, 1988), the second experimental research (Emmons & Paloutzian,
2003). In the decade prior to Gorsuch’s (1984) identification of a measurement para-
digm, Capps, Ransohoff, and Rambo (1976) noted that out of a total of almost 2,800 ar-
ticles in the psychology of religion to that date only 150 were empirical studies and of
these 90% were correlational. The shift toward an experimental paradigm has become
for many the ideal for the field. It does not abandon the measurement/correlational para-
digm; rather, it embeds it in research methods exhibiting the characteristic of mainstream
psychology.! However, it is worth noting that as the criticisms of laboratory-based re-
search were most intense (in the decades of the 1960s and 1970s), the percent of experi-
mental studies in the Journal of Personality and Social Psychology increased (Mogha-
dam, Taylor, & Wright, 1993, p. 26). Thus, the call by Emmons and Paloutzian (2003)
for a new multilevel interdisciplinary paradigm (p. 395; emphasis in original) is most wel-
come. It is accompanied by the assertion of the value of using data at multiple levels of
analysis as well as the value of nonreductive assumptions regarding the nature of reli-
gious and spiritual phenomena (p. 395). Our discussion of methodology in this chapter
will affirm these ideals and suggest areas in which multiple methods have already been
profitably used in the psychology of religion. In the process we show how different meth-
ods compliment one another and provide a more complete understanding of religious and
spiritual phenomena than can be achieved by any single method. We will not concentrate
on research in a more hermeneutical vein (Belzen, 1997) insofar as it has not yet been in-
corporated into mainstream psychology, although we hope that the new paradigm will al-
ter this situation in the future.
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CHEMICAL FACILITATION OF RELIGIOUS OR SPIRITUAL EXPERIENCES

“Entheogen” is becoming the preferred term, replacing the older term “psychedelic,” for
a class of chemicals that facilitate religious or spiritual experiences. An often-cited study
in the psychology of religion and one of the few truly experimental designs is the Good
Friday experiment of Pahnke (1969). Pahnke administered either psilocybin or a placebo
(nicotinic acid) to 20 volunteer graduate students at Andover—-Newton Theological Semi-
nary. Participants met in groups of four, with two experimental subjects and two controls
matched for compatibility. Each group had two leaders, one of whom had been given
psilocybin. The participants met to hear a Good Friday service so that religious set and
setting were maximized for all participants. Immediately after the service and in a 6-
month follow-up all participants filled out a questionnaire largely consisting of Stace’s
(1960) criteria of mysticism. Results for the immediate and long-term follow-up indicated
that the controls responded to the criteria of mysticism at a significantly lower percentage
than did the experimentals. Doblin (1991) used Pahnke’s original questionnaire to assess
nine of the original controls and seven of the experimentals nearly 25 years after their
participation in the original study. The follow-up results indicated similar difference be-
tween controls and experimentals found in the original study.

Pahnke’s study is significant for three reasons. First, it is a true experimental design
with participants randomly assigned to experimental and control conditions. Second, by
having seminary students participate in a religious service on a significant day, religious/
spiritual set and setting were maximized. Third, there was an immediate posttest, fol-
lowed by a longer term posttest (and with Dublin’s assessment, a very long-term assess-
ment of the effects of this experience). However, despite this being a true experimental
design, it had several flaws. Among them are the likelihood that in psilocybin studies, pla-
cebo controls are readily identified so that the double-blind fails and the participants
were only rated on Stace’s (1960) criteria of mysticism so that the diversity of the experi-
ences could not be expressed.?

Complementary Research Methods Employing Entheogens

Pahnke’s study is often cited as exemplary in use of a true experimental design to assess
the spiritual significance of chemically triggered experiences under appropriate set and
setting conditions. Shanon’s (2002) extensive study of ayahuasca provides a complemen-
tary methodological approach to the study of chemically triggered religious/spiritual ex-
periences. Ayahuasca is a hallucinogenic drink prepared from the bark of a South Ameri-
can vine that is widely used throughout the upper Amazon. Shanon, a cognitive
psychologist, has extensively studied experiences elicited by ayahuasca in a variety of reli-
gious and nonreligious settings. He has also drunk ayahuasca himself more than a hun-
dred times across many years. He was able to compare his own experiences with those of
other participants he has interviewed. Shanon’s primary method is phenomenological and
he has provided the best cartography of mental states elicited by ayahuasca. He also pro-
vides quantitative analyses based upon the first 67 of his own sessions and structured in-
terviews with others who have taken ayahuasca for moderate or extensive periods of time
in both religious and nonreligious settings. He then compares this material to reports in
the anthropological literature. Shanon’s work is exemplary in that it suggests an analogue
to quasi-experimental methods. By carefully comparing the use of ayahuasca in various
settings in an N = 1 study as well as by comparing his own experiences to reports by others
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who concurrently drink this brew with reports from anthropologists Shanon can study
the effects of dosage, experiences over time, and the effects of set and setting in an ana-
logue to a quasi-experimental design. The very subjectivity that some might suggest con-
taminates single-person reports becomes a necessary source of objectivity in charting the
phenomenology of the ayahuasca experience.

In a S-year series (1990-1995) of U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration-approved
studies, Strassman and his colleagues used quasi-experimental methods to explore experi-
ences facilitated by N-dimethyltryptamine (DMT), an active ingredient in ayahuasca.
Most controversial is the claim than DMT-facilitated states of consciousness are similar
to naturally occurring states of consciousness that occur in near-death, mystical, and even
alien abduction encounters—perhaps due to the natural occurrence of DMT in the pineal
gland that also is implicated in all these experiences. Strassman (2002, Chap. 22)
provides suggestions for research with DMT employing not only experimental and quasi-
experimental methods but also other innovative methods consistent with a multilevel
interdisciplinary paradigm. Shanon argues for actually making ayahuasca from natural
ingredients while Strassman argues for utilizing chemically pure DMT. Interesting differ-
ences in the experiences are apparent when one compares experiences under the naturally
concocted brew with those under pharmaceutically pure DMT. It would be useful to
compare ayahuasca under the quasi-experimental settings and other conditions under
which DMT is taken in clinical studies.

A final example of a novel methodological twist is the use of multidimensional scal-
ing on autobiographical material. Oxman, Rosenberg, Schnurr, Tucker, and Gala (1988)
obtained 94 autobiographical accounts of personal experiences that fulfilled four criteria:
(1) the passage was from a published source, (2) it was written in English, (3) it contained
at least several hundred words to provide data for textual analysis, and (4) the passage
was written after an acute episode or important experience. The accounts were divided
into four categories: 19 schizophrenic experiences, 26 experiences triggered by psychoac-
tive substances, 21 mystical/ecstatic experiences, and 26 autobiographical experiences.
The texts were coded into 83 thematic categories using a specialized computer program
(see Stone, Dunphy, Smith, & Ogilvie, 1966). The researchers then used multidimen-
sional scaling to provide cartography of the key words that differentiated these groups
from one another. Results showed that discriminant functional analysis could correctly
identify 84% of the experiences based upon the language used to express the experience.
The most important difference between groups was that experiences facilitated by
psychoactive chemicals were dominated by words referring to sense impressions, while
mystical/ecstatic experiences were associated with words referring to ideal values and life-
altering “religious” encounters (see Hood, Chapter19, this volume).

Research on entheogens is one of the best exemplars of the multilevel interdisciplin-
ary paradigm.? The range of studies includes qualitative and quantitative work, longitu-
dinal and N = 1 research, experimental and quasi-experimental field analogies. It is in-
structive that when researchers themselves serve as subjects, despite breaking a cardinal
rule of objectivity that obtains in true experimental designs, the result is a strong plea for
the objective nature of what is experienced. In this sense, research on psychoactive sub-
stances parallels early research in U.S. psychology in which introspection was a respected
method and the researcher was the subject (Danziger, 1990). Staal (1971) has proposed
this procedure for the study of mysticism from a phenomenological perspective. Re-
searchers in both experimental and complementary research methodologies provide
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nonreductive interpretation of chemically facilitated experiences, especially when they
have taken these chemicals themselves.

COGNITIVE DISSONANCE

When participants cannot be randomly assigned to groups one can use quasi-experimen-
tal designs that often exceed experimental designs in contextual realism and still allow in-
ternal validity (Campbell & Stanley, 1963). For example, Batson (1975) took advantage
of a church retreat to divide junior-high females into those who did and those who did
not believe that Jesus was the Son of God. He then had these naturally occurring non-
equivalent groups read a contrived newspaper article in which Christianity was presented
as a hoax. While most girls in both groups did not believe the article, those who did
(about one-third) indicated a greater intensity of religious belief if they were in the believ-
ers group. The apparently paradoxical finding was interpreted as supporting cognitive
dissonance theory. Batson and his colleagues reviewed other quasi-experimental studies
on cognitive dissonance as well as historical and field studies to support the claim that
faced with belief-disconfirming information, devout believers are likely to hold firmer to
rather than abandon their beliefs (Batson, Schoenrade, & Ventis, 1993, pp. 210-216).

Complementary Research on Cognitive Dissonance and Failed Prophecy

In light of the call for a multilevel interdisciplinary paradigm, it is worth noting that field
research methods reveal a different pattern of results than laboratory-based experimental
methods. This is especially the case when beliefs are assumed to have been disconfirmed.
Melton (1985) notes that beliefs are seldom perceived as disconfirmed by the believer.
Melton denies what Festinger’s theory requires, that one can identify “unequivocal and
undeniable disconfirmation of a prophecy” (Festinger, Riecken, & Schachter, 1956, p. 3).
Melton (1985) notes that “within religious groups prophecy seldom fails” (p. 20). To
understand why within religious groups prophecy is seldom perceived to fail requires re-
searchers to move from laboratory studies to a consideration of field research.

Using interview-, ethnomethodological-, and phenomenological-oriented methods to
understand how the participants reason within a real-life situation suggests that belief
disconfirmation or failed prophecy are negotiated terms and cannot be simply operation-
alized by experimenters (Pollner, 1987). One common assumption is that people are
driven by the need to reduce dissonance, and hence refuse to accept disconfirmation. The
strongest support for this assumption is provided by quasi-experimental laboratory re-
search. However, participant observation, interview, and ethnomethodological studies in-
dicate that the most common response of members within groups is to deny the failure of
prophecy and to seek an interpretative frame within which their beliefs continue to make
sense (Dein, 1997, 200l; Tumminia, 1998). Reviewing studies of actual groups in which
prophecies presumably failed (including his own research), Bader (1999, p. 120) notes
that “no study of a failed prophecy, the current research included, has provided support
for the cognitive dissonance hypothesis.”

Understanding that different methods yield differing views illustrates the value of the
call for a new multilevel interdisciplinary paradigm. While laboratory experiments often
provide evidence for experimentally induced dissonance reduction, participant observa-
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tion and field studies suggest that what constitutes evidence of disconfirmation for the re-
searcher is not what constitutes evidence of disconfirmation for participants in religious
groups. The laboratory context is itself a social construction in which dissonance reduc-
tion perhaps functions more precisely than in actual life contexts where individuals in
prophetic groups seldom acknowledge that prophecy fails. The failure to acknowledge
prophetic failure is an inconsistency likely to be perceived by outsiders but not by mem-
bers inside the religious group.

Natural “Manipulations” in Quasi-Experimental Field Studies

Neither experimental nor quasi-experimental designs need to be restricted to the labora-
tory (Aronson, Wilson, & Brewer, 1998, p. 106). Field studies can have the advantage of
being more consistent with “real life” and thus maximizing contextual realism while
maintaining the internal validity of an experiment. Also, sometimes one can take advan-
tage of naturally occurring events to approximate a “manipulation.”

The use of natural conditions as a “manipulation” is illustrated by researchers who
took advantage of a nature program consisting of a mandatory 5-day wilderness experi-
ence for seniors at an all-male private school (Hood, 1977). The focus of the research was
the elicitation of mystical experiences, which are often reported in nature settings.
Researchers predicted that anticipatory stress and activity stress incongruity would elicit
reports of mystical experience. The researchers identified three high-stress activities
(white-water rafting, a solitary evening in the woods with minimal equipment, and rock
climbing). A control condition, smooth-water canoeing, was identified as a low-stress
event. Immediately before each activity, participants were assessed for anticipatory stress
on an objective measure. In all cases, those who had low anticipatory stress for the high-
stress activities reported higher mysticism scores than those anticipating high-stress for
the high stress activities. In addition, because none of the boys regarded the canoe activity
as a high-stress activity, each individual could serve as his own control, indicating that
anticipatory stress/setting stress incongruity accounted for the higher reports of mystical
experience. However, within the field study, because no one anticipated the low-stress
activity as highly stressful, researchers could not test the other possible incongruity, low
anticipatory stress/high setting stress.

Researchers used the same school and program in a subsequent year to attempt to
test the incongruity between the anticipatory stress and the setting stress hypothesis
(Hood, 1978a). The researchers focused upon the solo experience in which small groups
of individuals were led into the woods by the researcher. Each individual was dropped off
at an isolated place such that no one could see or be seen by anyone else. Just prior to be-
ing dropped off each individual was assessed on an objective measure of anticipatory
stress. Since different groups participated in the solo experience over five separate eve-
nings, the researchers took advantage of the likelihood of thunderstorms occurring on at
least some of the nights. (The researchers had informed consent to leave participants out
even in storm conditions.) Fortunately, storms occurred on three of the five nights. Storm
versus no storm became the naturally occurring “manipulation” of setting stress. Given
that the evening was spent alone, without a tent (only a tarp was provided), the research-
ers identified the storm evenings as a higher setting stress relative to the non-storm
evenings. (Unobtrusive measures provided confirmation of the stress when several indi-
viduals “broke solo” during the storm nights and returned to base camp because they
were unable or unwilling to complete the solo experience.) As predicted, both low antici-
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patory stress/high setting stress and high anticipatory stress/low setting stress elicited a
greater magnitude of religious experience than the stress congruity conditions. Thus, the
anticipatory stress and setting stress incongruity hypothesis was both replicated for high-
stress experiences and extended to support the incongruity hypothesis for low-stress expe-
riences anticipated as stressful. These studies indicate the possibility of quasi-experimental
studies in field situations as well as the possibility of using anticipated natural events as
experimental “manipulations.”

The extension of quasi-experimental studies to field conditions adds psychological
realism to experimental realism while maintaining internal validity. In their review of
quasi-experimental research in the social psychology of religion, Batson et al. (1993) be-
moaned the paucity of studies and stated; ”We hope quasi-experimental designs will soon
become the research method of choice in the social psychology of religion” (p. 385). The
Emmons and Paloutzian (2003) review of the field indicates that this hope is being rap-
idly fulfilled. Quasi-experimental methodologies need not be restricted to the laboratory.
Field research not only compliments laboratory research but can often be done with as-
surance of both experimental realism and internal validity at minimal expense, especially
if researchers can take advantage of existing programs in which to embed their research.

CORRELATIONAL AND SURVEY STUDIES

We have already noted above that much of the empirical literature in the psychology of
religion has been correlational. While correlation studies are far from useless, their limita-
tions are obvious. Correlated variables are notoriously subject to a variety of interpreta-
tions so that the adage “correlation is not causation” has become a mantra for the experi-
mental psychologist. However, despite this fact, correlational studies remain common
and complement experimental studies for a variety of reasons. Often they permit the
study of noncollege populations. Sears (1986) noted that since the 1960s over 80% of ex-
perimental laboratory studies had been conducted on undergraduate college students; lit-
tle has changed in the last quarter of a century. Survey studies, while correlational, can
use random samples and thus study a more representative range of persons. Thus, surveys
complement laboratory and field studies.

Surveys of Religious and Spiritual Experience

Numerous survey studies in both the United States and Europe have demonstrated the
normaley of reports of religious experience, including mystical experience (see Spilka,
Hood, Hunsberger, & Gorsuch, 2003, pp. 307-312). Depending on the specific wording
of the questions asked, anywhere from a third to a half of the populations affirm such ex-
periences. Furthermore, the report of such experiences is correlated with gender (stronger
for females), education (more common with higher education), and social class (more
common in higher social classes). While this correlational data does not provide evidence
of what causes such reports, it does establish the normalcy of such reports and indicates
that social scientists have until recently ignored a common phenomenon.

Studies of social scientists and mental health professionals have established what
Coyle (2001) refers to as the “religious gap” between professionals who treat and study
people and the people they study. The religious population studied and treated is more re-
ligious at least by a ratio of 2:1. For instance, while 72% of Americans affirm the single
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best intrinsic item, “My whole approach to life is based upon my religion,” only 33% of
psychologists endorse this item. In addition, while only 9% of the general population
identifies itself as nonreligious, 31% of psychologists identify themselves as nonreligious
(Coyle, 2001, p. 550). Belief differences between researchers and those they study have
been identified as sources of confusion in both the way studies are conducted and in how
they are interpreted. This is especially the case when researchers study those distant from
their own beliefs, such as religious fundamentalists (Hood, 1983). For instance, research-
ers who are not fundamentalists tend to identify intense religious commitments that are
intratextually based as “closed-mindedness” even though the process of fundamentalist
thought privileges a single scared text above the use of multiple texts as the authoritative
basis for belief and practice (Hood, Hill, & Williamson, 2005).

Authoritarianism, Dogmatism, and Religion

Correlational studies can be especially useful in comparing sampling with college under-
graduates with predictions made from “real-life” data. Since the days of the original au-
thoritarian personality research (Adorno, Frenkel-Brunswik, Levinson, & Sanford, 1950)
authoritarianism, first as a personality construct, then as a learned social behavior
(Altemeyer, 1988) has been correlated with religious fundamentalism. Authoritarianism
measures are more strongly linked with a “right-wing” or conservative political stance.
Rokeach’s (1960) dogmatism theory ranges across the entire political spectrum, while
Altemeyer (1988) focuses only upon “right-wing authoritarianism” (RWA). However
both Rokeach (1960) and Altemeyer (Alteymer & Hunbsberger, 1992) focus upon the
process rather than the content of belief. The massive literature on authoritarianism, dog-
matism, and religious fundamentalism has led to the persistent claim of a relationship be-
tween these two constructs (see reviews in Spilka et al.,, 2003, pp. 467-479, and
Paloutzian, 1996, pp. 229-231, 241-244). While this claim is supported by laboratory
studies, field studies reveal a different result. It has been over a quarter of a century since
one prominent empirical researcher noted that “the widespread belief that there is a
strong relationship between religious orthodoxy and authoritarianism appears to be a
prominent instance of [the| tendency to transform suspicions and speculations into cer-
tainties” (Stark, 1971, p. 172). Given that most measures of fundamentalism are belief-
oriented, “orthodoxy” is often but a synonym for “fundamentalism” in empirical studies,
such that strong correlations are built in between orthodoxy, authoritarianism, and RWA
(Altemeyer, 1988; Gorsuch & Alshire, 1974), and thus Stark’s (1971) criticism applies
doubly. However, not only can fundamentalism as a process of belief be separated from
orthodoxy as content of belief, correlation methods such as regression can be used to
identify the differential relationship of authoritarianism and orthodoxy to measures of
authoritarianism (Hood et al., 2005; Kirkpatrick, 1993; Kirkpatrick, Hood, & Hartz,
1991). That field studies do not find the consistent relationships between authoritarian-
ism and fundamentalism that are reported by laboratory studies suggests that it would be
useful for each to use the measures common to the other to see if it is the context (survey
vs. questionnaire studies), the samples (college undergraduate samples vs. national sam-
ples), or the measures that reflect such startling differences. In addition, common mea-
sures of authoritarianism and fundamentalism can be included in interview studies to
compare persons who deconvert from fundamentalist religions with controls in the same
groups who stay (Streib & Keller, 2004). This permits the identification of individual dif-
ferences that lead some persons within the same religious group to exit while others re-
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main in the group. Identifying these differences within a real-life context of differential
religious engagement and disengagement requires the use of complimentary methods.

As a final note with respect to the ongoing study of fundamentalism and authoritari-
anism (and their relationship to prejudice with various targeted and nontargeted groups),
it is worth noting two contributions that correlational studies have made. First, it is
unlikely that personality variables contribute much to the variance. The strongest rela-
tionship between authoritarianism as a personality construct is between dogmatism and
fundamentalism, and this suggest only a weak relationship between personality and
authoritarianism. An exception is RWA and fundamentalism. However, RWA was not
developed as a personality construct (Altemeyer, 1988), and empirical measures of RWA
and fundamentalism correlate consistently so high (in the range of .6-.8) as to be essen-
tially redundant measures of one construct (see Altemeyer & Hunsberger, Chapter 21,
this volume). Thus, as with conversion research, basic personality traits seem to explain
little of the variance in authoritarianism (Paloutzian, Richardson, & Rambo, 1999). This
is supported by a study of authoritarianism in “real-life” contexts. Neither in mass hatred
(Kressel, 1996, pp. 211-246) nor in genocide (Waller, 2002, pp. 5-87) have basic person-
ality traits been found to distinguish the perpetrators of such acts. Finally, in an extremely
provocative study, Browder (1996) used the actual personnel files of 526 men who joined
the SS, the Nazi internal security service, in the period 1932-1934. Bowder found that
when using sociocultural factors supposedly predictive of an authoritarian personality, SS
volunteers were less likely to have the precursors of an authoritarian personality than
those in the general population. Bowder’s data is especially valuable as it included virtu-
ally all SS officers and 62% of the total SS membership by 1934, all of whom were volun-
teers.

Mystical Experience

Surveys, questionnaires, and interviews continue to play a prominent role in the psychol-
ogy of religion. Survey data can be used to provide a backdrop for experimental and
quasi-experimental studies. For instance, numerous surveys over the last decade in both
the United States and Europe have assessed the report of mystical experiences (see Spilka
et al., 2003, pp. 307-312). Given that at least one-third of appropriately sampled popula-
tions report such experiences is consistent with the ease by which persons scoring high on
measures of mysticism can be identified and studied in quasi-experimental conditions.
Furthermore, the worry that self-reports of religious experience may not be truthful can
be methodologically approached from a variety of means. For instance, Hood and Morris
(1981a) demonstrated that when using criteria of mysticism common in the empirical lit-
erature, persons equally knowledgeable about these criteria reported different experi-
ences. This suggests that persons refuse to report experiences they do not have and do not
simply affirm having experiences that they are knowledgeable about. In addition, Hood
(1978b) used a voice stress analysis to measure microtremors in the voices of persons re-
porting or denying that they had had mystical experiences. As predicted, intrinsic subjects
reported mystical experience and extrinsic subjects denied having such experiences—and
both indicated stress in their voice response. However, indiscriminately pro-religious sub-
jects tended both to report mystical experiences and to indicate stress, suggesting that
they are false positives. Even more intriguing was the fact of indiscriminately antireligious
subjects who denied having mystical experiences but showed stress patterns in their voice.
This suggests false negatives, or those denying experiences they might in fact have had.
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Thus, self-report data can be approached in ways that allow some assessment of their ve-
racity. Another approach not yet widely used in the psychology of religion is to identify
the emotional states of respondents by distinctive facial expressions (Keltner, 1995).
These various methods permit researchers to provide evidence regarding whether or not
the assertion that one has had an experience is truthful.

Triggers of Mystical Experience: Prayer and Isolation Tanks

Another use of survey data for quasi-experimental research is to identify commonly
reported triggers of religious and spiritual experiences that can then be studied in the lab-
oratory. For instance, the nature and frequency of varieties of prayer is well documented
in major surveys (Poloma & Gallup, 1991). Furthermore, independent factor analytic
studies yield similar types of prayers (Spilka et al., 2003, p. 281). Suggestions from survey
studies indicating that meditative or contemplative prayer were especially significant in
terms of subjective consequences led Hood and his colleagues to use an isolation tank in
two quasi-experimental studies of prayer. In one study, Hood and Morris (1981b) used a
double-blind procedure to have either intrinsic or extrinsic participants try to imagine
either religious or cartoon figures while floating in a hydrated magnesium sulfate solu-
tion, heated to external body temperature, in a totally sound-proofed and dark isolation
tank. As predicted, religious types did not differ in their ability to image figures in the car-
toon condition, but did differ in the religious condition, with the intrinsics reporting
more religious imagery than the extrinsics. Intrinsics even reported more religious imag-
ery under the cartoon set than extrinsics did under the religious set.

In a second double-blind study, Hood, Morris, and Watson (1990) placed intrinsics,
extrinsics, and indiscriminately pro-religious participants in the isolation tank under
either a neutral or a specific religious set condition. The most relevant finding was that
intrinsics reported religious experiences whether prompted or not. However, as hypothe-
sized, indiscriminately pro-religious participants reported religious experiences only when
prompted (religious set). Extrinsics did not report religious experiences under either set.

This study relates to one discussed above in which indiscriminately pro-religious
persons (but not intrinsics) exhibit stress while reporting religious experiences. Hood
interpreted these studies to support Allport’s original contention that indiscriminately
pro-religious types are conflicted with respect to religion and tend to attempt to appear
religious under appropriate religious sets. Together these two studies show that quasi-
experimental studies under laboratory conditions are not only possible but can, as in the
case of isolation tanks, use laboratory environments that are especially relevant to reli-
gious traditions that seek solitude as a meaningful context for prayer.

Survey studies of the subjective consequences of prayer compliment quasi-experimental
studies of the subjective effects of prayer and the religious set effects on experiences dur-
ing prayer. It is important to note that the focus is upon subjective effects of prayer. It is
unclear what efforts to determine objective effects of prayer would be insofar as one
looks for experimental evidence of single acts of transcendent interventions (see Spilka,
Chapter 20, this volume). As Gorsuch (2002, pp. 64-66) notes, the methodology of sci-
ence would seem to be inert in the face of the claim that one has a control group whose
members are certain God is not acting. Thus, as we shall shortly discuss, a nonreductive
approach advocated by the new paradigm may exclude claims to identify causal factors
associated with transcendence. The focus of research must remain psychological (Belzen
& Uleyn, 1992).
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Paranormal Experiences

A parallel issue from survey research closely related to prayer is the widely documented
but ignored fact that one of the most consistent correlates of religious experience is para-
normal experiences (see Spilka et al., 2003, pp. 312-315). As with prayer, experimental
and quasi-experimental studies can best identify the subjective consequences of claims to
have had paranormal experiences, and perhaps could be useful to explore the phenomen-
ology of such experiences (Targ, Schlitz, & Irwin, 2000, pp. 223-224). Thalbourne and
Delin (1994, 1999) have proposed the concept of transliminality as a common factor un-
derlying both mystical and paranormal experiences. McDonald (2000) found paranormal
beliefs to be one of the five dimensions that underlie 11 measures of spirituality. How-
ever, as with prayer, experimental psychology has no meaningful methods to falsify the
occurrence of paranormal phenomenon. Psychologists are better served by shying away
from objective claims about or experimental studies of what is nevertheless a powerful
correlate of the report of religious and spiritual experiences (Hood, 2003).

However, multiple methods reveal a strong relationship between belief in God and
belief in paranormal phenomena and how both intervene to have real perceived effects in
believers’ lives. It is the perception of such effects that psychologists can study.

SPIRITUALITY, RELIGION, ATTACHMENT, AND ILLUSION

Another place where quantitative and qualitative methodologies compliment one another
is in the continuing concern over distinctions between religion and spirituality (Belzen,
2004; Ri¢an, 2004). In many instances, spirituality measures function the same as religi-
osity measures. However, this is confounded by the fact that most people in the United
States who identify themselves as “religious” also identify themselves as “spiritual”
(Zinnbauer et al., 1997). However, a significant minority (typically less than a third)
identify themselves as “spiritual but not religious.” Interview studies are useful in indicat-
ing that these individuals are often antireligious and opposed not only to institutionalized
practices but also to dogmatic (in the positive religious sense) constructions or interpreta-
tions of religious experiences (Hood, 2003). Spirituality is constructed and clarified
within the “religious and spiritual” types by their faith tradition (see Zinnbauer &
Pargament, Chapter 2, this volume).

As narrative studies reveal (Hovi, 2004; Lindgren, 2004), rather than spirituality be-
ing a “fuzzy” concept for those outside religion, it is fluid and flexible and relates to what
psychoanalytic theorists see as an expanded and mature use of illusion (Sorensen, 2004,
Chap. 1). It remains controversial within feminist psychology, which sees Freud’s aban-
donment of the seduction theory as an abandonment of the search for objective truth
(Hood, 1992, 1997). However, insofar as an expanded theory of illusion in psychoanaly-
sis focuses upon the psychological recollection and reconstruction of events, ontological
claims to objectivity are bracketed in the same way they are in narrative analyses.

Surveys and questionnaires can also be useful in longitudinal research. For instance,
Kirkpatrick (1997) solicited responses from female readers of the Denver Post to a vari-
ety of measures of religiosity as well as indicators of attachment style. He was able to
assess the same 146 women at a 4-year interval. When statistically controlling for religion
at the first assessment, he found that insecure—anxious persons were more likely to report
having had a religious experience or a religious conversion than either secure or ambiva-
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lent attachment types. He replicated these findings with a sample of college students in a
much shorter (4-month) longitudinal study (Kirkpatrick, 1998). Thus, survey and ques-
tionnaire studies can yield meaningful data, even though they cannot establish causation
directly.

Studies with Children and Adolescents

Survey and interviews have also proven useful with children and adolescents. A useful
technique has been to ask people whether they ever had an experience like one described
for them. The technique is similar to Hood’s Religious Experience Episodes Measure,
which has people respond to experiences adapted from James’s Varieties of Religious
Experiences (see Burris, 1999, pp. 220-224). For instance, Pafford (1973) had both uni-
versity and grammar-school students respond to a written text from W. H. Hudson’s
autobiography, Far Away and Long Ago (1939). Participants were asked to describe any
experience of their own like the one they had read. He found that 40% of male and 61%
of female grammar-school students reported such experiences compared to 56% and
65% respectively, for university students (1973, p. 91). Pafford also had participants
mark all those words in a checklist of 15 words that applied to their experience. The most
frequently endorsed word across all subjects (54%) was “awesome” (Pafford, 1973,
p. 26). Pafford concluded that transcendent experiences are most common in the middle
teens, under conditions of solitude. Such experiences are positively emotionally satisfying
and individuals wish to have more of them. Jannsen, de Hart, and den Draak (1990) did
a content analysis of the responses of 192 Dutch high-school students to open-ended in-
terviews regarding prayer. From these data they developed a sequential model for prayer.
Most typically a personal problem leads to a monologue addressed to God in which the
individual seeks help while alone in bed in the evening.

Survey items have been used in longitudinal studies with children. Most significant is
Tamminen’s (1991) work with Scandinavian youth followed from grade 1 through 11 at
2-year intervals. His large sample (N = 1,336) responded to an item widely used with
adults in survey studies (“Have you at times felt that God is particularly close to you?”).
Tamminen’s work indicates not only that experiences of nearness to God can be identified
in young children, but also that the percentage reporting this experience declines with
age. Cross-cultural research is needed to explore various trajectories of increase and de-
crease in religion with age. Such trajectories are likely to vary in different cultures and
within cultures with different types of social support (see Boyatzis, Chapter 7, this vol-
ume).

Narrative Psychology and Psychoanalysis

The focus upon narrative psychology has been useful in studies of conversion. The earlier
paradigm of a sudden change elicited by a crisis situation leading to a permanent conver-
sion has been overshadowed by the gradual seeker model (see Spilka et al., 2003,
pp. 343-356). In this model, the individual actively searches for meaning and is involved
in a gradual process of spiritual transformation that may continue throughout his or her
life. How one narrates this transformation is part of the linguistic turn in psychology in
which narrative history is more crucial than factual history. Narrative analysis focuses
upon the means by which individuals utilize the language of their culture and tradition to
construct the story of their own spiritual or religious transformation.
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Psychoanalytic theory continues to be a rich source for hypotheses that can be em-
pirically studied by a variety of means (see Corveleyn & Luyten, Chapter 5, this volume).

One example is the provocative work done by Carroll (1983) who empirically tested
psychological factors involved in historical apparitions (hallucinations) of the Virgin
Mary. One of Carroll’s hypotheses regarding the psychological origin of the cult of the
Virgin Mary was tested in a laboratory setting and supported. Protestant males (unfamil-
iar with Catholic tradition) who had strong recollected attachment to their mothers
preferred an ambivalent (nurturing/erotic) image of the Virgin Mary and also preferred a
suffering Christ figure as predicted by Carroll’s theory (Carroll, 1986; Hood. Morris, &
Watson, 1991).

An appropriate psychological method to explore psychoanalytic theories and psy-
chological narrative is to use archive-taped interviews so that other researchers can evalu-
ate the original material from which such constructions are made. Examples are Hovi’s
(2004) study of the Word of Life congregation in Turku, Finland, or the studies by Hood
and his colleagues of a serpent-handling sect in Appalachia (Hood, 1998). These investi-
gators have archived their original videos at their respective universities. Thus, unlike the
private data associated with the psychoanalytic “couch,” the taped or videotaped open
interview is public data.

Even nonpsychoanalytically oriented narrative psychologists have returned to N = 1
studies as exemplified by Lindgren’s (2004) study of the conversion of the former Swed-
ish ambassador Mohammed Knut Bernstrom to Islam at the age of 67. Narrative
psychology also interfaces with reflexive ethnography in which the investigators’ own
commitments are acknowledged and used in illustrating how narration plays a significant
role in structuring our experience and life histories (Gergen & Gergen, 1988; McAdams
& Bowman, 2002). Consistent with the call for a new paradigm, narrative analyses are
nonreductive relative to the religions and spiritualities encoded in the narration. This par-
allels the contemporary psychoanalytic expanded use of illusion (Sorenson, 2004,
Chap. 1).

Narrative studies can compliment measurement and correlational studies. Many reli-
gious phenomena seem most related to second-order or higher order personality dimen-
sions such as a search for meaning or finding a sense of purpose in life (Hood et al., 2005;
Paloutzian et al., 1999). It will be useful for quasi-experimental, measurement, and narra-
tive methods to converge. For instance, insofar as spirituality may be an additional sixth
factor to be added to the five-factor model of personality, scales to measure spirituality
should be used in quasi-experimental and correlational studies to see if they add incre-
mental variance over and above the “Big Five” (Piedmont, 1999b). Research suggests this
may be the case, and thus there is a need for mainstream psychologists to add such mea-
sures in empirical work that seeks to maximize the variance explained (McDonald, 2000;
Piedmont, 1999a).

SERPENT HANDLERS AND THE MULTILEVEL INTERDISCIPLINARY PARADIGM

As a final example, it might be useful to look at a research example that fits well within
the call for a new paradigm. Hood and his colleagues have focused upon the serpent-han-
dling sect of Appalachia using a variety of methods. For a decade Hood and his colleague
have documented entire services and have archived this material for use by other re-
searchers (Hood—Williamson Research Archives on the Serpent Handlers of Southern Ap-
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palachia). Williamson, Polio, and Hood (2000) employed an opened-ended interview
process and used phenomenological methods to identify the experience of snake handling
from the handler’s perspective. Part of their technique was to articulate the phenomenol-
ogy of handling and then have handlers who did not participate in the original interviews
read the analysis and concur that it captured as best words can the experience. The phe-
nomenology of anointing compliments electrophysical physiological data of an actually
handler “under the anointing” recorded in a laboratory setting (Burton, 1993, pp. 141-
144). These data in turn compliment actual samples taken from handlers before a service
and immediately after handling a serpent in a regular church service that same evening
(Schwartz, 1999, pp. 61-65).

The experience of anointing has been incorporated into explanatory models derived
from psychoanalytic theory (Hood & Kimbrough, 1995). Serpent-handling sermons have
been analyzed for their narrative form (Williamson & Polio, 1999) and the social history
of the movement has been empirically documented in terms of the Church of God’s initial
support and subsequent abandonment of the practice (Williamson & Hood, 2004). An
oral history of the tradition by a handler has recently been compiled (Hood, 2005).
Finally, two quasi-experimental studies have explored prejudice toward serpent handlers.
In the first study, participants evaluated hypothetical conversion narratives based upon
each of the five signs in Mark 16. As predicted, conversion attributed to experiences in
churches where serpents were handled were judged less positively than conversions
attributed to participation in churches that practiced healing, speaking in tongues, or
casting out of demons. Furthermore, even among persons rationally opposed to serpent
handling (and poison drinking), partial correlations indicated a residual prejudice effect
(Hood, Williamson, & Morris, 1999). A second quasi-experimental study was designed
not to change rational rejection of serpent handling but prejudice toward handlers
(Hood, Williamson, & Morris, 2000). Using a modified Solomon four-groups design, re-
searchers demonstrated that when viewing actual field tapes in which handlers express
their faith in the ritual of serpent handling as opposed to viewing a tape of a Pentecostal
service without handling, individuals in the experimental group changed their prejudicial
attitudes toward handlers without changing their rational rejection of the practice. Pre-
test- and posttest-only experimental groups came to see handling as a sincere expression
of faith and a practice that ought not to be outlawed for consenting adults. However,
they still rejected the practice for themselves. Finally, extensive taping of individuals and
services over 10 years (all archived) allows longitudinal studies of persons who have been
bitten, and what effects this had on subsequent participation in the tradition. It also per-
mits actual studies of persons who have been bit and who sought medical aid versus those
who were bit and suffered the bite, including maiming and even loss of life, all docu-
mented on archived video. Thus, the study of these sects has used a variety of methods, in
the field and in the lab, both quantitative and qualitative, to document a living tradition
that many have stereotyped but whose dynamic history continues. No single method
could capture the variety of interesting questions that can be asked of this unique U.S. re-
ligious tradition.

CONCLUSION

The psychology of religion is enriched by the use of multiple methods and will profit
from opening itself up to interdisciplinary approaches. This includes experimental and
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quasi-experimental methods under laboratory conditions and in the field as well where
contextual realism is often enhanced (and where collaboration with anthropologists and
historians of religion is desirable (cf. Kripall, 1995). Experimental and quasi-experimen-
tal paradigms will benefit from the utilization of additional complimentary methods if a
truly multilevel interdisciplinary paradigm is to be actualized. This is not only desirable,
but can be empirically assessed. Here empirical psychology can take a lesson from psy-
choanalysis. A multilevel interdisciplinary paradigm will also make applications of psy-
chology more attractive to researchers on religion from other disciplines (e.g., by enabling
fruitful collaboration with narrative, personality, and social psychology to broaden the
psychohistorical approaches that have been employed in research on religious personali-
ties and phenomena primarily from a psychoanalytically perspective; see Belzen, 2001,
200S).

Hood et al. (2005) have proposed an intratextual model of fundamentalism that can
be applied to nonreligious, quasi-fundamentalist groups. Here “intratextual” refers to
reliance upon a single scared text, not the multiple authoritative sources that are more
familiar to academics, who rely on an “intertextual” model for knowledge. Sorenson
(2004) has suggested that the intratextual model creates a cohesive group of isolated dis-
ciplines or schools. His interest as a relational psychoanalyst (and clinical psychologist) is
to compare the literature citations of three psychoanalytic schools (Kleinian psychology,
self psychology, and relational psychoanalysis). Using multidimensional scaling for the
authors cited in the schools’ respective journals revealed that the more “fundamentalist”
schools (Klein and Kohut) each cited a very restrictive range of their own authorities,
while relational psychoanalysts cited a broader range (Sorenson, 2004, pp. 1-17). It
would be useful to use a similar method to assess the progress toward a multilevel inter-
disciplinary paradigm for the psychology of religion. Not only could such a method be
applied to disciplines and levels of analysis within mainstream journals, but to methods
as well. By this process we can assess progress toward realizing the new paradigm.

NOTES

1. Emmons and Paloutzian (2003) identify the new paradigm as multilevel and interdisciplinary (p.
395); while we applaud this call, the field is far from realizing this ideal (Belzen, 2005; Belzen &
Hood, in press; Wulff, 2003).

2. In an indefensible breach of research ethics, a psychological disruptive experience that occurred
to one of the experimental participants was not reported in any of the write-ups of this widely
cited study (see Doblin, 1991; Smith, 2000, pp. 99-105).

3. Another example is research on meditation (see Newberg & Newberg, Chapter 11, this vol-
ume).
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Psychodynamic Psychologies
and Religion

Past, Present, and Future

JOZEF CORVELEYN
PATRICK LUYTEN

Faced with the task of writing a chapter offering an overview of psychodynamic or psy-
choanalytic approaches to religion, one feels both hesitation and trepidation. Psychoana-
lytic approaches have been considered by some to have “clearly led to a revolution in the
study of religion in general and in the psychology of religion in particular” (Beit-
Hallahmi, 1996, p. 12). There would be “no substitute and no theoretical alternative to
psychoanalysis, as the most, and the only, comprehensive theoretical approach to the psy-
chology of religion” (Beit-Hallahmi, 1996, p. 12). Others, however, have concluded that
psychoanalytic theorizing concerning religion, although not without merit, is sometimes
overly simplistic, often reductionistic, and generally not empirically supported (e.g.,
Hood, Spilka, Hunsberger, & Gorsuch, 1996; Wulff, 1997). Hence, whereas the psycho-
analytic literature on religion continues to be vast, at the same time many contemporary
overviews of the psychology of religion only devote a small and mostly historical sketch
of psychoanalytic thinking concerning religion (e.g., Emmons & Paloutzian, 2003;
Paloutzian, 1996; Spilka, Hood, Hunsberger, & Gorsuch, 2003).

Given these conflicting conclusions concerning the value of psychoanalytic ap-
proaches to religion, it is not our intention to give in this chapter a complete overview of
all psychoanalytic research efforts of the past century. This would be an almost impossi-
ble task. Moreover, several extensive older (e.g., Meissner, 1984; Saffady, 1976) as well as
more recent (e.g., Beit-Hallahmi, 1996; Wulff, 1997) reviews exist.

Thus, rather than attempting to present a complete overview, we will try to address
and clarify both the strengths and limitations of psychoanalytically inspired approaches
to religion. In order to be able to provide a balanced review of strengths and limitations,
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following Freud (1923/1961b, 1924/1961d), we distinguish between psychoanalysis as
(1) an encompassing theory concerning both “normal” and “pathological” psychological
functioning, (2) a method of investigation, and (3) a form of treatment. First, we address
what we consider to be one of the most central theoretical propositions of a psychoana-
lytic approach toward religion, namely, the distinction between religion as a cultural phe-
nomenon, on the one hand, and personal religion, on the other. Next, we outline some
main lines of Freud’s theoretical views on religion, which allows us to provide a balanced
discussion of the critique that is most often leveled against psychoanalytic approaches to
religion, namely, that they are overly reductionistic. In a third section, we provide a brief
sketch of developments in psychoanalytic theorizing since Freud and its contribution to
the study of religion. Strengths and limitations of psychodynamically inspired empirical
research concerning religion are discussed in a fourth section in the context of recent the-
oretical and methodological developments in psychoanalysis. Subsequently, we discuss
clinical implications of psychoanalytic theorizing and research in the context of the de-
bate concerning the integration of religion and spirituality in psychotherapy and counsel-
ing. We close this chapter with some conclusions and directions for further research.

THE TWO SIDES OF “RELIGION”: RELIGION AS A CULTURAL
PHENOMENON AND RELIGION AS A PERSONAL EXPERIENCE

Any psychoanalytic—and for that matter any psychological—approach to religion should
distinguish between religion as a general cultural and social fact, on the one hand, and
personal religion, on the other hand. As a cultural phenomenon, religion is always a
“given” that cannot be explained, let alone explained away, by psychology. Following
Vergote (1996), who draws on Geertz (1973), religion can be defined as a system of sym-
bols that acts to establish powerful, pervasive, and long-lasting moods and motivations.
Although religions in this sense of the term are subject to changes over time and within a
particular culture, they nevertheless consist of rather stable theological principles and a
more or less established and stable organization.! Hence, the term “religion” refers to a
number of organized forms of belief, first, to the “great” religions (e.g., Christianity, Is-
lam, Judaism, etc.), and second, to some so-called new religious movements. Personal re-
ligion, on the other hand, or religion as it is lived, is made up of a mix of these theological
principles with psychological (personal) and sociological influences. Or better: it is the re-
sult of a continuous confrontation of the individual with the preexisting culture, includ-
ing religion, in which he or she is born and living. Personal religion is thus colored by
one’s own personal, idiosyncratic history.

This distinction between personal religion and religion as a cultural phenomenon
finds an important parallel in psychoanalysis between psychoanalysis “proper” and so-
called applied psychoanalysis. Although the distinction is to some extent artificial, the
former is mainly occupied with explaining the psychological functioning of the individ-
ual, whereas the latter is broadly aimed at explaining sociocultural processes and phe-
nomena. It was Freud who initiated this latter approach, and applied it to religion in his
now classic work The Future of an Illusion (Freud, 1927/1961c). His purpose was not
only to understand (Verstehen) religion, but also to explain (Erkldren) it. However, this
“psychoanalytic archeology” (Beit-Hallahmi, 1996, p. 11) has often been criticized for
being overly reductionistic. Despite this, the application of psychoanalytic theories and
hypotheses to religion has been and continues to be very popular, not only among psy-
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choanalytic authors, but also among many philosophers and sociologists (e.g., Devereux,
1953/1974).

The distinction between personal religion and religion as a cultural phenomenon
also overlaps with Freud’s so-called ontogenetic and phylogenetic theories of religion
(Wulff, 1997). Interestingly, whereas Freud did show interest in the development of per-
sonal religion (ontogenetic perspective), as is for instance shown in his famous case study
of the Wolf Man (Freud, 1918/1955a), he was nevertheless mainly interested in the
phylogenetic perspective, that is, in explaining the origin and development of religion as
such (e.g., Freud, 1913/1953). Again, Freud’s preference for theories concerning the ori-
gin of religion as a cultural phenomenon influenced many studies after him. It has only
been relatively recently, with the growing popularity of object relations theory and self
psychology, that personal religion has become the center of attention of psychoanalytic
studies of religion (see Kernberg, 2000). Moreover, as Blass (2004) has convincingly ar-
gued, this growing attention within psychoanalysis for personal religion is also partly due
to a shift in religion itself, away from organized religion and religion as a quest for truth,
toward religion as deeply held, personal beliefs and experiences that are not necessarily
linked to organized forms of religion (see Zinnbauer & Pargament, Chapter 2, this vol-
ume).

FREUD AND RELIGION

From his early experiences with the Judaic faith and traditions of his family and with the
Catholic tradition of his nanny (Blatt, 1988; Gay, 1987; Rice, 1990; Rizzuto, 1998) to his
final work Moses and Monotheism (Freud, 1939/1964a), his ultimate attempt to under-
stand the historical origins of Jewish religion and (monotheistic) religion in general, reli-
gion was always an important aspect in Freud’s life. Although Freud is often depicted as a
rationalistic and atheistic thinker, and although many of his works can be read from that
perspective, he was not at all fundamentally antireligious. For example, he did count reli-
gion, together with art, as one of the most impressive accomplishments of humanity
(Freud, 1930/1961a).

Freud’s influence on the psychoanalytic study of religion can be particularly dis-
cerned among his contemporaries. Some of them have applied, “in the shadow of the
master” (Meissner, 2000, p. 55), his theories to other aspects of religion or to religions
other than those in the Judeo-Christian tradition, which was Freud’s major focus (e.g.,
Jones, 1916/1967; Reik, 1931). On the other hand, it is interesting to note that the major
“dissidents” in the psychoanalytic movement of the first decades, such as Carl Gustav
Jung and Alfred Adler (Nuttin, 1950/1962) were very interested in religion and disagreed
in many respects with Freud about religion (e.g., Vandermeersch, 1991). In fact, the only
real opponent of Freud’s perspective on religion who did not become a dissident during
his lifetime was the Lutheran pastor and psychoanalyst Oskar Pfister. In his virulent criti-
cism The Illusion of a Future (Pfister, 1928)—the title itself mocks Freud’s The Future of
an Illusion—he argued that Freud’s view of religion was itself a tribute to the ideology of
rational progress and of the triumphs of rationalistic science, and thus—according to
Freud’s own definition—an illusion (see Goossens, 1990). Pfister’s critique can be seen as
the starting point of a series of critiques of Freud’s views on religion.

First and foremost is the criticism of reductionism, which concerns Freud’s philo-
sophical rationalistic background. According to this criticism, Freud completely reduces



Psychodynamic Psychologies and Religion 83

religion to an irrational prephase in the evolution of humankind toward a more realistic,
rationalistic, and scientific civilization (cf. Meissner, 2000; Vergote, 1998). This reduc-
tionism criticism is nowadays often the major and frequently the only criticism leveled at
Freud and psychoanalytic approaches to religion in general. And, in fact, if it is not taken
as a final judgment on Freud’s approach to religion, one must say that this criticism is
valid. Freud did consider religion to be essentially an illusion, a fulfillment of personal de-
sires, such as a deep longing for protection against the perils of nature, preferably by an
exalted father figure. With Vergote (1998), we agree that it is clear that Freud should not
have made this attempt of explaining religion as such. His attempts to explain religion are
not based on any detailed or systematic observations, clinical or otherwise. To the con-
trary, he seems to have been driven by a rationalistic Enlightenment philosophy which
pushed him to tackle religion in its entirety. Remarkably, this is in strong contrast with
his repeated affirmation that psychoanalysis is not a worldview, not even a complete an-
thropology (Freud, 1933/1964b). In his opinion, psychoanalysis always should be, both
as a science and as a method of treatment, neutral toward religion. It is also in contrast to
his otherwise great effort to observe and understand phenomena in great detail and depth
(Vergote, 1998).

Nevertheless, it would also be incorrect to reduce Freud’s approach to religion to one
completely biased by a rationalistic ideology (see Vergote, 1998). His approach did raise
fundamental psychological questions about religion and about individual religious faith.
More concretely, Freud did ask important questions about the part that is played in per-
sonal religion by personal desires, fantasies, and conflicts linked to the individual’s per-
sonal history and his or her encounters with significant others.

A second criticism of Freud’s views on religion, which is mostly leveled by more “in-
terpersonally” oriented authors (e.g., Jones, 1991), is that Freud reduces religion to a
one-person motivational matter, and neglects the interpersonal and, more generally,
sociocultural components of religion. And again, indeed, many of his theories can be read
from such a perspective, although, as mentioned above, it would also be too simplistic to
reduce Freud’s approach to religion as being completely a “one-person” psychology.

Hence, although both variants of the reductionism criticism may be essentially cor-
rect, Freud’s contribution to the study of religion contains more than his easy rationalistic
reduction of religion to an irrational temporary phase of human evolution, or to a purely
individual issue. Indeed, he did raise some fundamental questions about the interaction
between personal history and religion as a social fact, as we illustrate further on in this
chapter.

THERE IS MORE THAN ONE PSYCHOLOGY
IN THE FAMILY OF PSYCHOANALYSIS

Psychoanalysis is not, as some critics of psychoanalysis often want us to believe, limited
to the eternal rephrasing of Freud, nor is it limited to the exegetical rereading and
rediscussion of the n-th interpretation of some of his not-so-clear sentences. Freud’s work
is not the “gold standard” of a metric system. Psychoanalysis, and psychoanalytic ap-
proaches to religion in particular, did not stop to evolve after Freud’s death—quite the
contrary. With Pine (1990), one can currently distinguish somewhat schematically “four
psychologies of psychoanalysis”: drive psychology, ego psychology, object relations psy-
chology, and self psychology. Although somewhat overlapping, each of these perspectives
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focuses on different aspects of psychological functioning, and thus should not be seen as
competing perspectives, but as complementary views of the same, complex, psychological
reality (Wallerstein, 1992). The first three of these approaches have inspired most of the
psychodynamically oriented research in the field of the psychology of religion. In addi-
tion, especially with the advent of object relations theories, psychoanalysis has become
less reductionistic and less hostile toward religion than Freud’s original formulations and
those of many of his contemporaries (Blass, 2004).

Drive Psychology

This was Freud’s primary approach to human behavior. It looks at human behavior from
the perspective of personal motives or tendencies and wishes, which are formulated in
terms of “pulsions” (drives) and their vicissitudes. It is hypothesized that some wishes
give rise to inner conflicts because they are experienced as unacceptable by the inner
moral and ethical standards of the individual, and/or dangerous in relation to the require-
ments of the outside world. A central role is allocated to defense or transmutation mecha-
nisms to deal with unacceptable wishes (drives). These defense mechanisms are, of
course, largely influenced by social, cultural, and educational factors. In that sense, Freud
was not an unrealistic “monadist” (Leibniz), as some of his critics suppose. He did not
consider the individual as a self-sufficient being. To the contrary, from the early begin-
nings of his work he took into account the interaction of the individual with the sur-
rounding environment, although it must be admitted that he mainly focused on
intrapsychic factors. This “classical” approach inspired much of the older psychoanalytic
literature on religion (Capps, 2001), and focused, as Freud himself did, mostly on the
“hidden” personal desires and conflicts in religion (e.g., Daim, 1951; Zilboorg, 1955).

According to Pine (1990), the work of the influential French psychoanalyst Jacques
Lacan and of his followers should also be situated in the drive psychology tradition.
Although regularly referring to religion, Lacan in fact never wrote a single work devoted
solely to religion. His views, however, have inspired several important approaches to reli-
gion (e.g., Dolto & Sévérin, 1977; Maitre, 1997). For example, Vasse (1991) has applied
Lacanian concepts and theories to study the main authobiographical works of the creative
religious Theresa of Avila. Michel de Certeau, in turn, has provided interesting insights and
hypotheses concerning the raise of mysticism in the 17th century in general and the posses-
sion of Sister Jeanne des Anges of Loudun and her exorcist Surin in particular (de Certeau,
1963, 1980; see also Lietaer & Corveleyn, 1995). Also, the seminal work of Vergote (1988,
1996, 1998) on religion has to be mentioned here because it has been heavily influenced by
both “classical” Freudian and Lacanian psychoanalysis. In fact, Vergote has always empha-
sized the intrinsic and reciprocal influence between the individual psyche and the cultural
and symbolic environment, which in turn results from a continuous encounter between the
individual and the given cultural environment. His research on topics such as the image of
God (Vergote & Tamayo, 1980), religious experience (Vergote, 1996), and pathological
forms of religion (Vergote, 1988, 1996), testifies of this deep awareness of the reciprocity
between individual desires and conflicts and given cultural environments.

Ego Psychology

Ego psychology mainly focuses on the “other side” of the psychic conflict, namely, the
capacity of the ego to defend against personal drives and to adapt to reality (Pine, 1990).
Erik Erikson (e.g., 1950, 1958, 1968, 1969) is probably the most well-known representa-



Psychodynamic Psychologies and Religion 85

tive of this perspective in the psychology of religion, not only because of his works on
identity formation in great religious leaders, such as Martin Luther (Erikson, 1958) and
Mahatma Gandhi (Erikson, 1969), but also because of his seminal work in the area of de-
velopmental psychology (see Zock, 1990, for an overview). Together with the structural-
istic approach to child development of Jean Piaget, Erikson’s developmental theories have
heavily influenced research on religious development in childhood and adolescence as
well as on religious education (see also Boyatzis, Chapter 7, and Levenson, Aldwin, &
D’Mello, Chapter 8, this volume).

Another good example of the ego psychology approach can be found in the work of
William Meissner (1992) on Ignatius of Loyola, the founder of the Jesuits. In this
psychobiographical study, Meissner convincingly shows that Ignatius, despite consider-
able psychopathological problems in his young adulthood, was able to overcome these
problems to a great extent, as is evidenced by his great creativity and religious leadership,
even in religiously and politically very troubled times. In particular, Meissner shows that
Ignatius was able to successfully mobilize constructive ego capacities and defense mecha-
nisms to compensate for certain ego defects. Moreover, with this work, Meissner also
shows that sanctity (in religious terms) is not the result of a “supernatural” transforma-
tion of personality, but is constructed with the ordinary building blocks of human person-
ality, including pathological ones (Corveleyn, 1997).

Psychology of Object Relations

In this approach, the focus is on the individual’s representations of self and others, the de-
velopment of these representations, and the influence they exert on current perceptions,
experiences, and behaviors.

Rizzuto’s (1979) work on the representation of God is a good example of this ap-
proach, because she mainly attempts to show how representations from significant others
influence and shape, in interaction with the sociocultural environment, an individual’s
representation of God (see also McDargh, 1983; Spero, 1992). Object relational theories
have also played an important role in broadening the scope of psychoanalytic studies of
religion in that they provided new theoretical tools to study the role of early object rela-
tions in particular religious phenomena, such as religious experiences and Eastern reli-
gions (Wulff, 1997), where “classical” drive and ego psychological theories seemed to be
less applicable. Moreover, Winnicott’s notion of the transitional space has not only led to
a recognition of creative processes in religion, but has also resulted in a more positive
regard within psychoanalysis toward religious beliefs, as is for instance exemplified in the
work of Paul W. Pruyser (Malony & Spilka, 1991).

CURRENT EMPIRICAL RESEARCH IN PSYCHOANALYSIS AND ITS
RELEVANCE FOR A PSYCHOANALYTIC PSYCHOLOGY OF RELIGION

Recent Developments within Psychoanalysis: A Growing Research Culture

Empirical research on personal religion from a psychodynamic perspective has mainly fo-
cused on the detailed study of individual lives, mostly by means of the traditional case
study method. This research method has been, without a doubt, psychoanalysis’s pre-
ferred method of investigation, and has undeniably resulted in a wide variety of valuable
insights and theoretical hypotheses about human beings, including their religious beliefs,
experiences, and behaviors (e.g., Beit-Hallahmi, 1996; Spilka et al., 2003; Wulff, 1997).
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However, at the same time, it has become increasingly clear, also within the psychoana-
lytic community, that the traditional case study method has serious methodological flaws
(e.g., Spence, 1994). One of the most important pitfalls is related to the selective release
of data that is typical of case studies, if any data are included at all. For example,
Klumpner and Frank (1991) found that not a single study of the 15 most cited papers in
psychoanalysis included a substantial amount of (clinical) data. There is little reason to
believe that psychoanalytic studies of religion would fare any better. This makes it hard to
judge to which extent theoretical prejudices might have played a role in the selection and
interpretation of material, or to which extent alternative, and perhaps more parsimoni-
ous, explanations are possible. Because of this selective release and virtual absence of
data, not surprisingly, psychoanalysis as a whole has shown a remarkable resistance
against falsification. This is also true for the psychoanalytic study of religion. If one re-
views the history of psychoanalytic approaches to religion, time and time again the same
religious phenomena were interpreted and reinterpreted, depending on the “fashion of
the day.” When the Oedipus complex was the shibboleth of psychoanalysis, almost every
religious behavior or belief was considered to be an expression of Oedipal conflicts or
tendencies. When ego psychology started to take off, these same conflicts and tendencies
were suddenly seen as an expression of the adaptation of the ego to reality. And when ob-
ject relation theories were in their heyday, studies linking religious phenomena to the de-
velopment, structure, and/or content of object relations mushroomed.

Although the influence of trends and new discoveries on scientific research is inevita-
ble, and the meaning of psychological phenomena is often if not always overdetermined,
there has been little progress in the empirical study of religion from a psychodynamic point
of view precisely because of this overreliance on anecdote, authority, and selectively re-
leased case material.? This has led to a proliferation of theories and hypotheses, without the
necessary correlate of discarding “older” theories or hypotheses. Hence, “old” and “new”
psychoanalytic theories concerning religion stand side by side, even if they contradict each
other. Debates concerning the value of a theory or hypothesis are mostly settled by relying
on anecdote, authority, and the selective release of data that confirm each author’s beloved
theory. Because psychoanalysis continued to rely on an outdated research methodology,
which was no longer accepted as scientific by the larger scientific community, once its boon,
the traditional case study method was rapidly becoming psychoanalysis’s bane.

However, the waning influence of psychoanalysis in mainstream psychology and psy-
chiatry, in combination with the advent of evidence-based medicine and managed care,
finally led to a growing awareness in some psychoanalytic circles toward the end of the
1980s that if psychoanalysis was to survive, it had to use other research methods than the
traditional case study method (Luyten, Blatt, & Corveleyn, 2004). The result was not
only a boom in psychodynamically inspired empirical research, but also an increasing
dialogue and integration between psychoanalysis and various branches of mainstream
psychology, as well as the development of new methods that are specifically designed to
test often complex psychodynamic hypotheses (e.g., Westen, 1998). This was paralleled
by a growing move within mainstream psychology toward more idiographic research and
toward the study of private experiences in general (e.g., Singer & Kolligian, 1987).

The Need for Good Theory and the Promise of Psychoanalysis

Even a quick perusal of the psychological literature in general and research in the field of
the psychology of religion in particular demonstrates the need for comprehensive theo-
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ries. Empirical studies abound, but they are widely scattered, poorly integrated, and more
often than not lack an overarching theoretical framework. In fact, many of these studies
are, as Spence (1994, p. 23) noted in another context, “impeccable ‘studies of nothing
very much,’ ” a situation that reinforces the belief of many that the systematic empirical
study of religion has little to offer (see also Hood & Belzen, Chapter 4, this volume).
However, in our opinion, the fact that the quality of many of these studies is poor appears
to be due more to the poor quality of the research questions asked than to the methods
used as such. Yet this only further reinforces the need for good theory.

In fact, this same concern is echoed by Spilka et al. (2003, p. 542, emphasis added):
“What appears the clearest need in social-scientific work that will assure the vigor, rele-
vance, and compatibility of the psychology of religion with mainstream psychology is
theory.” In line with Batson (1997), we would like to add that what the psychology of
religion needs is not so much theory per se, because there is in fact an abundance of theo-
ries, but good theories—that is, theories that are not only capable of providing an over-
arching view of human nature, including humanity’s relationship with religion, but that
are also able to generate a coherent, theoretically based research program. Here, we
believe that psychoanalytic theories, in conjunction with recent methodological develop-
ments both within psychoanalysis and within mainstream psychology, have much to
offer.

Briefly, we believe that a psychoanalytic approach to religion can transform the tra-
ditional “hit-and-run” research into a more detailed study of individual lives. From a
theoretical point of view, psychoanalysis provides a wide variety of theories and hypothe-
ses that have been based on the detailed study of individual lives. As is the case in much
research in mainstream psychology, research in the psychology of religion has shown an
overreliance on broad and abstract notions, which tell us little about what role religion
plays in the concrete daily life of people. Hence, most research has been unable to bridge
the gap between the nomothetic and idiographic level (for an exception, see Emmons,
1999). This same dissatisfaction with “grand theories” can be observed in mainstream
psychology, and has led to a rapidly increasing number of microlevel theories and subse-
quent studies of very concrete behaviors and attitudes. On a methodological level, this
has resulted in a move away from more traditional methods, such as self-report question-
naires and cross-sectional designs, to the use of methods that are able to tap in more
detail and more depth psychological processes in real-life (e.g., experience sampling, di-
ary methods, etc.). In addition, instead of relying on cross-sectional designs, which are of
limited value to investigate causal relationships, longitudinal studies are increasingly used
in combination with more sophisticated statistical methods such as structural equation
modeling (SEM), growth curve modeling, and survival analysis (e.g., Willett, Singer, &
Martin, 1998). These latter two statistical methods are particularly interesting because
they enable data to be analyzed on both the idiographic and the nomothetic levels. As
stated earlier, these developments have also led to a growing methodological sophistica-
tion in empirical research in psychoanalysis. Psychoanalytically oriented researchers have
adapted and adopted these methods because they do more justice to the complexity of
psychodynamic hypotheses, which often imply interactive, recursive models (see further
below) rather than more traditional linear models and statistical methods (e.g., Westen &
Shedler, 1999).

Yet these developments within psychoanalysis have, with very few exceptions, not
been applied to the domain of the psychoanalytic study of religion. Here lies an impor-
tant task for the future for psychodynamically oriented researchers. In this regard, we
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also would like to make a strong plea for methodological pluralism because we believe
that the existing divide within the psychology of religion between a hermeneutic, interpre-
tive approach that focuses on understanding (Verstehen) and meaning, on the one
hand, and a (neo-)positivistic approach that focuses on explanation (Erkldren) and
general laws, on the other hand, is not only to a large extent artificial, but also unfruitful
(Luyten et al., 2004). Any scientific endeavor involves interpretation and meaning, just
as all scientific research includes a process of systematic testing and falsification. There
is no (quasi-)experimental research without previous theorizing and subsequent inter-
pretation. Likewise, interpretations can and should be empirically tested. Hence, whereas
(quasi-Jexperimental research in the psychology of religion should be more aware of
the complexity and overdetermination of phenomena, interpretive approaches should
develop clear criteria to judge the probability of interpretations and, more in general,
develop more rigorous research methodologies. Whereas it can be said that much
(quasi-)experimental research in the psychology of religion concerns “impeccable stud-
ies of nothing very much,” many interpretive studies are vulnerable to the critique that
“anything goes” in such studies. Hence, instead of seeing these approaches as conflict-
ing, they should rather be seen as completing each other, with much possibility of mu-
tual enrichment.

We also believe that this does not mean that the case study method as such has out-
lived its usefulness. Controlled case study research, and more rigorous qualitative re-
search in general (Denzin & Lincoln, 2002; Elliott, Fisher, & Rennie, 1999), involving a
clear set of hypotheses, careful selection of cases, and explicit rules for analysis and inter-
pretation of data, are increasingly used in mainstream psychology (Camic, Rhodes, &
Yardley, 2003). These new methodologies provide an excellent opportunity for psychoan-
alytically oriented scholars in the psychology of religion because they are—like the tradi-
tional “uncontrolled” case study method—able to capture the uniqueness of each individual,
but this time in a methodologically rigorous manner.

In sum, the recent theoretical and methodological developments just reviewed,
within both psychoanalysis and mainstream psychology, may not only lead to significant
contributions to the psychoanalytic study of religion, but they may also have much to
offer to the psychology of religion in general. In the next section, we illustrate this point
with a short review of research on religious experience, the representation of God, and
the relationship between mental health and religion.

Some lllustrations

Religious Experience

The topic of religious experience has attracted a lot of research attention (see Hood,
Chapter 19, this volume). However, despite this attention, we are far from even reaching
a consensus on the meaning of such terms as “religious,” “mystical,” and “spiritual expe-
rience.” In addition, comprehensive theories that are able to explain the wide variety of
such experiences are lacking (Luyten & Corveleyn, 2003). As Vergote (1996) has pointed
out, one of the reasons for this confusion is that there is a lack of a good comprehensive
theory. Inspired by psychoanalytic theory, Vergote (1996) has convincingly shown in sev-
eral studies that one must carefully distinguish between various forms of religious experi-
ence based on a thorough historical and sociocultural analysis, as well as by considering
at least three interrelated factors that determine whether or not an experience is inter-
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preted by an individual as religious. These factors are (1) the perception of an event or sit-
uation (e.g., standing on top of a mountain), (2) the affective endowment of this event by
the individual, and (3) the preexisting religious/spiritual belief (or the absence of such
beliefs) of the individual. For instance, Vergote and his associates found that only those
subjects that were religious were likely to interpret certain experiences (e.g., concerning
love, nature, etc.) as religious. This was further substantiated by their finding that those
who believed in a personal God (religious individuals) believed that these experiences
showed the hand of God, whereas those who believed in an impersonal higher power
(spiritual individuals) saw a confirmation of their belief in a higher impersonal power in
these experiences. Hence, people tend to interpret certain experiences congruent with
their preexisting beliefs. For some, such experiences are “only” beautiful, “peak” experi-
ences, for others they are the reflection of a higher power or a personal God. Thus, expe-
riences as such are not religious, nor spiritual, nor mystical. They are endowed with such
meanings by human beings.

Hence, these findings point to the importance of taking into account the preexisting
personal belief structure of the individual, which in turn is intimately associated with the
person’s personal history. Traditionally, however, there is a tendency to study religious ex-
periences in complete isolation, as if such experiences exist isolated from historical,
sociocultural, and personal factors. However, as the differentiations between different
forms and determinants of religious experiences show, it appears that such experiences
are only one aspect or phase of a long—sometimes very long—process or history. For in-
stance, religious experiences can be one phase in the process of mourning or in the search
for meaning during or after a depressive episode (see Park, Chapter 16, this volume).
Hence, carefully designed and detailed longitudinal studies are needed to investigate the
complex and often recursive interactions between the life history of the individual, in-
cluding his religious/spiritual socialization, personality factors, and recent life experi-
ences. Measuring these factors, as is mostly the case in existing studies, at one point in
time (or even at two or three points in time), appears to be a rather crude way to investi-
gate a dynamic process that develops over time. As noted before, growth curve modeling
could provide one tool to study such complex interactions over time both at the
idiographic and the nomothetic levels.

Representation of God

A second example where recent trends in the interface between psychoanalysis and
mainstream psychology may lead to important advances in our understanding concerns
research on the representation of God. By and large, most systematic empirical re-
search from a psychodynamic point of view in the psychology of religion has focused
on the representation of God and more particularly on the relationship between this
representation and representations of significant others (e.g., mother, father). These
studies have undoubtedly led to significant insights in the development of religiosity in
individuals. The studies of Rizzuto (1979) and McDargh (1983), mentioned earlier, are
two cases in point. Both authors have made a compelling case for the complex interac-
tion and interweaving of sociocultural images of God and the personal life history of
individuals.

However, typically, these studies have been limited to very few subjects, rely
heavily on reconstruction with all the difficulties associated with such an approach,
and/or are for the most part cross-sectional in nature (e.g., Cecero, Marmon, Beitel,
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Hutz, & Jones, 2004; Gerard, Jobes, Cimbolic, Ritzler, & Montana, 2003; Schaap-
Jonker, Eurelings-Bontekoe, Verhagen, & Zock, 2002). In addition, these studies have
tended to focus on the actual representation of God. However, rigorous cross-cultural
research by Vergote and collaborators (e.g., Vergote & Tamayo, 1980) with a specially
constructed Semantic Differential Parental Scale (SDPS), has shown, in line with psy-
choanalytic theorizing, the importance of distinguishing between the symbolic and the
actual representation of God. In contrast to the actual representation, which is based
on the concrete developmental history of the individual, the symbolic representation re-
fers to the more stable cultural representation of God. It was found that the symbolic
representation of God is, in general, across cultures, a function of both paternal and
maternal qualities, with maternal qualities being more important. From this perspec-
tive, many interesting questions arise, such as: What is the relationship between the ac-
tual and symbolic representation of God?; Have the large sociocultural changes in our
Western society made maternal aspects more important in the actual and/or symbolic
representation of God?; If so, are these changes less clear in more patriarchal cultures
and/or specific religious groups? Hence, because representations of God are not static
entities, neither on an individual level, nor on the cultural level (McDargh, 1983;
Rizzuto, 1979), but dynamic concepts that continue to evolve over time, longitudinal
research is needed to answer such questions (see also Granqvist, 2002). As McDargh
(1983, p. 148) has so eloquently put it, methods that do not take into account these
highly complex, recursive interactions “tend to isolate out a static configuration la-
belled the God image or God representation which is then impaled inert on a point of
nosology like a lifeless butterfly.” Unfortunately, however, currently such research is
virtually nonexistent, and most studies continue to focus on the actual representation
of God using cross-sectional designs.

Yet the methodological tools for such studies are now available. Research methods
such as growth curve modeling and controlled case study research appear to be particu-
larly promising in this regard to investigate the complex and recursive interactions be-
tween symbolic and actual representations of God over time. A dozen or more reliable
and valid measures of object relations are available that could be used in such studies
(Huprich & Greenberg, 2003). Some of these can be scored on different kinds of data,
including self-report data, (clinical) interviews, narratives, projective measures (such as
the Rorschach test and the Thematic Apperception Test; TAT), stories based on the pic-
ture arrangement subtest of the Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale—Revised (WAIS-R),
early memories, transcripts from psychotherapy sessions, and responses to experimental
stimuli. Westen and his collaborators, for instance, developed the Social Cognition and
Object Relations Scale (SCORS; Westen, 2002), which includes scales for rating the Com-
plexity of Representations of Others, Affective Quality of Representations, Emotional
Investment in Relationships, and Understanding of Social Causality. Blatt and his collab-
orators developed several measures that tap various aspects of both content and struc-
tural characteristics of object representations (Blatt & Auerbach, 2003). Already, some
studies have used these instruments to investigate the representation of God (e.g., Brokaw
& Edwards, 1994; Hall & Fletcher-Brokaw, 1995; Hall, Fletcher-Brokaw, Edwards, &
Pike, 1998). But more research is needed.

Additionally, research inspired by object relations theories provides ample opportu-
nity for integration between psychodynamic theory and research and developmental
psychopathology (Fonagy & Target, 2002), social cognition (Westen, 1991), cognitive
psychology (Blatt & Auerbach, 2003), attachment theory (Fonagy, 1999; Granqpvist,
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2002), and schema theories (Cecero et al., 2004), and is immediately relevant for clinical
practice (e.g., Blatt, Auerbach, & Levy, 1997).

Religion and Mental Health

A third and final area where psychoanalytic theory and research might lead to significant
advances in our knowledge concerns the relationship between religion and mental health.
Psychodynamic theory and research clearly suggests that religion and mental health are
intrinsically interwoven. However, again, most research in this area is cross-sectional,
thereby neglecting the fact that religion and mental health most probably reciprocally in-
teract. Even longitudinal studies in this area assume that the relationship between religion
and mental health is linear and nonrecursive. Notwithstanding this, often sweeping con-
clusions are made regarding the relationship between religion and mental health based on
such studies. In addition, current research tends to reify the constructs of religiosity and
mental health, as if they are completely independent things. Of course, theoretically and
for research purposes, one can define and operationalize religiosity and mental health
separately, but this does not mean that the individual should be seen as the “host” of two
“guests,” namely religiosity, on the one hand, and mental health, on the other. If one
takes the above-mentioned definition of personal religion seriously, it must be clear that
personal religiosity and mental health are intrinsically interwoven. From infancy on,
people are drawn toward certain aspects of religion or particular religions as a whole. Or,
depending on their personal history, they may become indifferent or may start to hate
certain aspects of religion or religion in general, but nevertheless they are influenced by it.
The reason for this is that (particular aspects of) religion, as a symbolic system, appeals
on certain—often universal—human issues. Hence, one should always consider two di-
rections of causality, one going from religion to the individual psyche, the other from the
individual psyche to religion (Vergote, 1996). Take, for instance, the example of Chris-
tian religion and the issue of guilt, sin, repentance, and forgiveness. Christian teachings
concerning these issues attract many people precisely because these are almost universal
issues that every human being sooner or later has to deal with. However, the other way
around, it is well known that individuals in which obsessive—compulsive traits predomi-
nate are often particularly attracted to and occupied with these issues (and particular to
sin and punishment). Hence, unraveling the relationship between religiosity and mental
health is often like the familiar chicken-and-egg problem. Only longitudinal studies, in-
cluding recursive influences, can do justice to the complexity of this relationship. Hence,
while many have acknowledged, precisely because of the many possible interactions
among religion and mental health, that religion may be an expression of a mental disor-
der, a socializing and suppressing agent, a haven for those under stress, a risk factor for
psychopathology, or may have therapeutic value for some (Spilka et al., 2003), research
tends to blur these essential distinctions. Moreover, there clearly is a lack of an encom-
passing theory to explain these various relationships.

In this context, we believe that the psychodynamic distinction between various levels
of personality development and functioning may provide a starting point for such a com-
prehensive theory, and is especially useful for clinical practice when confronted with
(alleged) religious psychopathology. From a psychodynamic point of view, one can distin-
guish between three levels of psychopathology: the psychotic, the borderline, and the
neurotic (e.g., McWilliams, 1994). Somewhat schematically, it can be said that at the psy-
chotic level individuals are mainly characterized by a severe disturbance in reality testing,
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which puts them at increased risk for manifest psychotic symptoms (e.g., delusions and/or
hallucinations). The most characteristic disturbances at the borderline level concern low
impulse control and identity diffusion, in combination with the use of primitive defense
mechanisms (e.g., splitting). On these two levels of personality functioning, one often is
able to make a more or less accurate distinction between pathological variants of religion
(e.g., the individual who believes that he is God vs. someone whose representation of God
is either very cruel, much idealized, or both) and “normal” religiosity. On the neurotic
level, however, which is characterized by good reality testing, more differentiated images
of self and other, and the use of more mature defense mechanisms (e.g., reaction forma-
tion, rationalization), the distinction between normal “lived religiosity” and religious
psychopathology is often very difficult to make, precisely because religion at this level of
personality functioning is deeply woven in and interwoven with the fabric of the individ-
ual’s personality.

Other criteria than those traditionally used in research, such as the deviation from a
cultural or statistical norm, are needed here to make a judgment concerning the nature of
religiosity. Vergote (1988) proposes the following intrinsically psychological criteria:
(1) the ability of someone to speak a common (religious) language, (2) the extent to
which an individual is still able to work in the broad sense of the term (i.e., to actively ex-
ert an influence on his or her Umuwelt), (3) the extent to which someone is still able to
love others in a way that recognizes their autonomy, and (4) the extent to which an indi-
vidual can enjoy his or her activities. This is not to deny the importance of cultural
norms. In fact, many studies of the relationship between religiosity and mental health
appear to ignore in whole or in part the importance of cultural norms and only consider a
statistical norm to distinguish between normal and “pathological” religiosity. Instead, we
propose to speak of the relative relativity of the distinction between “normal” and
“pathological” religiosity. This distinction is often relative because it is frequently diffi-
cult to judge to which extent religion is normal or pathological, especially in individuals
functioning at a neurotic level. However, at the same time, this relativity is itself relative,
because in some instances individuals within a certain (sub)culture can easily make this
distinction, particularly concerning those individuals functioning at the psychotic level.
For instance, while there would be much disagreement in Western societies concerning
the nature of the belief of a housewife who somewhat neglects her other duties and others
around her because she spends most of her day praying in front of an altar at home, most
if not many would agree that an individual with a Messiah delusion who completely iso-
lates him- or herself and is not able to communicate anymore with others shows signs of
pathological religiosity.

The clinical implications of such a psychodynamic perspective often differ in impor-
tant respects from clinical approaches inspired by other theoretical frameworks. First,
there is no clear distinction between “normal” and “pathological” religiosity, particularly
at the neurotic level. Meissner (1991) has provided in this context a very useful distinc-
tion between various religious modi depending on the underlying personality structure,
such as the hysterical, the obsessional, the depressive-masochistic, the narcissistic, and the
paranoid modus. Each of these modi reflect a particular religious faith that is the result of
a particular developmental history in which religiosity, mental health, and personal
history are intrinsically interwoven. A second clinical implication concerns the attitude
toward religious issues in counseling and psychotherapy. Because this issue is part of a
wider discussion, we address it in the next section.
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PSYCHOANALYSIS AND THE CURRENT DEBATE ON THE
INTEGRATION OF PSYCHOTHERAPY AND RELIGION OR SPIRITUALITY

Corveleyn and Lietaer (1994, p. 203) observed already in 1994 a “change in the attitudes
of psychologists” toward religiosity and spirituality in general and in their psychothera-
peutic work more specifically. Their attitudes had been changing in the 1980s from
“anti” or “indifferent” toward religion to openness and positive attention. However,
these conclusions were based on mainly, if not exclusively, North American research and
review articles. In general, European psychologists and psychotherapists of all kinds of
theoretical families have approached the problem of the relationship between psychother-
apy and religiosity or spirituality in a different way than their North American colleagues
in the past two decades. In several recent North American publications (see Miller &
Kelley, Chapter 25, and Shafranske, Chapter 27, this volume), several, often far-reaching,
proposals have been made to integrate religion and/or spirituality and psychotherapy.
These proposals vary from the integration of traditional Christian (e.g., prayer, bible exe-
gesis) or Eastern (e.g., meditation, yoga) elements in existing forms of counseling and
psychotherapy, to the development of explicitly religious and/or spiritually inspired psy-
chotherapy. The fact that religion and spirituality are often positive for (mental) health
(see Part V, this volume), and the finding that integrating such religious and/or spiritual
elements often leads to increased effectiveness of clinical interventions, especially among
strongly religious clients (Worthington, Kurusu, McCullough, & Sandage, 1996), has
convinced many, even ardent opponents of religion such as Ellis (Nielsen, Johnson, &
Ellis, 2001), of the need and value of integrating religion and/or spirituality with psycho-
therapy. Hence, psychotherapists are encouraged to be more active in stimulating patients
not only to explore, but also to rediscover, the religious and/or spiritual dimension in
their lives. In Europe, in contrast, one hardly finds such standpoints in scientific publica-
tions. It is not our intention to speculate about the possible interpretations of this differ-
ence, nor will we try to develop a representative “European” standpoint. This is quite
impossible because there is not such a generalized integration movement, nor a “general”
interest in spiritual matters in the European psychotherapy world. However, perhaps in
Europe there is a much more keen awareness of the fact that the positive association
between (mental) health and religion and/or spirituality does not as such and itself but-
tress such a “spiritual strategy.” This would be a naive functionalistic “use” of religion
and spirituality as an “insurance” for better (mental) health. To use an analogy: since we
know that married people live longer, should we advise all our patients to marry (Sloan,
Bagiella, VandeCreek, Hover, & Casalona, 2000)?

In contrast to this “spiritual strategy,” we would therefore like to argue in favor of a
variant of the classical Freudian attitude of the psychotherapist toward the ethical and re-
ligious values of the patient, namely, benevolent neutrality (Corveleyn, 2000). The classi-
cal Freudian standpoint is generally believed to be actively hostile toward religion, or at
least simply areligious. In our view, this is based on a misinterpretation of Freud.
Although he personally was atheistic, and his theoretical writings describe religion as an
illusion, in his clinical writings he actively promoted benevolent neutrality toward reli-
gious issues. We believe that this benevolent or sympathetic neutrality can be considered
to be the basic attitude of most of the European psychotherapists, not only of those that
have received psychoanalytic training, but of all therapists, regardless of their theoretical
orientation.
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The term “neutrality” implies that the psychotherapist is not a pastoral worker
whose task it is to engage actively in a discussion on the truth or falsity of faith (be-
liefs, attitudes, and emotions). Of course, the psychotherapist must not be too cautious
in refraining from directing the dialogue into the religious or spiritual domain. The
therapist’s tact (Poland, 1975) should not be the alibi for his personal resistance to-
ward religion. The resistance of many clients to speak about religious and/or spiritual
issues is often already high because of the intimate character of these issues (Riimke,
1952). The therapist should thus not add his or her personal resistance to that of the
client.

Traditionally, the “received view” of neutrality stresses the necessity of a strict neu-
trality (Strean, 1986). In that view, neutrality is defined as impersonal. Relying on some
of Freud’s rare technical writings, the attitude of the analyst is described in metaphors
like “being a perfect mirror” or “being like an unemotional surgeon” (e.g., see Freud,
1912/1958, p. 115). Remarkably, in reference to this so-called classical standard, Freud
himself was not a classical psychoanalyst. For instance, already in 1895, explaining what
should, in his view, basically characterize the attitude of the analyst, Freud (Freud, 1895/
1955b) explains how a therapist must counter the resistance of the patient with gentle
attempts to influence him or her. The analyst must elicit the (intellectual) interest of the
patient and try to stimulate therapist—patient collaboration. Only then, Freud asserts,
does it become possible to overcome the affectively based resistance. He stresses that the
therapist must try to do “something human” for the patient, based on real sympathy
(Freud, 1895/1955b, pp. 282-283, see also p. 265). Thus, neutrality is not indifference
and acting without human interest for the real concerns of the patient. It implies neutral-
ity toward the content about which the patient speaks, but sympathy and compassion for
the person who is going through the therapeutic process.

But is all this applicable to the domain of spirituality and religion? Freud’s repeated
negative judgments about religious matters are well known. Is Freud’s critical position
not automatically leading to the idea that psychoanalytic therapy only can aim at the de-
construction of the personal religious attitude of the patient? Because psychoanalysis is
directed toward the demolition of the imaginary illusions of the patient insofar as they in-
hibit further personal development, psychoanalysis should also cure his or her “illusory”
religious beliefs. This simple transposition of Freud’s rationalistic explanation of religion
as a cultural phenomenon to the level of therapeutic action has de facto seduced more
than one psychoanalyst. In our opinion, this is not a correct transposition. Freud, as a
person and as a psychotherapist, was much more humble in these matters. For example,
in his correspondence with the Protestant pastor Oskar Pfister, Freud wrote, “In itself
psycho-analysis is neither religious nor non-religious, but an impartial [sans parti] tool
which both priest and layman can use in the service of the sufferer” (Meng & Freud,
1963, p. 17).

The psychotherapist must thus take a position sans parti. His or her only task is to
pay attention to all kinds of things the patient says about him- or herself with the aim of
obtaining a greater personal freedom toward inner inhibitions and deformations. It is the
therapist’s role to promote a greater freedom that enhances the patient’s psychological
well-being, and in this way opens and improves his or her further personal development.
This liberating action in therapy can possibly foster the development of a personal reli-
gious experience, or it can set the person free from oppressing religious representations or
practices. But, intrinsically, this liberation “for” or “from” religion is not the primary
goal of the therapeutic action. The psychotherapist should not hinder the (believing or
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nonbelieving) client’s spiritual discovery by indicating to her or him the direction toward
a prefabricated spiritual or religious pathway.

One thus could say that the prescription of neutrality mainly concerns the content
aspect of the therapeutic process. The relational aspect that carries the therapeutic pro-
cess is not well described by only referring to abstinence, the narrow interpretation of
neutrality. Therefore, Freud spoke in relation to this aspect of the therapeutic commit-
ment about “sympathy” and “interest,” for which he coined the notion of “benevolent
neutrality” (woblwollende Neutralitit). With this interpretation of the concept of neu-
trality in relation to religion and spirituality, we feel in good company with the object
relations and interpersonal approach of the group of psychoanalytic therapists headed by
Ana-Maria Rizzuto (1993; see also McDargh, 1993; Meissner, 2000).

CONCLUSIONS

Although not without limitations and pitfalls, the psychoanalytic study of religion has
much to offer to the theoretician, researcher, and clinician. Not surprisingly, therefore,
psychoanalysis had and still has an important impact on the field.

However, it appears to be imperative for the future of the psychoanalytic study of
religion that more attention is devoted to the empirical testing of theories and hypotheses.
In fact, as we suggested, instead of being described in the near future as a once interest-
ing, though long passé, approach, psychoanalysis could play an important role in further-
ing the field of the psychology of religion, both theoretically and methodologically. Theo-
retically, psychoanalysis has a wealth of insights and theories to offer that are based on
the detailed study of individual lives. The increasing dialogue between psychoanalysis
and other social sciences and the neurosciences is likely to open up many interesting re-
search vistas. Methodologically, these complex theories ask for complex designs and
analysis methods—both quantitative and qualitative—and thus may lead not only to
bridging the gap between “interpretive” and “positivistic” research traditions within the
psychology of religion, but ultimately also to a more complete understanding of what
fascinates all researchers in the field: the relationship between humanity and what tran-
scends it.

NOTES

1. Although the distinction is not always easy to make, this more or less stable theological and or-
ganizational component also distinguishes religion from less traditional forms of belief (e.g.,
some cults or sects), and from belief(s) in a higher power that transcends humanity, for which
we like to reserve the term “spirituality.”

2. Readers may find this depiction of the empirical status of psychodynamic hypotheses concerning
religion somewhat unfair. We would partially agree with this critique. Indeed, much systematic
empirical research in mainstream psychology of religion has either implicitly or explicitly been
inspired by psychoanalytic theories and hypotheses (e.g., Beit-Hallahmi & Argyle, 1997;
Corveleyn, 1996). However, our point is that psychoanalytic researchers themselves have, with
few exceptions, not used methods other than anecdote or case material. For instance, a review of
the more than 2,000 studies included in Beit-Hallahmi’s (1996) authoritative overview of psy-
choanalytic studies of religion shows that, even when liberal criteria are used, less than 5% used
a methodology other than historical sources, anecdote, or traditional case studies. In addition,
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with some important exceptions, a considerable number of these studies show a variety of theo-
retical and methodological flaws, such as the testing of clearly oversimplified psychoanalytic hy-
potheses and small samples sizes.
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Evolutionary Psychology

An Emerging New Foundation
for the Psychology of Religion

LEE A. KIRKPATRICK

Psychology, if not allowed to be contaminated with too much
biology, can accommodate endless numbers of theoreticians
in the future.

—E. O. WILSON (1998, p. 42)

The typical chapter for a handbook provides an overview of a research area, allowing
researchers to back away momentarily from their specialized niches to glimpse a bird’s-
eye view of their larger context. Because progress in science is measured not by any single
study but rather the aggregate of many, such essays provide occasion to celebrate the
accomplishments within a field or subfield over some period of time.

This is not such a chapter; indeed, its purpose is rather the opposite. I believe that the
psychology of religion has made embarrassingly little progress since its inception a cen-
tury ago. Countless data have been collected, measures developed, and constructs pro-
posed, but the movement has been almost entirely circular rather than progressive. The
purpose of this chapter is to offer an explanation for why this has been the case, and to
suggest a future course to get things moving forward.

I generally do not blame psychologists of religion for this state of affairs. The prob-
lems and weaknesses of the field have by and large been inherited from the field’s parent
discipline. The psychology of religion, in my opinion, has been wandering aimlessly for
decades because psychology generally has done the same, and for the same reasons.

THE PROBLEM WITH PSYCHOLOGY

Psychology has long straddled the fence between Snow’s (1959) “two cultures”—between
the natural sciences on the one side and humanities and other social sciences on the

101



102 FOUNDATIONS OF THE PSYCHOLOGY OF RELIGION

other—with most subdisciplines leaning one way or the other. Psychology of religion,
along with such subfields as personality and social psychology, has generally leaned to-
ward the humanities side. Researchers in these fields might object that their work is
more closely allied with science because it employs scientific methods of empirical hy-
pothesis testing, but I think there is a more fundamental issue at stake. The natural sci-
ences begin with the assumption that there is a real world out there that has an inher-
ent structure and that operates according to systematic principles that scientists,
through a combination of empirical observation and logical reasoning, can discover. In
contrast, the subject matters of the humanities generally cannot be assumed to have an
inherent “reality” to be discovered; scholars instead must invent organization and
structure. This is why the latter has given rise in recent years to a strong deconstruc-
tionist movement claiming that the world presents us nothing but texts to be inter-
preted, with no interpretation inherently more correct than any other. No definitive
external criteria exist to resolve disputes.

In contrast, empirical observation provides a criterion throughout the natural sci-
ences by which hypotheses can be judged, in principle, objectively: theories contradicted
by the data can be discarded. This is why, despite claims to the contrary, the deconstruc-
tionist critique is not applicable to science (Gross & Levitt, 1994). The Earth really does
revolve around the Sun and not the other way around; these two hypotheses are not
equally valid because, as adjudicated by an avalanche of empirical data, one is right and
the other is wrong.

Subdisciplines of psychology that focus on the brain and other physiological pro-
cesses have always been the closest to the natural sciences, because such things as the
structure of neurons and the electrochemical processes by which they communicate are
assumed without controversy to be real things in the world which, like the Earth and the
Sun, can be understood through empirical study. These fields makes monotonic progress
(at least, on average across time) rather than going in circles because research progres-
sively moves toward more and more accurate understandings of these processes. With the
advent of powerful technology such as positron-emission tomography (PET) and mag-
netic resonance imaging (MRI), the field of neuroscience is today growing by leaps and
bounds.

Other areas of psychology have long been confused by their position relative to the
two cultures because they have chosen to adopt the empirical research methodology from
the natural sciences, but without fully accepting the requisite assumption that the mind
has some kind of inherent structure and organization. Psychologists seem to have given
up on the idea that there exists, in reality, a “human nature” to be discovered rather than
invented. With no a priori constraints imposed by a coherent model of how and why
minds work, the generation of theories and hypotheses has been limited only by research-
ers’ imaginations. As suggested in the sardonic quote from E. O. Wilson at the head of
this chapter, there is no reason to think that the future will be any different if psychology
remains on this course.

However, the brain/mind really does have an inherent structure and functions(s),
and psychologists now have at their disposal a strong theoretical basis for discovering
them. The emerging discipline of evolutionary psychology (hereafter, EP) promises to
revolutionize the ways in which psychology approaches the study of human behavior
and experience, and consequently the way they approach the psychology of religion as
well.
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EVOLUTIONARY PSYCHOLOGY AS A SOLUTION

EP begins with the assumption that human beings, like all other living things, are the
product of eons of evolution. It further assumes that natural selection—a process of blind
variation combined with selective retention operating on genes—has been a major force
in shaping the design of organisms. According to the modern view, our genes collectively
represent a recipe for building organisms, with mutation and other processes constantly
injecting small amounts of variability in the recipes to produce meaningful variability in
the structure and functioning of organisms. Those genes whose organisms are more re-
productively successful on average than alternative versions—that is, more likely to live
long enough to reproduce successfully, and whose offspring and other close kin do the
same, and so on—will be disproportionally represented in future generations of orga-
nisms. These changes in gene frequencies across time within populations represent evolu-
tion; the process by which certain genes are probabilistically favored due to their relative
effects on the reproductive success of the organisms in which they reside is natural selec-
tion. Those features that are naturally selected because they function in ways that con-
tribute positively to reproductive success are referred to as adaptations. (See Dawkins,
1989, for overviews of how this “selfish gene” perspective on natural selection works and
its implications for the evolution of behavior.)

Most people have little trouble seeing how natural selection works in “designing”
physical traits of organisms: eyes are useful for seeing, wings are useful for flying, beaks
are useful for cracking seeds, and so forth, thereby enhancing the chances of survival to
reproductive age (by acquiring adequate nutrition, avoiding predators, etc.), mating, and
ensuring the survival of offspring.! It is equally obvious to most people how this reason-
ing applies to physiological traits of humans. Our digestive system, including components
such as saliva, the stomach, and the anus, is “designed” to process food in ways that cre-
ate energy to drive the body’s other processes and eliminate waste; the circulatory system,
including the heart, arteries, and capillaries, is designed to move oxygen and digestive
products to other parts of the body; and so forth.

Less obvious to many people, it seems, is that the same reasoning must apply equally
to psychology and behavior. Hardware is useless without software. A digestive system,
for example, is valueless unless the right kinds of foods are identified, obtained, and put
into it. Thus each species must possess its own unique set of psychological mechanisms
and systems that have co-evolved with the physical structures required to implement
adaptive behavioral strategies. All organisms possess species-specific psychologies for
solving adaptive problems such as identifying, evaluating, and obtaining appropriate
foods; identifying, evaluating, and attracting quality mates; avoiding predators and other
environmental threats; and so forth. In addition, many species possess complex systems
for negotiating functionally distinct kinds of relationships with conspecifics, including
parental investment in offspring, other kin relations, and intrasexual competition for
dominance or rank, to name just a few.

According to the contemporary EP perspective, the human brain/mind (like that of
other species) comprises a very large number of highly domain-specific psychological
mechanisms organized into functional systems, in much the same way as the rest of the
body comprises numerous organs and systems. Each psychological mechanism, like each
bodily organ, has been designed to perform one or more adaptive functions; genes encod-
ing recipes for organs designed in this way, rather than alternative ways, were over evolu-
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tionary time more successful in propagating themselves in future generations via the
successful survival and reproduction of the individuals containing them. Human nature—
a term that has become virtually extinct from the psychologist’s lexicon—represents the
totality of this species-universal psychological architecture (Tooby & Cosmides, 1992).
Human nature is different in many ways from, though also has much in common with,
“chimpanzee nature,” “bat nature,” and “ant nature.” (For overviews of the field, see
Buss, 2004, Pinker, 1997, and Tooby & Cosmides, 1992.)

This conceptual model of human psychology contrasts markedly with the prevailing
perspective in most of psychology and other social sciences—dubbed the Standard Social
Science Model (SSSM) by Tooby and Cosmides (1992)—in which the brain/mind is con-
ceptualized as a kind of general, all-purpose computer that operates by a small number of
general principles (e.g., symbolic logic, operant conditioning) in the service of a similarly
small number of broad motivations (seeking pleasure and avoiding pain, maintaining
self-esteem, etc.). Despite lip service routinely paid to the notion that both nature and
nurture are important—a debate most researchers claim to have put behind them—the
SSSM perspective clearly emphasizes the nurture side of the equation by focusing almost
exclusively on such processes as learning, socialization, and culture. The evolutionary his-
tory of the human mind, if acknowledged at all, is deemed irrelevant for understanding
how we think and behave today. Once cultural evolution took off, it seems widely as-
sumed, the millions of years of biological evolution that preceded and enabled it were rel-
egated to a historical footnote.

However, brains/minds can not be designed as “all-purpose information-processing
devices” for the same reasons that computers are not. Computers are capable of perform-
ing a wide range of sophisticated tasks precisely because of the existence of numerous
functionally specific software programs that are well designed to produce desired outputs
in response to particular inputs. A computer without specialized software cannot in fact
do anything at all. One needs specialized word-processing programs to write and edit
text, statistics programs to analyze data, spreadsheet programs to organize arrays of in-
formation, and so forth. To get a computer to behave in more and more complex ways,
one needs to add more and more sophisticated, specialized software. As William James
(1890) noted more than a century ago, the complexity of human behavior relative to that
of other species requires the existence of more instincts, not fewer. Evolution cannot have
designed the brain to be a general problem solver, because there is no such thing as a gen-
eral problem in nature (Symons, 1992).

As seen by evolutionary psychologists, then, the goal of psychology is to discover the
design and function of human evolved psychological architecture, by identifying the psy-
chological mechanisms and systems that comprise it and determining how, in interaction
with environments, they produce the diverse array of human thought and behavior we
observe today. The question for our field therefore becomes, How do the various behav-
iors and experiences that we refer to as “religion” emerge and take shape from this
evolved psychology?

NEW PERSPECTIVES ON OLD QUESTIONS IN THE PSYCHOLOGY OF RELIGION

In some ways, applying EP to religion at the present time risks putting the proverbial cart
ahead of the horse. Contemporary EP is a young field, and its promise to emerge as an
organizing paradigm for psychology and the social sciences continues to meet stiff resis-
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tance from many SSSM researchers. Ideally, a general evolutionary foundation for psy-
chology would be fully in place before we tackle highly complex issues, such as religion,
that are up on the roof. Nevertheless, it is possible at this juncture to outline some of the
main features such a future psychology of religion is likely to display, and some of the
ways in which some of the prevailing, long-standing issues central to psychology of reli-
gion might be reconceptualized in such a view.

Nature or Nurture?

Contrary to common misconception, EP does not represent merely another swing of the
historical nature-nurture pendulum in the nature direction. Indeed, this perspective pro-
vides the only coherent model for what it means to say that human behavior is the prod-
uct of both. The question of whether nature or nurture (or genes vs. environments, etc.) is
more important for explaining religion (or any particular manifestation thereof) is akin to
the question, “Which is more important for breathing, lungs or oxygen?” Just as breath-
ing necessarily involves the interaction of specific physiological mechanisms (lungs) with
oxygen-rich air, and cannot in principle be understood without reference to both, religion
(or any other psychological or behavioral phenomenon) cannot be properly understood
except in terms of the interaction of environmental factors with evolved psychological
systems.

What about so-called heritability coefficients, according to which traits or behavior
are parsed in terms of additive proportions of genetic and environmental influences? This
(equally valid) approach to the nature-nurture question, associated with the field of be-
havioral genetics, addresses a fundamentally different kind of question than EP. In con-
trast to EP’s approach to explaining why and how a particular trait or behavior exists,
behavioral genetics endeavors to explain the observed variability in that trait or behavior
across individuals. As noted above, explaining the phenomenon of breathing must in-
volve both nature (lungs) and nurture (oxygen) in interaction; it cannot be described as
X% one and 100-minus-X% the other. Individual differences with respect to breathing,
in contrast, can be meaningfully parsed into relative and additive contributions of genes
(e.g., random genetic variability in lung capacity and efficiency) versus environmental ef-
fects (e.g., altitude, smog). Note that although this example involves an unambiguously
biological organ and process, the vast majority of variability in breathing across people at
a particular point in time is explained not by genetic differences but rather by situational
factors. The questions are entirely different, and so can be their answers. In the same way,
the degree to which religiosity is heritable (e.g.,Waller, Kojetin, Bouchard, Lykken, &
Tellegen, 1990) bears surprisingly little relation to questions about why people are reli-
gious and what functions (if any) religion might serve (I return to this topic below).

Another “nature” approach from which EP must be distinguished is neuroscience.
The two approaches have much in common in their search for an integrated understand-
ing of the structure, organization, and function of the “brain/mind” and how it produces
behavior. For example, they have independently converged on the conclusion that the
brain/mind must be highly modularized. However, they differ fundamentally with respect
to the kinds of questions they ask. In a word, neuroscience provide ways of understand-
ing how the brain/mind does these things, in terms of the physical structures and pro-
cesses involved, whereas EP provides ways of understanding why it does these things and
not others. To return to the computer metaphor, the brain is analogous to hardware—the
hard drives, the wiring, the digital ons and offs—whereas the mind is analogous to



106 FOUNDATIONS OF THE PSYCHOLOGY OF RELIGION

software. A comprehensive understanding of computer behavior requires both levels of
analysis, with different particular questions associated with different levels. Although an-
swers to the how questions can certainly be helpful in some ways for addressing the why
questions, as well as vice versa, in other ways they are clearly separable.

Evolutionary explanations of behavior are by no means contrary to or inconsistent
with explanations in terms of learning, rationality, socialization, or culture. These higher
order processes do not represent alternative explanations to biology or adaptation;
indeed, they are themselves phenomena to be explained. Learning requires a brain/mind
designed to enable it. The valiant attempt of radical behaviorism to establish universal
learning principles failed when it was demonstrated in now-classic experiments that in
any given species, some associations were learned much more readily than others (e.g.,
Garcia, Ervin, & Koelling, 1966; Seligman & Hager, 1972), while Chomsky (1957) ar-
gued convincingly that the rate and manner in which children learn language could not be
explained by simple reinforcement principles and required a dedicated “language organ”
to enable and organize language learning.2 “Culture” not only influences individuals, it is
created by and interpreted by them. The effects of culture on individuals, and the pro-
cesses by which cultures change over time, cannot be understood without reference to the
evolved psychology of the individuals interacting with it (Boyd & Richerson, 1985;
Sperber, 1996; Tooby & Cosmides, 1992).

Although EP is often grouped for convenience along with other “biological ap-
proaches” to psychology—for example, as in opening chapters of psychology of religion
texts by Hood, Spilka, Hunsberger, and Gorsuch (1996) and Wulff (1997)—such group-
ing probably inadvertently fosters the kinds of confusions outlined in this section. At
some time in the future, “biological” or “physiological” psychology will no longer be rel-
egated to their own chapters in psychology texts. Evolutionary theory and neuroscience
will be intertwined throughout all chapters, with discussions of situational influences on
behavior (including religion) integrated with discussion of evolved psychological mecha-
nisms and systems and neurophysiological processes.

Do Humans Possess a Religious Instinct?

Perhaps the most obvious application of evolutionary thinking to religion is the hypothe-
sis that religion, or some particular aspect(s) of religion, represents an adaptation—the
product(s) of evolved psychological mechanisms or systems designed by natural selection
as a solution to one or more adaptive problems. That is, if the mind is like a computer
populated by specialized software programs, are one or more of those programs designed
specifically to produce religion or some aspect(s) of it? Scholars have long speculated that
as Homo religiosus, we possess one or more religious “instincts” designed to produce re-
ligion for some adaptive purpose. Such claims, whether explicit or implicit, tend to be
based on such observations as the apparent universality of religion across time and cul-
tures, neurological evidence for a “God module” in the brain, protoreligious analogs in
other species, and so forth. Hypotheses about the adaptive function of such religious
instincts have ranged from defense against fear of death or other forms of comfort and
anxiety reduction to group-level benefits such as promoting cohesion and solidarity or re-
ducing conflict.

As I have argued elsewhere (Kirkpatrick 1999, 2005), however, such arguments for
an adaptive function of religion do not stand up to careful examination in light of mod-
ern evolutionary theory. For example, natural selection is blind to purely psychological
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benefits such as anxiety reduction, and it is not a simple matter to demonstrate how such
feel-good effects translate into real differences in reproductive success. Simple models of
group selection, in which natural selection is seen to shape traits in ways that benefit “the
species” or groups within it, were rendered obsolete by crucial theoretical developments
in the 1960s and 1970s, raising serious questions about the hypothesis that religion re-
flects adaptations designed to foster group cohesion and related functions that benefit
“the species” or “the group.” 3 And although it is easy to generate examples in which par-
ticular religious beliefs appear consistent with the promotion of reproductive fitness (e.g.,
“Go forth and multiply”), it is equally easy to generate examples to the contrary (e.g.,
vows of chastity). In short, the task of identifying a plausible adaptive function of reli-
gion, and then specifying the design by which a psychological system performs this func-
tion, is far more difficult than has often been appreciated.

Confusion about the relationships among various “biological” approaches, as dis-
cussed in the previous section, has contributed to some misguided ideas about religious
instincts. For example, it is tempting to infer from the fact that religiosity is (modestly)
heritable that there must be genes “for” religion. This does not follow, however, any
more than heritability of susceptibility to heart attacks or cancer points to an adaptive de-
sign for producing these pathologies. Similarly, the fact that neurological activity in par-
ticular brain areas is associated reliably with religious experience (Persinger, 1987;
Ramachandran & Blakeslee, 1998) does not establish that the area is designed for the
purpose of producing this effect. Religious experiences might be produced, for example,
in a manner analogous to the manner in which anxiety attacks represent a hyper- or a
misactivation of an otherwise adaptive fear system in the brain (Averill, 1998). Debate
about hypothesized adaptive functions of religion will no doubt continue in a future evo-
lutionary psychology of religion, but such debates will be much more fruitful within the
context of a shared paradigm that acknowledges and elucidates the importance of
evolved psychological architecture for explaining behavior.

Religion (or any other phenomenon) need not be regarded as an adaptation to be un-
derstood from an evolutionary perspective, however. Adaptations are only one class of
outcomes emerging from evolution. Natural selection also produces various kinds of evo-
lutionary by-products as well. Spandrels are nonfunctional characteristics that fall inci-
dentally out of adaptive designs, as human chins and navels emerge as by-products of
adaptations for eating and language (jaw design) and internal gestation (umbilical cords),
respectively. Exaptations refer to the use of adaptations for purposes other than those for
which they were originally designed, as when (per Pangloss in Candide) we use our noses
to hold up our spectacles. Particularly in modern environments that differ in countless
ways from those in which our ancestors (and our psychological architecture) evolved,
much contemporary human behavior is explained better in terms of by-products rather
than as direct products of adaptations. This does not render an evolutionary approach
any less relevant, but it does shift the task from one of identifying the design and function
of an adaptation to specifying those adaptations that are being exapted (or producing a
spandrel) and explaining how and why this by-product emerges from the adaptations
(Buss, Haselton, Shackelford, Bleske, & Wakefield, 1998).

My own view (Kirkpatrick, 1999, 2005; see also Atran, 2002; Atran & Norenzayan,
in press) is that the diverse collection of phenomena we refer to as “religion” represent a
collection of by-products of numerous adaptations with other specific, mundane func-
tions. To return to the computer metaphor, explaining religion is analogous to explaining
how computers generate some particular class of outputs, such as scientific manuscripts.
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Most of us create such products using a diversity of specialized programs for writing and
formatting text, computing statistical results, producing graphs, and so forth. Similarly,
we do not possess a “basketball instinct,” but rather have constructed the game in a way
that combines the activity of numerous nonbasketball psychological mechanisms related
to such adaptive problems of coalition maintenance and conflict, intrasexual competition
for dominance and status, and so forth.

With respect to religion, beliefs about the existence of supernatural forces and beings
appear to emerge as a spandrel-like by-product of evolved systems dedicated to under-
standing the physical, biological, and interpersonal worlds (Boyer, 1994, 2001). For ex-
ample, an evolved agency-detector mechanism, designed to distinguish animate from in-
animate objects in the world, can be fooled fairly readily to produce psychological
animism and anthropomorphism (Atran, 2002; Atran & Norenzayan, in press; Guthrie,
1993), as when we find ourselves cursing at our aforementioned computer when it
crashes. Once these spandrel-like effects enable ideas about gods and other supernatural
beings, I have suggested, specific forms of religious belief emerge as by-products of psy-
chological mechanisms dedicated to processing information about functionally distinct
kinds of interpersonal relationships—attachments, kinships, dominance and status com-
petitions, social exchange relationships, friendships, coalitions, and so forth—that whir
into action to shape specific beliefs and expectations about these beings and guide behav-
ior toward them. Thus, for example, gods might be perceived as attachment figures, dom-
inant or high-status individuals, or social exchange partners, with each possibility leading
to a different set of expectations and inferences about those gods’ behavior and decisions
about how to best interact with them—processes emerging from functionally distinct psy-
chological systems designed to solve such adaptive problems in human relations (Kirk-
patrick, 1999, 2005).

Space limitations preclude a fuller discussion here of the details of this or other EP
theories of religion. Although the discussion in the remainder of this chapter will more or
less assume my own multiple by-product view of religion, all of the issues discussed are
applicable to other evolutionary approaches to religion as well.

Types, Dimensions, and Definitions

If there is one activity at which all academics excel, it is conceptually dividing up the
world and its contents into categories, types, and dimensions. Psychologists parse their
subject matter into emotion versus cognition versus motivation; sensation versus percep-
tion; individual/personal versus interpersonal; and the omnipresent positive versus nega-
tive. In psychology of religion we find these same distinctions, as well as countless other
category systems differentiating ritual, doctrine, emotion, knowledge, ethics, and com-
munity components (Verbit, 1970); ideological, ritualistic, experiential, intellectual, and
consequential dimensions (Glock, 1962); and committed versus consensual religion
(Allen & Spilka, 1967), to name just a few.

One problem with most such approaches is that they are essentially arbitrary. Analo-
gously, the many parts of an automobile might be classified based on color, size and
weight, substance or material from which they are constructed, or cost. Certain such sys-
tems might be adopted because they are useful for a particular purpose, such as color for
painting or weight for choosing a shipping method, but none could claim a privileged sta-
tus as superior in any broad sense. To humans who rely heavily on their sense of sight and
who possess color vision, classification of things by color comes easily and naturally.
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However, there is no good reason to think that classifications based on what happens to
be salient to our perceptual systems will necessarily be useful for other purposes. Conse-
quently, an infinite number of such schemes are possible, and theorists can (and do) argue
fruitlessly about which way is “best,” with no possible way of resolving the dispute.

If one’s goal, however, is to understand how and why automobiles work—and to
provide a useful basis for diagnosing and fixing a problem when one is broken—a con-
ceptual understanding based on function is inherently superior to the alternatives. A
mechanic or engineer thinks about automobiles in terms of specific components orga-
nized into systems (fuel, electrical, etc.) that are designed to perform specific functions.
The cause of a car failing to start could be, for example, in the electrical system or the fuel
system, each of which consists of particular components designed to do particular things
and that therefore can each go wrong in particular ways. Thinking in functional terms
immediately leads directly to hypotheses about the possible causes of the problem and
procedures for testing them. A function-based system enjoys privileged status because of
all the ways in which it is possible to classify car parts, only one of these corresponds to
an organization that “really” is inherent in an automobile because it reflects the way in
which the automobile “really is” designed to function. To the extent that we, as psychol-
ogists, endeavor to understand how and why human brains/minds work, we are in the
position of the mechanic or engineer rather than the painter or shipping clerk. We need to
carve nature at its joints.

To illustrate, consider the problem of distinguishing types of prayer. The arbitrari-
ness of such schemes is clearly illustrated by the varying numbers and definitions of
prayer types proposed by different researchers. Foster (1992) discusses 21 different types,
Poloma and Gallup (1991) at least six. Poloma and Pendleton (1989) and Hood, Morris,
and Harvey (1993) each have proposed four-category typologies, which overlap consider-
ably in some ways but not others. For example, both include a category labeled
petitionary prayer, but asking God for material things is categorized here by one scheme
but in a separate material category in the other. Which way is “better”?

A functional theoretical perspective, in contrast, provides a nonarbitrary basis for
making such determinations. To the extent that one’s beliefs about God are a product of
the attachment system, for example, prayer should reflect efforts to gain proximity to
God and to seek comfort and security in the face of stress or perceived danger, and God
should not be viewed as expecting something in return. To the extent that one’s beliefs
about God are a product of a social exchange (reciprocal altruism) system, it should in-
volve asking for material things or specific forms of assistance, in exchange for which one
would need to offer something to God in return (e.g., in the form of ritual, sacrifice, or
“living right”). To the extent beliefs about God are a product of a dominance competi-
tion system, prayers should reflect expressions of fear and awe and requests for mercy
and forgiveness. That is, different types of prayer can be distinguished theoretically in
terms of the functions they serve and the distinct psychological systems underlying reli-
gious beliefs. Such function-based distinctions should prove more useful empirically in
examining the relationships between prayer types and other variables because they con-
form to real functional differences, much as the mechanic’s functional approach to auto-
mobiles is more likely to lead to correct diagnosis when a car will not start.

The same problem can be seen writ large with respect to defining and distinguishing
religion from nonreligion. Scholars have failed for centuries to identify a particular thread
or threads common to all things religious, and definitions of religion are as numerous as
the researchers studying it. Religion itself is in the category of phenomena that are in-
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vented by humans, not an external reality to be discovered. We can define it however we
like—and so we do. The history of the psychology of religion has largely been a series of
efforts to map a variety of arbitrary conceptualizations of human psychology onto a vari-
ety of arbitrary conceptualizations of religion. No wonder little progress has been made!

It might seem to follow from these arguments that an ideal definition of religion (or
any particular aspect of it) would be a functional one rather than a purely descriptive
one. Indeed, many scholars have proposed definitions of religion in terms of its presumed
functions of ameliorating anxiety or fear of death, answering existential questions, and so
forth. It would be foolish to define the heart without reference to its function of pumping
blood; the heart’s function is central to what it means for something to be a heart. So why
not treat religion similarly? Some day I hope that we will be in a position to do so. How-
ever, the fact is that at present we simply do not know what “the function” of religion is,
if indeed it can meaningfully be said to have one at all. The function(s) of religion is what
our theories and empirical research programs should be about, not something to be de-
clared by fiat as part of a definition.

Once it is acknowledged that the human psychology side of the equation is
nonarbitrary, and we understand the nature, structure, and function of the human mind
as a product of evolutionary processes, we will be able to break out of this unproductive
cycle and ask how this universal human psychology produces whichever particular be-
havioral, cognitive, or emotional phenomenon we wish to explain. Which of these are
called “religion” will be unimportant, and we can dispense with endless debate about
how to define religion and begin answering real substantive questions about how it
works and why.

The Content of Religious Belief

Another undesirable consequence of traditional arbitrary constructs and classification
schemes in psychology of religion is that most such approaches tend to be content-
independent. The eternal quest for a universal definition of religion itself, as well as types
or dimensions of religion, has long focused on finding highly abstract distinctions that
transcend details of what people actually believe. Religion reflects, for example, one’s
“ultimate concern” or what one “imbues with sacredness”—entirely independent of what
those things actually are. Abstract conceptual dimensions such as intrinsic versus extrin-
sic religious orientations are defined, quite deliberately, so as to be equally applicable to
any particular religious content—or even beyond religion to contexts such as political
ideology or philosophy.

For example, psychologists of religion have gone to considerable effort to define fun-
damentalism as a dimension or type of religiosity independent of belief content—the idea
being that such a “way of being religious” is potentially identifiable within any particular
belief system. Measured in such a way, fundamentalism has proved to correlate with vari-
ous forms of prejudice and discrimination more strongly than with other dimensions of
religiosity (Hunsberger, 1995) within Western (mostly college) samples. However, once
one moves to other religions and cultures, the particular groups against which fundamen-
talists are prejudiced changes radically (Griffin, Gorsuch, & Davis, 1987). These patterns
make sense only in light of the content of the beliefs themselves, in which particular
outgroups are explicitly or implicitly disparaged. From a functional perspective, what is
at work here is the psychology of coalitions, driven by a system of mechanisms designed
by natural selection to monitor ingroup versus outgroup membership and guide behavior
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differentially as a result of our evolutionary history of intergroup conflict and intragroup
cooperation. Allport (1954) saw this connection as an explanation of religion—prejudice
relationships long before he (unfortunately) veered off into the much more abstract (and
less useful) intrinsic—extrinsic distinction, which has proved of little value in understand-
ing prejudice (Laythe, Finkel, Bringle, & Kirkpatrick, 2002).

Attribution theory, as borrowed from social psychology and applied to religion (see
Hood et al., 1996, for a review), suffers from the same limitations. Researchers categorize
attributions into abstract categories such as internal versus external, or situations versus
dispositions, and so forth, and derive hypotheses about which attributions should be made
when based on a (usually implicit) model of the mind as a logical analysis-of-variance calcu-
lator. But this is not the way the mind is designed to parse the world. Natural selection has
not designed human minds to contain general, all-purpose “preference” or “choice” mecha-
nisms, for example, but rather highly content-specific ones relevant to functionally distinct
domains: The criteria by which we judge the relative value of foods are qualitatively different
from those by which we judge potential mates. In attribution processes, numerous domain-
specific inferential mechanisms are at work, each operating on highly content-specific
inputs according to highly content-specific inferential rules. When the social-cognitive
machinery of the attachment system is at work with respect to God, for example, good for-
tune is likely to be attributed to protection and support from a loving caregiver. When social
exchange mechanisms are activated, ill fortune may be attributed to our own failure to
abide by an explicit or implicit social contract with God (to have faith, engage in certain rit-
uals, etc.) and/or God’s anger in response to such a failure. (Note, by the way, how poorly a
forced-choice measure of internal vs. external attribution would fare in capturing this dual
dynamic.) Current approaches to religious attribution provide a skeletal framework that
may be useful for some purposes, but an understanding of highly content-specific reasoning
mechanisms is what ultimately will put meat on the bones.

One reason that highly abstract dimensions and types are widely preferred is that we
generally strive to have only a small number of them. Most conceptual frameworks, includ-
ing those in psychology of religion, involve between two and five categories or dimensions.
(When there are four categories, we generally try to further reduce them to two dimensions!)
This approach is generally lauded pursuant to the valued principle of parsimony. However,
parsimony is often more apparent than real. A theory of the world based on earth, wind,
fire, and water is succinct, and one comprising no more than yin and yang even more so, but
both are woefully inadequate to actually explain much of anything because the world itself
isnot that simple. When it comes to human psychology, the evolutionary approach points to
the existence of highly numerous, domain-specific mechanisms and systems, each with its
own distinct functional organization. A “parsimonious” account that actually explains a
substantial amount about human behavior and experience will likely at best involve dozens,
and more likely hundreds, of such components. Despite these numbers, this approach re-
flects real rather than illusory parsimony in that hypotheses and theories about these dozens
or hundreds of specific components can be derived from a rather smaller number of princi-
ples by which natural selection operates (combined with knowledge about the ancestral
conditions in which such evolution took place).

Religious Motivation

One particular problem in psychology of religion for which carving nature at its joints is
particularly important is that concerning the widely studied question of religious motiva-
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tion. Consistent with the discussion above, psychology of religion has tended to follow its
parent discipline in attempting to capture human motivation in terms of a small number
of highly general fundamental motives, which generally are abstracted conceptually from
armchair observation or factor analysis of questionnaire data. In many cases the question
of motivation overlaps with that of the ultimate or evolutionary function of religion, as
discussed previously; however, it also includes hypotheses about more proximal motives
that influence individuals’ behavior on a day-to-day basis. Such postulated religious mo-
tives have ranged from meaning, control, and self-esteem (Spilka, Shaver, & Kirkpatrick,
1985) to interpersonal relatedness or belongingness (Galanter, 1978), to the resolution of
existential concerns (Batson, Schoenrade, & Ventis, 1993), to name just a few examples.

Unfortunately, none of these “basic needs” is likely to exist in such abstract form
from an evolutionary perspective. The ability to construct abstract philosophical explana-
tions about the world was almost certainly not directly related to reproductive success in
Stone Age environments. A basic motive to “control events” would have been of little
value because, like a command line in a chess-playing computer program that says “make
good moves,” it provides no practical guidance as to how to achieve this goal. Instead,
we have inherited domain-specific systems for dealing with particular adaptive problems
which require qualitatively different solutions in different domains, such as competing for
food, mates, or other resources. For example, when examined carefully from an evolu-
tionary perspective, self-esteem seems much more likely to reflect a collection of highly
domain-specific self-evaluative mechanisms related to, for example, mate value, domi-
nance and prestige, and social inclusion in coalitions, rather than a single “global” mech-
anism (Kirkpatrick & Ellis, 2001). Similarly, an abstract construct such as “relatedness”
conflates numerous adaptive domains for which humans surely have evolved highly
domain-specific psychological systems, because the adaptive problems (and what consti-
tutes adaptive solutions) differ markedly across functionally distinct kinds of relationships
such as kinships, friendships, intrasexual competition, and mating. In short, motivation is
an area in which attempts to carve nature into a small number of broad, abstract types or
dimensions is inherently misguided, because the design of human psychological architec-
ture necessarily involves a very large number of highly domain-specific motivational sys-
tems rather than a few domain-general ones.

Perhaps the most egregious example of this misguided approach in the psychology of
religion has been that of lumping together all religious motivations into a catch-all cate-
gory called “extrinsic”—in contrast, ostensibly, to a somehow motivationless “intrinsic”
orientation. My own empirical demonstration (Kirkpatrick, 1989) that the Allport—-Ross
scales contain at least two distinct “extrinsic” factors—which I referred to as personal
versus social—was barely a step in the right direction. An evolutionary psychological per-
spective suggests a diversity of specific “personal” or “social” motives reflected in reli-
gious involvement, such as gaining comfort and security (i.e., attachment system), feeling
socially included in cooperative groups (coalitional psychology), gaining prestige or sta-
tus (intrasexual competition), and assisting close kin (kinship psychology). Indeed, it
should be apparent from this small group of examples that the abstract distinction
between “personal” and “social” itself becomes rather murky in the context of a more
functional, domain-specific approach.

A future EP of religion, then, will approach the problem of religious motivation from
a functional perspective on human motivation in general, which in turn will be organized
according to adaptive problems faced by our distant ancestors and the psychological sys-
tems evolved to solve them. There exist an infinite number of arbitrary ways in which we
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could conceptually carve up the domain of human motivation from our armchairs, but
only one of these corresponds to the way human psychology is actually designed.

Individual Differences

Another particularly important set of questions in the psychology of religion to which all
of these arguments apply with force is that of individual differences. In personality psy-
chology generally, researchers have proposed hundreds if not thousands of dimensions
and typologies by which to sort differences between people. Researchers eventually man-
aged to determine that the bulk of the variance in all of these dimensions can be captured
by five giant factors, the so-called “Big Five” model of individual differences (e.g.,
Digman, 1990). Unfortunately, this solution is reminiscent of the hilarious sci-fi novel
The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy (Adams, 1979), in which an immense supercom-
puter crunches for millions of years to determine that the answer to “life, the universe,
and everything” is precisely “42”—at which time it becomes apparent that an even more
immense supercomputer is needed to determine what exactly the question was. Why ex-
actly five personality factors? Why these particular five? Nobody seems to know.

The psychology of religion has very much followed its parent discipline in its quest
to determine the dimensionality of religion, with classic factor analysis studies producing
large numbers of diverse dimensions (e.g., Broen, 1957; King & Hunt, 1969) and more
recent studies focusing more narrowly on dimensions such as intrinsic and extrinsic religi-
osity (Allport & Ross, 1967), means, ends and quest orientations (Batson et al., 1993),
fundamentalism (Hunsberger, 1995), and so forth. A recent addition to the list is spiritual
intelligence (Emmons, 2000) which, like most other such constructs, is open to criticism
for being either too broad or too narrow, glossing over or confounding important differ-
ences on the one hand and failing to acknowledge others (e.g., Gardner, 2000). Again the
problem is one of arbitrariness: No one way of carving up individual differences can claim
superiority over any other because there are no clear criteria for making such decisions.

The issue of individual differences raises interesting questions and problems for an
evolutionary perspective: Given the existence of a species-universal psychology, how do
stable individual differences emerge? Variability is of course a necessary ingredient for
natural selection to occur; however, natural selection tends to reduce variability over time
as less adaptive variants are eliminated and more adaptive ones become universal (Tooby
& Cosmides, 1990). A discussion of the many ways in which individual differences
emerge from this process is beyond the scope of the present chapter; the interested reader
is referred to Buss and Greiling (1999) for details. Here I illustrate just two general ways
of approaching individual differences in religious belief from the perspective of my multi-
ple by-products theory.

First, given that a diverse collection of numerous domain-specific psychological
mechanisms are (hypothesized to be) responsible for religious belief and behavior, people
vary in the degree to which different mechanisms underlie their personal religious think-
ing. Thus, for example, people for whom the attachment system largely drives their reli-
gious beliefs will conceptualize God as a personal being who loves them, cares for them,
and watches over them. For others, God is conceptualized as a social exchange partner
whose provision of benefits is predicated on expectations of some kind of reciprocity.
Thus, individual differences in beliefs may reflect the activation of different psychological
systems.

Second, many psychological systems give rise to domain-specific patterns of individ-
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ual differences as they interact with environments and experience across a person’s life-
time. For example, a universal attachment system gives rise to well-studied individual
differences with respect to the quality and nature of interactions between infants and
their primary caregivers and the patterns of thinking and behaving arising from these.
These individual differences are thought to originate in particular patterns of parental
sensitivity and responsiveness to attachment behaviors across infancy and early child-
hood (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978), with parallel styles of individual differ-
ences emerging in adulthood in the context of romantic relationships (Hazan & Shaver,
1987). Much research now demonstrates that individual differences in attachment are re-
lated empirically, both cross-sectionally and longitudinally, to individual differences in
beliefs about God and other religion variables (e.g., Granqgvist, 1998, 2002; Granqvist &
Hagekull, 1999; Kirkpatrick, 1997, 1998; Kirkpatrick & Shaver, 1990, 1992).

Because some evolved psychological systems are expected to differ between the
sexes—particularly those closely related to mating and competition for mates—this line
of thinking also provides a framework for examining the surprisingly understudied ques-
tion of sex differences in religiosity. For example, men more than women compete with
one another for status, prestige, and dominance, and thus might be expected (more than
women) to conceptualize God with respect to dimensions such as power and dominance.
Results consistent with this hypothesis have been reported in both adolescents (Cox,
1967) and adults (Nelsen, Cheek, & Au, 1985).

Finally, these conceptualizations of individual differences can be applied equally well
to differences between cultures. Some religions, including most variants of Christianity,
appear to be strongly attachment-based, whereas the gods in many other cultures seem to
reflect the operation of other psychological systems such as social exchange (e.g., per-
forming sacrifices and rituals in exchange for gods providing various benefits). Questions
about cross-cultural variability in religion can be cast in terms of the ways in which par-
ticular historical and environmental contexts have led different cultures to develop reli-
gions that reflect different aspects of evolved psychology. Alternatively, such variability
might be examined in terms of the kinds of domain-specific individual differences that
emerge from a given psychological system. For example, predominant beliefs about the
benevolence versus malevolence of gods across cultures are correlated empirically with
differences in predominant childrearing styles in ways that are theoretically consistent
with attachment theory (e.g., Rohner, 1975).

An Integrated Interdisciplinary Science

EP is not another subdiscipline of psychology to be placed alongside developmental,
social, and clinical psychology; it is a general conceptual framework and body of theory
that provides a coherent perspective from which any of the traditionally defined
subdisciplines can be approached. In a field of psychology organized and informed by EP,
social psychologists will continue to study situational and interpersonal factors that influ-
ence behavior; the effect of EP will be to provide a basis for guiding hypotheses about
what factors should influence what behaviors (via interaction with what psychological
mechanisms). Personality psychologists will continue to study individual differences, in-
formed by theories about how such differences arise from both genetic and environmen-
tal factors in the context of a species-universal design. Developmental psychologists will
continue to study how human psychological architecture unfolds via epigenetic processes
across time, from a genetic recipe to adult form. Clinical psychologists will continue to
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study the ways in which human psychology goes awry, an enterprise that will benefit
enormously from an understanding of how minds are designed to function and how mod-
ern environments differ in many functionally important ways from the ancestral environ-
ments to which minds are adapted.

The field of psychology has, for decades, been something of a hodgepodge of barely
interconnected subdisciplines, a fact clear to introductory psychology students who strug-
gle to find any meaningful connections between textbook chapters on social psychology,
motivation and emotion, and psychopathology. Although most authors struggle mightily
to organize themes to provide some integrative structure in their texts, the field is inher-
ently splintered due its lack of a coherent paradigm. Specialists working on narrow ques-
tions within increasingly fractured subdisciplines have little concern with what others are
doing in other areas and make little effort (nor have much incentive) to find bridges to
distant subdisciplines.

For many such researchers this lack of a coherent, large-scale paradigm is a distant
concern, but the psychology of religion suffers dramatically as a consequence. Because
“religion” refers to such a diverse array of phenomena, and requires explanation across
cultures and across historical time, it is a topic that cannot be approached effectively in a
piecemeal fashion. A comprehensive psychology of religion must ultimately unite ele-
ments of developmental psychology, social psychology, and so forth. In a psychology uni-
fied by an evolutionary paradigm, the boundaries between traditional subdisciplines will
be much more fluid, and the connections between them much more clear.

Moreover, a comprehensive psychology of religion must ultimately be interconnected
with many disciplines beyond psychology, such as (especially) anthropology and biology,
to integrate the multiple levels of analysis at which religious processes occur. Again, the
evolutionary paradigm provides a powerful framework for doing so. The connection
from psychology to biology is obvious, but the implications go far in the other direction
as well. The EP approach provides a framework for understanding both cross-cultural
consistency and variability, for example, and any theory about how people interact with
groups or groups with one another must be firmly rooted in the psychology of individuals
who make up those groups. It is crucial to note, however, that such an approach is not
necessarily (and should not be) reductionistic in the sense of explaining all group-level
phenomena in terms of individual psychology, any more than the principles of chemistry
are reducible to the laws of physics or cellular biology is reducible to chemistry. Physics is
the foundation of chemistry, and the principles of the latter are constrained by those of
the former; however, chemistry involves the study of emergent properties at a level of
analysis that emerges from, but is not reducible to, those of physics.

In the same way, the future of psychology hinges on its ability to find its proper place
at a level of analysis above biology, rooted firmly within it (but not reducible to it), and
providing the foundation for higher level sociological and anthropological approaches
(Wilson, 1998). The evolutionary approach I have advocated here has focused mainly on
the psychology in the head of each individual, but things get complex quickly when indi-
viduals so equipped begin interacting with one another. To understand how religious be-
liefs spread, and why some become popular and others die out, requires additional levels
of analysis beyond (but understood in the context of) that of individual psychology.
Many important processes of cultural transmission can be understood only at the popula-
tion level. For example, which beliefs an individual is likely to adopt depends importantly
on which ideas are locally prominent and which individuals are promulgating them (Boyd
& Richerson, 1985). Sperber (1996) likens the study of the distribution and transmission



116 FOUNDATIONS OF THE PSYCHOLOGY OF RELIGION

of beliefs to epidemiology, requiring an understanding not only of disease processes and
effects but also the various ways in which diseases are transmitted. The study of religion
at societal and cultural levels by sociologists and anthropologists will be greatly facili-
tated once psychology provides a clear and well-grounded picture of individual psychol-
ogy.

In sum, a future evolutionary psychology of religion will integrate the approaches of
the traditional subdisciplines within psychology, and between psychology and its neigh-
boring disciplines, in a way that will enable researchers to freely cross such boundaries
while maintaining theoretical continuity. For example, a researcher studying prayer will
be able to tie together questions about when and how adults pray in the contemporary
United States with questions about how these patterns develop across childhood, or with
questions about the ways in which such prayer is both similar and different as compared
to that in other cultures.

CONCLUSIONS

For most of human history, the field of medicine comprised a motley collection of
attempts to understand and repair bodies based on intuition, superstition, and trial and
error. Modern medicine did not emerge until it was finally appreciated that the body
comprises numerous, functionally specific tissues, organs, and systems, each of which
was “designed” to perform particular tasks in concert with other parts. This functional
approach to anatomy and physiology not only made sense of the body’s structure and or-
ganization, but led to testable and practical hypotheses about the kinds of things that can
go wrong with bodies and how to fix them. Needless to say, this changed everything.
(When was the last time you had a good bloodletting?)

To contemporary evolutionary psychologists, the history of psychology bears a dis-
concerting resemblance to that of medicine.* From this perspective, it seems highly
unlikely, if not altogether impossible, to construct a comprehensive and accurate under-
standing of how the brain and mind work in the absence of a functional approach to its
inherent design and organization. The human brain/mind is the product of natural selec-
tion processes that have designed it, like the remainder of the body, according to princi-
ples that are now well understood. If one wants to ascertain how something works, the
most efficient path is to begin with knowledge—or at least strong hypotheses—regarding
what it is designed to do. It is just a matter of time before the power and promise of this
approach is acknowledged sufficiently widely to produce a paradigm shift in psychology
and the social sciences generally.

The revolution, though in its infancy, has begun. The psychology of the future will
be guided, shaped, and organized by an evolutionary perspective. The psychology of reli-
gion will do well to follow.

NOTES

1. T will freely use the word “designed” to refer to the process by which adaptations evolve; how-
ever, it is crucial to avoid misinterpreting this term to imply that natural selection has any
purpose, intent, or foresight.

2. Curiously, Chomsky refused to believe that evolution by natural selection could have been the
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architect behind such a design, though he was unable to offer a reasonable alternative. Pinker
(1994) completed the evolutionary story years later.

3. The idea that selection does occur at the group level, in addition to at the gene level, is still
championed by some evolutionary biologists (e.g., Sober & Wilson, 1998) but remains contro-
versial.

4. 1 do not intend to imply here that practicing clinicians are medieval barbers nor that their tech-
niques are ineffective. However, I have no doubt—and I fully expect that most clinicians would
agree—that psychological practice would be much more uniformly effective if based on a strong,
comprehensive psychological science.
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Religious and Spiritual
Development in Childhood

CHRIS J. BOYATZIS

This chapter addresses aspects of children’s religious development. The discussion is re-
stricted to childhood, as adolescent development is discussed elsewhere (Levenson,
Aldwin, & D’Mello, Chapter 8, this volume). This chapter has several major goals: (1) to
examine psychologists’ historical neglect and recent interest in religious and spiritual de-
velopment (hereafter RSD); (2) to provide a selective review of advances in research;
(3) to examine the hegemony of two paradigms in RSD: (a) cognitive-developmentalism’s
focus on how children think about religion, and (b) socialization models presuming that
children are socialized religiously via unilateral parent — child “transmission”; (4) to en-
courage work on how children’s RSD is affected by parental, contextual, and sociocul-
tural factors; and (5) to recommend new directions in paradigm, theory, methods, and
data. A “multilevel interdisciplinary paradigm” (Emmons & Paloutzian, 2003) will be
suggested, in which psychologists use multiple measures and multiple theoretical frame-
works and draw from multiple disciplines beyond the boundaries of the mainstream aca-
demic study of RSD.

PSYCHOLOGISTS’ NEGLECT AND RECENT DISCOVERY
OF RELIGIOUS AND SPIRITUAL DEVELOPMENT

Spirituality and religion are important, perhaps central, dimensions of human develop-
ment. Data from American adolescents (Gallup & Bezilla, 1992) show that 95% believe
in God and three-quarters try to follow the teachings of their religion. Almost half of U.S.
youth say they frequently pray alone and 36% are involved in church youth groups. In a
1999-2000 Search Institute national survey of 6th- to 12th-grade youth, 54% said that
“being religious or spiritual” was quite or extremely important (Benson, Roehlkepartain,
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& Rude, 2003). Religion is also important to most U.S. families. About 40% attend wor-
ship weekly, 95% of U.S. parents have a religious affiliation, and more than 90% want
their children to receive some form of religious education (Mahoney, Pargament, Swank,
& Tarakeshwar, 2001).

However, database reviews have found that less than 1% of articles on children ad-
dress spirituality (Benson et al., 2003) and in PsycINFO a mere two-thirds of one percent
of all records on children (almost 150,000) address children “and religion” (Boyatzis,
2003a). The latter search found that children appears with “God” in 90 records,
“church” in 76, and “faith” in 43 (or 3 per 10,000 records). In contrast, children “and
family” appear in about 16,000 records. Children “and enuresis” (bedwetting) has
almost five times more records than children “and faith,” and children “and autism” ap-
pear about 78 times more often than children “and God.” PsycINFO and Sociological
Abstracts records are rare on children and Islam, Hinduism, or Buddhism (Boyatzis,
2003a), a neglect incommensurate with the popularity of these religions.

Fortunately, a call has been issued for psychology to “honor spiritual development as
a core developmental process that deserves equal standing in the pantheon of universal
developmental processes” (Benson, 2004, p. 50). To achieve this goal, scholars must
work toward a comprehensive understanding that will require the study of RSD in inter-
action with many developmental domains (cognition, social relations, emotions, etc.) and
disciplines (e.g., anthropology, sociology). Growth will also require advances in para-
digm, theory, and method.

RECENT ATTENTION TO RELIGIOUS AND SPIRITUAL DEVELOPMENT

There is a conspicuous surge of interest in RSD. There are many forthcoming volumes
and chapters on the topic. Sage Publications will soon release an Encyclopedia of Reli-
gious and Spiritual Development (Dowling & Scarlett, in press) and Handbook of Reli-
gious and Spiritual Development in Childhood and Adolescence (Roehlkepartain, King,
Wagener, & Benson, 2005). For the first time in its storied history as the “bible” of child
development, the next edition of the Handbook of Child Psychology will include a chap-
ter on spiritual development. A second growth area is conference meetings, including the
International Conference on Children’s Spirituality, the inaugural meeting in 2003 of the
Children’s Spirituality Conference—Christian Perspectives, and a preconference on RSD
at the biennial meetings of the Society for Research on Child Development (SRCD; con-
tact the author for information on this SRCD preconference). In addition, many journals
are addressing RSD, including the International Journal of Children’s Spirituality and
special issues on RSD in Review of Religious Research (Boyatzis, 2003b) and Applied
Developmental Science (King & Boyatzis, 2004). Another sign of growth is dissertation
activity. A PsycINFO search (May, 2004) of truncated subject terms “child* and religio*”
found 242 dissertations from 1872 to 2003. Between 1872 and 1959 there were no dis-
sertations on the topic, but there were 11 in the 1960s, 42 in the 1970s, and 58 in the
1980s. This growth exploded in the 1990s, with 102 dissertations. Combining the disser-
tations from the 1990s and 2000-2003 on children and religion, there were 109, or 45%
of all dissertations ever done on the subject.

Thus, at one end of the scholarly pipeline, coverage of RSD in new handbooks by
prominent publishers shows that the topic has “made it,” and at the other end of the
pipeline the surge in dissertation activity promises a large cohort of rising scholars work-
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ing on RSD. The field of RSD is making inroads into the mainstream of psychology like
never before.

DEFINING OUR CONSTRUCTS

Empirical data on definitions of “spiritual” and “religious” are offered elsewhere
(Zinnbauer & Pargament, Chapter 2, this volume). Given the terms’ overlap, they will be
used somewhat interchangeably here. Religious development could be defined as the
child’s growth within an organized community that has shared narratives, practices,
teachings, rituals, and symbols in order to bring people closer to the sacred and to en-
hance one’s relationship to community. Spirituality has been defined as the search for and
relationship with whatever one takes to be a holy or sacred transcendent entity
(Pargament, 1999). The concepts of relationship and self-transcendence permeate defini-
tions of spirituality. In rich qualitative work with children, Nye (Hay & Nye, 1998) and
others (Reimer & Furrow, 2001) have identified the core of spirituality as “relational
consciousness”—a marked perceptiveness in the child of relation to other people, God, or
the self. Others have defined spiritual development as “the process of growing the intrin-
sic human capacity for self-transcendence, in which the self is embedded in something
greater than the self, including the sacred” (Benson et al., 2003, p. 205), or as an orienta-
tion to self and one’s surroundings that involves transcending oneself and developing a
commitment to contribute to others (Lerner, Dowling, & Anderson, 2003).

CHILDREN’S RELIGIOUS AND SPIRITUAL DEVELOPMENT
Cognitive-Developmental Approaches

Developmentalists have focused on “religious cognition,” or children’s thinking about re-
ligious concepts. David Elkind was crucial for introducing to U.S. psychologists Piagetian
cognitive-developmental models of religious cognition through his studies on children of
different faith traditions (e.g., Elkind, 1961, 1963). Elkind’s empirical paper on children’s
prayer concepts (Long, Elkind, & Spilka, 1967) and his broader theoretical explication
(Elkind, 1970) are exemplary accounts of that era’s cognitive-developmental approach.

Several themes emerged from Elkind’s research: Children’s religious thinking showed
stage-like change from more concrete and egocentric to more abstract and sociocentric
thought. The presumption of these trends flavored research on religious cognition for de-
cades, and stage-based cognitive-developmentalism also shaped religious education (e.g.,
Goldman, 1964). The structural qualities of children’s thinking about religious concepts
paralleled their thinking about other, nonreligious concepts. Religious cognition was
nothing special, merely a specific case of a generic conceptual and representational pro-
cess. In addition, general constraints in the child’s thinking make the child likely to think
in particular ways about religious concepts.

A second wave of cognitive-developmentalism ushered in a major revision: the rejec-
tion of global stages that characterized, at any one age, all of a child’s thinking. In the
1980s, developmentalists endorsed models of domain-specificity in cognitive develop-
ment, with a view of the child as a builder of naive theories in specific domains (e.g.,
Carey, 1985). In the 1990s, theory of mind ascended and the notion of specific domains
in religious cognition was largely replaced with the view that religious-cognitive growth is
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best understood as part of the general growth of understanding of the mind, agency,
mental-physical causality, and related concepts. Boyer (1994; Boyer & Walker, 2000)
echoed the conclusion offered earlier (Elkind, 1970): children’s religious cognitions oper-
ate under the same principles and tendencies of children’s everyday cognition that has
nothing to do with religious ideas.

Despite some fundamental similarities across these waves of cognitive-developmental
changes, there were important changes in the array of hypothetical constructs and spe-
cific processes at work. In the current zeitgeist, the argot of cognitive-developmentalists
has changed to include constructs such as “religious ontologies,” or mental representa-
tions about the existence and powers of supernatural entities. As Boyer and Walker
(2000, p. 152) put it, “the particular way in which religious ontology develops depends
on the wider development of ontological categories.” These ontologies are marked by
several key features. One is the “counterintuitive” nature of religious ontologies (i.e., they
violate ordinary expectations, as in the case of spiritual entities who are immortal or om-
niscient). A second is that counterintuitive religious beliefs operate within the implicit
backdrop of theory of mind, which provides children with a prepared set of qualities to
extend to the religious agents they think about (e.g., “My supernatural God has wishes
and thoughts and worries [just like all beings with minds do]”). Another feature is that
the combination of the counterintuitiveness of such agents with the belief that such
agents are real makes religious beliefs all the more salient to those who hold them. This
salience enhances their likelihood of being transmitted and shared with others.

Another recent revision is the claim that children and adults may not be altogether
different in their thinking. That is, magical thinking and rational thinking, “ordinary re-
ality” and “extraordinary reality,” and other thought processes that presumably compete
may instead coexist in the minds of children and adults (Subbotsky, 1993; Woolley,
1997). This assertion has engendered a new understanding of children. As Woolley
(2000) put it, “children’s minds are not inherently one way or another—not inherently
magical nor inherently rational” (pp. 126-127). Children and adults can chalk up myste-
rious events to “magic,” fear what goes bump in the night, and wrestle with the bound-
aries between real and imagined. These claims challenge the model of cognitive growth as
an invariant, stage-like march away from irrational fantasy (allegedly the stuff of chil-
dren’s, and only children’s, thinking) toward the telos and adult gold standard of rational
logic (allegedly the stuff of adults’, and only adults’, thinking).

Even if Piaget has fallen from his pedestal, children’s religious cognition continues to
be the preoccupation of most mainstream child development researchers. Critiques of this
fixation on thinking are offered later. Due to space limitations, only a subset of religion
concepts are discussed, one that has received ample attention and one that has received
little.

Children’s Concepts of God

The most established interest in religious development research has been children’s con-
cepts of God. This focus is not surprising, for several reasons, including the fact that most
research has been done by Westerners in Western settings where monotheism predomi-
nates. Children who think about God often do so in anthropomorphic terms. Coles (1990)
noted that of his large collection of children’s drawings of God, 87% depicted God’s face.
This anthropomorphizing has been explained by some cognitive-developmentalists as an
extension of an intuitive folk psychology to supernatural figures and by attachment, psy-
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choanalytic, or object relations theories (e.g., Rizzuto, 1979; Vergote & Tamayo, 1981)
that assert that the child’s internal working model of the parents is used as a prototype
for a God image.

Empirical work by Barrett calls into question this view of the child’s God as a per-
sonified God. Barrett and colleagues (Barrett & Keil, 1996; Barrett & Richert, 2003)
have conducted a series of studies with young children to test whether children equate
God’s capabilities with humans’ (i.e., think about God anthropomorphically). Pre-
schoolers think rather differently about God’s (versus other agents’) creative powers,
knowledge and perspective, and mortality. Although these observations are not new (see,
e.g., Tamminen, Vianello, Jaspard, & Ratcliff, 1988), Barrett has offered an alternative
account to the anthropomorphism hypothesis. His “preparedness” hypothesis posits that
children are prepared conceptually at very early ages to think about God’s unigue, not
human, qualities. When preschoolers begin to understand basic properties of the mind
(e.g., perspective taking), they attribute those skills differently (nonanthropomorphically)
to God than to humans. Barrett and Richert (2003) speculate that even though cultural
contributions are necessary to help create God concepts, children may need “little direct
training or tuition to acquire fairly rich theological concepts” (p. 310).

God concepts have been examined in children of different religions. For example,
Pitts (1976) sampled 6- to 10-year-old children from Jewish, Lutheran, Mennonite,
Methodist, Mormon, Roman Catholic, and Unitarian families. Pitts used multiple mea-
sures: children’s drawings of God, interviews with children, and questionnaires for par-
ents. Drawings were analyzed for different themes, including the degree to which children
anthropomorphized God. This “A-score,” as Pitts called it, varied widely across groups.
God was anthropomorphized most by Mormon, Mennonite, and Lutheran children (all
very similar in their scores), followed closely by Roman Catholic and Methodist children
(who were identical in score). Jewish children drew the least personified pictures of God,
and Unitarian children had A-scores between Jewish children and the other groups. The
highest ratio of religious-to-nonreligious symbolism appeared in Roman Catholic chil-
dren’s art, the lowest in Unitarian children’s; Jewish children’s drawings were abstract
and nonrepresentational. Thus, children’s religious backgrounds clearly influence their
God concepts.

In another study, Heller (1986) found that Hindu children, more than Jewish, Bap-
tist, or Roman Catholic children, described a multifaceted God that feels close and like a
person in some ways yet is also an abstract and intangible form of energy. These Hindu
beliefs reflect their doctrine about different Gods with different natures and functions.
Taken together, these studies suggest that children do extend a folk psychology and the-
ory of mind to their God images but also conceptualize God as considerably more than
human. The studies also demonstrate the value of sampling children from diverse reli-
gious backgrounds.

Thinking about God Is Not Just Cognitive

The mystery of the divine seems to capture much of children’s (and adults’) attention. But
thinking about God is not just a cognitive act; it is deeply emotional, personal, and social.
Though some have argued (Harris, 2000a, p. 176) that, to children themselves, there is
“nothing special” about their God questions and that they are questions like any other, the
assertion here is that the child’s contemplations about God can have serious personal impli-
cations—especially for children who believe in God, come from faithful families, or are im-
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mersed in a culture where “God talk” is commonplace. This personal impact of thinking
about God is underscored by the fact that the spiritual entity in question is one that, in
monotheistic cultures, is upheld as the ultimate and divine being. Thus, thinking about God
connects the child to a divine transcendent as well as to a broader social community of be-
lief. Indeed, thinking about God does not occur in a social vacuum. Parents’ reports of dis-
cussions about religion show that a large proportion of children’s questions and comments
are about God (Boyatzis & Janicki, 2003; Lawrence, 1965). The child’ interpersonal con-
texts—family, church, peers—help children articulate their views on the metaphysical, and
these contexts are, for much of the world’s children, embedded in cultures that publicly dis-
cuss or worship the divine (see, e.g., Rizzuto, 1979). Thus, thinking about God is very much
a social act, as these two conversations show. The first remarks come from an 11-year-old
girl thinking about the skin color of Jesus (in Coles, 1990, pp. 57-58):

“My daddy says there weren’t any cameras then, so there’s no picture of Him. . . . T know
that in the black churches they’ll tell you Jesus is black; he’s colored. Our maid told us that’s
how He looks in her church—the pictures of Him—so there’s the difference. I asked my
grandma who’s right, and she said . .. ‘Honey, I don’t think it makes any difference up
there—skin color.” ”

Here is a conversation between a father and his daughter when she was 8! (in Boyatzis,
2004):

C: “I just thought about how people think God is perfect, but do they mean He knows
everything is perfect.”

F: “Do you think He knows everything?”

@)

: “Idon’t know. I think we might find that out when we go to heaven. But, um, I sort of
think there are some things that He might not—or She—might not know.”

“So you think we find out when we go to heaven.”
: “Yes, I think that’s where you can talk to God and ask God lots of questions.”

“Is there any other way to talk to God now, here on earth?”

O TmO ™

: “If you pray. But when I pray, P'm . . . ah, I just, P’m very impatient. When I can’t hear
God 1 go, I go (in mock whiny tone), ‘Mommy, It’s not talking to me! It’s not talking to
me!’ See, cuz I just can’t hear God very well.”

5z

“When you pray, what do you expect to hear? Do you think you’ll hear God?”

C: “Oh, I expect to hear . . . I expect to hear . . . I expect to hear somebody going (inz deep
voice) ‘OK, thank you for that prayer.” If [ ask any questions, I expect to hear the answers
later on, next time I pray. But unfortunately I can’t really hear the voice. I don’t know if
God’s talking to me and I just can’t bear it, or if God’s not talking to me.”

F: “I think it’s hard to know what God thinks.”
C: (empbhatically) “You just don’t know.”

These excerpts also convey the richness of children’s thinking and feeling that can be
captured by qualitative and ethnographic methods, which are discussed later.

Children’s Concepts of the Soul

In contrast to children’s God concepts, their thoughts about the soul have received little
empirical attention. The only empirical investigations I know of that have explicitly stud-
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ied children’s concepts of the soul include a study of Russian children (published in Rus-
sian; Savina, 1997), a study of Chinese children (published in Hungarian; Hui & Chou,
1991), and a study of U.S. children from mainline Protestant, Roman Catholic, and Men-
nonite traditions (Boyatzis, 1997).

Some work (see Evans, 2000) suggests that children use creationist explanations for
human but not nonhuman animals, thus giving humans “privileged” status. If humans
had such privileged status in soul concepts, children may make a human (have souls)/
nonhuman (don’t have souls) distinction. Or, if children conceive of the soul as an élan vi-
tal in living beings, a living/nonliving distinction could emerge (i.e., plants, animals, and
humans have souls/artifacts don’t). In interviews with preschoolers, Boyatzis (1997)
found that 20% of children attributed a soul to furniture, 40% to plants, and 45% to
cats and dogs. Children’s judgment of the soul-fulness of humans was higher but varied
by the age group in question: 48% of children attributed a soul to “babies” (strikingly
similar to plants, cats, and dogs!), 64% to “children,” and 75% to “parents.” Children
claiming that babies have souls may relate to the finding that many preschoolers say ba-
bies can make wishes or pray (Woolley, 2000). Overall, there was some but not sharp dis-
tinction between human/nonhuman and living/nonliving, and a trend toward more “soul-
fulness” as humans get older. In the Boyatzis study, a different picture emerged in a small
group of Mennonite children from rural Pennsylvania. In these conservative Christians
who attended a Mennonite school and had limited contact with U.S. culture, a human/
nonhuman distinction emerged: none of the children said furniture, plants, or animals
had a soul, whereas 88% said babies and children had souls and 100% of parents did.
Together, these data support the notion that children’s soul concepts are influenced by
their family and religious backgrounds.

Religious and Spiritual Cognition: Parent-Child Correspondence
or Independence?

The family functions as “the interpreters of religious ideology” for children (Heller, 1986,
p. 32) and parents’ practices and beliefs provide “cognitive anchors” (Ozorak, 1989). But
is there correspondence or independence between the child’s and the parents’ beliefs in re-
ligious, spiritual, and metaphysical matters? The traditional social-learning approach,
with its implicit “tabula rasa” child, would suggest a correspondence model: children’s
beliefs would be strongly similar to their parents’ beliefs. However, a cognitive approach,
with its depiction of the child as actively constructing and assimilating his or her reality,
may thus predict only a loose association, or an independence, between parent and child
beliefs. These opposing hypotheses are important to test, primarily because of their rele-
vance to the two dominant approaches in the field of RSD.

Many researchers have examined children’s and parents’ beliefs about mythical fig-
ures (e.g., Santa Claus). This research is relevant to children’s religious beliefs and
cognitions as both topics have widespread endorsement in our culture and entail a min-
gling of human and supernatural qualities. In some studies, parents’ endorsement of
mythical characters such as Santa, the Easter Bunny, and the Tooth Fairy was positively
related to their children’s belief in them (Prentice, Manosevitz, & Hubbs, 1978;
Rosengren, Kalish, Hickling, & Gelman, 1994). However, the correspondence between
parents and children was not so strong as to suggest children think what their parents
want them to think. In Prentice et al. (1978), of the parents who encouraged their chil-
dren to believe in the Easter Bunny, 23% of their children did not believe, and of the par-
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ents who discouraged their children’s belief, 47% of the children did believe in the Easter
Bunny. In interviews with fundamentalist Christian families, Clark (1995) found that
many children believed that Santa was real even though their parents discouraged such
belief. A study of 3- to 10-year-old Jewish children revealed the children’s belief in these
mythical figures was unrelated to parents’ encouragement of these beliefs (Prentice &
Gordon, 1986).

Intriguing work by Taylor and Carlson (2000) investigated parents’ attitudes about
children’s fantasy play through ethnographies and interviews with subjects from Menno-
nite and fundamentalist Christian religions. They also reviewed research on Hindu fami-
lies. Parents’ religious ideologies influenced their reactions to and beliefs about children’s
fantasy behavior and engagement with imaginary companions. The Hindu parents often
reacted positively, because their children’s talking with invisible companions may be a
way the children interact with a spirit from a past life. This parental interpretation re-
flects their religious tradition of belief in reincarnated and metaphysical entities. In con-
trast, Mennonite parents had strongly negative reactions to their children’s imaginary
companions.

A similar pattern emerges in studies on parent—child religious beliefs. Evans (2000,
2001) examined children in secular families and in fundamentalist Christian families who
also attended religious schools or were home-schooled to learn whether children from
these different backgrounds endorse creationist or evolutionist accounts. To some degree,
family type did matter—fundamentalist Christian children overwhelmingly embraced
creationist views with virtually no endorsement of evolutionist ones. However, even
young children (7 to 9 years of age) from secular homes embraced creationist views. Not
until early adolescence did youth in secular homes began to consistently share their fami-
lies’ evolutionist cosmologies. Evans notes that even a “saturated” belief environment, as
Evans called it, with consistent beliefs between parents and between the parents and local
community norms, would still be filtered through the child’s intuitive belief system. These
data suggest that parent—child correspondence or independence will reflect children’s cog-
nitive level and construction of knowledge around them.

In another study, Carl Johnson (2000) interviewed Roman Catholic (RC) and Uni-
tarian Universalist (UU) 13- and 14-year-old girls. These traditions embrace different
views of the supernatural. Catholicism asserts that there are many supernatural forces
(God, the Holy Ghost, saints, etc.) whereas the UU tradition does not doctrinally assert a
supernatural God. In their comments, RC girls believed in God, miracles, supernatural
beings, and related matters. In contrast, UU girls dismissed the notion of a supernatural
being and argued that, for example, the recovery of a terminally ill child was not due to a
miracle but to an unknown process or the power of human willpower. Johnson noted
that UU teenagers were not solely materialists and indeed speculated about spiritual
forces. The key distinction was that the UU girls endorsed the power of the human will
and spirit whereas RC girls embraced a divine God who permeates all of reality.

A study on religious coping demonstrates both correspondence and independence at
work. Pendleton, Cavalli, Pargament, and Nasr (2002) studied children sick with cystic
fibrosis on multiple measures (e.g., interviews, artwork, parent report) and found that
some children used religious coping even though their families were not religious. For ex-
ample, a 10-year-old boy drew a picture of God embracing him to make him feel better.
When the boy’s mother saw the drawing, she was taken aback by her son’s religious im-
agery, saying, “My kids have never even been to church in their lives!” (Pendleton et al.,
2002, p. 5).
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Other research makes clear that children’s perceptions of parents’ religious views
and behavior are more related to the children’s religious development than are the par-
ents’ actual views and behaviors (Bao, Whitbeck, Hoyt, & Conger, 1999; Okagaki &
Bevis, 1999). What parents do and believe is less important than what children think par-
ents do and believe.

The studies reviewed generate several important conclusions. One is that we must
study children growing up in different religions to capture the complexity and variety in
children’s religious cognition and ontologies. Another is that researchers must determine
how children’s ideas are affected by different inputs: parents, school, community, church,
religious education, and so on. Together, the findings reveal ample correspondence and
independence between parent and child beliefs. There is evidence for both. Now, one’s
choice to prioritize either correspondence or independence will reflect one’s core pre-
sumptions about children, families, and RSD. To advance our thinking, the position here
is that the independence model of parent—child belief is theoretically more illuminating
and stimulating, and for this reason: it confirms children’s active role in their own RSD
and thus raises serious doubts about the depiction in socialization theories of the child as
a passive recipient in top-down transmission of parental belief.

Better Ways to Understand Family Mechanisms of Socialization

Many parents and children talk about religious issues, confronting the unknowability
and ineffability of the spiritual and metaphysical. Sometimes children have experiences or
insights that parents find anomalous or “inappropriate” to either reason or faith. Re-
searchers might study how parents react to such experiences (see Boyatzis, 2004; Harris,
2000a, 2000b; Woolley, 1997). Parental openness to the varieties of children’s religious
and mystical experience may foster the child’s relational consciousness to what is beyond
oneself. Indeed, parents’ acceptance of children’s belief in imaginary figures (Santa, etc.)
may help the child develop faith in the transcendent sacred figures that are central to reli-
gious traditions (Clark, 1995).

Family processes are described elsewhere (Mahoney & Tarakeshwar, Chapter 10,
this volume). While we know that in some ways children’s RSD is related to their parents’
religiosity, we know little about specific mechanisms at work. Parents may influence their
children’s RSD as they do in other realms, through verbal induction and indoctrination of
beliefs, disciplinary tactics, different reinforcements, and behavioral modeling. Some
scholars have extended these constructs to spiritual modeling and spiritual observational
learning (Silberman, 2003; Strommen & Hardel, 2000). Adults’ retrospective reports
confirm that “embedded routines”—regular family rituals—were common in families of
those who grew up to be religious (Wuthnow, 1999).

A common family activity is parent—child conversation about religion. Boyatzis and
Janicki (2003) asked a small sample of Christian families with children ages 3 to 12 to
complete a survey on parent—child communication and to keep a diary of all conversa-
tions about religious and spiritual issues. Data were collected in two time periods, about
2 months apart, to assess the frequency, structure, and content of parent—child conversa-
tions about religious topics. The results indicated that parent—child communication about
religion is a reciprocal, bilateral dynamic with mutual influence. This characterization of
family interaction contrasts sharply with the unilateral “transmission” model that has
dominated socialization models for decades. Data from surveys and diaries demonstrate
that in conversations about religion children are active, initiate and terminate about half
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of them, speak as much as parents do, and ask questions and offer their own views. Par-
ents ask many more open-ended questions than test questions (e.g., “What do you think
heaven is like?” vs. “Who built the Ark?”) and did not impose their own beliefs too
strongly. On a “conviction rating” 5-point scale, parents indicated in each diary the de-
gree to which their comments reflected their actual beliefs about the topic. The average
rating was only a 3.7, suggesting that parents were not strongly stating their own views.
This modest conviction could mean that parents attempted to accommodate their chil-
dren’s views and/or that parents “watered down” their statements to help their children
better understand their views. These communication styles should be analyzed in families
of different religions.

Although Boyatzis and Janicki (2003) did not measure the impact of communication
style on children’s beliefs (and this is a crucial step in future research), a 2-year longitudi-
nal study on adolescents’ moral reasoning seems relevant. Children’s moral reasoning de-
veloped most when parents asked questions about the child’s opinions, discussed the
child’s moral reasoning, and paraphrased the child’s own words (Walker & Taylor,
1991). We may expect a similar relationship between communication style and children’s
RSD. Another longitudinal topic is the long-term consequence of growing up with a par-
ticular kind of religious communication style in childhood. Might early family communi-
cation styles predict different forms of later religiosity?

The diary and survey data (Boyatzis & Janicki, 2003) support the notion that most
families’ natural conversations about religion consist of a mutual give-and-take with
reciprocal influence. This is consistent with two different but compatible models of devel-
opment. One model emphasizes the role of knowledgeable adults who use scaffolding
and guided participation to help the child move in a zone of proximal development to
higher understandings (Rogoff, 1990; Vygotsky, 1978). A second, transactional model of
development posits that children and parents influence each other in recurrent reciprocal
exchanges (Kuczynski, 2003).

The bidirectional and transactional models differ from the unilateral transmission
model in several key ways (Kuczynski, 2003). First, unilateral transmission models as-
sume a static asymmetry of power between parent and child; in transactional models,
there is an interdependent asymmetry. In addition, instead of positing a direct cause—
effect link, transactional models presume circular causality: causes and effects are recur-
sive and indeterminate (in Yeats’s apropos phrase, it is impossible to separate the dancer
from the dance). Causality is not within the parent or the child per se, but within the ex-
change between them. Beyond individual parent—child exchanges, children’s beliefs and
impressions undergo many “secondary adjustments” through “third-party discussions”
that are common in the “underworld of everyday family life” (Kuczynski, 2003, p. 10).
Unfortunately, the study of this complicated and messy “underworld” has been ignored
in research that has emphasized the priority of parents as socializing agents.

To illustrate these issues, imagine a conversation between a child, parents, and a sib-
ling. A young girl initiates it with a question: “Dad, will God be mad that I didn’t say my
prayers last night?” The father says that God cares a lot about hearing from children and
that she has to try to remember to pray. With a frown, the daughter brings the father’s
take on the issue to the mother and says, “Mom, Dad said God’s really mad at me,” at
which point the mother notes her daughter’s worry and says, “Well, I'm sure God won’t
be too mad. What do you think?” The child says she is pretty sure that God will forgive
her but wants her to pray tonight, and the girl then presses the mother for comment,
whereupon the mother says, “I'm sure you’re right, honey—God forgives all of us.” The
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girl brings her position and the mother’s view back to the father, and the discussion dwin-
dles but continues with multiple directions of information flow. That evening in the chil-
dren’s room, the girl deliberates with her sibling about what the mother and father said.
The siblings together then add their own interpretations of the matter, including the ob-
servation that Dad usually gets more angry than Mom when the kids forget to do things.
The girl who initiated the discussion now has a houseful of ideas about God’s reaction to
her not saying her prayers. Within all of these subsequent exchanges the girl is affecting
others, and she can retain, revise, or reject her earlier position to arrive at her “final”
understanding of the matter. The girl may continue to reflect privately about the issue and
modify her views through her own thinking. Later that week the family may have another
conversation about saying prayers, and the girl’s latest iteration will again be examined
and modified. And on and on.

In light of this scenario, which is probably rather common, it is surprising that scien-
tists ever concocted the idea of a simple unidirectional transmission of religion. The plea
here is that socialization researchers embrace a bidirectional, reciprocal, and transac-
tional model as an antidote to earlier transmission models. A bidirectional model will
more accurately reveal what actually occurs in families and illuminate how children influ-
ence their parents’ religious growth. Sadly, psychologists know virtually nothing about
child — parent influence that is an inherent aspect of transactional models. It is possible
(see Boyatzis, 2004) that some families may have distinct parent-as-mentor, child-as-
apprentice roles; in other families, the two may be teacher and student to the other indis-
tinguishably. Finally, in some families children may be viewed as “spiritual savants” who
inspire parents’ spiritual growth. Some cultures (e.g., the Beng of West Africa or the
Warlpiri of north-central Australia), attribute to children “spiritual emissary” status as
having recently passed through a liminal veil from a realm of ancestral spirits to the living
(see DeLoache & Gottlieb, 2000). These examples are raised to underscore the need to
move beyond the ubiquitous model of parents’ unilateral transmission to passive chil-
dren.

FUTURE DIRECTIONS IN THE STUDY
OF RELIGIOUS AND SPIRITUAL DEVELOPMENT

In their recent review, Emmons and Paloutzian (2003, p. 395) argued that any “single
disciplinary approach is incapable of yielding comprehensive knowledge of phenomena
as complex and multifaceted as spirituality.” The remedy, they suggest, is a “multilevel
interdisciplinary paradigm” that calls for data at multiple levels of analysis within multi-
ple subdisciplines of psychology, and even beyond psychology. In addition to the call for a
more sophisticated analysis of family processes, I suggest new directions for the field.

Future Direction 1: Refinements in Research Design and Methodology

Researchers have long called for more rigorous and longitudinal designs to explore the
trajectories of RSD over time (see Boyatzis & Newman, 2004; Hood & Belzen, Chapter
4, this volume, on methodology). At the least, researchers could employ between-group
comparisons and pretest—posttest studies. For example, Thananart, Tori, and Emavard-
hana (2000) used a pretest—posttest design with adolescents in Thailand who completed a
6-week Buddhist monastic training program. These youth were compared to a matched
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control group of adolescents on a variety of religiosity and outcome measures. Data were
also collected from parents of the youth in both groups. Stonehouse (2001) conducted a
between-group posttest study at a Christian church with children enrolled in a popular
religious education curriculum called Godly Play (Berryman, 1991). These children were
compared to control children from the same church not in Godly Play classes; both
groups were similar on religious and family measures and all children came from highly
religious families. Children drew pictures of religious figures and biblical events and dis-
cussed their art with an interviewer, discussed Bible stories, and completed a semistruc-
tured interview about their religious experiences and sense of God. A content analysis of
the children’s art and comments revealed that Godly Play children scored higher than
control children on most variables, including meaningful insights, curiosity about religion
(e.g., utterances such as “I wonder about . . . ”), and expression of pleasure while discuss-
ing God. As in these two studies, future research should strive for multiple measures of
different groups of subjects on different variables at different points in time.

Need for Multiple Measures

Multiple measures reveal different insights into the same topic. For example, Barrett and
Keil (1996) found that subjects’ God concepts were somewhat different if the measure
was a Likert scale of God attributes or a response to a vignette about God. Boyatzis and
Janicki (2003) found that a quantitative survey and a qualitative diary measure yielded
slightly different pictures of parent—child communication about religion. Across two data
collection periods, the survey showed strong stability but the diary lower stability. Sur-
veys might tap parents’ global schemas about family communication whereas the diaries
capture actual conversations (that may reveal more variability over time). The important
point is not that the different measures fail to converge on a single conclusion but that
different measures yield different impressions of the same phenomenon. The use of multi-
ple measures of any single variable will thus provide a more comprehensive picture of the
behavior.

Interviews

Interview measures are common with children. Researchers might assess children’s ex-
pressive vocabulary to test its correlation with the sophistication of children’s descrip-
tions of spiritual phenomena. Researchers could also consider demand characteristics of
rapport (on this matter, see Coles, 1990; Heller, 1986, Chap. 2). When discussing God
with an unfamiliar adult, children may reveal less detail and depth than with a parent, a
teacher from church, or researchers who spend extensive time with them and treat them
as conversation partners rather than interview subjects (see Coles, 1990; Hay & Nye,
1998).

Drawing Tasks

Children’s drawings of God and heaven are commonly used windows into children’s feel-
ings and thoughts, but researchers often see through the glass dimly. First, asking a child
to draw God increases the odds for an anthropomorphized deity (Barrett, 1998; Hyde,
1990). Second, the analysis of drawings must proceed carefully. As Hood (2003) argued,
if a child draws God with large hands, the drawing may reflect an anthropomorphized
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God—but the large hands may instead serve to express the child’s belief that God has a
unique power to create. One child drew diamonds on the roads of heaven; this may not
be the child’s actual image of heaven but could be her symbolic way to express that it is a
beautiful place. Third, researchers ought not to presume that drawings capture a child’s
image of God in a way that is either veridical or static. Art is a process as well as a prod-
uct, and the act of drawing may give rise to new insights in children (see Gunther-
Heimbrock, 1999). Finally, task characteristics may affect drawings; when asked to draw
God first and a person second, children’s drawings of God seemed more abstract and the
person pictures included more religious imagery (Pitts, 1976).

Future Direction 2: Virtue Development

The study of virtue is “making a comeback in psychology” (Emmons & Paloutzian,
2003, p. 386). The ascendance of positive psychology has given character traits such as
forgiveness and gratitude new empirical attention. There is a rich history of developmen-
tal research on prosocial behavior, altruism, empathy, and even donating behavior (see
Eisenberg & Fabes, 1998). Although virtues and their manifestations are explicitly en-
couraged in major religions, psychologists have operationalized these qualities through a
secular, not a religious, lens.

Wise people have long debated the origins of virtue (e.g., see Plato’s dialogue The
Meno). What is the developmental trajectory of gratitude, forgiveness, and humility? When
do such qualities first appear? What would constitute valid, age-appropriate measures of
virtues? Parents and communities probably use different socialization and induction mech-
anisms to cultivate these behaviors in children, and we need to learn how religion has a hand
in these processes. For example, Jewish and Christian traditions espouse different doctrines
about forgiveness. Do these doctrinal differences show up in children’s understanding and
acts of forgiveness? If so, at what age, and to what personal and social benefits?

Within the family, are children more prosocial—or in religious terms, more kind,
merciful, and charitable—if their parents frame and motivate behavior within religious
language and imperatives? That is, it would be worthwhile to learn how children’s levels
of kindness, empathy, and charity are related to their parents’ secular endorsements of
such actions (say, “Be nice”) versus religious motivations (say, “Love your neighbor as
yourself” or “God tells us to feed the hungry and clothe the naked”). What parenting
styles are associated with children’s virtues? Do families possess a measurable “climate”
of forgiveness or gratitude or humility that affects the child’s capacity to enact such
traits? In Heller’s (1986) study, Roman Catholic children discussed forgiveness more than
did Jewish, Baptist, and Hindu children; Heller suggested that forgiveness is central in
Catholic doctrine and the Catholic family milieu. Recent data indicate links between par-
ents’ and children’s forgiveness. Elementary-school children’s understanding of forgive-
ness in an interview measure was positively predicted by mothers’ forgiveness but nega-
tively by fathers’ forgiveness (Denham, Neal, & Bassett, 2004; Getman, Bassett, &
Denham, 2004). Another study from the Denham team (Wyatt, Bassett, & Denham,
2004) found that children’s scores on an interview measure they designed, the Child For-
giveness Inventory, were related positively to existential orientation scores in their moth-
ers but negatively to such scores in their fathers. Future research on various aspects of
parents’ religiosity—worship attendance, praying, theological conservatism vs. liberal-
ism, and so on—will reveal which predict virtues in children. Clearly, the family is a rich
locus of study for the complex cultivation of virtues.
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Children’s virtues may be linked to peer relations. A recent study (Pickering & Wilson,
2004) found that the more first-graders are viewed as forgiving, the more popular and less
aggressive their peers rated them and the more their teachers described them as having fewer
social problems and as sharing with and helping others more. These two research groups—
Denham and colleagues at George Mason University, and Wilson and Pickering at Seattle
Pacific University—are conducting crucial work on the development and consequences of
forgiveness in children, and other scholars should emulate their use of multiple measures
and multiple groups of informants in the study of other virtues in childhood.

Future Direction 3: Religious Experience and Religion/Spirituality
in Children’s Lives

The field of RSD is quiet, too quiet, on children’s religious and spiritual experience. Oth-
ers have noted this: “That there is a paucity of rigorous developmentally focused studies
of religious experience and mysticism is almost an understatement” (Spilka & McIntosh,
1997, p. 233). Emmons and Paloutzian (2003) charged that “experience is the most ig-
nored dimension of spirituality” (p. 386). I submit this is not just a case of “yet another
neglected topic” but is in fact a serious problem, and here’s why: the core of spirituality is
a sense of self-transcendence and the core of religion is seeking or being in relationship
with the sacred. Thus, the crux of spirituality and religion is experience, as we were
taught long ago (James, 1902/1982).

Do children experience and feel God? Carl Johnson (2000) suggested that in their
frequent “why” questions, “young children are already oriented to the existence of
‘something more’ beyond the given world” (p. 208). Almost half a sample of Finnish chil-
dren claimed to feel God’s nearness “very often” (Tamminen, 1991). In Hardy’s database
of adults’ retrospective accounts of such experiences, 15% occurred in childhood (Robin-
son, 1983). Retrospective studies have converged on several themes (Farmer, 1992; Rob-
inson, 1983): One, children’s experiences were often charged with joy, wonder, awe, and
a sense of connectedness to something greater than the self. Two, many adults could re-
call their childhood experiences decades later and were still affected by them (e.g., an en-
hanced compassion or sensitivity).

Qualitative and ethnographic work provide ample instances of children’s religious
experiences, from hearing God’s voice (Coles, 1990) to reacting to their First Commu-
nion (Bales, 2000) to seeing apparitions of the Virgin Mary (Anderson, 1998). Hay and
Nye (1998) share a 6-year-old’s description of his experience: “ . . . in the night and I saw
this bishopy kind of alien. I said, “Who are you?’ And he said, ‘T am the Holy Spirit.” I did
think he was the Holy Spirit” (p. 102). How do scholars of RSD understand children’s vi-
sions of the Virgin Mary or this boy’s report of a “bishopy kind of alien”?

On an emotional and experiential level, children may grasp the inherent relationality
at the core of spirituality, even if this sense or awareness surpasses their ability to verbal-
ize such a consciousness. It is a challenge to find theoretical and methodological means to
understand the phenomenological reality and significance to the child of the religious or
spiritual experience. Some experiences (for children and adults) may be amenable to lin-
guistic expression; some will surpass linguistic capabilities. In either case, verbal measures
create the risk of studying not children’s experience but the language they use to describe
it (see Boyatzis, 2001).

For insight into the interplay between language and experience, a most valuable
work is Robert Coles’s (1990) The Spiritual Life of Children. Coles depicts children’s
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spiritual struggle and search for transcendent meaning by sharing many rich excerpts
from interviews with school-age children from different religious backgrounds and cul-
tures. The children’s remarks are always informative and often profound. Coles’s method
is rather straightforward: he talks with children—at length, on many occasions, in vari-
ous locations comfortable to the children. He also asks children to draw pictures and tell
him about them. This time-consuming, personal approach may not work for all research-
ers, but his qualitative and ethnographic method demonstrates, among other things, a
way to cultivate an authenticity and rapport that may be crucial to reveal the deeper
functions of religion in children’s lives.

Another benefit of a qualitative approach is its illumination of individual differences.
Consider the idea that children have their own “spiritual signatures,” a personalized ex-
pression of their experience of relational consciousness (Hay & Nye, 1998). Also, given
the intangibility of transcendent entities, it is not surprising that skepticism is a personal
quality that varies between children (Harris, 2000b). And in personality psychology, the
trait of “spiritual transcendence” has begun receiving attention (Emmons & Paloutzian,
2003). How do these constructs of spiritual signature, skepticism, and spiritual transcen-
dence manifest themselves in children’s lives? How would we measure them? Beyond
these questions, we should also address religious experience within the context of orga-
nized religion.

Some religions are sacramental and all have rituals. Public rituals and sacraments are
essential mechanisms within organized religion to provide children the transcendent
experiences that are at the core of religion and spirituality: connectedness to the sacred
transcendent, and connectedness to people and community around the child. Important
sacraments for children in many traditions include baptism, first communion, confirma-
tion, confession, bar or bat mitzvah, and so on. Psychologists might want to learn how
children understand and experience them. Organized religions prioritize these events, but
do children feel transformed by them? Qualitative and ethnographic work is needed.
How large is the discrepancy between formal doctrine and catechesis in organized reli-
gions and what children actually believe and understand? An interesting ethnographic
study (Bales, 2000) on Catholics’ first communion revealed that, in contrast to clergy and
parental perceptions about this paramount rite, many children receiving their first com-
munion focused not on sacred but more mundane matters—such as the taste and feel of
the communion wafer and wine.

We must learn more of how children experience and understand the tenets of many
organized religions: grace and redemption, sin and salvation, the distinction between
faith and good works, reincarnation, the Trinity, the power of divine figures to heal and
punish, and so on. Questions abound: How do Jewish children make sense of the mourn-
ing ritual of sitting shiva? What do Roman Catholic children feel and think when they are
praying to a saint or statue of the Virgin Mary? How do Hindu youth make sense of their
polytheistic tradition (especially if they live in a monotheistic culture)? How are Muslim
children transformed by the hajj to Mecca? These are important theological matters. Psy-
chologists who take the bold step into studying them would begin to inquire about what
world religions actually care deeply about.

Future Direction 4: Cognition Is Not Everything

The paradigm of cognitive developmentalism has dominated the study of children’s RSD
(e.g., Hyde, 1990; Spilka, Hood, Hunsberger, & Gorsuch, 2003), with a focus on cogni-
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tive processes within different stages. Young children have traditionally been defined by
their cognitive limitations, a presumption that has engendered problems for scholars try-
ing to understand young children’s spiritual experience or insight. The “obsession with
stages” has serious consequences, among them impeding our understanding of the gradu-
alness and the “complexity and uniqueness of individual religious development™ (Spilka
et al., 2003, p. 85).

Recently, psychologists of religion have called for the field to “escape from the con-
fines of the Piagetian approach . . . which has become stale” (Spilka et al., 2003, pp. 104-105).
It is necessary to emphasize to nondevelopmentalists that cognitive-developmentalists
have indeed moved beyond Piaget. As one scholar put it, “this battle has since been won”
(Johnson, 1997, p. 1024). Nevertheless, despite such advances, for many developmental-
ists it remains difficult to conceptualize RSD in anything other than a cognitive frame-
work. Developmentalists are here urged to consider what RSD would look like through
non-cognitive-developmental lenses.

Religious and Spiritual Development in Context

Fortunately, cognitive-developmentalists have called recently for more attention to cul-
ture and religion (e.g., Boyer & Walker, 2000; Taylor & Carlson, 2000; Woolley, 2000).
Certainly religions themselves emphasize that religious and spiritual growth comes
through being in community with others. Such growth is “not intelligible apart from the
communal context and faith tradition in which people are formed” (Johnson, 1989, p.
19). However, developmental theories were surely not conceived with religions in mind
(Estep, 2002). But RSD is, on one level, social and collective. As Scarlett and Perriello
(1991) asserted in their analysis of prayer concepts, “mature prayer develops out of years
of social interaction allowing individuals to understand what it means to be a self in inti-
mate dialogue with another” (p. 67).

A sociocultural Vygtoskyan (1978) approach would foster a contextualized view of
RSD (Estep, 2002), emphasizing its interpersonal processes of scaffolding and guided
participation by adults that help children progress to higher levels (Rogoff, 1990).
Through such lenses, we would consider how religious knowledge and behavior is inter-
personal before intrapersonal for the child. In stark contrast to a Piagetian cognitive-
developmentalism and its offspring, this theory would require us to recognize the
sociocultural embeddedness of religious and spiritual growth and to study interpersonal
and cultural mediators that develop a relational consciousness. A social ecology model
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979) would conceptualize RSD as occurring within and between mul-
tiple contexts. This model would assess different microsystems that have immediate and
proximal impact (e.g., family, church, peer group, school) and the interactions (or
mesosystems) between them. A recent study on adolescents illustrates the value of study-
ing RSD in such a model. U.S. youth who live in high-poverty areas are more likely to
stay on track academically if they are also high in church attendance, whereas those
youth in the same high-poverty areas who are low in church attendance are likely to fall
behind academically (Regnerus & Elder, 2003). Surrounding the many micro- and
mesosystems are the macrosystem of cultural ideologies, so a contextualized approach
must incorporate macrolevel culture.

Consider the Fulani, a nomadic people in Western Africa (M. Johnson, 2000). Due
to their belief that many spirits exist in their midst, Fulani parents must protect their
babies from evil spirits who may capture their babies’ souls. To make their babies unat-
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tractive to these spirits, parents give their babies unappealing names, openly insult them,
and even roll their babies in cow dung. When we study other cultures, we recognize—
sometimes with a shock—that children are immersed in social communities with perva-
sive religious beliefs, sometimes subtle and sometimes conspicuous, which permeate chil-
dren’s experience in profound ways.

CONCLUSION: GOING BEYOND OURSELVES

The time has come for researchers to “diversify their efforts” (Spilka et al., 2003, p. 104)
and transcend our own boundaries to explore other fields for new and diverse insights, par-
adigms, and methods. These fields could include theological accounts of development
(Cavalletti, 1983; Loder, 1998; Westerhoff, 2000), the views of children within different re-
ligious traditions (Bunge, 2001), faith development theories (Fowler, 1981), childhood au-
tobiographies (Angelou, 1969), and philosophers’ views of childhood (Matthews, 1980).
Recognizing the inherent limitations of narrow theoretical vantages, Reich (1993) has sug-
gested that a more comprehensive theory would address internal and external influences,
children’s psychical and meaning-making efforts, social contexts, emotions, and universal
versus individual qualities. Much work is required to build such rich and integrative theo-
ries, but let us begin. The point is not that any one approach will serve as the ideal paradigm
for RSD but that psychologists can widen their apertures on the phenomena we study. Intel-
lectual boldness on our part will entail moving toward a multilevel and multidisciplinary
paradigm. The complexity and importance of children’s religious and spiritual development
warrant such a comprehensive and eclectic epistemological approach.
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There is little doubt that religion and spirituality play an important role in development
across the lifespan. However, more is known about the importance of religion for adapta-
tion in later life than in early life (see McFadden, Chapter 9, this volume). While there has
been some research on religious development in children, these topics have received far
less attention than they deserve (see Boyatzis, Chapter 7, this volume). Even less work,
however, has been conducted on religion and development in early adulthood (specifi-
cally its role in the transition from adolescence to young adulthood). Adolescence is a pe-
riod of neurological, cognitive, and emotional maturation, and, according to Erikson
(1950), is the primary stage for the developmental challenge of identity formation. It is
surprising that more attention has not been paid to the development of a religious iden-
tity in young adulthood.

Nonetheless, the period of transition from adolescence to young adulthood is re-
garded as especially significant in all cultures. In traditional cultures, this is often accom-
panied by rites of passage, which are usually embedded in the culture’s religion (van
Gennep, 1960). In modern cultures, analogous traditions are more likely to be secular
(e.g., graduation from high school or college—or even graduate school), but many of the
other traditional role markers of adulthood are often accompanied by religious rituals,
such as getting married in a church or the baptism of infants.

Young adulthood may be especially salient for the transmission of religious values
and mores, as those in their 20s are often involved in the raising of children. The correla-
tion between parents’ and children’s religious beliefs typically ranges from .4 to .6, and
parental influence has a much stronger effect on religious behaviors than on political or
other social behaviors (Beit-Hallahmi & Argyle, 1997).

Yet in postmodern cultures such as those of North America and Western Europe,
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many traditions, including religious ones, are no longer passed largely unaltered from one
generation to the next. Some observers have concluded that religion itself is diminishing
in influence with each successive generation, which is less religious than the last. How-
ever, observation of campus life at U.S. universities leaves little doubt that there has been
a resurgence of interest in religion among students (Cherry, DeBerg, & Porterfield, 2001).

The purpose of this chapter is to review the admittedly rather sparse literature on re-
ligious development between adolescence and midlife. We attempt to bring some coher-
ence to a seriously fragmented field, and point out particularly noteworthy lacunae in the
literature. If adolescence is a window on the future of religious commitment, it is well to
begin by looking at the religiousness of adolescents in the present day.

RELIGIOUS INVOLVEMENT AT DIFFERENT STAGES OF THE LIFESPAN
Religiousness in Adolescence

The renewed interest in the exploration of religion in general (Beit-Hallami & Argyle,
1997; Gorsuch, 1988; Paloutzian, 1996) has included some attention to the religious lives
of adolescents (Donelson, 1999; Elkind, 1971). Donelson (1999) collated the number of
articles devoted to this subject in the prominent journals of adolescence. She notes that
from 1995 to 1999, 11 articles on religious topics were published in the Journal of Youth
and Adolescence, six in Adolescence, three in Genetic Psychology, one in the Journal of
Research on Adolescence, and none in the Journal of Early Adolescence. Although
Donelson interprets these numbers optimistically by noting that the field of adolescence
has given considerably more room to religious issues relative to psychology in general, in
the absolute, this speaks more to the growing pains of the psychology of religion as a
whole. However, in 1999, an entire issue of the Journal of Adolescence was devoted to re-
ligious development during adolescence, with contributions on a variety of topics, includ-
ing a historical overview, and articles on prayer and personal development. Nevertheless,
knowledge about religion among U.S. adolescents remains quite limited.

Benson and his colleagues (Benson, Donahue, & Erickson, 1989; Benson, Williams,
& Johnson, 1987) summarized Gallup poll data, which found that a large majority of 13-
to 15-year olds found religion to be important, believed in God, and reported that they
were church members. Nearly all (87%) reported that they prayed at least sometimes.
However, Benson et al.’s (1989) review found that age was inversely related to religious-
ness among 10- to 18-year-olds. They concluded that religiousness was quite important
to adolescents, although there was a slight decline with age.

In a more recent study, Smith, Denton, Faris, and Regnerus (2002) conducted a sec-
ondary data analysis of three data sets: the National Longitudinal Survey of Adolescent
Health (Add Health), Monitoring the Future (MTF), and the Survey of Parents and Youth
(SPY). Among the things we do know is that 85% of the surveyed 13- to 18-year-olds in
the Add Health survey reported religious affiliation of some kind, compared to only 13%
who claimed no religious affiliation. Affiliations were predominantly Protestant (44 %),
with Baptists accounting for 23%. The largest percentage for an individual denomination
was Catholic (24%). The other sects, such as Judaism, Buddhism, and Islam, each repre-
sented no more than 1% of the sample.

Smith et al.’s (2002) secondary analysis of the MTF data set indicated that there has
been a slight shift in religious orientation over a 20-year period between 1976 and 1996.
There was been a slight decline in high-school youth claiming religious affiliation and a
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concomitant 5% increase in those claiming no religious affiliation. Most of this decline
was for Lutheran youth (by 10%), with Catholic youth showing a small decrease and
Jewish groups enjoying a slight increase.

Survey data attest not only to the salience of formal affiliation in the lives of U.S.
youth, but to actual behaviors like frequency of prayer, worship attendance, and youth
group participation. The Add Health data show that 80% of U.S. teenagers pray, with
40% praying daily, 22% praying at least once a week, and 9% praying once a month.
More than half of the 20% who were categorized as never praying were actually
nonaffiliated youth who were never asked the frequency of prayer question. Youth in rel-
atively conservative religions, such as Latter-Day Saints and Pentecostal, prayed more fre-
quently (more than 50% prayed daily) than some other groups such as Catholics, Meth-
odists, and Lutherans.

Regarding the level of involvement in institutional religious activities, almost 40% of
eighth to 12th graders in the Add Health Survey attend weekly services. Only 15% report
never attending a religious institution. Similar to the statistics on prayer frequency, more
conservative groups such as Jehovah’s Witness, Holiness, and Pentecostal denominations
reported more frequent church attendance (over 60% attend weekly). The MTF data
show a slight dip of 8% in weekly church attendance among 12th graders over 2 decades.

Data from the MTF survey show that more than half of the adolescents reported
some form of youth group participation, with about 25% having been involved for the 4
years they were in high school. Almost 70% of high-school students affiliated with the
Latter-Day Saints attend youth groups. However, analyses of the Add Health data
showed that, overall, conservative subgroups with high proportions of African Americans
have the highest youth group membership, followed by Protestant religious denomina-
tions. Parental religious identity also influenced participation in religious youth groups,
such that fundamentalist Protestant and traditional Catholic children in the SPY survey
were more likely to be in youth groups. As we shall see, this may have important implica-
tions for religious socialization.

Using both the Add Health data and the MTF data, Smith et al. (2002) showed that
U.S. adolescent females were more likely than adolescent males to report having a religious
affiliation and to be involved in religious activities like attending church. Regarding race dif-
ferences, African American youth report the highest rates of church attendance across all
categories of attendance frequencies. They were also more likely to be Baptist (48%), with
more Hispanic youth following Catholicism (56%). The two leading religious denomina-
tions for European Americans included Catholicism (23%) and Baptist (20%).

The above data underscore the importance of religion in the lives of modern day U.S.
adolescents. Almost 60% of 12th graders surveyed reported that religion was an impor-
tant part of their lives, emphasizing the need for both comprehensive national-level
surveys and representative empirical studies dedicated to understanding religious devel-
opment in adolescence. Note, however, that Markstrom (1999), in her review of demo-
graphic information on religiousness in adolescents, concluded that most have some form
of belief, but participate only sporadically. Further, only a small minority really enjoyed
their religious participation and thought it would be a major factor in their lives.

Religiousness in Young Adulthood and Midlife

If religion is thriving rather than disappearing, how is religion situated in the lives of
postmodern people? Our complex lives are filled with difficult choices, competing de-
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mands on time, multiple commitments, relentless busyness, and cosmopolitan cultures
that include multiple religious faiths. Coming to adulthood and negotiating the adult
world of work, intimacy, childrearing, and social integration is very different today than
in earlier times. What implications does all this have for the function of religion in devel-
oping into adulthood?

Religion is unique among human institutions in that religions offer explanations of
meaning in our lives. Striving to understand the meaning of life reflects ultimate concern
(Emmons, 1999). An ultimate concern engages all domains of human psychology, includ-
ing emotion, cognition, and motivation. Research into how people become religious must
employ multiple theoretical and methodological approaches that include both socializa-
tion and developmental perspectives.

According to Spilka, Hood, Hunsberger, and Gorsuch (2003), demographic data on
religiousness and religious activities comparing cohorts are highly inconsistent across
studies, with various studies showing increasing religiousness with age, no age differ-
ences, and decreasing religiousness. For example, they pulled together data from the Gen-
eral Social Survey from 1999, part of which we graphed here. As shown in Figure 8.1,
there appears to be a nonlinear relationship between age and religiosity, such that individ-
uals in their 30s report the highest level of religiousness on all of the items, with the ex-
ception of self-ratings of either very or extremely religious, which appear to peak in the
40s. Contrary to the general perception that religiousness increases with age (or that
older cohorts are more religious), individuals in their 20s were nearly always higher on
these items than were those in later adulthood.

In contrast, unpublished national survey data from a conservative think tank,
www.barna.org/FlexPage.aspx?Page=Topic& TopicID=22, found markedly lower religious
participation among young adults. They compared four cohorts: “Busters” (born be-
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FIGURE 8.1. Cohort differences in religiousness.
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tween 1965 and 1983), “Boomers” (born between 1946 and 1964), “Builders” (born
between 1927 and 1945) and “Seniors” (born in 1926 and earlier). They found that the
“Busters” were half as likely as any other cohort to volunteer time at their church. Only
35% attended church on a given Sunday (as compared to 50% of the “Builders”), and
they were least likely to pray to God (76% as compared to 87% of the “Builders”).
Although they were lowest in weekly prayer, still 76% prayed weekly. Further, the
“Busters” were highest in religious seeking, arguing that young adulthood is a time of re-
ligious identity formation. Interestingly, self-ascription as a born-again Christian was
highest in the “Boomer” sample (see Figure 8.2). As can be seen, different trends appear
across age groups, depending upon the question. Thus, we believe that some of the con-
tradiction in the literature is due to the form of questions asked, including the presence or
absence of extreme categories.

An alternative explanation is that there is a growing split in U.S. culture between the
highly religious and the highly secular. For example, the UCLA Higher Education Re-
search Institute Annual Survey of American Freshmen (www.gseis.ucla.edu/heri/heri.html)
found that, over the past 20 years, freshmen have increasingly reported no religious pref-
erence, rising from 8 to 16%. Interestingly, their fathers and mothers over the same
period of time have also increased their reporting of no religious preference, although not
nearly as dramatically. The same survey also asked the freshmen whether or not they
were born-again Christians. The responses were remarkably uniform across 16 years,
with approximately 25% reporting that they were born-again Christians. Unfortunately,
the survey stopped asking this question after 2001.

One could argue from these data that understanding the formation of religious iden-
tity in young adulthood would be a highly salient area of research, given the relatively
high levels of religiousness in early adulthood and the fact that at least some measures
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appear to increase into the 30s and even 40s. Further, there appear to be different trajec-
tories of religiousness, which are not captured adequately by simple cross-sectional com-
parisons or even aggregate longitudinal data. An interesting pattern was discovered by
O’Connor, Hoge, and Alexander (2002). Their sample of Baptist, Catholic, and Method-
ist respondents was surveyed in 1976 and followed up 22 years later, when most of the
respondents were 38 years old. Seventy-nine percent of the sample reported having lapsed
in their religious involvement during that interval, but more than half of them had re-
sumed religious activity before the second survey )although women were more likely to
resume than men).

THE DEVELOPMENT OF RELIGIOUS BELIEFS AND PRACTICES IN ADULTHOOD

In the psychological literature, there are two basic models of the development of religious
beliefs and practices: socialization theories and cognitive theories. Under the first head-
ing, we discuss general issues in the socialization of religious beliefs, attitudes, and prac-
tices, as well as the special instance of conversion (more common in adolescence and
young adulthood), and a more recent theory, spiritual modeling (Oman & Thoresen,
2003). We also propose some alternative perspectives that we feel merit serious attention.

Socialization Theories

Socialization can be considered from the standpoint of its influences on the individual’s
religiousness. It can also be viewed as a contributor to adaptation and adjustment to so-
cial roles and norms, including its potential protective role against antisocial behavior
and risky health behavior.

There is no doubt that the influence of one’s parents, as well as of one’s peers, is im-
portant in the acquisition and maintenance of religious beliefs and behavior. Tradi-
tionally, religious forms were passed down, virtually unaltered, from one generation to
the next. However automatic this transmission may have been among our ancestors,
some scholars, especially around the time of the Vietnam War, detected a breakdown of
generational continuity (Friedenburg, 1969), including a discontinuity of religious beliefs
(Thomas, 1974). Subsequent studies could be interpreted as either supporting or contra-
dicting this interpretation, depending on how one chooses to interpret moderate correla-
tion coefficients (Hunsberger, 1985). It appears that the degree of closeness of parents
and children in general may govern the influence of parents on adolescent children in the
religious domain. Moreover, parent—child closeness varies considerably across families
(Myers, 1996; Wilson & Sherkat, 1994).

In a U.S. sample, Ozorak (1989) found that cohesiveness of families was more asso-
ciated with stability of religious participation than with the stability of beliefs in adoles-
cence. Francis and Gibson (1993) obtained similar findings in a large sample of Scottish
adolescents. Beliefs become more divergent as U.S. adolescents approach adulthood. This
is consistent with the findings of Arnett (2001) concerning the criteria for adult status
among U.S. teens and young and midlife adults. One of the most heavily endorsed criteria
for all age groups was to “decide on personal beliefs and values independently of parents
or other influences” (Arnett, 2001, p. 137). While this may seem an impossible exercise,
it is nevertheless true that some young adults choose religious beliefs and practices at con-
siderable variance with those of their parents. This topic is discussed in more depth later
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in this chapter. For the present, religious choice increasingly competes for variance with
religious socialization in explaining relationships between parental influence and adult
religiousness—at least in North America. This may be becoming increasingly the case in
other cultures as well, with interesting implications for the study of radically politicized
religious beliefs.

Evidence points toward a greater influence of mothers on adolescents’ religiousness
(Hertel & Donahue, 1995). This would not be surprising on the assumption of a parental
division of labor in modern and postmodern households, with the primary breadwinner
(still usually the father) away from home during most waking hours. Even when mothers
also work, they take on most of the parenting role (Cowan & Cowan, 2000). It would be
interesting to conduct studies in more agrarian societies in which both parents are avail-
able to the children during the day. Fathers who occupy the primary caregiving role may
also be more influential in the religious socialization of their children.

It is certainly true that socialization remains an important source of religiousness.
However, Spilka and his colleagues (2003) appear to grant little credence to the notion of
an increase in religious decision making. Granted the influence of socialization from a
kind of “black box” analysis, we remain in the dark about the process by which it occurs.
Indeed, the importance of socialization may have been overrated. Loveland (2003),
working with the 1988 General Social Survey data set, found that childhood religious so-
cialization had no effect on the likelihood of an individual switching to another religion
in adulthood, while education and marriage outside of one’s religion were strong predic-
tors of switching. On the other hand, being raised Catholic, Latter-Day Saints, Jehovah’s
Witness, Unitarian Universalist, or Christian Scientist was strongly protective against
switching. Interestingly, having made a formal choice to join a religion while growing up
was also fairly strongly negatively related to switching. This is consistent with the posi-
tion taken by Arnett’s respondents that making choices about important beliefs and val-
ues is vital in defining the transition to adulthood. Of course, it must be remembered that
both Loveland’s and Arnett’s data are taken from U.S. samples. Apparently, Americans
are socialized to make choices.

O’Connor et al. (2002) found that none of their multiple indices of religious social-
ization by parents, when the participants were 16, were significant predictors of religious
participation at age 38. Besides lapsing itself, the best predictors were religious denomi-
nation, with Baptists more likely than Methodists or Catholics to be religiously involved
in adulthood, and youth religious group participation. Moreover, Baptists were more
likely than the other two denominations to have a personal religious practice (prayer or
Bible reading) as adults.

Spiritual Models

Oman and Thoresen (2003) introduced a long overdue focus on spiritual models as
sources of spiritual development. Based on the importance of observational learning in all
human activities (Bandura, 1986), it is reasonable to think that this applies to religious
activity and spiritual practice. All spiritual traditions emphasize the importance of teach-
ers of spiritual practice who not only know how to instruct verbally, but who exemplify
the practices and their results. Oman and Thoresen go further and propose that the exem-
plary behavior of spiritual models can serve as interventions to promote better mental
and physical health. They are actually proposing that spiritual development, facilitated
by models, can be an important source of positive human development, beyond mere reli-
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gious socialization, a position long espoused by spiritual traditions themselves. Interest-
ingly, the most influential examples of the power of spiritual models has appeared in the
political sphere in which such noteworthy exemplars as Gandhi and Martin Luther King,
Jr., have had wide-ranging influence well beyond their specific religious traditions.
Having recognized the importance of spiritual models, it is important to recognize
that such models may work against human development and in favor of narrow, intoler-
ant, divisive, and inhumane attitudes and behavior. In responding to a similar point made
by Silberman (2003), Oman and Thoresen assert that research on spiritual modeling no
more needs to clearly define the meaning of positive and negative modeling “any more
than child psychology needs to define very clearly what is meant by good and bad
parenting” (Oman & Thoresen, 2003, p. 200). It most certainly is incumbent on child
psychology to address good and bad parenting. The recent examples of destructive spiri-
tual modeling by religious teachers who encourage political violence, as well as the pleth-
ora of examples of “spiritual teachers” evidently largely motivated by greed and narcis-
sism, sometimes with the involvement of obvious mental illness (as with Jim Jones and
David Koresh) strongly suggest that reliance on spiritual models should be accompanied
by reliance on critical thinking. Reliance on spiritual models holds much promise and, at
the same time, is fraught with perils as a pathway for development in young adulthood.

Conversion

Conversion is a phenomenon of adolescence through midlife. Paloutzian (1996) makes
the interesting observation that what is generally called “religious conversion” is a form
of religious socialization. Conversion might be considered a more or less quick form of
socialization, although some conversions arise from a conscious search for meaning. This
process can result in a relatively gradual conversion that is not sudden but is also not a
process spanning the two decades of “growing up” usually regarded as the time of reli-
gious socialization. Others appear to result from repressed inner conflict that “explodes”
as sudden conversion (Paloutzian, 1996).

Rambo (1993) has presented the most ambitious conceptualization of religious con-
version. The centerpiece of Rambo’s theory is his extension of Epstein’s (1985) theory of
human motivation. In addition to Epstein’s four basic needs for pleasure versus pain, a
system of meaning, self-esteem, and relationships, Rambo added two others, power and
transcendence (see also Paloutzian, Chapter 18, this volume). He theorizes seven stages of
conversion including context, crisis, quest, encounter (contact with representative of the
new system), interaction (with the new system’s teachers, disciples, liturgy, etc.), commit-
ment, and consequences. Rambo unpacks these stages in considerable detail. While
Rambo’s conceptualization is rooted in the recognition of conscious quest as the impetus
for conversion, he emphasizes that it may also occur as a quest for power.

Beckford (1983) also observed that the emphasis on religion as a source of meaning
had obscured the role of religion as a source of power over success and health. In a small
sample of British young adult respondents, Loewenthal and Cornwall (1993) found that
causal attribution to God among religious respondents, in contrast to nonreligious re-
spondents, was largely limited to health. There were few attributions to God for finan-
cial/occupational or relationship success. There can be no doubt that religion is involved
in the perception of power over death (Beckford, 1983). This issue is certainly related to
Pargament’s (1992) critique of the division of religiousness to that of means versus ends
central to the intrinsic/extrinsic distinction (Allport, 1966). It would be interesting to ex-
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plore the power aspect of religiousness in contemporary religious adolescents and young
adults.

In contrast, Conn (1986, 1987) argued that conversion can be driven by an innate
need for self-transcendence that may constitute a major developmental task in adulthood,
as Jung (1933) theorized. This developmental perspective has given rise to a literature on
transcendent experiences in adulthood and their relationship to mental health and life
satisfaction (Coward & Reed, 1996; Le & Levenson, 2005; Levenson, Jennings, Aldwin,
& Shiraishi, 2005).

From a developmental perspective, it is noteworthy that conversion, especially
sudden conversion, may be most likely in adolescence and young adulthood (Argyle &
Beit-Hallahmi, 1975). Although there is little evidence to support this view, it makes
sense in light of the developmental task of identity formation at these ages (Erikson,
1950). However, Jung (1933) recognized that the process of personal integration and
finding meaning was a lifelong one, with religions serving as schools for the middle-aged,
preparing them for approaching the end of life. Thus, the finding by Scroggs and Douglas
(1976) that conversion often happens in early middle age is not surprising. It is also worth
considering that life expectancy has increased dramatically in the past century, allowing more
“room for change” in midlife. The centrality of the need for self-transcendence in
Rambo’s theory is consistent with Jung’s (1933) characterization of development as an
illumination of psychic life.

Does conversion result in personality change? Paloutzian, Richardson, and Rambo
(1999), in a review of the literature on the causes and consequences of conversion, found
little evidence for a change in personality traits, such as the “Big Five,” but did find
change in second- and third-order personality processes, such as goals, identity, and
meaning, as well as positive changes in behavior and mental health. This finding held re-
gardless of whether conversion was to a more conventional religious denomination or to
a less conventional one. Their review also suggests that personality may be more likely to
predict conversion than to be changed by it. Paloutzian et al. (1999) also present the
available data on the incidence and prevalence of religious conversion, suggesting that the
possibilities for conversion research are vast and still largely unrealized. There is a great
need for longitudinal, multicohort research on the phenomenon of conversion.

Education

Education is a force for socialization in all cultures that is inescapably linked to matura-
tion. Education is both an extension of parental socialization and a challenge to it. Obvi-
ously education’s influence differs in accordance with the agendas of educational institu-
tions, prior religious socialization of the students, their age, and their academic ability.
These issues have been addressed only sketchily in the empirical literature. Kuhlen and
Arnold (1944) found, in a sample of U.S. adolescents age 12-18, that the older youth
were more likely than the younger to express curiosity about religious beliefs than abso-
lute belief in them. Later studies have reached similar conclusions (Benson, Yeager, Wood,
Guerra, & Manno, 1986), culminating in Tamminem’s (1991) study of Finnish youth
that showed an increase in agnosticism and a concomitant decrease in certainty of God’s
existence with increasing school grade and, of course, age. It is not unlikely that the ex-
tent to which a curriculum deemphasizes religious explanations for one’s personal prob-
lems and religious solutions for them influences the observed decline in religious cer-
tainty. This obvious hypothesis has not yet, to our knowledge, been tested.
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On the other hand, rigid religious beliefs may be defenses against strong doubt.
Among Canadian university students, Altemeyer (1988) found that, by suggesting the
possibility of religious doubt by a “hidden observer” (Hilgard, 1973), students high in
right-wing authoritarianism, who also had the most fundamentalist religious beliefs, were
the most likely to experience their hidden observer as doubtful of the validity of their reli-
gious beliefs. Unlike Hilgard’s respondents, these students were not hypnotized, yet the
study’s intriguing result deserves replication.

One conclusion that can be drawn so far is that religious doubt increases with age
and education, even among those with the most extreme religious convictions. Late
adolescence and young adulthood may be times of religious uncertainty. Apostasy, not
surprisingly, was associated with less emphasis on religion by parents but seemed to have
little to do with political orientation, while small amounts of variance were accounted for
by intellectual orientation and difficult relationships with parents (Hunsberger, 1980,
1983; Hunsberger & Brown, 1984). Nevertheless, the general trend is toward less reli-
gious certainty in late adolescence. It must be cautioned that these studies involve small,
ethnically and religiously rather homogeneous samples.

This raises a question concerning the possibility of stages of development of religious
thinking across the life course. To the extent that religious affiliation, behavior, and be-
liefs are based on individual choices as well as by religious socialization, we must con-
sider religious thought in addition to religious socialization as a source of religiousness.

Stages of Religious Cognition

Fowler (1981) pioneered the contemporary study of religious cognition. Following other
stage theories of development, especially that of Kohlberg (1984), Fowler’s theory of
stages of faith development follows the time-honored developmental tradition of positing
universal, sequential stages of development. These stages are consistent with stages of
cognitive development. The stages move from the “intuitive-projective” faith of small
children, corresponding to Kohlberg’s obedience through fear stage, through the stage of
“universalizing faith,” corresponding to Kohlberg’s stage seven (Kohlberg & Ryncarz,
1990). Interestingly, the latter stage does appear to correspond to “unity of being” sys-
tems such as those found in Sufism (Islamic mysticism; Shah, 1964) and unitive Bud-
dhism (Cleary, 1995). There is great appeal in the theory, but the universality of the inter-
vening stages is problematic, suggesting, for example, that one must negotiate the stage of
relativism before reaching universalizing faith. This thoroughly modern notion may not
be reflected in premodern but highly sophisticated systems such as those just mentioned.
Oser (1991; cf. Oser & Gmunder, 1991) have presented another stage theory of the
development of religious cognition that has a decidedly motivational aspect. The theory
describes stages of religious judgment based on the “solutions” of seven simultaneous
tensions with respect to the influence of the divine on human life. These are freedom ver-
sus dependence, transcendence versus immanence, hope versus despair (of the influence
of the divine), the hiddenness versus the transparency of divine will, faith versus fear, the
sacred versus the profane aspects of life circumstances, and the eternal versus the ephem-
eral import of life choices. The solutions of these dilemmas are reflected in five stages of
development of religious judgment. These stages begin with religious heteronomy in
which divine intervention influences produce effects, followed by a stage reflecting the
ability of the individual to influence the divine (by prayers and good or bad deeds). The
third stage has the divine withdraw to a place of hidden influence while the individual is,
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for all practical purposes, completely responsible for him- or herself. This is, essentially,
the opposite of stage 1. The fourth stage reintroduces the divine as self. Religious relativ-
ism becomes acceptable. Finally, in the fifth stage, the seven dimensions are coordinated,
resulting (somehow) in an experience of union with the divine.

Oser and Gmunder (1991) constructed three dilemmas to reflect the stages based on
the dimensions. One such dilemma concerns a young physician who thinks of God just
before his airliner crashes and, in his prayer, he promises that, should his life be spared he
would spend the rest of his life serving the poor of the third world. He even promises to
break off his relationship with his girlfriend should she refuse to go along with this plan.
The plane crashes and the young physician miraculously survives. Subsequently, he is
offered a lucrative private practice. Should he keep his promise or not?

Oser and Gmunder present the dilemma and then ask a series of questions designed
to assess the stages. These questions concern whether or not one has obligations to keep
the promise; whether one has obligations to God at all; the reality of God’s will; and the
consequences of not keeping the promise. While these questions are reasonable with re-
spect to various perceived God—human relationships, a persistent reference to God as
“other” limits the degree to which higher levels of religious cognition can be assessed, es-
pecially the experience of unity of being.

This stage theory certainly pays attention to a number of well-established attitudes
toward the divine, but it is not at all clear how these attitudes constitute developmental
stages. It is also unclear how the stages are related to the dilemmas presented to respon-
dents in order to determine empirically their developmental level or how they “operation-
alize” the seven dimensions. Stage 5 is clearly dependent on religious/spiritual experience,
often based on spiritual practice, of which no mention is made. In any case, the oldest of
the respondents in the study by Oser (1991) was 235, offering no lifespan data to support
a stage theory. In fact, the empirical data support the well-established increase in religious
doubt in later adolescence, with stage 3 (ego autonomy with the divine having little influ-
ence) in the ascendant and stage 5 nowhere to be found. What we find most interesting
about this approach is the extent to which renunciation of worldly success is presented as
a terrible sacrifice. In the traditional religious developmental systems of Buddhism, con-
templative Christianity, and others, renunciation is regarded as the doorway to spiritual
attainment. For Oser and Gmunder, renunciation is presented as a materialist tragedy,
entailing the loss of material success, “paying” (grudgingly, it would appear) for one’s
survival, rather than gaining liberation from worldly desires.

Reich (1991), reflecting upon the theories of Fowler (1981) and Oser and Gmunder
(Oser, 1991; Oser & Gmunder, 1991), observed that these theories are consistent with an
inclusive logic that allows for the incorporation of contradictory positions in a new, over-
arching framework. In Reich’s analysis and synthesis of stage theories, cognitive religious
development consists of either/or reasoning based on familiar Aristotelean logic being
supplanted by complementarity reasoning. In the latter, different, seemingly contradic-
tory explanations are increasingly understood to be provisional and perspectival.

From the standpoint of developmental theory, Reich’s synthesis is consistent with
Overton’s (1999) critique of “split metanarratives” that arbitrarily divide phenomena
into real and spurious. One great problem in the explanation of religious belief, cogni-
tion, and motivation has been the persistent reductionism of psychologists in their treat-
ment of religion. This position is still fully present, although not persuasively defended, in
the most recent edition of perhaps the most prominent text in the psychology of religion
(Spilka et al., 2003). This refers to the typical unwillingness of psychologists to acknowl-
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edge that religious explanations of religion have any validity. Rather, as noted by Wulff
(1997), the objective has been to replace such explanations with putatively scientific ones.
An appealing feature of stage theories of religious development, at least for non-
reductionists, is that they are able to take religious explanations of religious cognition
seriously. They are also capable of accommodating rare forms of religious experience and
thought that would be lost to an actuarial approach (see Levenson, Jennings, Le, &
Aldwin, in press). Wulff (1993) criticized the universal stage model of religious develop-
ment on grounds similar to those applied to other universal stage theories (Levenson &
Crumpler, 1996), the most important of which is that they are not universal. On the other
hand, as Levenson et al. (in press) argue, there are universalizable aspects of spiritual un-
derstanding in the wisdom traditions of the world’s major religions. Specifically, these are
comparable practices (e.g., meditation) that decenter consciousness from the self.

Clore and Fitzgerald (2002) have presented data based on a stage conceptualization
of faith development that at least supports the existence of different forms of faith, rang-
ing from common sense, through formal and postformal reasoning, culminating in tran-
scendent faith. The questionnaire that they developed to assess these levels of develop-
ment merits longitudinal study to examine the claim that these are true stages of
development.

CONSEQUENCES OF RELIGIOUSNESS IN
ADOLESCENCE AND EARLY ADULTHOOD

Religion, Ethics, and Destructive Behavior

A natural question arising from the examination of how people “get religion” concerns
whether and how religion affects social and political beliefs and behavior. It is probably a
mistake to seek objective relationships between religion and “morality” inasmuch as peo-
ple acting on religious premises have been the most divisive precisely on the question of
what constitutes morality and immorality. Cochran and Beeghley (1991) found that more
conservative Protestants were five times as likely as the religiously nonaffiliated to view
premarital sex as “almost always” or “always” wrong. The more liberal denominations
(e.g., Jewish and Episcopalian) fell in between the nonaffiliated and the conservative. Re-
garding homosexuality, Jews and the nonaffiliated were the only groups in which homo-
sexuality was considered “wrong” by less than half of the respondents. Among Baptists,
89% considered homosexuality wrong. It is also worth noting that religiousness is more
strongly related to sexual restraint among women than among men (Poulson, Eppler,
Satterwhite, Wuensch, & Bass, 1998; Sheeran, Spears, Abraham, & Abrams, 1996).
Keeping in mind the ambiguous status of morality, is there a way in which religious-
ness can be adjudged helpful or harmful in promoting any more or less objective ethical
behavior? Such an effect might include the avoidance of behavior that demonstrably
harms others. Results of the considerable research in this area constitute a veritable
model of inconclusive findings. Clearly, most antisocial behavior, as defined above, is
most prevalent in adolescents and young adults. However, economic crimes may be an
exception to this rule, especially among executives who abuse their authority. In a recent
meta-analysis of data spanning 30 years, Baier and Wright (2001) concluded that there
was a modest protective effect of religious beliefs and participation on overtly criminal
behavior. As Baier and Wright (2001) observe, however, there is no consistent definition
of criminality and religiousness in the 60 investigations they examined. Spilka et al.
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(2003) correctly observed that most of the studies are correlational, and therefore causal
directionality cannot be inferred. As they point out, conclusive evidence awaits longitudi-
nal research designs. We might add that a large amount of destructive behavior is not of-
ficially criminal, such as destructive corporate raiding (see Levenson, 1993).

Another issue, especially pertinent to the relationship of religiousness to develop-
ment in young adulthood, that has largely escaped detection by psychologists of reli-
gion, is the putatively religious motivation of considerable destructive behavior by
young adults. This phenomenon is well known to Hindus and Muslims in India, for
example, but moved to center stage with the events in the United States on September
11, 2001, events entirely perpetrated by young adults (although planned by older
ones), but there is a steady stream of news reports of murders and atrocities by young
fundamentalists of many faiths, most strikingly the “honor killings” of women who are
perceived to have violated the sexual ethics of Islam (see Silberman, Chapter 29, this
volume). Fundamentalist Christians may also be more likely to perpetrate violence in
the family (Mahoney, Pargament, Tarakeshwar, & Swank, 2001), although the evi-
dence is somewhat mixed (Cunradi, Caetano, & Shafer, 2002; Mahoney & Tara-
keshwar, Chapter 10, this volume).

Altemeyer (1988, 2003) began, almost alone, to investigate the phenomenon of ag-
gressive fundamentalism (see Hunsberger & Altemeyer, Chapter 21, this volume). In
1992, Altemeyer and Hunsberger found, in a sample of parents of Canadian university
students, that fundamentalists tend to be aggressively prejudiced. This finding might sug-
gest an approach to understanding putatively religiously motivated destructive behavior
that does not single out one religion for criticism, but concerns itself with the psychologi-
cal patterns involved in aggressive fundamentalism regardless of specific religion. It is dif-
ficult to disentangle the various threads that are woven together in the process of social-
ization and enculturation. However, religion can be used as a justification for all kinds of
behavior, some of it undoubtedly destructive.

Religion and Altruism

If religiousness is not conclusively protective against destructive behavior, might it pro-
mote altruistic behavior? In a review of the literature, Youniss, Mclellan, and Yates
(1999) found that adolescents who professed a high level of interest in religion were
much more likely than other adolescents to participate in volunteer activities. Many of
these activities were conducted under explicitly religious auspices. Indeed, religiousness
did not predict greater participation in nonreligious volunteering. Youniss et al.’s qualita-
tive data showed volunteering with the needy had an impact on an adolescent’s thinking
concerning poverty, homelessness, and discrimination.

However, in a study of willingness to help, students who scored high on intrinsic reli-
gious orientation were less likely to help people who disclosed that they were gay, even
when the help needed was not associated with their homosexuality (Batson, Floyd,
Meyer, & Winner, 1999). This led the authors to conclude that “devout, intrinsic religion
appeared to be associated with tribal rather than universal compassion” (Batson et al.,
1999, p. 455). On the other hand, persons who scored high on the Quest Scale were pre-
pared to help, regardless of the recipient’s homosexuality, consistent with the definition
of quest as an open minded, nondogmatic religious attitude. One developmental conclu-
sion that can be drawn from these studies is that strong religious involvement does not
necessarily offer a pathway to the development of impartial ethics.
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The Conundrum of Religion on Campus

Observation of the social scene on university campuses over the past 30 years leaves us
with the strong impression that religion has become far more important to students in the
past two decades. The evidence for this is admittedly impressionistic, including increasing
prevalence of signs on campus inviting participation in religious groups as well as an in-
creased blending of the religious and the political in speechmaking by students. However,
impressions can be misleading. The Higher Education Research Institute (HERI) at
UCLA has conducted surveys of freshmen at colleges and universities in the United States
for the past four decades. In 1966, the survey began to assess religious preference and, in
1984, self-attribution as a born-again Christian. Over almost 30 years, those expressing
no religious preference have increased from 6.6% to 17.6%. Those considering them-
selves to be born-again Christians remained at a high but stable percentage of the sample,
with percentages ranging from the mid- to high 20s. Unfortunately, the born-again item
was not collected after 2001 when a quarter of the sample was positive for this attribute.
The HERI data indicate a sharp increase in interest in raising a family as well as a
commensurate increase in materialistic values (wanting to be wealthy) and a decrease in
“developing a meaningful philosophy of life.” It would be interesting to know more
about the relationship between religiousness and materialism versus meaning in this sam-

ple.

Spiritual Practices

Wink and Dillon (2002) presented a critique of Fowler’s theory of stages of faith develop-
ment that can actually be applied to all of the stage theories touched on here. First, ac-
cording to this critique, these theories are almost entirely cognitive. They do not refer to
religious or spiritual practices. That is, there is no concern with the method of contacting
or evoking the sacred or with observing the experiences that arise through such methods.
However, all religions contain prescriptions for such practices (see Levenson et al., in
press). In a longitudinal analysis using the intergenerational study sample of the Institute
of Human Development at the University of California, Berkeley, Wink and Dillon
(2002) found that spiritual practices and experiences increased in later life for partici-
pants who were introspective, insightful, intellectually curious, religious, and unconven-
tional in young and middle adulthood. Women who evidenced these qualities and who
had experienced negative life events in young to middle adulthood were more spiritual in
later life. This study is groundbreaking in presenting an approach that is sensitive to the
effects of life events (Aldwin & Levenson, 2001) and spiritual practice on spiritual devel-
opment in adulthood. It reflects the growing sophistication among psychologists of reli-
gion and students of human development concerning the role of spiritual practice in spiri-
tual development.

Religion, Spirituality, and Adult Development

There is considerable interest in religiousness and spirituality among scholars of adult de-
velopment, yet the research basis for this connection remains thin though promising.
Several broad conclusions can be drawn from the information reviewed here. First,
religiousness and spirituality continue to be influential in adolescence and young adult-
hood. While the evidence is mixed regarding the effects of religiousness and spirituality
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on social behavior, there may be particular stages or levels of spiritual development that
are central to the full spectrum of human development. Longitudinal studies are of the
greatest importance in establishing a relationship between religiousness and spirituality,
on the one hand, and higher levels of human development, on the other hand. For those
moving from adolescence into and through young adulthood, the question of how reli-
giousness and spirituality serve as developmental pathways deserves careful attention.

Spiritual Experience

One specific topic that stands out as a needed focus of future research is the relationship
of religious/spiritual experience to adult development. We are in complete agreement
with Boyatzis, who asserts that “the core of spirituality is a sense of self-transcendence
and the core of religion is seeking or being in relationship with the sacred. Thus, the crux
of spirituality and religion is experience” (Boyatzis, Chapter 7, this volume, p. 136). We
are also in agreement with those who have pointed out the fact that this is, nevertheless,
the least studied aspect of religion and spirituality (Spilka & McIntosh, 1997; Emmons &
Paloutzian, 2003). Indeed, this situation perfectly reflects psychology’s discomfort with
its most obvious subject matter, conscious experience, in favor of the apparently comfort-
ing confines of mechanistic constructs such as behavior and cognition. The founder of
U.S. psychology, William James, put experience at the center of psychology and wrote
about religion in entirely experiential terms (James, 1902). Boyatzis (Chapter 7, this vol-
ume) points out the impressive amount of religious experience reported by young chil-
dren. Boyatzis urges us to study the connections between religious experience and belief
and the need to establish this understanding on the basis of cross-cultural research. We
believe that religious/spiritual experience is central to the study of religiousness and spiri-
tuality across the lifespan.
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Points of Connection:
Gerontology and the Psychology of Religion

SUSAN H. MCFADDEN

In a footnote to the first chapter of The Varieties of Religious Experience, William James
pronounced old age “the religious age par excellence” (1902/1961, pp. 28-29). When he
wrote that at the beginning of the 20th century, the average life expectancy in the United
States was 47 years and persons 65 and older represented about 3.1% of the U.S. popula-
tion. By 2030, demographers expect that 70 million people in the United States—about
20% of the total population—will be 65 and older (Administration on Aging, 2003).
This “longevity revolution” represents an unprecedented change in the age structure of
human societies and has significant implications for the practice and the study of religion
and of psychology. Presently, older adults’ preferred approach to coping with the chal-
lenges of aging involves religion (Koenig, George, & Siegler, 1988). Compared to all
other age groups, older people demonstrate the highest levels of religiosity and receive
many important forms of support from religious institutions (McFadden, 1995). Both the
experience of aging and the inevitability of death produce profound questions about life’s
meaning and purpose—questions to which the world’s religions respond with affirma-
tions of human value regardless of age or nearness to death.

Against the backdrop of the dramatic increase in the number of persons living lon-
ger, this chapter reviews studies of religion and aging conducted in the last two decades of
the 20th century. The chapter opens with a consideration of time and the meaning of age
and aging. It then addresses issues related to definition, measurement, theory, methods,
design, and diversity in research on religion and aging. Readers should consult Chapter 2
of this Handbook for background on the definitional question and Chapter 3 for a more
complete elaboration on measurement issues. Because other chapters review studies that
included older adults in research on religion’s contributions to physical health (Chapter
24), mental health (Chapter 25), and coping (Chapter 26), these topics are not addressed
here. Much of this research on late life religiosity was conducted by sociologists of reli-
gion (see Moberg, 1997, for a review), who devoted little attention to the “basic psychol-
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ogy subdisciplines” addressed in Part III of this Handbook. The last section of this chap-
ter asserts that research in these subdisciplines—especially on the cognitive psychology of
aging and the psychology of late life emotion—can contribute to the psychology of reli-
gion in the 21st century, the first half of which will be dominated by the “longevity revo-
lution.” In addition, the chapter suggests that the psychology of religion can raise impor-
tant questions for research on late life cognition and emotion.

TIME AND THE PSYCHOLOGY OF RELIGION AND AGING

Aging is a highly complex process unfolding in time and regulated by interrelated biologi-
cal, psychological, and social systems (McFadden & Atchley, 2001). Whether viewed
from the “bottom up” in light of molecular structures affected by genes, or from the “top
down” in terms of the regulating function of consciousness enabled by the human ner-
vous system, aging cannot be separated from the passage of time. Gerontologists gener-
ally agree that the amount of time a person has lived—chronological age—tells very little
about functional capacity. Nearly everyone knows persons in their 70s who suffer from
dementia and others who lead major organizations and run marathons.

Recognizing that there are usually significant differences between people age 60 and
age 90, gerontologists sometimes refer to the young old (65-74), the middle old (75-84),
and the oldest old (85 and older). However, this does not eliminate the problem that
chronological age is a poor predictor of functional age. For this reason, some are starting
to use the term the “third age” to refer to the time between the first retirement and the
onset of disabling conditions that severely restrict activity (Weiss & Bass, 2002). Some in-
dividuals continue in the “third age” until death, maintaining high levels of physical, cog-
nitive, and social functioning, while others slip into frailty. Thus, what seems to be a
rather simple question—“How old is old?”—becomes very complex upon closer exami-
nation. Although the psychology of aging has been defined as the study of “regular
changes in behavior after young adulthood” (Birren & Schroots, 1996, p. 8), most of the
studies reviewed here focus upon persons in their late 60s and beyond.

The inescapable factor of time in the study of aging and older persons raises two ad-
ditional issues: cohort effects and period effects produced by the sociohistorical circum-
stances that can affect researchers’ questions and their data. In regard to cohort effects, it
is important to recognize that persons now in their mid-70s entered adulthood when
World War II ended. Jews who experienced the Holocaust are elderly and their suffering
has affected their religious beliefs and worldviews, causing some to reject religious faith
and others to center it in their lives (Myerhoff, 1978; Thomas, 1999). In the mid-20th
century, U.S. mainline Protestantism rapidly expanded and embraced the values of sci-
ence and modernism; elders socialized into adult religious life at that time rarely explored
the mysteries of transcendence, so now, in old age, they may find themselves bereft of
spiritual resources and religious beliefs that can provide a sense of meaning (Payne, 1984;
Roof & McKinney, 1987). In the 1960s, as Catholic parents were launching their own
children into adulthood, the Second Vatican Council (1962-19635) introduced profound
changes in Roman Catholic religious life that some older adults celebrate and others
grieve (Fahey & Lewis, 1984). Finally, after affecting numerous U.S. institutions due to
its size, the baby-boom cohort entered adulthood challenging religious and political au-
thority and producing a widespread debate about the relation between religion and spiri-
tuality (Marler & Hadaway, 2002).
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Although religious meaning enables many older people to cope with suffering
(Krause, 2003), it remains to be seen whether this will be true for new cohorts moving
into old age. Some research indicates that a high percentage of persons in younger co-
horts claim to be neither religious nor spiritual (Marler & Hadaway, 2002) and that per-
sons who show no interest in religion in adolescence do not turn to it “by the time they
have trudged well into middle age” (Altemeyer, 2004, p. 88). These examples suggest that
the psychology of religion and aging must attend to the sociocultural factors that shape
perspectives on religion held by persons belonging to different cohorts.

Students of religion and aging must also recognize that the historical period in which
research is conducted can influence both researchers and research participants. As noted
by Emmons and Paloutzian (2003), during the 1990s, the psychological study of religion
rapidly acquired legitimacy through important publications and significant research sup-
port. Similarly, this chapter documents the proliferation of research on religion and aging
that occurred at the end of the 20th century when federal agencies like the National Insti-
tute on Aging and private funding sources like the Fetzer Institute and the John D.
Templeton Foundation began to support this research. Future historians will need to ex-
amine these and other social forces that challenged the taboo against the study of religion
in both psychology and gerontology.

FACTORS AFFECTING RESEARCH ON RELIGION AND AGING
Definitions and Measures

Chapter 2 of this Handbook describes the debates about defining religion and spirituality
that attracted so much attention in the 1990s. Gerontology was not immune to contro-
versies over the relation between religion and spirituality, although researchers have often
noted that many older people do not consider religion and spirituality to be distinct con-
structs. For example, Nelson-Becker’s (2003) interviews with low-income, community-
dwelling elders about the meanings of “religion” and “spirituality” showed that most
could not define spirituality. Also, as a reminder of the importance of attending to ethnic-
ity as well as to age in shaping understandings of these constructs, Nelson-Becker found
that a group of predominantly Jewish immigrants had much more difficulty talking about
religion than the African American Christians she interviewed.

Most research with older persons has focused on religiousness as expressed through
organizational participation, nonorganizational activities (prayer, meditation, reading
sacred texts), and subjective evaluations of religiosity. This multidimensional approach to
older adults’ religiosity began with research that showed that a drop in religious atten-
dance did not predict a similar decline in nonorganizational religiosity (Ainlay & Smith,
1984; Mindel & Vaughan, 1978). Another important early study employed a multidi-
mensional instrument to investigate religion and health in older people (Koenig, Smiley,
& Gonzales, 1988). For their research on older black persons, Chatters, Levin, and Tay-
lor (1992) developed a measure that assessed organizational and nonorganizational reli-
giosity, as well as “subjective religiosity,” which they described as the “psychological
aspects of religiosity” (p. S270), including beliefs, experiences, and whether religion was
central in an older person’s life.

Despite these efforts to bring a multidimensional perspective on religion to studies of
older adults, a report prepared in the mid-1990s for a conference on religion, health, and
aging, sponsored by the National Institute on Aging (NIA) and the Fetzer Institute
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(Futterman & Koenig, 1995) argued that gerontologists as a group still had “little sense
of the scope and breadth of the religious domain” (p. 24) compared to sociologists and
psychologists. After this conference, a working group convened and produced a publica-
tion with 13 measures of religiousness and spirituality related to physical and mental
health. These included specific measures of phenomena such as meaning, values, beliefs,
forgiveness, and coping, along with a multidimensional measure of religiousness and spir-
ituality (Fetzer Institute/National Institute on Aging Working Group, 1999).

In their report on religiosity measures used by gerontologists, Futterman and Koenig
(1995) noted that few researchers included items related to intrinsic, extrinsic, and quest
religious orientations. Although this distinction has a long and contentious history in the
psychology of religion, many gerontologists are unfamiliar with this literature. There are
some exceptions, however. For example, from the beginning of his research program,
Koenig has consistently employed items measuring intrinsic religiosity in his studies of re-
ligion and well-being in older people and has generally found high levels of intrinsic reli-
giosity in older people (e.g., Koenig, Moberg, & Kvale, 1988). Differences between black
elders and white elders have also been consistently identified, with the former showing
higher levels of intrinsicness (Chatters et al., 1992). A study comparing Canadian Chris-
tian elders to Thai Buddhist elders found that in both groups those with a greater intrin-
sic religious orientation worried less (Tapanya, Nicki, & Jarusawad, 1997). Only a few
researchers have examined the quest religious orientation in older adult samples. In a lon-
gitudinal study of older adults, a revised version of the Quest Scale produced two factors:
a search for meaning in later life and doubt related to negative experiences with religious
institutions and authorities (Futterman, Dillon, Garand, & Haugh, 1999). A subsample
of widows from that longitudinal study showed higher levels of the quest orientation at
the first observation, but a year later this group of elderly women showed little inclina-
tion toward questing (Thompson, Noone, & Guarino, 2003).

Recognizing that older people sometimes have different views on the meaning of
terms used by researchers, the need for multidimensional measures, and the weak
psychometric testing conducted on many measures, Krause (2002a) recently proposed a
nine-step strategy for developing closed-end survey items for studies of religion and ag-
ing. He used focus groups, a panel of experts, individual interviews with older persons,
and a nationwide random probability sample. Krause’s approach is highly labor-inten-
sive, but he presents a strong argument for the need to take this careful, multifaceted ap-
proach to the study of religion. For example, after developing a set of closed-end items,
he conducted cognitive interviews with older adults, first asking for a response to each
item, and then using focused probe questions to inquire about interpretations of the item.
This led to the observation that a well-known question from Pargament’s (1997) work on
religious coping (turning to God for strength and guidance) was confusing because older
people viewed “strength” and “guidance” as two different reasons for turning to God.

One of the great gaps in the development of multidimensional measures of religiosity
lies in the lack of knowledge about how to assess religiosity in persons with dementia. A
PsycInfo search on “dementia” and “religiosity” yielded only one study that included
persons with dementia, but only nine out of 109 participants had dementia and most of
them could not complete the 88-item questionnaires by themselves (Koenig, Moberg, &
Kvale, 1988). Currently, about 10% of persons over 65 and 50% of persons over 85 have
Alzheimer’s disease, the most common cause of dementia in older people (Alzheimer’s As-
sociation, 2003). Given the high degree of religiousness observed in elders who do not
suffer dementia, one might assume many persons with dementia once led active and
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meaningful religious lives. Observations by chaplains, social workers, and others who
work with institutionalized persons with dementia reveal that many participate in reli-
gious activities, often showing startling lucidity as they recite texts, sing hymns, and par-
ticipate in rituals (Shamy, 2003).

Researchers rarely attempt to interview people with dementia to learn about their
hopes, sources of meaning, and perceived quality of life. If we are indeed entering an era
when the personhood of people with dementia will be honored (Kitwood, 1998), then re-
searchers are going to need to devise ways of assessing their religious and spiritual needs
and whether they are being met. Paper-and-pencil surveys will probably yield little usable
data, so other methods will have to be devised. In addition to interviews, careful behav-
ioral observations can be conducted. An example was a study of a group of persons living
in a small dementia care unit that noted behaviors reflecting aspects of Emmons’s (1999)
construct of “spiritual intelligence” (McFadden, Ingram, & Baldauf, 2000).

Theories and Research Methods

Considerable gerontological research has been designed and conducted with little explicit
reference to the metatheoretical perspectives and theoretical frameworks that guided the
development of hypotheses, selection of participants, measures and research design, and
interpretations of findings. One of the “founding fathers” of geropsychology, James
Birren, has often described studies of aging as “data-rich and theory-poor” (1988,
p. 155). Two books devoted to correcting this situation have made important contribu-
tions (Bengston & Schaie, 1999; Birren & Bengston, 1988), but neither contains any ref-
erence to research on the psychology of religion, nor does a collection of theoretical
essays on the psychology of religion contain any specific reference to the study of aging
and older adults except for one table addressing religious development from birth
through old age (Reich, 1997).

One notable exception to the “theory-poor” condition in studies of religion and ag-
ing is found in the work of Neal Krause and his colleagues. In research on aging, religious
doubt, and well-being, they tested Festinger’s theory of cognitive dissonance (doubt as
detrimental) and Piaget’s theory of disequilibrium in cognitive development (doubt as
beneficial) (Krause, Ingersoll-Dayton, Ellison, & Wulff, 1999). Identity theory predicted
that older adults would experience more deleterious effects of religious doubt due to their
loss of multiple role identifications. In contrast, Erikson’s work on the late life struggle
between integrity and despair suggested that doubt would be less problematic for older
people because they are actively engaged in a life review process to formulate an inte-
grated perspective on the life span. The research that tested these four theories showed
that religious doubt was related to a reduction in psychological well-being and older peo-
ple experienced less vulnerability to the effects of religious doubt than younger people.
Other examples of Krause’s care in establishing the theoretical basis of his research in-
clude a study on forgiveness and older adults’ well-being (Krause & Ellison, 2003) and
an examination of the relation between church-based social support and older adults’
health (Krause, 2002b).

In addition to his insistence on clearly delineating the theoretical underpinnings of
his research, Krause’s work is notable also because of his use of large, national probabil-
ity samples as well as small focus groups and interviews with older persons (Krause,
2002a; Krause, Chatters, Meltzer, & Morgan, 2000). Interest in qualitative gerontology
as a complement to quantitative methods is growing as researchers broaden their
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epistemological perspectives, pay attention to outliers instead of focusing only on central
tendency, and recognize the active, interrelated subjectivity of researchers and research
participants (Reinharz & Rowles, 1988; Rowles & Schoenberg, 2001). Susan Eisen-
handler (2003), a longtime proponent of qualitative gerontology, has identified two dimen-
sions of older adults’ religious faith: reflexive faith based on “religious folkways” that guide
behaviors without a person’s conscious investment in their meaning, and reflective faith
that involves wrestling with what is believed, why religion is important, and the way faith
shapes responses to the challenges of late life. Another example of a qualitative approach is
Ramsey and Blieszner’s (1999) investigation of spiritual resiliency in older women. Their
interviews and focus groups uncovered the significance of the communal component of
religious life, emotions shared in religious settings, and the religious roots of interper-
sonal relationships. Ramsey and Blieszner’s work not only employed qualitative method-
ology, but it was also guided by feminist theorizing about human relationships and the
social construction of meaning. Their work exemplifies the postmodern feminist perspec-
tive on gerontology that has the potential to produce new ways of theorizing about and
investigating late life religiousness and spirituality (Ray & McFadden, 2001).

Longitudinal Research

Gerontologists agree that longitudinal research offers the best way of understanding the
factors that shape late life religiosity and its effects on variables like well-being. Most lon-
gitudinal research takes two forms: follow-ups of populations originally examined in
cross-sectional studies and secondary analysis of archived longitudinal data sets (Schaie
& Hofer, 2001). An example of the former approach comes from Idler and Kasl’s studies
of the relation between religion and health. Cross-sectional and longitudinal analyses
showed a greater effect on functional ability from religious attendance than from subjec-
tive religious involvement. Their research also showed that persons experiencing short-
term reduction in function, and thus a decline in religious participation, went back to pre-
vious levels of attendance as soon as possible (Idler & Kasl, 1997a, 1997b). Several years
later, Idler, Kasl, and Hays (2001) returned to this large, religiously diverse sample of
older people and studied religious practices and beliefs among persons who died within 6
or 12 months of the last interview and those who survived past 12 months. Their pro-
spective design allowed them to conclude that only those persons in the last 6 months of
life declined in their levels of religious participation; subjective religiousness showed no
decline at all, and in some cases it increased.

Wink and Dillon studied spiritual development across the life course using archived
data collected from two birth cohorts (1920/1921 and 1928/1929) originally involved in
research conducted by the Institute for Human Development at the University of Califor-
nia, Berkeley. This data set, generated from interviews conducted from childhood to old
age, was not originally meant to disclose insights on religion and spirituality. However,
Wink and Dillon coded for spirituality by defining it as a “search for connectedness with
a sacred Other” (2002, p. 84) and coded for religiosity through answers to questions
about religious attendance and the centrality of religion in participants’ lives. They found
a significant increase in spirituality from midlife to older adulthood (late 60s and be-
yond), particularly among women. Other analyses of this data set have related personal-
ity characteristics of self-confidence, intellectual engagement, and dependability in youth
to a continuity of religious involvement across adulthood into old age (Clausen, 1993; see
also McFadden, 1999).



168 RELIGION THROUGH THE DEVELOPMENTAL LENS

In recent years, there has been an important convergence of developments