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CHAPTER 3


SPIRITUAL MARKETPLACE

The making of meaning is a serious 






business.

Marsha G. Witten


In her book Cities on a Hill, Frances Fitzgerald observes how Americans have long followed a pattern of "starting over" -- creating new religions, or perhaps better put, new versions of old religions.  In times of great population shifts, occupational and geographic mobility, and rapid cultural changes, religion reinvents itself in response to its social circumstances.  That people can, and do, start over -- as evident in the rise of so many utopian communities, moral and religious reforms, schismatic sectarian faiths, new religious movements -- is as she says, one of the great legends of American life.  Moreover, argues Fitzgerald, the period stemming from the sixties down to the present is one of those fertile times, and particularly significant because cultural transformations are originating from the center, as opposed to the periphery, of the society.  This places the developments of our time in even more focused perspective. She writes: "...there were very few periods in American history in which the dominant sector -- the white middle class -- transformed itself as thoroughly as it did in the sixties and seventies: transformed itself quite deliberately, and from the inside out, changing its costumes, its sexual mores, its family arrangements, and its religious patterns.  In fact since the Revolution there was probably only one other such period, and that was the period when the American evangelical tradition was born: the Age of Jackson and the Second Great Awakening.”
  

As her comment suggests, the post-sixties is a time both of continuity and discontinuity.  The continuity lies in the prevalence of visionaries and innovative leaders holding up the possibility of a more promising, fulfilling future and organizing mass followings -- a repeat of old religious and cultural movements.   There is discontinuity in the way in which the white middle class seems to have been so thoroughly transformed by the religious and cultural changes she identifies.  One might go further than does Fitzgerald to suggest, based upon the reasoning in the past chapter, that the greater evidence of self-reflexivity further accentuates the discontinuities.  Certainly we get clues of this not just in the varied types of religious discourses, but in the subtle ways these discourses among rank-and-file Americans, including evangelical Christians, presume an awareness of religious choice and of reliance upon subjective experience and biography.  Doubt is more openly accepted, even endowed with potential theological significance.  Instrumental approaches to religion appears to be more pronounced: what was once accepted simply as latent benefits of religion, for example, personal happiness and spiritual well-being, is now looked upon more as manifest, and therefore to be evaluated on those terms.  Individuals look upon their own personal religious narratives as evolving, as open-ended and revisable.  “Twentieth-century identities no longer presuppose continuous cultures or traditions,” one commentator argues,
 and even if this is an overstatement intended to provoke debate, we can hardly deny the  inventiveness of contemporary culture, religious or otherwise.

Reflexivity is of course not just an individual trait, institutions themselves engage in  interpretive processes.  Religious functionaries within institutions have at their disposal a rich symbolic heritage from which to draw, allowing them to reshape and alter religious and spiritual styles to meet social and psychological needs.  As the social demographics of religious constituencies change over time, religious leaders are in positions to envision beliefs and practices appropriate to changing circumstances.  In recent times especially, religious messages and practices have come to be frequently re-stylized, made to fit a targeted social clientele, often on the basis of market analysis, and carefully monitored to determine if programmatic emphases should be adjusted to meet the particular needs.  The crafting and marketing of such messages and practices takes on crucial significance in an open, competitive religious economy.  Hence today's spiritual marketplace, like any marketplace, must be understood in terms both of "demand" and "supply.”  In a time of cultural and religious dislocations, new suppliers offer a range of goods and services designed to meet the spiritual concerns and, in so doing, help shape how those very concerns are defined.  Religion in any age exists in a dynamic and interactive relationship with its cultural environment, and in our time we witness an expansion and elaboration of spiritual themes that amounts to a major restructuring of religious market dynamics, or in Fitzgerald’s terms, truly a time of "starting over.”  That very prospect prompts us to delve further into ways in which both religious consumption and its production  are now reshaping contemporary religious life.


PRODUCING RELIGIOUS CULTURE

Religion is socially produced, or more accurately, we might say it is produced and reproduced.  Far from being handed down from the heavens, religious symbols, beliefs, and practices are created and then maintained, revised, and modified by the actions, often self-conscious actions, of human beings.  It is easy to overlook this fact, to take religion for granted, when actually its changing forms and styles are themselves a product of a complex set of factors -- changing interpretations of heritage, social influences, new leaders, groups contending for power and control within the tradition, and so forth.  Even our notions of the sacred and of life's deepest meanings are in a process of continual social conditioning.  On this latter point, sociologist Robert Wuthnow observes: 

...first, individuals, communities, and organizations are indeed in some ways responsible for the continuing existence of the sacred in our society; and second, it is not just religion about which we must ask, especially if religion is regarded as a bland, gray-suited creature already, but also the sacred, that is, the symbolic frameworks that are set apart from everyday life, giving a sense of transcendent, holistic meaning to life.

Several points are worth noting.  One is that revision of religion or the symbolic frameworks by which people live rests greatly upon the initiative, creativity, and energy not just of individuals, but of communities, organizations, and social networks.  Since the production of religion is preeminently a social activity, face-to-face interaction is of paramount importance but so too, increasingly, as a result of advances in electronic communication, are faceless exchanges.  Successful religious groups are those that adapt to their environments -- whether those environments are geographical neighborhoods in some instances or spatially-dispersed networks of people bound together by common causes and concerns in other instances.  Expressed in market terms, they are the ones that compete well, that provide a compelling "religious product" in exchange for resources, most notably, time, money, and commitment. To considerable extent, religious organizations are all similar in that they respond to fundamental human needs for meaning and belonging.  Their answers to people's needs tend to resemble one another, making them isomorphic -- otherwise we would not regard them as religious organizations.  Yet in another sense, each one is quite special in that it carves out a particular niche for itself, responding to and performing a service for, some distinct constituency.  Churches do this when they recruit people of certain social classes or of a similar ethnic origin.  New religious movements do this when they reach out to people who feel alienated from the established faiths and offer them a more satisfactory  alternative.  And much the same is happening today with a variety of religious and quasi-religious groups and agencies, some visibly, some less so, catering to a deep hunger for spiritual meaning.  By defining and articulating these quests in relation to human needs and intangibles, they claim a place for themselves in the larger universe of symbolic frameworks.

Important, too, in modern, pluralistic society the sacred is far greater than its institutional embodiment in any given time or place.  The sacred is contained in the historic, time-bound systems of religious beliefs and practices, but is hardly equated with them.  And especially today, the spiritual marketplace overlaps with, but extends well beyond, the conventional religious order.  If we think of this larger spiritual marketplace as a "social field" where all the agents, conventional or non-conventional, are trying to generate and/or preserve religious capital, i.e., legitimacy, acceptance, and influence, then we can begin to grasp the depths of competition and struggle on the contemporary scene.
  In this expanded, more diverse field, the older established faiths try to hold on to or improve their position; new players on the spiritual scene look to ways of gaining leverage within the field.  Under conditions of religious pluralism some tension always exists among the players, but reflexive spirituality as we see it emerging today opens up a set of dynamics different in ways from those simply of established groups competing with one another. For this reason, a type of analysis is called for varying somewhat from that applied to the traditional religious marketplace.  

Today's spiritual quest culture can be analyzed in terms of four interrelated components: the social world, producers, the audience,  and cultural objects.
  Already in Chapter 2, we have examined factors shaping the first of these -- the social world.  Globalization, fragmentation of historic traditions, mediated symbols and meaning systems, and an expansive self are all features giving rise to or characterizing this social world, and especially for a boomer audience.  The discussion thus far has attempted to bring these two into juxtaposition. But we must go further and look at the religious producers operating in this environment and the cultural objects, i.e., symbols and spiritual themes of particularly prominent in relation to this social world and audience.  Carefully sorting out how these four components relate to one another is essential  to our understanding of the spiritual marketplace and of how it is changing the broader dynamics of the religious economy. As we shall see in this and subsequent chapters, this expanded marketplace is far more complex than usual conceptions of a denominational order in the United States.

INTEREST IN SPIRITUALITY

From the time our research began with a survey in 1988-89, we were struck not just by the extent of interest in spirituality but by the particular symbolic themes that resonated with the people we interviewed. Building off the experiences of the 1960s and 1970s, the quest culture by the late eighties was well articulated by many people.  Here we describe those themes shaping that culture as we first encountered it,  and save for later chapters discussion of how trends and thematic emphases have changed over the past decade.  To start with, it was clear that for a considerable number of people at that time "religion" was in disfavor, and "spirituality" was much in vogue.  It was not always clear just what was meant by the latter term, but its distinction from religion took on symbolic proportions. Others did not draw the distinction, but it was clear from what they said that organized religion, its belief, practice, and ritual seemed cut and dried, encrusted and culturally bound; in contrast, the experiential aspects of religion were much more inviting.  Even if they did not use the word, the term “spiritual” better described them than did the term “religious.”  Their comments underscored William James' distinction between "secondhand" and "firsthand" religion: institutional forms of religion, or that which comes to one by way of tradition, as compared to experiential religion, or that which is direct and immediate, and truly the individual's own.  Of course, the distinction is not altogether unproblematic since it is virtually impossible, especially in a place like the United States where religious scripts are so deeply embedded in the culture, to know where the boundary lies between what is inherited in some deeply impressionable sense and what is truly the individual’s own,
 but the point is that the distinction had emerged into a full-blown rhetoric and was meaningful in its own terms.  Most members of the baby boom generation at the time were in their thirties, some in their early forties, and the climate that prevailed was one of considerable suspicion of institutions of all kinds. Exploring the inner life  seemed far more promising as a means to self-authenticity, if not downright exciting.

Another way of describing  what we observed was an emphasis placed upon personal  power -- a fascination with finding a key to unlocking one's life, discovering the force or energy that can invigorate and give direction to life.  Time and time again people with no strong ties to religious organizations talked about a need for finding a spiritual centering and for the strength that might come with it. So, too, did many born-again Christians, Catholics, mainline Protestants, and almost all of the Orthodox Jews, Muslims, and Buddhists that we interviewed, whose religious or spiritual views were much more clearly articulated.  As would be expected, the religious discourses took many forms in relation to personal empowerment, some people speaking as if they were "outsiders" looking in upon religion and curious about what it might offer them, others speaking as "insiders" claiming a faith tradition as their own and finding within it the symbols,  beliefs, and practices to express their deepest yearnings.  But for both outsiders and insiders, what was clear  was the extent to which they relied upon a language of personal transformation -- sometimes describing what was already an inward reality for them, but more usually the case, something they wished could be real for them.  For religion  to be alive and real, it had to arise out of their own experiences and encounters; anything less failed to grab their attention.     

Talk about spirituality was often rambling and far-ranging, although several themes stood out underscoring its reflexive style.  One was the rhetoric of a self-authored search, of looking inward, of wanting to grow, of  “journey.”  Journey had an obvious meaning of life unfolding and of insights obtained in the process, but for some people we talked to it was defined more visually.  Journey involved extended mental trips, voyages into other traditions, imaginary movement across time and space in search of spiritual resources available to the self.  In its strongest form  the reflexive self entails as, sociologist Anthony Giddens points out, "a more or less continuous interrogation of past, present, and future.”
  People seemed amazingly open to spiritual exploration: more than a few were attracted to the paranormal and to divine intervention, as evident in conversations about space-age narratives, near-death experiences, shamans, angels, and past-life regressions. Striking among these more self-reflexive types was the degree to which such spiritual phenomena mixed rather freely with Judeo-Christian symbols and themes such as God, Jesus, faith, and salvation.  Fully a fourth of our respondents said they believed in reincarnation, many of whom also professed to be committed Christians.  We posed  the following question: "Is it good to explore many differing religious teachings and learn from them, or should one stick to a particular faith?"  The intent of the question was to discriminate between a seeker mentality that is open and inquiring as opposed to a more particularistic faith commitment.  Sixty percent of our respondents said they preferred to explore, 29 percent said stick to a faith, and 11 percent could not choose or said do both.  Whether as sixty percent, or the larger 71 percent opting for a position other than "sticking to a faith," clearly there was considerable openness toward  exploring religion.   Even half of the born-again Christians chose to explore, indisputable evidence  that the questing spirituality was not limited to a handful of eclectic experimenters but found expression even in traditional faith communities demanding a strong personal commitment.   

Another theme was the instrumentality of faith and spirituality.  People spoke openly and frequently about the benefits of believing and/or cultivating an interior life.  Self-reflexivity encourages an instrumental approach to such matters and conscious clarification of that which  is sought -- be it peace, joy, happiness, health, personal power in its many forms; indeed,  in its strongest form it entails a  monitoring and evaluation of rewards in relation to that which is sought or deemed desirable.  Self-declared spiritual seekers were the most inclined to evaluate their personal growth or inner development in terms of how well they were able to achieve the desired benefits; phrases like “it helps you,” “you discover things about yourself you never knew,” “it works” were not uncommon.  Others in virtually every religious tradition including Catholic charismatics and evangelical Christians often described the rewards of faith but seldom spoke of such rewards in a framework of self-monitoring and self-evaluation.  Among these latter, there was far more confidence and assurance that the spiritual path they were on would lead to rich rewards.  When we did hear of the benefits of faith or spirituality discussed in a more reflexive manner, usually it was when people referred to or quoted from religious texts or inspirational literature that offered rather simple, rationalized formulas of why one should commit oneself to a faith or to a particular religious group.  Such formulas (rules, guidelines, questions and answers) arise of course out of a high level of reflexivity on the part of those who designed and distributed them; and in turn, they prompt serious-minded believers to offer their own interpretation as to how adequate or rewarding they found them to be.

Evident as well was a religious relativism expressed both in the survey and in face-to-face interviews.  While not always stated in such bold terms, large numbers  looked upon all religions as having an equal footing with one another.  Relativistic (or universalistic) views toward religious truth were even more widespread than we expected to find.  For example, 48 percent in the survey agreed that "all the religions of the world are equally true and good.”  An equal proportion  disagreed, and the remainder were unable to decide.  This was significant because of the  deep split it revealed in how they looked upon religious truth, with many of this generation regarding all religious traditions as symbolic resources, but with no single tradition necessarily regarded as having a monopoly on truth-claims.  As might be expected, fewer born-again Christians opted for the relativistic approach: slightly more than one-fourth as compared to 63 percent of all others.  But the very fact that more than a fourth of evangelicals held to a radical universalistic view toward all religions is worthy of note.  It points to just how far notions of religious relativism had spread and awareness that truth can be expressed in symbolic forms from widely differing traditions, outside of Christianity -- thereby suggesting the difficulty any particular faith faces in trying to confine truth to itself today.  A post-traditional world of increased pluralism, relativism, and tolerance virtually assures a change of perspective on truth and ontological certainty.

In a world where symbol, belief, and practice is easily disembedded from its original context, the autonomy of the individual believer or practitioner is greatly privileged.   Individuals begin to assume that they are the masters of their own spiritual fate.  We inquired into this by asking about individual versus group religious activity in the following way: "For you, which is most important: to be alone and to meditate, or to worship with others?" The question was aimed at tapping the extreme form of an individualistic, self-focused approach to the sacred, recognizing of course that the two are not mutually exclusive.  Half of the respondents answered saying they preferred to be alone, plus another 18 percent said both were important (or they were unable to choose between them), which means that two-thirds leaned toward a spiritual style with an emphasis upon meditation and aloneness.  Forty percent of born-again Christians opted for the importance of meditation and aloneness as well.  This does not mean that they regard worship with others as unimportant, only that of the two, the more personal mode of relating to the sacred is deemed preferable.  Even in instances where there was a strong preference for group worship, the reasons given in the in-depth interviews were often couched in a language of individual rewards, a reflection of just how much individualism permeates religious thinking in the American context.

What about attitudes toward religious institutions and reasons people give for their involvement within them? Knowing the great significance people attach to religious belonging, we wanted to find out if they looked upon religious institutions as helpful, or not very helpful, to their own spiritual development.  According to the survey, 54 percent agreed "that churches and synagogues have lost the real spiritual part of religion.”  Not so surprisingly, over half of the evangelical Christians agreed with the statement as compared to slightly under a half of all others.  This perception of a lack of spirituality within the churches is consistent with the strong emphasis placed upon the interior life as well as a generalized suspicion toward institutions, religious or otherwise, on the part of many in this generation.  A third of the respondents also agreed that "people have God within them, so churches aren't really necessary.”  Given the pro-religious views of most Americans, we were surprised that even this many actually indicated their agreement with the statement.  Thirteen percent of born-again Christians even agreed! It is unclear whether agreement is mainly with the notion that "God is within" us or that "churches aren't necessary," but the two notions taken together amounts  to a strong statement for Americans of any generation to endorse.  Whatever lies behind the endorsement, the fact that one-third of the boomer population said “yes” revealed a considerable level of dissatisfaction at the time with organized religion and serious doubt that it could provide a sufficient reserve of spiritual power and nurturance for them.   

Finally, we inquired into why people are involved in religious organizations.  From a traditional point of view, the reason should be rather obvious: if people are committed to faith and have convictions, they usually feel some sense of duty and obligation of  religious belonging.  The traditional religious script prescribes loyalty to a religious community.  But how well does this hold in a consumer culture that places emphasis upon the personal rewards that should go with religious attachment?  Given so much attention to choice and personal growth, it seemed reasonable to expect a shift in religious motivation.  Actually three-fourths agreed with the statement that "going to church/synagogue is a duty and an obligation" as opposed to "something you do if you feel it meets your needs.”  Two-thirds of born-again Christians concurred -- powerful evidence of just how far the psychoculture had penetrated church-going America at the time.  The crucial consideration was not loyalty to an institution or to family tradition but whether religious involvement was deemed  effective in meeting personal spiritual needs.  For this generation it was clear, the right to ask that question -- "Is this a place that can nourish me?” -- was largely taken for granted.  In effect, what has long been understood to be a latent, undisclosed consequence of churchgoing -- psychological benefits -- had become the manifest reason for religious participation.  

Thus by the late eighties, large sectors of the population --  including mainline Protestants, Catholics, Jews, born-again evangelicals, and New Agers -- were deeply focused upon spiritual matters.  As judged by a variety of survey indicators, the boomers were drawn to a more intentional, self-conscious spiritual style concerned with not just greater awareness of themselves and of what they sought, but with also a sense of how well they were doing, or not doing, in achieving their goals.  It was equally clear that such spirituality was not just something bubbling up from the margins of the society; but that it claimed the attention of mainstream constituencies, across social classes, ethnic and cultural enclaves.  It was expressed in a multiplicity of  rhetorics -- as exploring religious teachings, searching for spiritual growth, the cultivation of faith, concern about one's own needs, and reaching out to others with renewed strength and conviction.  While the better-educated were more articulate in their spiritual concerns, traditionally religious people also voiced them. Younger Americans, it was clear, were looking for a more direct experience of the divine, for greater immediacy, spontaneity, and spiritual depth -- in short, they were very much into a quest mode.    

THE NEW SUPPLIERS 

In this eighties environment, the situation was ripe for “new suppliers” to respond to, and to help shape, the spiritual quest themes.  But how were these suppliers different from other, more conventionally-religious suppliers?  What symbols, themes, and cultural objects would they seize upon?  And what would be their impact on the spiritual marketplace more broadly? In one reading of the situation, these new entrepreneurs are not all that different in how they function than were those in other periods of American history.   Certainly from the time of the great antebellum revivals right down to the present, there have been major, and largely successful, efforts at mobilizing religious constituencies by means of effective leadership and organizational skills.  Innovative means of proselytizing new members, often along kinship and friendship lines, and of subsequently cultivating them spiritually as a means of holding on to them, are important mechanisms for organizational success.  And outside of formal religious organizations there have long been other spiritual suppliers -- wise women, herbalists, occult leaders, healers, and the like -- who were able to organize informal networks and develop constituencies.  The fact that religion operates in this country as a voluntary commitment obviously works to its great benefit, since it is free and able to harness popular democratic tendencies by recognizing pluralism and the freedom for people to choose, and encouraging competition among, for the most part, equally-acceptable religious alternatives.  Religion flourishes in an open, deregulated market where it can respond in innovative ways to changing social realities and to people's own recognized, but changing, needs and preferences.  Hence certain isomorphic tendencies are to be found in all religious and spiritual movements, whether old or new, as well as striking commonalities among the  leaders of such movements.  

Crucial, too, is the supplier's skill in defining and articulating a message for an audience.  Suppliers must know their audience, be familiar with religious stories and symbols, and reconfigure them in ways that capture attention and speak to felt needs.  Whether in the message of spiritual rewards that can be experienced now or in the life to come, in carefully calculated "costs" of sacrifice in keeping with what a believing public will accept, or in strategies for winning adherents through circuit-riding on the frontier or, more recently, by means of televangelism in a mass society, the history of American religion is replete with one after another innovator who has found a way to carry a spiritual message to the people in some new way.  Preaching skills and leadership styles are especially important given that popular faiths in this country have been, and still are, largely revivalist, emphasizing grace, hope, and a deeply personal relationship between the believer and God.  A play upon these symbols is almost a guaranteed success on the American religious stage, where the plays have been, and continue to be, ceaselessly innovative in their narrative style and pitch to human needs and aspirations.  Evangelical know-how and the American propensity to believe in the divine come together, making for abundant and seemingly unending possibilities.  Time and time again Americans experience, as literary critic Harold Bloom says, "the perpetual shock of the individual discovering yet again what she or he always have known, which is that God loves her and him on an absolutely personal and indeed intimate basis.”
  

Is this shock of discovery any different today?  Obviously there are many continuities with similar discoveries in the past.  Any phenomenon recurring so often over the course of American history can hardly be considered new.  What is recurrent is that in times of spiritual awakenings Americans fall back upon their own conscience and solitude.  They turn to popular faiths and practices, to popular dramas and cultural narratives giving expression to the individualism extolled in the American imagination pursuing, as Robert S.  Ellwood says, "some single, simple, sure key to peace and power (faith, prayer, the image of Christ), transmitted by accessible stories and images.” Simplicity and accessibility are critical. Ellwood goes further to suggest how popular religion works in such times:

It first directly addresses the raw inner yearnings of the individual, juxtaposes religion and those needs in an easily understandable way, and provides a striking image or technique that ameliorates them by making religion the answer -- the point of popular religion being not coherent wisdom or meaning so much as power.  In all of this it [is] unlike elite religion, which [tends] to view one's raw inner yearnings as sinful -- selfish or materialistic.



Considering that belief in God and in the power of faith are ubiquitous in America, the post-1960s period stands out in its resistance to elite religion with its emphasis upon theological consistency and universal judgments and in its great openness to the force of “raw inner yearnings.”  So much attention to these popular yearnings, combined with an abundant imagination of spiritual possibilities, made for a significant shift in religious narrative style--out of the hands of theologians and established religious leaders and into those of ordinary people. With such a sea change in language, we can most certainly speak of the period as a time of "starting over" in Fitzgerald's sense, a period when Americans were thrown back upon their own inner resources and, particularly, on the foundational assumption that God knows and loves them in a deeply personal and redeeming way, and that something inside them is -- or wants to be -- in contact with this divine reality.  But the pressing question becomes: how, or in what ways, did this shift in narrative power occur? It is the question that best helps us to understand the changing milieu in which the new entrepreneurs now operate.


LEGITIMATING NEW VOCABULARIES

To begin with, the rise of the "spiritual" as a category of popular religious idiom cannot be understood apart from considerations of religious and cultural power.  In periods when religious establishments enjoy social prestige and cultural capital, and thus exercise strong monopolies, the term appears to languish.  Actually not all that long ago--

even in the early 1960s -- the word "spiritual" was conspicuously absent in the public arena; religious language and social ethics captured the day, prompting theologian Paul Tillich to speak of "the almost forbidden word `spirit'" and of the spirtual dimension of life as "lost beyond hope.”
  But already at that time, social changes were underway that would, over the course of several decades, greatly transform the religious situation.  Major legislation in 1965 rescinding immigration exclusion opened the doors to migrants with cultures and religions from around the world.  The resulting shift in migration streams into the United States from China, Vietnam, Korea, India, the Dominican Republic, and Mexico, to name the major points of origin, would be momentous, opening the doors to spiritual  traditions (including Christian traditions) that are strikingly different from those of European heritage.  A change in policy by the Federal Communications Commission about this same time also democratized the airwaves.  This was path-breaking in that religious broadcasting would no longer be provided  mainly as a service to the public, but now would be available only to those groups who could purchase air time.  Televangelists who could raise funds now had much easier access to television programming and could carry their messages to a larger audience.  Both of these developments were crucial in opening the way for new religious leaders and ideas, from the East especially, in the case of the first, and in the use of more recent communication technology by evangelical and charismatic Christians to reach expanding, diverse constituencies, in the case of the second.  Combined, the two developments represented a major step forward toward a more deregulated religious market, broadening the base of religious and spiritual base of competition within the country and turning the airwaves into an arena for proselytizing on a level unknown in history. The American religious terrain would never be quite the same again.  

Culturally, the changes during this period were equally as significant: with the decline of an older Protestant consensus and of even the broader Protestant-Catholic-Jewish canopy of religious identities prevailing at mid-century, there were subtle losses in power and control over religious discourse.  Aside from declines in religious membership and participation, there was the more significant loss of "religious capital," or the cultural power to define and maintain a hold upon spiritual styles.
  Organized religion’s monopoly on symbolic frameworks was never complete of course, but we can speak of periods when its control was much greater than in other times.  Throughout much of the nineteenth century and well into the twentieth, religion exercised considerable control over spiritual styles through an expanded range of institutional structures such as camps, retreat centers, community centers, colleges, Bible schools, publishing houses, and hospitals.  By means of these extended structures, organized religion exercised  control and influence over a broad sector of life experiences. But this broad religious canopy had greatly diminished by the 1960s.  Public facilities had replaced many of the older religious structures across many sectors, particularly in health, education, and leisure. By the late 1960s, an increasingly more heterogeneous religious population combined with several decisive Supreme Court decisions meant that an older religious culture could no longer sustain its hold upon the public school, much less the public realm more generally.  So-called "alternative spiritualities" flourished in response to this loss of religious control.  New Thought and the metaphysical traditions, long marginalized by other  religious voices, now enjoyed a revival.  Particularly among the educated middle classes, rapidly expanding during  this period, Eastern and metaphysical ideas, beliefs, and practices found an increasing acceptance.

Hence  social conditions  for  a new "spirituality industry" were ripe in the years that followed.  Books and videos on many differing types of spirituality, praise music, self-help groups, retreat centers, holistic health, spiritual seminars, workshops on corporate spirituality, and now cyberspace as a medium for spiritual teachings, all emerged as new "outlets" for those seeking spiritual resources.  Using Pierre Bourdieu's term, the "religious field" expanded to include a more varied set of agencies, each seeking to affirm its legitimacy and distinct claim upon spiritual resources.
  Competition in this broadened sense led to a restructuring of spiritual styles and practices, catering to the tastes and preferences of one after another distinct group or experiential niche (for example, nature rituals associated with "eco-spirituality," "Motorcyclists for Jesus," "channeling sessions").  With this increased elaboration of spiritual styles, individuals were challenged to examine and to think through which options might best serve them in their own spiritual growth. All in all, what emerged was a more expanded, redefined religious market at the very time when many young people were becoming, or were pressured to become, more thoughtful about their own biographies and self-identities. 

Today, the new spiritual suppliers -- inside and outside the religious establishments -- cater to this more open religious climate.  These suppliers take religious pluralism for granted and play to themes of choice, individuality, and the desirability  of a cultivated self.  Knowing that pluralism is experienced as expanding psychological boundaries, they consciously define themselves in relation to a broadening and intensifying menu of spiritual possibilities.  Reconfiguring the subjective world is viewed not just as a possibility, but as a necessity.  They recognize the fluidity of the self and the popularity of current psychological motifs like "personal growth," "womenspirit," and "holistic spirituality," and by means of definitions and labels lay claims upon this more subjective space, thereby legitimating it and  enhancing their market shares.  They appeal to primitive desires for ecstasy, for bonding, for hope and happiness, for the re-sacralization of everyday life.  Often they go to great length to point out that personal awakenings and growth can best be achieved beyond the arbitrary limits set by formal institutions.  Frequently, they redefine older religious language in ways to make it more acceptable or create alternative concepts altogether to such older notions as sin, grace, and discipleship.   In all these ways, spirituality “invades” pre-existing religious forms, reconfiguring and revitalizing life-experiences.

A good example is  the spiritually-based dieting movement.  Whereas in the not-so-distant past overweight was seen as a result of gluttony or greed (to use "deadly sin" language), increasingly it is viewed as an addiction.  "One confesses no longer to being a penitent sinner," as an observer  puts it, "but rather to being an acute `foodaholic,' one whose compulsive eating is triggered by forces that were previously beyond one's knowledge or control (whether chemical, demonic or a combination of the two).”
  As with other addictive behaviors, it was the act of overeating that is defined as the problem and that points to an underlying spiritual hunger that must be addressed.  One does not rely upon traditional religious language or authority, but upon self-help, or guided deliverance in a workshop from unwholesome food, with a goal of greater happiness, health and self-esteem in mind.  Dieticians laying claims to medical science working together with specialists  knowledgeable of food and the tensions surrounding it have led the way toward recasting it as part of a larger cultural narrative about addiction and the necessity for self-reflection and self-discipline.  In this new narrative “the cure begins not with denying the flesh,” as was at the center of an older religious interpretation, “but with revealing the deeper, spiritual needs that trigger anxious eating.”

Because the body generally is a basis of increased self-reflexivity, it becomes a basis for the restructuring of traditional religious practices.  Consider prayer for instance.  Prayer as perceived by many people -- that is, as a rather pious solitary or congregational act -- is often reconstituted as bodily activity.  In synagogues, for example, classes combine traditional Jewish prayers and Hebrew chants with modern dance movements that add physical emphasis to the words.  Similar body-based activities are to be found in Catholic retreat centers and in aerobics classes within evangelical and charismatic Protestant churches.  Even in some resort centers and vacation spots, "spiritual awareness coordinators" and "stress care specialists" are now employed to provide demonstrations of mind-body meditation, to show the benefits of relaxation, and to focus on "innercise," a mode of dealing with stress by focusing on positive images and banishing destructive thoughts from the conscious mind.  Legitimacy of such activities is sought in scientific studies demonstrating their practical results, and also out of showing how body motion combined with prayer dates far back in religious traditions.  "New spiritual techniques" are thus not altogether new, only a repackaging and reinterpretation of ancient religious practices, as culled from both Western and Eastern religions.  For those people for whom traditional prayer would otherwise seem like a remote and alien practice, in this re-interpreted context it takes on new meaning and efficacy.


WITHIN THE RELIGIOUS ESTABLISHMENT

In many mainline churches and synagogues, the quest theme finds explicit expression in appeals  catering to human potentiality and self-actualization.
   Positive, practical benefits of personal faith stand out in such appeals.  A mild version of the theme is expressed in contemporary worship services, in Shabbot services, in support groups, and in other specialized ministries, all aimed at helping people relate to a religious tradition by means of their questions, interests, doubts, or concerns.   The theme is common in congregations like Sara Caughman's, where the latent idealism and activism of the boomer generation have now been rekindled -- offering ways for integrating historic faiths and contemporary issues like environmentalism, feminism, social justice, and an inclusive community.  There is considerable interest in engaging  convergence between traditional religious symbols and contemporary values and lifestyles.  Numerous special purpose organizations and parachurch publications are pitched to a particular social niche and to developing its own rhetoric.  Literally scores  of such organizations and publications vie with one another trying to capture a following, most focused upon personal faith and spirituality, but also many addressing social causes and a "prophetic spirituality" that encourages relating biblical faith to specific programs working for social transformation.
  What these organizations and publications have accomplished is an expansion of opportunities for "tailoring" one's spiritual style around a particular cause or concern -- for example, prison ministry, the environment, the homeless, abortion.  Such organizations and activities, usually operating independently of denominations and faith communities, have greatly increased in number over the past half century and are responsible for having created a more diverse religious environment, both in an overall sense as well as within individual religious communities themselves.

This greater differentiated religious context is important in another, but less obvious way: it encourages selective exploration of religious  heritage on the part of individuals and  groups as a means of gaining interpretive autonomy over it. Parties discover that they can use tradition as a mechanism for opposing unfavorable practices that have come to be institutionalized within that same tradition.  Catholics who disagree with Rome, for example, may draw selectively upon doctrine in the church’s tradition to argue against positions held by the church.  Vatican Council II created an environment more open to the deliberate re-appropriation of religious meaning and action -- resulting in internal skirmishes, or what has come to be called “contested knowledge.”
  Dissident Catholics may remain Catholic knowing and celebrating the fact that the tradition is bigger than any one interpretation -- including the official ecclesiastical interpretation.  The case of Catholicism is particularly interesting because it points to a situation where interpretive differences may not lead to affiliating with a different faith or formation of a splinter group, as so often occurs within Protestantism.  The impulse to switch to another religion or to break away in schism is bridled by the force of long continuous tradition and collective memory, and also because as Michelle Dillon says, “Catholics’ doctrinal reflexivity...maintains the ‘universality’ of the Catholic community.”
  

The quest culture finds a receptive environment within evangelical Christianity, within its special purpose groups and megachurches.  New types of special purpose groups, including some for-profit agencies collecting “fees” and combining sixties-style therapeutic goals with spiritual messages, hold inspirational rallies in sports arenas playing soft Christian rock music -- calculated to appeal to those seeking help working out their feelings about themselves and others.
  Prominent as well are the growing number of megachurches, also known as "full-service churches, seven-day-a-week churches, pastoral churches, apostolic churches, 'new tribe' churches, new paradigm churches, seeker-sensitive churches, shopping-mall churches.”
  Rapidly emerging in the late nineties, these churches are attractive to the "unchurched," the "superficially churched," and simply those who for whatever reason dislike more traditional churches.  In contrast with the "believer's church," the "seeker church" has as its top priority programming to reach those people who are curious about religion, open to the possibility of faith.  A long-term goal is to make believers of them, but to start with, programming and preaching center around the doubts and questions people bring with them.  Framing of religious styles and of steps involved from “seeking” to “believing” are carefully planned and  programmatically managed.
  Strategies for building seeker churches are advanced through a fairly sizable network of leadership consultants, church growth experts, and clergy who hold their own workshops and institutes.  Non-denominational and community churches are popular  since they bring with them little of the baggage often associated with the historic denominations.  In a variety of ways, the public face of religion is altered to give it a more open and "user friendly" appearance.

Such churches are skillful with small groups, creating "a church of options" and offering a range of programs and ministries largely in response to a boomer culture of choice.  Groups and fellowship opportunities are organized largely on the basis of experience, life-situations, and interests.   Efforts at playing down conformity and offering options for  people to "create" their own religious styles within some boundaries are deliberate.   Visiting one such church, a commentator observed the following programmatic options:

....a seminar on effective single parenting; twelve-step recovery meetings by category (alcohol, drugs, abuse) and freeway coordinates; a parents-of-adolescents meeting; a class for premarital couples; another for "homebuilders"; something called Bunko Night (Tired of shopping?  Low on funds?"); a "woman in the workplace" brunch; a "fellowshippers" (seniors) meeting; a men's retreat ("Anchoring Deep"); women's Bible studies; a baseball league; a passel of Generation X activities; "grief support ministries"; worship music, drama, and dance; "discovering divorce dynamics"; a "belong class" for new members; and "life development" ("You  will learn to know yourself and begin to see where God has a place of service for you.  This is a can't miss class").

"Seeker churches" work at developing forms of worship, and most especially utilizing music, that convey a sense of authenticity and reality about contemporary life.  Above all, they try not to be boring.  Sunday morning is defined as prime time for  "unchurched" seekers -- little is expected of those attending, they may participate if they like, and financial contributions are definitely not expected.  Praise music and extensive sound systems create an inspirational context.  Overhead projectors and large screens  making possible visual connection with lyrics, cartoons, and Bible verses add to the overall experience.  Drama and clips from film and television --  mini-narratives describing the dilemmas of life -- communicate effectively and relate to common, everyday experiences.  Meeting in auditoriums, if not in warehouses, where there are few religious symbols and no stained glass plays down the "churchy" atmosphere and sends the message that persons are accepted for who they are, welcome even if they have doubts, know little about religion, and are just curious.  The absence of a chancel gives the appearance that the sacred resides in the experience of the people.  In sermons they hear about God, but it is a God that is less dogmatic and more tolerant of contemporary lifestyles usually than is the case for fundamentalists and other evangelicals not identified with the seeker movement.  


WITHIN THE BROADER CULTURE

Outside of the churches, seeker themes find eclectic expression in a variety of workshops, seminars, conferences, and retreat centers.  Newsletters, meditation cassettes and videos, and 1-800 psychic lines create information networks and audiences.  The self-help group and the professional counseling session, or group workshop, are the most common quasi-communities.  Often information is provided to clients for a fee.
  In all such instances, the quest culture finds its strongest version in  explicit appeals to "seekers" using highly rationalized procedures and techniques aimed at self-transformation.  An omnipresent theme in such activities is the promise of greater discovery, experience, and connection: participants are encouraged in their pursuits to discover the sacred, archetypal dimensions of life; to experience the divine energy that is within all of us; to discover the inner child; to reunite with their inner guidance; to discover the joy of personal healing; to experience or at least get close to experiencing one's own underlying perfection; to connect with universal life forces; to experience their own bodies and sensual selves; to discover the infinite love that is within; to experience more fully the powers of beauty, creativity, aliveness, and joy within each person.  The spiritual comes alive in the celebration of powers arising from within each and every individual; participants seek to find ways to unleash those powers and to awaken new insights, in a context usually charged with energy and excitement about an unlimited potential of new insights possible.

Spiritual networks and workshops amount to followings hoping to learn more about themselves and to discover inner truths about life, but not stable long-term memberships based upon faith.  Rather than demand belief or a creedal affirmation, they insist only upon spiritual authority as residing within the self.  Meaning and truth are derived from feelings, intuitions, and personal disclosures, as opposed to religious claims of an external authority, i.e., belief in God.  The contrast with religion has to do with the locus of authority.  For example, when Vicki Cartwright says, "I didn't know where to look for God...so I looked within myself which was the best place, I suppose," she expresses a current tendency of trying to find a spiritual center within one's own self.  Much of her seeking is simply that of turning inward searching for something she can rely upon, a quest for authority.  After having explored a variety of spiritual technologies, she settles upon a local Tibetan Buddhist center with its East-West spiritual dialogues as a place that nurtures her sense of well-being.  The appeal of this particular center is its program directed at people like Vicki who, for whatever reason, find conventional Judeo-Christian language unsatisfactory and want to cultivate their own inner awareness as a valid source of spiritual meaning.  Sometimes that which is found within the inner self is called God even though its meaning may be very different from the more orthodox usage of that term; at other times the term God is replaced by any number of possible substitutes, such as Goddess and Sophia in feminist circles, or simply as Higher Power or Universal Force.  Symbols, imageries, icons, and discourses of virtually all kinds have burst upon the scene in recent decades, creating a prolific display of spiritual energies and commodities or, as one writer says, a "divine supermarket.”

The "Spirit Movement,”as it is sometimes called, not only creates networks and quasi-communities, but utilizes and builds upon existing structures -- for example, businesses and corporations.  A cadre of management and organizational consultants invading the scene in the last decade are dedicated to  renewing corporate and business cultures in which team spirit, community, creative intelligence, and authentic leadership strive.  That this is happening within this arena points to a fundamental affinity between the spiritual and work-based experiences and identities. It is not uncommon to hear about the "soul" of corporations and of the merging of the individual's life and work around a Higher Purpose.  There appears to be a renaissance of values within the workplace as corporations and business commit themselves to being more socially responsible, more supportive of employees, and more humanistic and holistic in their approach to the marketplace.  Obviously the bottom line is still very much in place -- businesses must make a profit -- but increasingly in many circles one hears talk of the work environment as a place of "support, renewal, and insight" -- signifying a raising of consciousness within this sector at the turn of  the century.

Book Publishing, Magazines and Music


Increasingly, the book publishing, magazine, and music industries play a significant role in the production of spiritual themes.  The printing and sale of books on spirituality and the sacred during the nineties is nothing less than phenomenal.
  As one rather obvious indicator of this growth industry, the American Booksellers Association in 1995 opened for the first time at its convention and trade show a new and expanded section on "religious/spiritual/ inspirational" books.  But more than just sales or innovative marketing techniques, the book publishing industry is creating the categories commonplace in popular conversations about spirituality: wisdom, self-help, human potential, healing, meditation, channeling, inner child, body, mind, and soul.  What is most remarkable about the changing styles of God-talk in our time, observes Phyllis A.  Tickle, is "not that it is going on, but that it is going on with almost no sectarian or even tradition-oriented guidance."

Popular books are effective carriers of teachings and symbols, in no small part because the publishers have done their homework figuring out what sells.  Analysis of book sales (and by extension, music sales) in recent years suggests that there are distinct "belief constructs," or subcategories of experiences, interests, and concerns that are of great concern and tapping deep, often subterranean levels of consciousness.
  The books address subjective spaces defined by the normative religious culture, but yet for many people often are lacking in clarity and conviction.  Knowing of these spiritual vacuums, books help to reshape and fill these spaces, and often in ways that are highly formulaic and homogenized.  This shift in the production of religious themes reflects a shrinking market for denominationally-based publishers and the rise of large commercial conglomerates, some of which have bought up independent religious publishers, and all of which are captive to a bottom-line mentality.  Much the same can be said about magazines and the music industry, both in their increased volume and way in which spiritual themes have overtaken a considerable portion of its mass marketing.  Magazines routinely carry articles on spirituality, either explicitly or implicitly in the context of a person's health, body image, pleasure, or self-esteem -- the best example being the magazine that goes by the name of Self.
  Evangelical  publications like Aspire, Excellence, and Sports Spectrum play upon themes of sexuality, achievement, and personal challenge.  Simple songs of worship -- "praise music" -- flourish in what amounts to a burgeoning Christian industry currently.  Boundaries between secular and Christian record companies are often blurred.  Christian record companies increasingly produce music in virtually every category known to the popular music industry: heavy metal, light pop, jazz, folk, grunge, reggae, country, funk, gospel, and hip-hop; whatever the category, the Christian sound is not all that different from its secular counterpart despite differences in lyrics.

Based upon book sales, four categories of religious books top the sales charts.  Most popular are books on near-death experiences, angels, the invasion of aliens -- all catering to an audience caught, as one commentator says, "somewhere between belief in and curiosity about such possibilities.”
  Americans want to believe that someone really cares about them, that there are realms of meaning and acceptance beyond their sight.  Next are books on ancient wisdom, books that generally assume that something terribly important to human life has been lost but must, and hopefully can, be regained.  Buddhism, Native American spiritual experiences, feminist spirituality, and assorted New Age teachings all fall under this rubric, and in one way or another all promise greater fullness to life.  Third are self-help books pitched to the well-being of the practitioner and the use of spiritual disciplines for gaining power and control over whatever ills beset us.  Here technique is privileged over sectarian doctrine; pragmatic instrumentalism, not commitment to any particular faith, is held up as the solution to life's dilemmas.  Finally, there is religious fiction, a rapidly-expanding genre with labels for an ever-expanding niche marketing.  "Call it religious fiction or inspirational fiction or by any of its sectarian names of Jewish, Catholic, Christian, or Evangelical," to quote Tickle again, "Or call it by some combination of them, like religious mysteries, Jewish historical novels, Evangelical Christian westerns, inspirational romances, and so on.”
  Generally, what the book sales tell us is that ours is a fluid  religious context characterized more by its restiveness than a sense of security, more by keeping the quest alive through one after another iteration of the narrative formula than any genuine resolution of the truth-claims that are put forward.  Perhaps the best examples of a narrative formula are the "Chicken Soup" books which recount inspirational stories of personal tribulation and triumph -- one after another book designed to fit special markets or "niche areas.”
  Even “niche Bibles” are made available in this way, aimed at one after another audience in an expanding, highly segmented economy.  In this revived and highly rationalized market, the old "religion" section is replaced by a more differentiated bookshelf of specialized themes narrating  spiritual styles and topics to carefully-defined audiences.


SYMBOLIC CONSTRUCTIONS

In addition to the producers, the audience, and the social world, we must look  to the “cultural objects,” or symbolic themes, that figure prominently in the spiritual quest culture: God, or the sacred; personal growth; struggles; the body, and identity.  All involve cultural constructions -- or reconstructions -- well suited to the sensibilities of a post-1960s culture, and which now are widely embedded in the culture at large.

God or the Sacred

The supernatural theism that is declining, as was argued in an earlier chapter, is that which emerged in relation to the Enlightenment and the modern worldview: a God “out there” but increasingly distant and removed from the world.  It is an outcome of a “domesticated” transcendence of God, of a closed system of natural laws of cause and effect in which God has really no place other than “beyond” the universe.  But in the contemporary spiritual marketplace, pressures mount  in the direction of reconstructing the sacred: reconnecting the transcendent and the immanent, reclaiming God  in everyday life and experiences, natural and otherwise, and asserting the dialectical presence of the divine, both “right here” and “beyond.”  Biography and relationships are re-infused with sacred meaning; individual experience as well as group sharing offer opportunities to learn about the place and meaning of the sacred in life; there is “more” to reality claimed than just what is visible,  material, or  natural;  there are enhanced moments of consciousness, often presumed to have a noetic quality, that is, as involving not just a feeling but a knowing of other, deeper levels of reality.   In this cultural climate old patriarchal notions of deity are giving way to newer, softer  imageries of a more accessible God.  

Some commentators see these trends as worrisome, as reducing the sacred to feelings, individualism, or in the case of group sharing to the group itself; still others foresee the rise of a promising panentheistic conception of God, replacing an out-dated conception with the discovery of “the God we never knew.”
  Popular  discourses reveal a blending of religious notions of the "divine" and broader cultural conceptions of the "sacred" reflecting ideas and themes originating from a variety of places: from Eastern religions, from metaphysical traditions, from humanistic psychology, and from a democratized Judeo-Christian theology.  Much God-talk  bespeaks a fundamental conception of a self informed by reliance upon one's own inner resources and thought by many to contain a spark of the divine.   Even if not expressed in metaphysical language of this kind, the belief runs deep that God -- or the re-imaged God -- is one who is best known deep within the self, that here  is where life at its deepest is encountered.  Religious communities continue to sustain traditional discourses about God, but  in contemporary society there are other places for religious talk as well -- small groups and sharing sessions, even bookstores, cafes, and coffee shops.  Borders, Barnes and Noble, and Starbucks, to cite some well-known commercial establishments, even function as places where people come together and carry on conversation in an open,  non-sectarian atmosphere.  Through book discussions, lectures, films, story-hours, music, and poetry readings bookstores engage a variety of themes relating to health, personal well-being, and spiritual growth; and in so doing sustain networks of shared discourse around ideas and symbols appealing  to a deep, largely unresolved hunger for community.  In a very real sense, the popularity of such informal places signal the shift in spiritual mood that this book attempts to describe -- the searching and striving on the part of ordinary people that has broken out of, and extends beyond, formal religious structures.

Personal Growth

No terms are more common in the seeker culture than “journey” and “growth”-- metaphors the people themselves use to describe a process-oriented conception of spirituality.  Inside and outside the religious establishments, it is how people speak of faith and spirituality; even those people who are quite traditional in religious orientations are greatly influenced by such constructions placed upon the religious life.  An evangelical Christian woman told us of her decision to join a Bible study group because, as she said, "I knew it would help me to grow, make my faith stronger.”  “Growth” and “faith” are interfused.  Others spoke simply of cultivating a deeper spirituality.  As one fifty-year old man who has spent the last twenty years seriously pursuing his spiritual growth said, "I have grown a lot in my thinking, but most of all I now have a better sense of who I am and where, I think, I am headed.”  “Growth” and “identity” are interfused.   Whether for evangelical Christians who speak of "walking the walk" or people with more expansive spiritual horizons, or even the considerable numbers of Jews, Catholics and mainline Protestants who themselves not infrequently talk of "journeys" or "paths," there is a remarkable degree of clarity about themselves as engaged in a process-oriented spirituality and what  that engagement may involve for them.   Reflexive spirituality is not haphazard, or left to chance, it seeks self-understanding and self-management, governed by some sense of how one ought to be progressing in life, which all resonates well in a culture where so many things -- from making money to overcoming personal disorders -- is often cast as a series of steps toward reaching an established goal.

Journey language meshes well with humanistic and developmental psychology, the basic ideas of which are widely diffused in middle-class culture.  A few of our respondents were conversant with the language of “peak experiences,” “archetypes,” and the like, derived from theorists such as Maslow and Jung, and actually used  such terms to describe themselves at an enhanced level of self-reflexivity.  But far more common is a language of spiritual growth infused with biblical teachings and therapeutic values.  People attracted to specific causes and programs, such as  overcoming drug addiction, feminine spirituality, and Marriage Encounter, rely upon such language but  at a lower level of self-consciousness as to its mix of religious and psychological themes.  Religious literature, even that published by denominational presses,  is saturated with themes of the self, much of it either implicitly or explicitly focused upon personal growth and fulfillment, and far more so than was true in earlier decades of this century.  The autonomy of the self, the importance of taking charge over religious and spiritual matters, and the necessity for some degree of managing one’s own interior life and growth are all motifs, while not always boldly asserted, clearly present in this literature.

Technology makes possible new, unprecedented possibilities for the servicing and monitoring of the self.  An organization like Focus on the Family, for example, the conservative Christian parachurch and counseling agency led by Dr. James Dobson, makes ample use of personal growth language incorporating “Spiritual Growth Boosters” into its magazines, which  are carefully prescribed in content for varying age and life-situation constituencies, and in its radio narrative for children entitled Adventures in Odyssey.   But most striking is its use of computer technology for counseling.  Focus stores its thousands of phone calls, letters, and e-mails every day in a huge data-bank, so that when a ‘client’ calls in  counselors can bring up the person’s record on the screen and pick up on conversations where they left off, interjecting here and there computer-prodded responses giving moral and religious advice, asking further questions about how the person is dealing with spiritual problems, citing biblical verses that are appropriate.
  By means of prototype responses and standardized procedures, emotions are structured and to some degree personal stories are amplified as they get incorporated into collective scripts appropriate to people with certain “problems,” “concerns,” “questions,”or “life-situations.”  Or consider another type of spiritual service, that offered by the channel Lazaris, vastly different from that of Focus and aimed at a much different audience.  Lazaris makes available on the Internet mail-order tapes with instructions on hundreds of topics such as “Avoiding Failure,” “Overcoming Fear,” “Expressing your Feelings,” “Embracing Feminine Energy,” “Granting Forgiveness,” “Controlling Frustration,” “Awakening the Future Self,” just some of those listed under the letter F.  Not only can a person choose  the tapes and the order in which they are dealt with, in effect plotting his or her own spiritual development,  but the tapes offer a sufficient variety of metaphysical formulae, techniques, and psychic insights such that each person is likely to interpret its applicability to his or her life quite differently.  In this way journey language is elevated to an even higher level of  individual reflexivity and self-monitoring.  Since there is little sense of communal belonging and services rendered are in exchange for fees, the product is separated from the producer more so than for other types of religious providers, and even more so than  for the recently-emerged computerized “constituent services” of organizations like Focus on the Family.

Struggles  

Time and time again, struggle as a  theme  surfaced in our interviews. It emerged in discussions of people’s religious biographies, in their experiences with religious institutions, in family and lifestyle experiences.  It emerged when we asked, as we did from 1988 to the present, about what books had most influenced them.  Mentioned  most frequently, and especially in the later interviews, was M. Scott Peck's The Road Less Traveled.  When asked why this particular book had such an impact, many cited its opening line: "Life is difficult.”  That line resonates with many Americans born after World War II who have grown up with high expectations, but who for one reason or another, have had to scale down their hopes and aspirations.  Being laid off work, going through a divorce, never quite accomplishing what they hoped to achieve, along with being “sandwiched” between their children and aging or  dying parents were struggles all cited -- and sometimes cited, too,  as a source of rich spiritual experience.  Recall that the Book of Genesis contains the story of Jacob's wrestling with an angel, a metaphor widely meaningful to people we talked to.  Wrestling may refer to the struggle of conscience in making a difficult moral decision; it may result from cultural confusion and bewilderment; it may occur in situations where people are cut off or estranged from their spiritual roots and past; it can involve deep ambivalence and wrenching love-hate relationships; it can happen with life's realities fail to match youthful anticipations.  

Today the metaphor expresses a depth of meaning and feeling, even among those who have difficulty articulating it.  It is invoked particularly by those who feel oppressed or for whatever reason marginalized by the dominant social institutions -- including religious institutions.  Thus it is not surprising that many Americans, especially feminists, people of color, gays and lesbians, are engaged in a serious struggle with religious heritages and interpretations flowing from them; for many of them to talk about religion is to confront ironies, paradoxes, ambiguities, and inconsistencies that reach deep into their lives.  Engaging the tradition, its symbols and values is activating, and forces answers.  Feminist writer Judith Plaskow, speaking out of her Jewish tradition, expresses the sentiment: "If the Torah is our text, it can and must answer our questions and share our values; if we wrestle with it, it will yield meaning."

 
Wrestling is an apt symbol today because it symbolizes both confrontation with an external opponent and confrontation with oneself; it also combines in a single image the hostile energy of resisting an enemy with the affirming energy of embracing the other.  Who is the other today? How do we embrace the other? Who are we in relation to the other? No American can boast of being without fears of the other in an age when acts of terrorism at home and abroad are unpredictable; when AIDS links us to sexual others we never knew; when it is easy, especially since the collapse of the Berlin Wall, to blame the new immigrants or the federal government for all our national problems; when jobs disappear and in a global economy we do not know who to blame; when the other is as likely to be living next door, possibly within our own family, as in some faraway place.  Yet people continue to find spiritual resources to match their fears.  In Western religious thought, spirituality embraces a dialectic that is expressed in at least five types of polarities:

(1) internal (subjectivity) and external (God and neighbor);

(2)
intentionality and power from beyond the self;

(2) conscious awareness and unconscious bodily processes;

(4)
rest, fulfillment, and surrender and process, suffering, and struggle;

(3) positive (love, joy) and either the negative (hatred, suffering) or that which is beyond good and evil.

Someone may be engaged in only one of these dimensions, or in more than one simultaneously.  In a time of great cultural dislocations, energies unleashed in any one of them may be redirected toward reunion of the self, at overcoming its alienation and separation.  Life on the margins, at the boundaries, keeps the horizons open and sustains  a spiritual sensibility.  Hence as a metaphor as apt today as in the past, wrestling carries connotation of a dynamic potentiality within the self that seeks to resolve fundamental human dilemmas. 

Importance of the Body

The body figures prominently in contemporary spiritual quests.  Unable to know ourselves apart from our bodies, it comes as no surprise that many of today's quests (and struggles) of the spirit are truly quests (and struggles) of embodied selves.  Karen Potter's life is an example: after years of devaluing herself, she now talks about having "reclaimed" her body and is concerned to find out what this means for her.  Feeling better about her body, she feels better about herself generally; spirituality and embodiment are integrally linked.  We heard similar claims from others, especially from women trying to break from pre-existing gender roles, underscoring just how crucial the body is to self-reflexivity.  Feelings are grounded in the body just as is awareness of one's presence in the world.  Bodies experience intimacy, emotions, relationships, spontaneity, and control -- all fundamental to a sense of self and, many would argue, a sense of the sacred.
  And of course, bodies are a visible sign of who a person is, of sexual identity and of cultural identities more broadly.  

Again let us examine dieting as an example.  As we have seen it is a widespread spiritual practice in America at present; it is also very much a reflexively-infused practice.
  Dieting is based upon knowledge of foods and nutrition and application of that knowledge to obtain the desired goal of weight control and health, and hence closely akin to reflexive spirituality.  Thus it is not surprising that we observe the rationalization of this practice: the use  of devotional fitness manuals, calorie worksheets combined with spiritual teachings, weight graphs plastered with Biblical passages, appeals to scientific and motivational experts,  and increasing numbers of workshops, support groups, and organizations -- often meeting in malls or churches -- all trying in one way or another to get people to "substitute God for food."
  "Christian dieting" as well as other types of spiritually-based dieting flourish as people assume responsibility for the development and appearance of their bodies.  What a person eats is a life-style choice, something one must "work on" relying upon the best of nutritional advice and, most important of all, spiritual motivation.  Being overweight is not so much the problem as is the lack of spiritual power to control it.  As a mainline Protestant told us, "I know I'm fat, but I don't think God judges me because of that.  But he does want me to be responsible for what I eat because he knows, and I know, I have this spiritual problem.”  Food has long been viewed as a source of temptation, indeed, in post-Augustinian Christianity as a distorted desire.  The fact of so many overweight Americans as well as the prevalence of eating disorders both signal serious spiritual struggles with food and account for why, within evangelical Christianity especially, there are so many special purpose groups now addressing these concerns.

Similarly, the body is central to healing experiences.  We heard many more accounts of ritual healing in the later survey than we did in the earlier one: stories about how bodies, personal relationships, and inner feelings were healed.  Whatever the type of healing, all such experiences are grounded in an embodied self that is in a continuous process of development and idealization.  As one commentator who has studied a wide spectrum of healing groups in the United States observes, "`health' is an idealization of a kind of self, and `healing' is part of the process by which growth toward that ideal is achieved.”
  Whether the self is cultivated in relation to a transcendent deity as in the case of charismatic Christians or is construed as more open and flexible as in alternative healing, it is embodied in experiences and emotions that take on spiritual meaning through rituals and invoking a language of transcendence.  

To speak of the body is to engage questions about power: who defines it, who regiments its rhythms?  With regard to economically disprivileged and oppressed populations, the links between power and bodies are obvious.  Less obvious are the more general cultural constructions that shape the meanings and uses of the body -- the so-called "socially informed body.”
  Behaviors ranging from dieting to working out, gender and work roles, sex appeal,  health and body appearance all bear the coercive imprint of existing social arrangements and the legitimations often of religious symbols and teachings.  In an age when these constraints and legitimations are being challenged, the body becomes a major symbol both of dissent and affirmation.  Women and homosexuals, both male and female, contest existing definitions and stereotypes and affirm who they are.  People are insisting upon taking charge of their bodies, and boomers especially as their  bodies begin to fail them, are looking for, and finding, new ways of taking control as, for example, in the use of Viagra, the virility pill, and other “lifestyle drugs” that enhance choices.  Because feelings and passions are situated in the body, these are all engaged by means of the body in religious ritual: in healing rituals, bodies are transformed; in pilgrimage rituals, bodies experience movement through time and space; in trances, body posture is the means by which consciousness is altered; and in dieting support groups, bodies are at the center of focus as people find ways to substitute God for food.  In all such cases, bodily-involved rituals structure spiritual awareness and transform individual identity.

Identity Themes  

More broadly, the new suppliers cater to quests for identity in a rapidly changing culture.  Identities themselves have become more fluid and adaptable than they once were under conditions of greater social stability.  In this respect Frances Fitzgerald's metaphor of American society as a centrifuge is suggestive.
  A centrifuge is an apparatus in a science laboratory that rotates at high speeds and sorts out substances at differing densities.  Centrifugal forces move outward away from a center, creating new clusters.  Applied to society, it points to the breakdown of ascriptive unities and resorting of elemental qualities underlying new identities.  Social class, color, region, ethnicity, and language are the historical bases upon which Americans have organized their religious lives, but there are now new sortings -- along gender, sexual orientation, life-style, and generational lines.  These latter sortings tap emotions and latent identities that reach deep in people's lives; they now emerge as a powerful and changing basis  of religious interpretation.  

A parallel exists with politics.  In the recent decades, politics has come to be emancipated from tradition leading to what has been described as "life politics," dealing with such issues as nuclear war, the environment, and the rights of a woman over her body.
  "Life politics" as a term signifies the shift in the direction toward greater worries about quality of life and the individual's own life as an end in itself.  The mobilizing principle in such politics is  the increased personal autonomy of our time: the individual becomes free from social constraints of class, ethnicity, and nationality, but also empowered to act responsibly and to make informed political choices in keeping with the greater attention to personal concerns.  Politics becomes more closely linked to existential concerns of a moral and spiritual kind.  In either instances -- in political action and religious identity -- there is great appeal to authenticity and to thinking through how issues bear upon one’s deepest sensitivities and identities.  

As the rich metaphor of a centrifugal process implies, American religion is dynamic and evolving, ever capable of relating to shifting life-spaces and of giving rise to new organizational and communal forms.  Its openness and adaptability are its strength, for in the changing configuration of identities there may actually be more, not necessarily less, potential for spiritual vitality.  As the cultural layers are stripped away freeing the individual, personal and experiential aspects of identity rise to the surface.  In various settings today, one observes the centrality of experience, such as in the casual evangelical setting of jeans, cotton sweaters, drums, and guitars where members brag about not being "churchy," or in a goddess festival where women try to integrate feminine power, sexual ecstasy, and spiritual awakening, or in the emotional and heart-felt participation found at the Metropolitan Community Church, a gay religious community whose members are finally free to acknowledge who they really are and to celebrate their identity.  Wherever it is happening, what this centrifugal process results in is a resorting of people and a reconfiguring of symbols and themes, offering positive definition of who people are and empowering them in fresh ways.


SERIOUS BUSINESS


In thinking about these symbolic reconstructions, it is clear the new suppliers are, paradoxically, simultaneously broadening and narrowing definitions of spirituality.  There is broadening in the sense that spirituality is refocused around a multitude of causes, concerns, and life-situations; it is defined and made applicable to social and psychological spaces of modern life never before explored so fully.  It might be said that spirituality enjoys a high level of narrative enmeshment: it is pulled into people’s everyday lives in all their diversity and perplexity. But there is a narrowing, too, for when spirituality is recast in strictly psychological terms, it is often unloosened from its traditional moorings -- from historic creeds and doctrines, from broad symbolic universes, from religious community.  There is narrative enmeshment but in its specificity and inward focus the communal dimension so important historically to cultivating spirituality is weakened.  The autonomous, often instrumentally-minded individual can be left pretty much alone.  Of course, autonomy and instrumentality are always both a matter of degree, and in some sense  inevitable given how the religious sphere as defined in the modern world.  Both are topics we must explore further in the chapters that follow. 

The suppliers in this new spiritual  marketplace are themselves diverse, some of them specialists in turning old, dying churches into places that are coming alive again; others who are capable of devising seeker churches with video screens, skits, and folk music appealing to people who otherwise would never get close to a church; others skilled at organizing spiritual seminars on the environment, Native American spirituality, Goddess worship, channeling, spirituality in business, and on many other topics; and still others who know how to cultivate readerships through newsletters and fax machines or a listening audience through cassettes on scores of  topics, sometimes only vaguely apparent in how they engage the human spirit.  To speak of them as suppliers, or entrepreneurs, is not to reduce what they do to economics, and certainly not to imply that their motivation is mercenary; many church growth and megachurch consultants, avant-guard theologians, and spiritual leaders -- perhaps most -- are doing what they do with good intentions. Religious and spiritual groups of all kinds today operate in a context which William McKinney and I characterized in 1987 as the "New Voluntarism" -- that is, a situation in which people are bound less than ever before to inherited faiths, are deeply subjective in their religious choices, and are looking to a range of experts and resources for help in cultivating their spiritual lives.
  Some commentators decry this trend, but it seems clear that on the whole such voluntarism encourages creativity and has given rise to a new spurt of entrepreneurial activity within religion.  

But as mentioned at the beginning of the chapter, the making of meaning is a serious business.
  It always was for prophets, priests, and theologians in  the past, but arguably it becomes even more serious in the contemporary world.  No longer simply relying upon religious elites, people now take a more active role in shaping the meaning systems by which they live and must themselves respond to a widening range of suppliers, all contending with one another in creating compelling symbolic worlds. Inevitably, some scrutiny of options is essential to human well-being and survival.  Because ours is an age when it is possible to appropriate religious symbols from many times and places, we are forced to become more self-conscious about all such choices.  Not only are we dependent upon a vast array of meaning-makers, we recognize that the meaning systems that are created and by which we live are just that -- systems that are created and by which we have chosen to live.  Even if we regard the sacred as irreducible, as most religious people would insist, still the language we opt for in describing the sacred bears the cultural imprint of our time.   Knowing all this, that symbolic  frameworks of interpretation are an expression of  the search for meaning as filtered through experiences in a particular time and place, is a powerful and sobering realization, and one that forces upon us a sense of responsibility for our choices and binds us in a common undertaking.   
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