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(ENTIRE BOOK) Wuthnow proposes that the term "rediscovery" rather than "revival" clarifies 
what is happening in religion today. He provides personal background which informs this choice, 
then outlines his case using insights from other sociologists as well as social commentators. This 
volume offers a contemporary survey of sociology of religion, as well as challenging suggestions 
for further work. 

Introduction
Wuthnow proposes that the term "rediscovery" rather than "revival" clarifies what is happening in 
religion today. He provides some personal background which informs this choice, then outlines 
his case using insights from other sociologists as well as social commentators.

Chapter 1: Sacredness and Everyday Life
An introduction to Peter Berger’s approach to religion. Wuthnow provides a careful and 
understandable explanation of Berger’s approach. At the end, three concepts are raised in a 
critical evaluation suggesting both strengths and weaknesses in Berger ‘s approach.

Chapter 2: The Cultural Dimension
Wuthnow surveys the work of major sociologists of religion, offering how these contributors 
relate to one another. This discussion demonstrates the development of this area of study. The 
argument offers his perspective on where sociology of religion is headed as a field, and what the 
results of those steps may be.

Chapter 3: Religious Discourse as Public Rhetoric
After noting how religious discourse has been neglected by sociologists, Wuthnow considers why 
it is important to work in this area, and how this deficit might be remedied. He turns to books by 
Northrop Frye and Susan Rubin Suleiman as sources which complement each other, offering 
critical insight for careful reflection on how persons from different perspectives can begin to 
understand one another.
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Chapter 4: Perspectives on Religious Evolution
Do religions evolve? In this chapter we find a discussion of where the theoretical discussion of 
this question with attention to three contributors to the field. How does one make a case one way 
or the other? This question provides the foil for analysis of how the theoretical constructs 
function. Wuthnow’s conclusion is that, "American religion has become more complex, more 
internally differentiated, and thus more adaptable to a complex, differentiated society."

Chapter 5: Weberian Themes
Max Weber created sociology of religion. Wuthnow turns to an fresh analysis of Weber’s 
contribution by examining recent studies of Puritanism by five scholars. The chapter ends with a 
careful evaluation of how Weber’s theory interacts with these contemporary studies in a way 
which suggests next steps in the field.

Chapter 6: The Shifting Location of Public Religion
Wuthnow presents four sociological theories relevant to his topic: modernization, world-system, 
structural contingency, and lifeworld colonization. When he turns to evaluation, he identifies how 
each of these theories clarify assumptions and suggest fresh ways of approaching careful analysis 
of religious change.

Chapter 7: International Realities
Wuthnow suggests how awareness of international social dynamics can strengthen sociological 
analysis. He suggests that three foci offer fresh possibilities for understanding: on generalizable 
patterns, on deeper changes, and on alternative interpretations. His careful suggestions open up 
fresh understandings for the religious practitioner as well as the sociologist.
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Introduction 

The Book of Exodus tells of a God who is constant yet changing. The 
contrast is one of essence and form, being and manifestation. The I AM 
who leads Moses and Aaron through the wilderness is the unchanging 
Yahweh of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. And yet this same God appears 
now in the burning bush, then in a still small voice, and again as a pillar 
of fire.

In our time it seems that the ancient patterns still hold. The sacred 
continues to be constant yet changing. The God in whom some 95 
percent of the U.S. population claims to believe is the God revealed in 
the Hebrew and Christian Scriptures. And yet this God is one whose 
manifestations continue to change. The sacred is evident now in the 
burning passions of our moral crusades, then in the stillness of our 
everyday lives, and again in the fiery rhetoric of our nation’s pulpits.

There has been much talk about a revival of religious dedication in our 
country and abroad. In affluent white-collar suburbs around Atlanta, 
Philadelphia, Chicago, and San Francisco, sprawling charismatic 
churches pack in crowds on Sunday mornings numbering in the 
thousands. On college campuses students flock to courses in religious 
studies, keep local Zen masters busy, and startle their teachers with tales 
of conversion and mystical experiences. Across the landscape in Poland, 
Brazil, Indonesia, and Iran, new cathedrals, mosques, and humbler 
places of worship have sprung up everywhere. Newscasters struggle to 
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understand the nuances of fundamentalist theology. And even the 
scandals of religious hucksters seem to arouse more curiosity than 
scorn. Just when we thought the rational forces of science and 
technology had succeeded in pushing the sacred mysteries from our 
midst — just when the material affluence of advanced industrial society 
seemed on the verge of satisfying all our needs — the power of an 
awakening god seemed to shatter all our expectations.

But it may be that rediscovery is a better word than revival to describe 
what is happening. Revival connotes an active moving of the spirit. We 
speak of revivals and awakenings in our nation’s history as if the two 
were synonymous. They connote individual conversion, rededication, a 
more active form of participation. They also connote a collective turning 
point, a time when cultural energy was redirected. It was, we learn, the 
First "Great Awakening" in the 1740s and 1750s that led to the 
revolutionary zeal on which our nation’s drive for independence was 
based. And we learn that the revivalism of the Second Great Awakening 
in the 1830s and 1840s provided a foundation for the abolitionist 
crusade of the 1840s and 1850s.

With these images in our history, it has often been tempting to depict 
contemporary religious currents in the same terms. When the civil rights 
movement erupted in the 1960s, social observers suggested that the 
nation was experiencing a revival of the religious zeal that had inspired 
abolition, the Social Gospel, and the progressive movement. Later in the 
same decade, a flurry of experimentation with Eastern religions and 
meditation techniques in the company of political activism and the drug 
culture led some to speculate that the demise of modernity was at hand, 
bringing with it (as in all social crises) a return to the sacred. Only a few 
years after this (but seemingly a millennium later in cultural time) a 
born-again president and new political muscle-flexing among 
evangelicals again prompted headlines about religious revival. Similar 
conclusions were drawn from fundamentalist movements in Iran and 
Lebanon, from Zionist factions in Israel, from heightened conflict 
between Protestants and Roman Catholics in Northern Ireland, and from 
the growing audiences being cultivated by "televangelists" in the United 
States.

So many revivals in such a short span of time is cause, in my view, to 
question whether what we are witnessing are really revivals at all. 
Perhaps we are indeed in the midst of some global reorientation — a 
worldwide return to the sacred — that has manifested itself in many 
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ways. But the evidence suggests otherwise. Rather than millions of 
people (here and there) being drawn by the spirit to a great renewal of 
faith, the evidence suggests that commitments to the sacred have been 
relatively constant overall but have surfaced in different forms from one 
place or year to the next. The sleeping god has not awakened; the 
awakened god has been made visible in manifold ways.

I believe the imagery of rediscovery works better than the language of 
revival because we live in a pluralistic world and our commitments are 
largely shaped by the extent of this pluralism. An example will perhaps 
show what I mean. Suppose my neighbor belongs to a Pentecostal 
church and invites me to attend with him. I do and am attracted by what 
I experience. Rather than watching Meet the Press and the NFL 
pregame show, I start attending the church faithfully. I spend my 
Wednesday evenings in a home fellowship group and read my Bible 
more often than ever before. Am I part of a religious revival? If millions 
like me were doing the same thing, we might think so. But look closer at 
my commitments. More than likely the manifestation of the sacred I am 
now experiencing has been there all along. It may have been there in the 
particular Pentecostal church I’ve joined; it certainly has been there in 
hundreds of thousands of other churches. Some are decaying, some are 
rebuilding, but overall the balance sheet is not radically different. And 
even for me as an individual, is it not important to note that this is by no 
means the first time I’ve been a church-goer, that I had been recently 
finding a kind of joy (one might call it an experience of the sacred) 
reading T. S. Eliot, that my commitment to the new church is by no 
means total (in the sense of excluding work or family or friends), and 
that if statistical predictions work in my case I will probably have 
moved on to some other kind of commitment in five or ten years.

I have, by my sudden involvement in the local Pentecostal church, 
"discovered" a sense of sacredness that was already there. I may even 
have "rediscovered" the sacred after a dry period in my life when I felt 
no zeal for religion.

My point is not to belabor what may seem a trite terminological dispute. 
It is rather to alter, if only slightly, the perspective from which we view 
what is happening in contemporary religion. In naive conceptions of 
revivalism at least, it is altogether too easy to slip into notions about 
upswings and downswings, as if religious commitment were something 
like the Gross National Product, as if the sacred somehow slips away 
and then needs to be revived again. The view I want to suggest as a 
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guiding metaphor in this volume is rooted more in an image of terrain. 
The sacred is always there, like the divine spirit that moved before the 
Israelites on their journey to the promised land. Sometimes we see it 
clearly, sometimes it is hidden from our view. In one instance we see it 
in the civil rights activism of a Martin Luther King, Jr. In another 
instance we see it in the religious broadcasting of a Jerry Falwell. In still 
another instance we see it in the close community that grows up around 
a neighborhood Bible study.

This metaphor, I believe, calls us to become more sensitive to the ways 
in which the sacred may manifest itself in contemporary society. 
Religious sentiment does not simply wax and wane; it changes clothes 
and appears in garb to which we are sometimes unaccustomed. It may 
well be all around us, and yet we have not trained ourselves to recognize 
it.

What I am suggesting, then, is that we are not neutral with respect to the 
sacred. Whether we see it depends to some extent on how well we have 
been sensitized. Our outlooks can blind us to its existence; our 
frameworks of understanding can help us to rediscover it. Certainly a 
believer would admit as much. The same holds true for the student of 
religion who wishes to understand it better from either the inside or the 
outside. Having theoretical tools at our disposal may help us rediscover 
the ways in which the sacred enters into our social existence.

That is my aim. The strategy for achieving this aim is to consider 
critically some of the major theoretical perspectives from which social 
scientists have tried to understand contemporary religion. In the 
following chapters I summarize a variety of theoretical perspectives, 
discuss some of the issues to which they might be applied, and add some 
critical commentary on what we might hope to gain from each 
perspective.

A natural and yet perhaps unusual place to begin is the relation between 
sacredness and our everyday lives. It is natural to begin here because 
everyday reality, as it is called, is where we spend so much of our time. 
It is perhaps an unusual place to start, though, because our everyday 
lives tend to be plains of humdrum daily existence rather than peaks on 
which the gods visibly dwell. All the more reason, then, to look here: by 
examining the sacred in relation to everyday reality, we can understand 
better the limits of our daily lives, the ways in which the sacred 
functions, and the traces it may leave for us to rediscover it.
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The work of sociologist Peter L. Berger has been particularly influential 
in guiding us toward an understanding of everyday reality and its 
relation to the sacred. In Chapter 1 I have attempted to summarize the 
main points of Berger’s argument, showing how it provides a useful 
way of understanding the extent to which sacred and nonsacred realities 
alike are constructed collectively with symbols; I then suggest some 
features of religion in contemporary society that seem to make sense in 
these terms. I also point out some of the limitations that seem to creep 
into applications of Berger’s perspective most commonly.

Anthropologist Clifford Geertz has proven another valuable source from 
which to draw insights about contemporary religion, especially its 
cultural dimension. Social scientists and students of religion in a wide 
variety of disciplines have drunk deeply from Geertz’s well. The 
draught, though, has been heavily filtered, leaving a somewhat curious 
aftertaste. Only in recent years has a broader understanding of the 
cultural dimension been incorporated into some of the social sciences 
(perhaps notably, sociology). As a result, some of the ways in which 
Geertz has been interpreted are now being modified. And more 
generally, an enlarged variety of cultural manifestations of the sacred 
stands to be considered. In Chapter 2 I survey these developments.

Among the lessons that emerge from close inspection of the 
perspectives offered by Peter Berger and Clifford Geertz is the 
conclusion that more attention needs to be given to religious discourse. 
Religion, after all, is not primarily a matter of moods and motivations; it 
comes to us as we interact with others and it is reinforced by that 
interaction. And much of this interaction consists of discourse: we talk 
about our beliefs, listen to sermons, read the discourse of sacred 
tradition, and may even hear the voice of our own conscience. All this is 
self-evident, and yet we have largely neglected to bring discourse 
analysis to bear on the study of religion within the social sciences. In 
Chapter 3 I draw on the work of two literary critics — Northrop Frye 
and Susan Rubin Suleiman — to suggest some ways in which we might 
enrich our understanding of religious discourse.

To return briefly to the image of sacredness being constant yet 
changing, I have focused mainly on the constant aspect of this tension in 
the first three chapters. In the final four chapters I turn explicitly to 
questions of change. Here again, there are a number of useful theoretical 
frameworks from which to draw.
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In many discussions of contemporary religion there is an implicit 
conception of social or cultural evolution. We stand, according to this 
view, at the edge of history, always moving qualitatively away from the 
heritage that forms our past. Contemporary society — and hence, 
contemporary religion — is continually shaped and reshaped by these 
long-term dynamics. Again, it is not so much that religion is eroding but 
that it is changing in form. To understand it, therefore, we must gain 
sensitivity to the most likely of these forms. A summary and comparison 
of three of the principal contributions to this literature — the work of 
Robert N. Bellah, Jurgen Habermas, and Nikas Luhmann — is the focus 
of Chapter 4.

These contributions have been erected on the foundations of Max 
Weber’s classical. work in the sociology of religion. And the Weberian 
perspective itself continues to provide a fruitful way of posing questions 
about the changes in contemporary religion. Is our faith subject to 
processes of rationalization? Have we inherited a fundamentally 
individualistic religious perspective? How do economic and political 
developments shape our views of human nature and of God? Social 
scientists have been guided by the Weberian perspective in conducting 
research on these questions, and their research, in turn, has begun to 
reshape our understanding of the Weberian perspective. In Chapter 5 I 
consider the contributions of five recent studies in the Weberian 
tradition, showing similarities among them and suggesting some general 
issues that students of religious change may wish to examine.

Beyond the question of change in religion in general, the issue of 
religion’s changing public role in contemporary societies has been of 
particular interest, especially because of the political implications of 
these changes. In one period evangelical and fundamentalist Christians 
sit passively on the political sidelines while their liberal counterparts 
struggle on the field; a few years later their roles are reversed. The 
overall strength of spiritual commitment in the two periods is not 
decidedly different; only the public consequences of spirituality have 
changed. Why?

Several distinct perspectives have been offered to answer questions 
about the changing place of public religion. Modernization theory 
emphasizes long-term weakening of religion’s capacity to influence the 
public realm but also posits periods of reaction in which religiously 
inspired backlash movements may appear. World-system theory also 
emphasizes the long-term forces that affect religion but stresses short-
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term economic cycles and different structural positions as well. A more 
inductive set of arguments (what might be termed "structural 
contingency" theories) focuses on the opportunities and constraints that 
may impinge on the activities of religious groups as a result of the 
organizational relations among state officials, elites, and established 
religious bodies. And the theory of "lifeworld colonization" provides 
insights into the nature of the public realm itself and the ways in which 
public religion may be shaped by the forces of bureaucracy and markets. 
In Chapter 6 I survey the main arguments of these theoretical 
perspectives, discuss the strengths and weaknesses of each, and suggest 
some additional considerations for understanding episodes of religious 
restructuring.

Finally, living as we do in an increasingly interdependent world, we 
would do well to pay closer attention to the ways in which social 
processes at the global level may be influencing the quality and location 
of the sacred. A focus on broad comparative trends in the world’s most 
powerful societies can sensitize us to those conditions in our own 
society that may be universal or that may be distinctive. Paying attention 
to the larger dynamics of economic and political change in the world 
system can also help us understand better the contexts and forces to 
which immediate decisions are subject. It may seem from a limited 
domestic perspective, for example, that the churches are being shaped 
by rising levels of education; yet, from a broader perspective these 
changes in education may in turn represent national responses to an 
increasingly competitive world economy. There may also be instances 
in which our understanding of the dynamics between religion and 
society prove simply to be wrong unless we interpret them as part of 
some larger system of relations in world society. A consideration of the 
various gains that may come from adopting an international perspective 
on religion is the focus of Chapter 7.

These considerations, then, are intended to guide us in our efforts to 
rediscover the sacred in contemporary society — to guide us by 
providing lenses through which to view the changing manifestations of 
the sacred. Within the social sciences themselves much renewed interest 
in the social role of the sacred has been evident in recent years. The 
newscasters and newsmakers have repeatedly conspired to turn our 
attention to the continuing influence of religion in contemporary society. 
At times the events themselves have dictated the questions that had to be 
confronted. And yet, as I try to show in this volume, there is a rich array 
of theoretical perspectives on which to draw as well. Beyond that, we 
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stand to gain as individuals — in our own distinctive quests for the 
sacred — by understanding more fully how the sacred and the society in 
which we live intermingle. If it is the case, as some argue, that a whole 
generation of Americans is now rediscovering the sacred, then the time 
has surely come for sustained reflection on the social dimensions of this 
quest.

0
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Chapter 1: Sacredness and Everyday 
Life 

How does our experience of the sacred differ from our experience of 
everyday life? How does the sacred penetrate this reality? What can we 
learn about the nature and functions of the sacred by considering the 
nature and functions of everyday life?

It is perhaps odd to think of everyday life as the place to begin in 
searching for the sacred. Our daily lives, after all, are carried out largely 
in the context of a thoroughly secular environment. We eat and sleep, 
work and play, strive to achieve and seek comfort for our failures. But 
the world of the sacred is set apart. It concerns worship, beliefs in the 
supernatural, prayer, the ecstasy of religious experience, and the escape 
of meditative withdrawal. And yet there is much to be learned about the 
sacred by locating it in relation to the mundane experiences of everyday 
reality.

Peter Berger has offered a most persuasive formulation of the relation of 
religion to everyday life with his idea of the "sacred canopy."1 Not only 
is the definitional discussion of religion presented in Berger’s book by 
this title one of the most frequently referred to in the sociology of 
religion, but his conceptual framework has also provided the starting 
point for dozens of empirical investigations and theoretical essays.2
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Despite its influence in the discipline, The Sacred Canopy has been 
superseded by many contributions to the sociology of religion in more 
recent years. Often stimulated by Berger’s work, contributions have 
appeared in a number of related fields, such as cultural anthropology, 
sociology of knowledge, sociolinguistics, textual criticism, and 
discourse analysis. Some of these contributions have drawn 
sympathetically on Berger’s ideas about the sacred and everyday life, 
recasting them in ways that further illuminate the significance of their 
original insights. Other contributions have provided empirical evidence 
that buttresses some of the initial claims. Still other work has raised 
questions about biases or limitations in the basic perspective. In 
addition, the corpus of work on this topic has grown so substantially that 
it is often frustrating to the beginning student. For these reasons, some 
attempt to summarize and evaluate the idea of religion as a sacred 
canopy seems in order.

There is, as well, another important reason for reconsidering the relation 
between sacredness and everyday life that we find spelled out in 
Berger’s work. Ironically, this relation has not yet been fully appreciated 
in the social science literature. Despite its considerable currency, the 
idea of religion as sacred canopy seems not to have been grasped in 
more than a superficial way in much of the literature. Empirical studies 
often refer to it almost in ceremonial obeisance while failing to 
incorporate it into the research design in any meaningful way. And 
theoretical discussions often praise its philosophical grandeur without 
providing any firm guidelines for empirical testing.

The result is that much of the broader significance of the original 
contribution has been missed. Religion tends to be understood in ways 
narrower than Berger would have had us recognize, while behaviorist 
and reductionistic conceptions of the individual — which discount the 
importance of religion — continue to hold sway in many places of 
power and influence. The significance of the sacred can be rediscovered 
by looking again at the theoretical breadth and humanistic depth we find 
in Berger’s perspective on the sacred canopy.

An Inventory of Basic Arguments

The prose in which Berger’s arguments are embedded is rich with 
suggestive examples and yet beguiling in its presentation of a vast 
armamentarium of conceptual and philosophical undergirdings. Berger 
is a skilled theorist who knows how to present a compelling example but 
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also how to provide the necessary caveats and qualifications for his 
arguments. Consequently, the unsuspecting reader may find himself or 
herself lost in a thicket of densely entangled connections and 
presuppositions. To make matters worse, Berger’s formulations flow 
from a rich web of theoretical deduction from a body of assumptions 
that he has spelled out at length in three or four of his other book-length 
treatises. At the risk of oversimplification, then, it seems necessary to 
attempt a brief summary of the basic arguments we must grasp before 
we can understand critically the relations between sacredness and 
everyday life.

The Social Construction of Reality

The initial assumption in the theoretical perspective from which Berger 
and his followers have operated holds that reality is socially constructed. 
Like many other sociological theorists, Berger argues that the world we 
live in is essentially a world of our own design. This is not a way of 
acknowledging the simple fact that we live among people as well as 
things, or that we choose our own associates, or even that much of the 
material world is now the product of human construction. It is rather a 
more fundamental insight about how we perceive reality.

The basic argument is that a selective process governs the reality we 
experience. In its brute form, the actual world is infinitely complex, 
even chaotic, much too rich to experience meaningfully without some 
filtering process. This filtering process involves the use of symbolic 
categories. The words we know, the pictures and mental images we 
share all help to reduce the raw complexity of the world to a "reality" 
that has order and meaning. 

The profound extent to which our experience is shaped by symbolism 
has been amply demonstrated by empirical research. Studies comparing 
different languages suggest that some languages are better than others at 
sensitizing us to certain kinds of experience. Some Native American 
languages fail to distinguish clearly between past, present, and future 
verb tenses and thus the linear progression of time may be more difficult 
to experience in these cultures. With more than twenty words in the 
Eskimo language to describe snow, some observers suggest that 
Eskimos actually experience snow in a richer and more variegated form 
than non-Eskimos. Along similar lines, physiologists believe that the 
human eye is capable of distinguishing among more than six million 
hues, and yet the fact that we typically use only about a dozen words to 
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describe colors suggests that we see them much less richly than we are 
capable of doing.3

The role of words and symbols has also been emphasized by child 
psychologists. The reason children require a number of years to develop 
mastery of certain basic concepts, according to some child 
psychologists, is not that they are slow in learning the words — they 
actually know the words quite early — but that they have to start 
experiencing the world in a new, more simplified way that corresponds 
with the classifications suggested by these words.4 For example, young 
children may know the words spoon, teaspoon, silver, knife, and metal 
but find it difficult for several years to apply them appropriately to 
objects in their environment, the reason being partly that these words 
form multiple and overlapping classifications. Only gradually do the 
complexities of experience become simplified in ways that allow 
children to make sense of the categories.

The conclusion suggested by all these studies, then, is that the very 
world we experience — what we call reality — is shaped by symbols. 
We do not experience reality "directly," as it were, but through the 
filters of our symbols. And so we tend to experience what we have 
symbols for; the remainder is filtered out of our perception.

Recognizing the importance of symbolism — words, utterances, ritual, 
language, culture — is an important building block in the edifice on 
which Peter Berger constructs his arguments about religion. He rejects 
Marxist, behaviorist, and instinct theories that reduce human processes 
to sheer economic or physiological needs. In his view, and in the view 
taken by most sociologists of religion, the symbolic realm is both prior 
to and constitutive of our very experience of the world. And so when 
Berger says that religion is made up of symbols, he is not thereby 
asserting that religion is any less important; indeed, he affirms that 
religion is every bit as much a part of the reality we live in as any other 
symbolically mediated experience.

Everyday Reality

The second basic component of Berger’s argument is that something 
called "everyday reality" is paramount. If reality is socially constructed 
rather than simply received, then we must ask what kind of reality 
people generally construct for themselves. Do we create worlds that are 
purely idiosyncratic, or do we construct reality according to some 
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common principles that make communication and hence social life itself 
possible? The answer Berger gives is an integral feature of his argument 
about religion. His answer, derived partly from the writings of German 
phenomenologist Alfred Schutz, is that we construct a shared world that 
can be called "everyday reality."

Everyday reality is constructed according to several distinct principles. 
Of course these principles are not consciously applied in the actual tasks 
of going about our daily business, but they can be inferred by the social 
theorist. First, primacy in everyday life is given to the "here and now." 
That which intuitively seems most real to us consists of those things 
closest to us in time and space — our immediate family and friends 
seem more "real" than persons in distant Tibet, for example,

and our immediate activities consume our attention In a way that 
memories of our childhood do not. As we sit at our desks or walk to 
class, the immediate faces and objects around us seem far more real than 
do the aspirations we have for ourselves in the future or even the 
fleeting images that may come to mind from last summer’s vacation.

Second, this here-and-now world is usually defined in terms of standard 
time and space. Time is linear, progressive, historical, inescapable, 
irreversible; space is three-dimensional, measurable in distances. We 
think of everyday life within the framework of minutes, hours, and days, 
and we measure it in standard spatial units such as feet, yards, miles, or 
kilometers. And since life revolves around linear time and three-
dimensional space, we cannot really live our daily lives in the form of 
"flashbacks," we cannot escape our bodies, and we cannot occupy two 
places at the same time. To do any of these things requires us to adopt a 
different mental framework, a framework that consists of an alternative 
reality, an escape from the real world of daily life, such as a world of 
fantasy or daydreams.

Third, everyday reality tends to be a highly pragmatic world. It is the 
world of work, where things have to get done — the "real world," we 
tell ourselves. Objects and persons in this world tend to be evaluated 
instrumentally, in terms of their utility for accomplishing our tasks. Or, 
put differently, daily realities are supposed to be practical; being other 
than practical is likely to earn us a reputation of living in a fantasy 
world.

Closely related to the pragmatism of everyday reality is a fourth 
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characteristic that Berger calls "wide-awakeness." By this he means that 
everyday reality commands our full attention. Perhaps we become bored 
and fall into daydreaming, but succumbing to these temptations is 
tantamount to removing ourselves, if only momentarily, from the reality 
of the world around us. Wide-awakeness also connotes a basic 
existential involvement in everyday reality. It is the world in which we 
live and die, the world in which we grow older and suffer illness, the 
world of real time where our purposes have to be accomplished.

Fifth, we "willingly suspend doubt" concerning everyday reality. 
Haunting suspicions that things may not be what they seem are pushed 
from the forefront of our minds so that full attention can be given to the 
tasks at hand. This means that everyday reality is a world of surface 
appearances rather than a world of mysterious essences or underlying 
principles that require theoretical reflection. It also means that everyday 
reality is by and large an efficient place in which to carry on our 
activities. Since we take so much of it for granted, we seldom have to 
spend time worrying about the reality of its existence.

Finally, we compartmentalize everyday reality into "spheres of 
relevance" — that is, we characterize some aspects of our daily world as 
being relevant to the accomplishment of a specific task (say, driving a 
car or playing tennis) and other aspects as being relevant to different 
activities. This compartmentalization reduces the inevitable complexity 
of the world. We simply "bracket out" everything that is not relevant to 
the task at hand. Thus the pragmatic objectives of everyday reality can 
be more effectively fulfilled.

Together, these features of everyday reality make it an efficient world in 
which to live. It is a routine world, an orderly world in which things 
have their place. Deeper questions, longer-range goals, memories of the 
past, fundamental values, ambiguity and complexity — all are 
minimized (to a certain extent) in relation to the pragmatic 
considerations that govern us in the here and now. Everyday reality is 
also a safe, secure world in which we know our place and can largely 
take for granted the objects and persons in our immediate environment. 
Furthermore, it facilitates social interaction: since time and space are 
standardized, we know what to expect, and since the norms governing 
this world make for familiarity and routine, we can interact with others 
on common ground.

Some of these characterizations of everyday life can, of course, be 
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questioned. For example, it might be asked whether "everyday reality" 
in ancient India was constructed according to these principles as much 
as everyday reality in the contemporary West. In other words, Berger’s 
characterization may have more to do with our own experience in 
contemporary Western society than it does with the way things have to 
be or the way things always have been. Even in the contemporary West, 
it might be asked whether the high degree of emphasis given to long-
range planning is fully compatible with Berger’s description of 
everyday reality as a world of the here-and-now. Nearly all of us, for 
instance, have probably experienced driving along the highway with so 
many thoughts about the future or the past on our mind that We were 
hardly living in everyday reality at all.

These questions notwithstanding, the idea of everyday reality seems to 
have enough intuitive appeal to at least support Berger’s use of it as a 
starting point for further theoretical considerations. His point is not that 
we should, or even do, live in everyday reality all the time; rather, it is 
that everyday reality is a familiar world and yet an arbitrary world, 
because it is a world constructed of symbols, social experiences, and 
casual presuppositions. Certainly the world of work, as most of us know 
it, tends to encompass a great deal of our waking hours, absorbs much 
of our immediate attention, and imposes a kind of pragmatic calculus on 
much that we do. It is for these reasons that Berger considers it the 
"paramount reality" — the world in which we spend much of our time 
and to which we inevitably return after brief excursions into the 
alternative realities of fantasy, sleep, or philosophical reflection.

Symbolic Universes

The third major component of Berger’s argument is that "symbolic 
universes" supply broader meaning to everyday life. Although we live 
mostly in everyday reality, this reality is seriously limited. We need h 
periodic escapes from the here-and-now. There has to be some means by 
which questions about longer-range values inform our day-to-day 
activities or we would merely go from one task to another with no basis 
for deciding what to do. Pragmatic interests must give way, at least on 
occasion, to concerns about basic truths, aesthetics, and human 
relationships. It seems doubtful that we make any of our major decisions 
about life and love strictly on the basis of pragmatic concerns. The 
"wide-awakeness" of our existential world is persistently haunted by the 
prospect of our own death. Experiences of grief— or even experiences 
of extreme joy or ecstasy — shatter the willing suspension of our doubts 
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and raise questions about the deeper meanings of life. And the 
compartmentalized spheres of relevance in which we perform our 
routine tasks require some means of integration if we are to function as 
whole persons. In short, there seems to be a requirement for meaning 
that goes beyond the confines of everyday reality.

Following Max Weber, Berger recognizes that some of the lingering 
experiences of human existence, on the face of it, "make no sense." 
Innocent suffering, tragedies, and injustices fall into this category. They 
raise "why" questions. A plane crashes and a seven-year-old girl is 
badly burned. We feel the pain. We experience the sense of injustice. 
We ask why it had to happen. We ask why suffering has to happen at 
all. When such events are experienced personally, Berger argues, they 
seem to occur on the fringes of everyday reality, thus forcing us to 
reckon with broader questions about the legitimacy of that reality. They 
take us to the edge of our existence and force us to think about the 
meaning of it all. And the same can be said, albeit in a positive way, 
about experiences of play, beauty, or ecstasy that open up vistas of 
reality that seem to transcend daily life.

According to the perspective Berger adopts, there is also a requirement 
for meaning that integrates the separate spheres of relevance in everyday 
life. Implicit in his approach is the assumption that meanings are always 
contextually determined. For example, if I hold up my fingers in the 
sign of a V, I may mean "let’s fight to the bitter end and achieve 
victory" in one context, or in a different setting my signal may mean 
"peace." The meaning of this symbolic act clearly depends on the setting 
in which it occurs. By the same token, the meaning of any specific 
activity in everyday life (say, cooking dinner) is given by the broader 
sphere of relevance in which it occurs (e.g., being a parent). Without 
this broader context, it will seem arbitrary, something that has no 
significance. But these spheres of relevance, in turn, have meaning only 
in relation to some broader context, and these contexts to broader 
contexts still. In other words, any set of activities must be related to 
something larger than itself in order to have meaning: cooking to 
parenting, parenting to having warm human relationships, warm 
relationships to a sense of living in community, or whatever. The 
solution to the problem of meaning, then, is to posit a hierarchical series 
of symbolic frameworks that give meaning and integration to ever-
widening segments of life. Within this logic, questions about "the 
meaning of life" itself represent the most encompassing form of 
symbolic integration.
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Berger uses the term "symbolic universe" to refer to symbols or symbol 
systems that are concerned with providing meaning to reality in the 
most encompassing sense. He defines symbolic universes as "bodies of 
theoretical tradition that integrate different provinces of meaning and 
encompass the institutional order in a symbolic totality."5 Symbolic 
universes differ in scope from several other concepts that Berger 
employs to refer to understandings of more limited spheres

explanations, maxims, proverbs, propositions, and theories. Symbolic 
universes occupy a prominent place in Berger’s overall conceptual 
framework. They provide integration and legitimation at the highest 
level. And this integration and legitimation is necessitated by the limited 
character of everyday reality itself.

Religion

The final component in Berger’s argument focuses on religion, which he 
identifies as a type of symbolic universe. The need for some overarching 
symbol system can be fulfilled in a variety of ways: through personal 
philosophies of life, scientific worldviews, secular philosophies such as 
Marxism or nihilism, or commonsense ideas about luck and fate. 
Religion is one type of symbolic universe. In The Sacred Canopy Berger 
defines religion as "the establishment, through human activity, of an all-
embracing sacred order, that is, of a sacred cosmos that will be capable 
of maintaining itself in the ever-present face of chaos."6 According to 
this definition, religion is a symbol system that imposes order 
("cosmos") on the entire universe, on life itself, and thereby holds chaos 
(disorder) at bay. Elsewhere, Berger elaborates by pointing out that 
religions provide legitimation and meaning in a distinctly "sacred" 
mode, that they offer claims about the nature of ultimate reality as such, 
about the location of the human condition in relation to the cosmos 
itself.

Conceiving of religion in this manner and locating it in reference to 
everyday life helps to illuminate its typical functions. Religious 
teachings characteristically serve to shelter the individual from chaos— 
from a reality that seems to make no sense — by providing explanations 
for suffering, death, tragedy, and injustice. They integrate the 
individual’s biography by providing an overarching frame of reference 
that applies to all of life, that locates the individual ultimately in space 
and time, that specifies an ultimate purpose for the individual’s life and 
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thus permits daily activities to be organized around the fulfillment of 
this purpose.

In addition to religious teachings, religious rituals provide mechanisms 
for containing the potentially disruptive experiences of mourning on the 
one hand, or. of transcendent joy on the other. Funerals, weddings, and 
other religiously orchestrated rites of passage (e.g., christenings, 
baptisms, showers, hospital visits) thus maintain the stability of 
everyday life by providing occasions on which the nonordinary can be 
experienced. And for a society at large, religion legitimates 
institutionalized life by relating its existence to the "nature of things," to 
the gods. As Berger puts it, "religion legitimates social institutions by 
bestowing upon them an ultimately valid ontological status, that is, by 
locating them within a sacred and cosmic frame of reference."7

In his definition of religion, Berger stresses that it is established 
"through human activity." This assertion is not meant to imply that 
religion is either false or ultimately nothing more than the fabrication of 
human minds — indeed, Berger argues in other writings that the 
transcendent seems to break through humanly constructed worlds, as it 
were, from the outside, However, the social scientist must recognize the 
degree to which religion, like all symbol systems, involves human 
activity. Religion is a reality that inevitably draws on cultural materials, 
that is filtered through the symbolically constructed reality of personal 
experience. Moreover, it is maintained through the social interaction of 
individuals. Thus, despite the fact that Berger gives prominence to 
religious symbolism, he also recognizes the importance of churches and 
synagogues, worship services, and religious communities for the 
perpetuation of any religious system.

In The Sacred Canopy Berger articulates the relation between religious 
symbolism and social interaction by suggesting a dialectic interplay 
between the two. Starting with a hypothetical individual who 
experiences a requirement for some form of all-embracing meaning, 
Berger imagines the emergence of a religious symbol system as a result 
of this individual interacting with others in similar circumstances. This 
phase of the dialectic he terms "externalization." In other words, the 
subjective moods and motivations of these individuals become an 
external reality in the form of concrete symbols that can be discussed or 
acted upon. Next, the emergent symbol system becomes "objectified"; 
that is, through further interaction it ceases to be the creation of any 
single individual but rather becomes something "out there" that may 
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even be codified in formal creeds and sacred writings. No longer is it 
something that someone "made up" or has control over; rather, it is a 
feature of the outside world — a set of creeds, rituals, and institutions 
— that confronts the individual with authority of its own. Finally, this 
reality is "internalized," becoming once again part of the individual’s 
subjective identity.

Berger speaks of religion in these dialectic terms only for analytic 
convenience, of course. No assumptions are necessary about the historic 
origins of religion for the dialectic to be useful. What it highlights is 
simply that religion can be viewed from several different angles: as 
discourse and practice through which the individual expresses religious 
convictions (externalization), as a formalized cultural system or 
subsystem that can be examined to some extent independently of the 
individuals who believe in it (objectification), and as the beliefs, 
sentiments, and experiences of the individual (internalization).

Berger does introduce one important additional concept into his 
discussion of religion as dialectic, however: the idea of "plausibility 
structures." Any religious system remains plausible only as people 
articulate it in their conversation and dramatize it in their social 
interaction. The conversation and interaction that maintains religion, 
then, becomes its plausibility structure. For many, participation in 
religious institutions such as churches or synagogues serves as the 
plausibility structure for their religion. Kinship ties, friendship 
networks, and local communities may also serve the same purpose. As 
individuals discuss their beliefs with like-minded individuals, these 
beliefs become more believable, more compelling than they might 
otherwise seem, especially someone outside the community of faith.

Evidence Supporting This Conception of Religion

Among the numerous empirical claims on which this theory of religion 
rests, perhaps the most crucial is the assumption that people seek 
broader forms of meaning than those supplied by everyday reality. Only 
if people register concern for questions about the meaning of life, the 
causes of suffering, and so forth does it make sense to emphasize the 
role of symbolic universes of any kind, let alone religion. Put 
differently, religious beliefs may be empirically evident, but unless a 
more universal quest for overarching meaning exists, this approach to 
understanding religion may be the wrong way of going about it.
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There is in the social sciences a rather well-established tradition that 
disputes the idea — as a theoretical proposition — of some intrinsic 
requirement for an all-embracing conception of meaning. According to 
this view, personal meaning does not somehow depend on the individual 
being more than a "sum of the parts" but results exclusively from the 
discrete roles an individual performs. Thus, well-being could be said to 
derive simply from the sum of responsibilities performed in everyday 
life, quite apart from broader questions about the purpose of one’s life. 
In a highly secularized society this argument naturally seems 
compelling.

The Quest for Meaning

This argument to the contrary, much evidence has been amassed in 
recent decades which supports the contention that people are concerned 
with broader issues of meaning and purpose. A cross-sectional survey of 
adults in the San Francisco Bay Area (in which only 30 percent 
identified themselves as church-goers) showed, for example, that 70 
percent claimed to think a lot or some about the question of the purpose 
of life; 73 percent said they think about the existence of God; and 83 
percent indicated thinking about why there is suffering in the world. 
Fewer than one in twenty claimed to have never thought about these 
questions or to have dismissed them as unimportant.8

In-depth interviews with people in that study also demonstrated a high 
degree of willingness to discuss broad questions of meaning and 
purpose in life. A thirty-nine-year-old public relations worker remarked, 
for example, that "the meaning of my life is to remember that there are 
goals that everyone should set and goals that give meaning to everything 
else you do." A forty-two-year-old social worker responded, "the 
purpose of life is to be in tune with all the forces and causes in the 
universe." In a similar vein, a twenty-seven-year-old secretary said, "I 
think there is harmony in the universe and this harmony gives me 
meaning." Using more traditional religious language, another person 
asserted that "we are like co-workers with God to help his will be done; 
so when we help people to know God, it gives our lives meaning and 
purpose."

None of this, of course, suggests that everyday life is unimportant as a 
source of meaning. To the contrary, most people seem to think 
immediately of daily activities as sources of meaning. For instance, a 
twenty-eight-year-old mother in the same study, like many other 
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respondents, pointed to "my family and my children primarily, and my 
careers" Another person answered, "my child, my friends, my hobbies, 
and mostly my work; they give me a sense of achievement." More 
quantitatively, the same results were evident in a 1982 Gallup survey 
that asked people to say how important various things were to their 
"basic sense of worth as a person." Heading the list was "family" (93 
percent listed it as "very important"), followed by "close friends" (63 
percent), "financial well-being" (57 percent), and "work" (54 percent).9

Despite the high importance attached to everyday activities, though, 
most people continue to reflect on more cosmic questions. In the Gallup 
survey, for example, 90 percent of the public claimed to have thought 
about "living a worthwhile life" at least a fair amount (or a lot) during 
the preceding two years; 83 percent said they had thought often about 
their "basic values in life"; 81 percent gave the same response for "your 
relation to God"; and 70 percent gave similar answers for ‘developing 
your faith." The same study found that eight out of ten people believed 
that "everything that happens has a purpose" — an apparent 
substantiation of the claim that people want to shield themselves from 
chaos by imputing order to the universe. And on a question directly 
related to Berger’s idea that discrete spheres of relevance in everyday 
reality need to be integrated by some broader framework, respondents 
were asked, following a set of items dealing with family, friends, work, 
and the like as sources of meaning, if they "try to keep all these areas 
separate or tie them all together?" Seventy-one percent said they try to 
tie them all together.

Another feature of the argument about religion as a sacred canopy that 
has been affirmed by empirical research is the idea that experiences at 
the margins of everyday reality tend to be an important source of 
reflection about broader questions of meaning and purpose. In the study 
just cited, respondents were asked first to indicate which among a list of 
such experiences they had ever had and then whether or not each 
experience had affected their thoughts about the meaning and purpose of 
life a great deal. Generally speaking, those who had had these 
experiences were also prone to say that they had deeply affected their 
thoughts about the meaning and purpose of life. For example, of those 
who had ever had a deep religious experience, 83 percent said it had 
affected their thoughts about meaning and purpose a great deal; the 
corresponding proportion for those who had experienced having a child 
was 75 percent, and for those having experienced the death of a close 
relative or friend, 64 percent.
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Systems of Meaning

Other research has explored the question of whether the content of 
different sacred canopies tends to be important. Berger’s discussion 
suggests that overtly religious symbolic universes and more secular 
symbolic universes may perform much the same functions and thus may 
compete with one another for adherents. He also suggests that in a 
pluralistic culture elements of several different symbolic universes may 
be combined to form an individual’s worldview. Several studies have 
sought to address these claims.

The Bay Area study mentioned previously gave respondents 
opportunities to apply different symbolic frameworks to broad questions 
such as how they understood the forces shaping their own life or how 
they explained the presence of suffering in the world. The results 
demonstrated a relatively high degree of pluralism among the responses. 
Most people were prone to perceive multiple influences and causes, 
including supernatural intervention, social and cultural forces, the 
functioning of heredity and will power, economic conditions, and luck. 
Several factor analyses of the responses revealed some clustering 
around religious, social, and individualistic ideas, but the results also 
suggested a high degree of "mixing" among different thematic 
traditions. About half of the respondents could be classified according to 
the thematic tradition on which they drew most heavily, but the 
remainder were genuinely eclectic, drawing equally from several 
traditions for their understandings.

Another study, also conducted in the San Francisco area, demonstrated 
that symbolic universes tend not to be applied with high degrees of 
consistency to different types of questions. On the average, about half 
the responses given to such questions as why racial differences exist, 
why someone might be killed in an airplane crash or die young, and why 
suffering in general exists were consistent with one another; the 
remaining half drew from different thematic traditions.10

The evidence thus tends to support the idea that in a pluralistic culture 
individuals are likely to draw on several different symbolic universes to 
cope with broad questions of meaning and purpose. Some evidence also 
suggests that eclecticism may be prominent even in less pluralistic 
settings. A national study of commune members, for example, showed 
that many individuals in these settings held assumptions different from 
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the official ideologies of their communes.11

The fact that individuals do not draw consistently from a single 
symbolic universe in constructing their personal worldviews has been 
taken, on occasion, as evidence that the basic concept of symbolic 
universes is faulty.12 This criticism, however, mistakenly confuses 
consistency with coherence. Berger’s point is not that symbolic 
universes impose substantive consistency on a person’s attitudes but 
only that symbolic universes lend coherence to the reality they 
experience by linking it together and giving it overarching meaning.

Meaning Systems and Lifestyles

Research has also explored the question of whether the content of 
different symbolic universes tends to predict differences in more 
specific attitudes or lifestyle attributes. The Bay Area study which asked 
questions about personal meaning, for example, suggested that the 
content of different meaning systems was a good predictor of 
propensities to become involved in or to abstain from various social 
reform activities and alternative lifestyles. Persons whose symbolic 
universes emphasized the role of supernatural forces tended not to 
believe that society could be reformed through human action and 
refrained from experimenting personally with alternative lifestyles. 
Those who thought the world’s problems were mainly the fault of 
individuals (i.e., those who blamed the victims) were also reluctant to 
favor social reform efforts. In contrast, people who recognized the role 
of social arrangements as part of their broad explanatory frameworks 
tended to be supportive of reform efforts, including personal 
involvement in nonconventional lifestyles. And those who devalued the 
"givenness" of reality through mystical and other transcendent 
experiences also seemed willing to countenance reform and alternative 
lifestyles.

Much the same patterns were evident in the study of commune members 
and the San Francisco study focusing on racial attitudes. Despite 
difficulties in conceptualizing and measuring the idea of broad meaning 
systems or broad explanatory frameworks, the studies seemed to 
demonstrate the importance of such cognitive perspectives. The 
assumption’ behind all these studies was that general overarching 
frames of reference establish the context in which more specific 
activities are perceived to have meaning and thus are likely to shape the 
salience and direction of these activities. Insofar as this assumption 
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seems to be empirically validated, Berger’s emphasis on the importance 
of sacred canopies gains additional support.

His idea of "plausibility structures" has also been employed in several 
research studies. One that was based on a survey of mainline church 
members, for example, suggested that identification with the local 
community served as an important plausibility structure for traditional 
religious tenets.13 Furthermore, those who made such localistic 
identifications were considerably more likely than "cosmopolitans" to 
espouse traditional religious beliefs (controlling for a variety of other 
factors) and to allow these beliefs to influence their thinking on racial 
and social questions as well.

Another study examined the effect of social networks, as a kind of 
plausibility structure, on components of symbolic universes among 
college students.14 Arguing that social networks among like-minded 
students constitute a plausibility structure of the kind Berger had 
discussed, the authors of the study demonstrated that traditional 
Christian worldviews seemed to be both more salient and internally 
more consistent than other worldviews in large part as a result of the 
fact that Christian students were more likely to have cultivated social 
ties with other Christians.

More recently, the idea of plausibility structures has been employed in 
several studies concerned with the question of how American 
evangelicals are able to maintain their traditional religious beliefs within 
the secular, pluralistic context of modern culture. One study, drawing on 
national survey data, indicated that evangelicals tend to be relatively 
isolated from the main sources of secular influence (e.g., higher 
education, professional careers, urban or suburban residence), thus 
permitting them to retain their plausibility structures more or less intact 
— although other modes of cultural accommodation were also 
evident.15

Another study sampled students at nine evangelical colleges in an 
attempt to determine how effective these institutions were in providing 
plausibility structures for evangelical beliefs. By comparing the six 
campuses that required statements of faith from all entering students 
with the three campuses that did not, the study was able to test whether 
a more "insular" setting actually served better to protect the plausibility 
of traditional beliefs. The results tended in part to confirm this 
supposition. Evangelical beliefs both were higher and remained stronger 
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over the four years of college in the more insular settings.

However, a comparison sample of students drawn from a secular 
university showed that, although evangelicalism was much rarer, 
evangelical students were able to maintain their convictions in this 
setting as well. They did so mainly by adopting a more defensive stance 
toward the secular culture and by developing a relatively strong social 
and political ideology that protected their religious beliefs. Thus, the 
general importance of plausibility structures was affirmed, but the study 
suggested that religious plausibility can be upheld in a secular context as 
well as in isolation from it.16

On the whole, the idea of religion as sacred canopy has not yet been 
tested sufficiently to suggest that its merits outweigh those of several 
other contending approaches in the sociology of religion. Indeed, the 
basic ideas tend not to be at a level of specificity that would allow such 
tests to be made. But Berger and others working in the same tradition 
have made an important general contribution to reorienting research in 
the sociology of religion in recent decades. A view of the sacred has 
been posited that goes well beyond such conventional religious practices 
as church attendance and prayer. The emphasis on symbolic universes 
has placed the study of religion in a broader cultural context, suggesting 
means by which private experiences of the sacred, as well as functional 
trade-offs between religion and secular symbol systems, can be 
rediscovered. It is perhaps not surprising, therefore, that this orientation 
has been particularly valued by scholars interested in exploring the 
changing face of contemporary religion.

 Critical Considerations

The view of religion as a sacred canopy is broadly informed by 
theoretical tradition, is generally supported by empirical research, and is 
sufficiently sophisticated to embrace the major variants and components 
of religious expression. Perhaps ironically, it is an ingenious blend of 
social science and theological philosophy that has found favor with both 
the detractors and defenders of modern religion. Those who deny the 
validity of religion point enthusiastically to Berger’s call for 
"methodological atheism," for example, and to his argument that 
religion is a socially constructed view of reality that depends to a large 
extent on arbitrary networks of social interaction for its plausibility. 
Friends of religion, in contrast, find support for their views in Berger’s 
criticisms of the limitations of everyday reality, in his argument for the 
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role of overarching canopies of meaning, and in his openness to the 
possibility of "signals of transcendence" that break through the 
sheltering humdrum of everyday life.

On balance, Berger’s theoretical perspective has provided a modern 
apologetic for the value of religion, arguing not from theological 
tradition but from the secular premises of social science that humans 
cannot live by the bread of everyday reality alone. Insofar as meaning is 
contextual, the meaning of life ultimately depends on a different kind of 
symbol — not amenable to empirical falsification — which evokes a 
sense of the ground of being. There is always a tendency in the social 
sciences to debunk religion by positing its origins in human interaction, 
but Berger at least seems to have discovered a way of rescuing religion 
from this scourge.

For all its flexibility and its attractiveness to both the proponents and 
opponents of religion, the idea of a sacred canopy is not amenable to 
just any interpretation. It rests on a distinctive perspective and shows 
biases that account for both its strengths and its weaknesses. These 
biases need to be understood and evaluated in order to gain a proper 
appreciation of what this approach to understanding the sacred can do 
best and also to gain greater sensitivity to its limitations. Three issues in 
particular merit consideration: the role of plausibility structures, the role 
of subjectivity, and the role of rational cognition.

Plausibility Structures

The idea of plausibility structures has provided sociologists with their 
best entrée to the study of religion within the perspective outlined by 
Peter Berger. This is the concept that gives social factors an influential 
role in the shaping of religious convictions. Those who wish to see 
religion as an emergent or ultimate truth or as an autonomous cultural 
system shaped strictly by its own inner structure and meanings charge 
that the idea of plausibility structures opens the door for a type of 
sociological reductionism that explains away the reality of religion by 
attributing it to social conditions.

There is some basis for this charge, it appears, given the fact that Berger 
seems to treat plausibility structures as somehow prior to or more basic 
than the religious beliefs they make plausible. He seems to treat 
religious beliefs as objects that need to be explained and to introduce 
plausibility structures into the discussion without questioning their 
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origin or the conditions maintaining them. One is led to wonder where 
plausibility structures come from, whether certain symbols encourage 
interaction more than others, whether the type of interaction possible 
depends on the type of discourse available, and what makes a 
plausibility structure itself plausible.

In contrast to the authors of many of the classical theoretical approaches 
to religion — Marx, Freud, and even Durkheim — Berger seems to give 
greater autonomy to the functioning of religious symbols and, indeed, 
suggests an interesting means of circumventing the problem of 
reductionism while giving social conditions a legitimate role. By setting 
his, discussion in the context of a dialectic (externalization, 
objectification, internalization), he has in effect stressed the importance 
of social interaction for the production and maintenance of religion but 
at the same time he has recognized the independent capacity of religion 
to exist as a cultural system and to shape individual thoughts and 
attitudes.

Sociologists can more tellingly object that plausibility structures may 
not go far enough toward specifying the importance of social conditions 
as an influence on religion. Social interaction — "conversation" — is 
surely important in maintaining religious realities, but putting the matter 
in these terms leaves the influence of social conditions largely 
indeterminate. For example, when research finds that Christian 
friendships reinforce Christian convictions, the question still remains 
why some people choose Christian friends and others do not. Ideally, 
theory would suggest which kinds of social contexts are likely to be the 
most or least supportive of certain beliefs. Berger’s perspective is, in 
short, a "weak" form of sociology-of-knowledge reasoning. It specifies 
only the most general connection between social conditions and beliefs. 
One gains the impression that any kind of conversational setting can 
sustain any kind of belief. Perhaps so, but that conclusion flies in the 
face of a long tradition of sociological research that has shown 
relationships between specific types of beliefs and variations in social 
class, region, family structure, and political system.

In addition, sociologists can object that the concept of plausibility 
structures as venues of discourse and interaction diminishes the 
importance of other kinds of social resources for maintaining religion. 
In a strict free market of ideas among autonomous and relatively equal 
individuals, discourse may be the decisive factor in shaping beliefs. But 
most religions have long histories as established organizations in which 
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money, power, and professional expertise play an important role. 
Behind the scenes — making possible the very situations in which 
conversation about religion can happen — are massive ecclesiastical 
bureaucracies, hours and hours of administrative labor, vast fund-raising 
efforts, complex bookkeeping schemes, training programs, and 
patronage and other distribution agencies, all of which play their part in 
maintaining religious realities. Much of the literature on plausibility 
structures has missed the importance of these broader resources.

Subjectivity

The question of subjectivity raises a second set of issues. Part of the 
intuitive appeal of this approach to religion is that it begins with the 
individual and stresses his or her subjective requirement for meaning in 
everyday life. Unpersuaded by rational-logical arguments about the 
existence of God, the student can find in this perspective an existential 
basis for seeking broader meaning in life, one solution to which may be 
the sacred canopy of religion. At the heart of this approach are the 
individual’s concerns about questions of suffering, purpose in life, 
coping with grief or ecstasy, and so on. Indeed, the emphasis on reality 
construction itself stresses the perspective of the individual and the 
manner in which the outside world is filtered through his or her world-
view to become meaningful. This emphasis may provide a refreshing 
contrast to sociological approaches concerned with broad 
generalizations about culture and society — approaches in which the 
individual actor seems to have been lost. Yet there are costs associated 
with attaching this much importance to the individual.

The most obvious cost is that broader social arrangements may be 
neglected. To his credit, Berger’s own work often balances discussions 
of individual meaning with discussions of the legitimation of social 
institutions. However, the focus is often more on the ways in which 
individuals perceive institutions than on questions of institutional 
relations themselves. No theory need cover the entire range of social 
realities, of course, but it is worth noting that sociologists seem to have 
gained more mileage from this framework for their considerations of 
individual beliefs than for analyses of large-scale institutions.

Another limitation hinges on emphasizing the subjective when 
developing empirical generalizations. Critics of this perspective have 
sometimes pointed to its lack of testable hypotheses as well as its 
apparent failure to have produced a more substantial body of empirical 
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research. Some of these criticisms are misdirected inasmuch as the 
perspective is intended to be more a metatheory of human nature than a 
set of testable hypotheses. Nevertheless, it does appear that the 
framework has received more use for appreciating religion than for 
studying it. And this reception has been influenced by the framework’s 
focus on individual meaning. Thus, studies such as the ones cited earlier 
have often been stymied by problems of how practically to assess such 
inherently private matters as questions of individual meaning. Little has 
been accomplished, it appears, other than demonstrating that individuals 
generally do have an interest in the topic of meaning and that they draw 
on a variety of thematic traditions in their attempts to construct 
meaning. Consequently, it is not surprising, as we shall see in the next 
two chapters, that many approaches have turned away from subjective 
meaning toward questions of symbolism and discourse.

An emphasis on symbolism and discourse offers a way of identifying 
observable, objective materials for analysis. The subjective emphasis on 
reality construction and personal meaning has pointed toward inner 
moods and motivations — phenomena that elude the usual methods of 
documentation and verification in the social sciences. Moreover, the 
idiosyncratic and fluid character of personal meaning has defied the 
very logic of seeking social scientific generalizations. Focusing on 
language and discourse, while not providing an escape from the 
hermeneutic circle or a pathway back to positivism, has at least paid 
high dividends in fields such as linguistics and artificial intelligence, 
and this focus seems to be capturing the interest of an increasing number 
of theologians and sociologists of religion as well.

Rational Cognition

Finally, the role of rational cognition in religion presents issues of 
concern. The main issue here is difficult to pin down precisely, but it 
has to do with the impression one gains from reading Berger that people 
act like amateur philosophers in constructing their religious views. He 
seems to suggest, for example, that people approach tragedies and grief 
not so much by grieving but by raising abstract questions about the 
causes of suffering in the world. And while he sometimes mentions 
religious experiences and rituals, he places principal emphasis on a 
broad philosophical system — the sacred canopy — that answers one’s 
questions about life.

This issue can be sharpened by contrasting Berger’s approach with that 
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of Robert N. Bellah.17 The comparison is a natural one, since both start 
with similar presuppositions about symbolism, everyday reality, and the 
importance of meaning. Yet when it comes to religion, Bellah seems to 
draw a distinction between rational-logical discourse and the more 
intuitive, "iconic" symbolism he believes to be more characteristic of 
religion. Iconic symbols, he writes, "are nonobjective symbols that 
express the feelings, values, and hopes of subjects, or that organize and 
regulate the flow of interaction between subjects and objects or even 
point to the context or ground of that whole."18

Like Berger, Bellah has in mind the need for an overarching sense of 
meaning, but the symbols Bellah discusses seem not so exclusively to 
consist of "theoretical traditions," as Berger describes them, but of 
anecdotes, images, pictures, connotatively rich names and places, 
rituals, and personal experiences. Zen Buddhism seems to fit Bellah’s 
scheme, but not Berger’s.

The problem is not one of deciding in favor of Bellah’s emphasis or 
Berger’s (plenty of evidence exists to support the importance of both 
types of symbolism in most religions). But there is a fundamental 
ambiguity in Berger’s discussion of symbolic universes that has perhaps 
made his view of religion seem more rationalistic than it should. In 
defining symbolic universes Berger contrasts them with simpler levels 
of legitimation such as proverbs, maxims, and theories. But the contrast 
actually runs along two dimensions, not one.

On one dimension, symbolic universes are distinguished as the most 
encompassing: they embrace and integrate all segments of reality, all 
institutional or biographic spheres, rather than being limited to a single 
or narrow aspect of reality. On another dimension, though, symbolic 
universes are distinguished as being the most theoretically elaborate: 
they consist of whole systems or traditions rather than single theories or 
even simpler, more discrete statements such as an explanation or 
proverb. These are distinct dimensions, and it may be useful to draw a 
sharp contrast between the two.

It would appear that a relatively simple statement that leaves unsaid 
much of what it implies ("Jesus loves me") or a word such as luck that 
exists in the absence of any sophisticated theoretical tradition could 
evoke a sense of the meaning of life as much as an elaborate 
philosophical system. Even an icon or mandala might evoke a sense of 
encompassing meaning. In any of these instances cognition is involved, 
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of course. But the meaning evoked may not consist so much of an 
orderly, systematic accounting of life as of a simple intuitive sense that 
life as such has meaning. With this important modification, it may be 
easier to think of the sacred canopy, then, as something other than a 
purely rational or cognitive philosophy of life.

Looking Backward

Returning then to the question of how the perspective on religion set 
forth in The Sacred Canopy is to be evaluated, given more than two 
decades of hindsight, it would appear evident that this perspective still 
contains much of importance to the contemporary situation. Written at a 
time when it appeared to many that the churches and synagogues were 
becoming increasingly irrelevant to the major questions facing 
contemporary society, this book offered an argument that explained why 
religion (in one form or another) would continue to be discovered and 
rediscovered over and over again. It predicted that the sacred would 
remain a vital feature of modern times.

And that prediction has proved accurate again and again in recent 
decades. A whole generation was reared on campus unrest in which 
religious experimentation played a significant role; then the 
phenomenon of an avowedly "born-again" president, Jimmy Carter, 
brought a different form of religion onto the national scene; and this was 
followed by religious resurgence in places as distant culturally and 
geographically as Tehran and Lynchburg, Virginia. All these events 
have underscored the abiding relevance of the sacred in contemporary 
society.

But if the perspective offered in The Sacred Canopy was largely 
accurate in predicting the continuing importance of the sacred, the social 
sciences have moved subtly away from some of the assumptions on 
which this perspective was based. There is in Berger’s discussion of 
religion and everyday life a courageous optimism, despite the existential 
despair in which humanity is assumed to live, a courageous optimism 
that the social sciences will reshape and reinvigorate our understanding 
of ourselves. There is a faith that greater understanding of the social 
sciences will give us renewed hope as individuals and a clearer sense of 
mastery as a people over the quest for guiding values.

That optimism no longer seems to characterize the social sciences to any 
prominent degree. Instead, it seems, technical concerns increasingly set 
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the disciplines’ agendas, replacing the quest for fundamental values. 
Methods and data accumulate at a rapid pace, but the enthusiasm for a 
broader vision in the social sciences seems to have waned. It is as if the 
social sciences have been captured by their own version of everyday 
reality.

Recognizing the extent to which any conception of everyday reality 
depends on larger frameworks to give it meaning, though, is the first 
step toward correcting that imbalance. Indeed, the social sciences 
themselves seem to be rediscovering the sacred in unexpected places, 
among which are the sanctuaries of symbolism and religious discourse.
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Chapter 2: The Cultural Dimension 

In this chapter I argue for the continuing importance of perspectives that 
emphasize the cultural dimension of religion. I also examine some of the 
theoretical assumptions that, in my view, have hindered the 
development of a cultural perspective in the sociology of religion, and I 
suggest some of the ways in which the so-called "new cultural 
sociology" may be able to make a positive contribution. New directions 
in the cultural analysis of religion will, I believe, be closely associated 
with the rediscovery and redirection of cultural analysis in the discipline 
more broadly.

There is nothing novel, of course, in suggesting the presence of a close 
connection between religion and culture. Religion, after all, is 
constituted by symbolism — whether in primitive amulets, totems, and 
rituals, the earth and sky god mythologies of ancient civilizations, 
crucifixes and relics of the medieval church, formalized texts and creeds 
of the world’s great modern religions, or even the sacred rites and 
markers we use to define ourselves, our relations to nature, our sense of 
personal identity, and our collective loyalties and destinies. If 
symbolism is the essence of culture, then religion surely has an 
important cultural dimension.

This is not to say that religion consists only of symbolism and is nothing 
more than culture. Like any social institution, religion consists of power 
and status relations, it depends on financial contributions which in turn 

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showchapter?chapter_id=1352 (1 of 21) [2/4/03 6:34:32 PM]

http://www.religion-online.org/


Rediscovering the Sacred: Perspectives on Religion in Contemporary Society

make possible the provision of salaried professionals, and its strength or 
weakness in any society depends greatly on the bonds that inhere within 
its membership, the organizational resources it can mobilize to pursue 
ends in competition with other organizations, and its relations to broader 
patterns of wealth distribution, time allocation, communications media, 
and perhaps above all the state. To emphasize the cultural dimension of 
religion is not to deny the importance of any of these other 
characteristics. But such an emphasis does reflect a conviction that 
religion is something more than the nuts and bolts of social networks, 
that it is something more than the population ecology of competing 
organizations, and that its essential features cannot be understood 
entirely in the same terms one might use to understand a political party 
or an economic transaction. A focus on the cultural dimension of 
religion represents a decision to take seriously the symbolism of which 
religion is constituted as an object of study. Rather than merely pointing 
out the symbolic vistas along the expressway to an analysis of 
organizations, economics, motivations, and other "determinants" of 
religious belief, one sinks roots into the neighborhood of religious 
symbolism itself.

Many kinds of observers have, in fact, taken up residence within the 
cultural domain of religion. Anthropologists and ethnographers of all 
kinds come most readily to mind because of their insistence on 
understanding the expressions and language and mores that hold 
religious communities together. We have in the sociological literature a 
rich tradition of field work, including in recent years a large number of 
participant-observer studies conducted in new religious movements and 
an increasing number of congregational studies, many of which have 
paid close attention to the ways in which religious symbols (both verbal 
and behavioral) are patterned. We also have many fine examples of 
phenomenological work that has compared the symbolism of various 
religious traditions and sought to uncover the deep structure of religious 
mythology. Much of this work has been concerned first of all with 
problems of description, recording, induction, and the generation of 
greater appreciation for the richness, depth, diversity, and power of 
religious culture.

Sociologists of religion have generally been receptive to this broader 
body of work, benefitting from it, incorporating some of it into our 
standard accounts, and contributing to it as well. We have, however, 
been most deeply influenced by the theoretical orientations within our 
own tradition. These orientations have given us a common language 
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with which to talk about religious culture, provided the jumping off 
points for empirical studies and critical discussions, and in these ways 
limited the kinds of problems we could address and given us the tools 
for addressing them.

Each of the major classical theoretical traditions from which 
sociologists have drawn inspiration have pointed to a close connection 
between religion and culture. Marx discussed religion within the more 
general framework of criticizing Hegel, Feuerbach, and other more 
popularized versions of what he and Engels described as the "alienated 
life elements" and "false consciousness" of bourgeois society. Though 
his work was always more seriously focused on the laws of oppression 
and expropriation internal to capitalism itself, Marx was also a brilliant 
analyst — and producer — of ideology, and he contributed some 
valuable, if sometimes neglected, insights into the workings of 
symbolism and discourse. Weber was, of course, far more 
conscientiously devoted to the systematic study of religion than was 
Marx. In Weber, we have a rich tradition of sociological analysis that 
takes seriously the cultural content of religion — its theological 
orientations, its understandings of evil, its soteriological teachings, the 
utterances of its charismatic leaders, and so on. And in Durkheim, a 
lifetime of work in which the changing bases of moral community lie at 
the center culminates in a full-scale discussion of religious myth and 
ritual, a discussion rich with insights about the ways in which symbolic 
categories are constructed and how they function. From these traditions, 
we have inherited not only the specific substantive emphases that 
distinguish each from the others but a legacy of common themes as 
well: (1) a theoretically grounded rationale for the importance of 
studying religion in any serious effort to understand the major dynamics 
of modern societies, (2) a view of religion that recognizes the 
significance of its cultural content and form, and (3) a perspective on 
religion that draws a strong connection between studies of religion and 
studies of culture more generally — specifically, studies of. ideology in 
Marx, studies of rationalization In ~ and studies of the symbolism of 
moral community in Durkheim.

The Geertzian Legacy

While the impact of these classical theories has remained strong, I 
would like to point to a specific contribution that, in my view, has 
served as a kind of watershed in our thinking about the cultural 
dimension of religion: Clifford Geertz’s essay "Religion as a Cultural 
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System," published in 1966.1 Although Geertz, an anthropologist, was 
concerned in this essay with many issues that lay on the fringes of 
sociologists’ interests, his writing is clear and incisive, the essay 
displays exceptional erudition, and it provides not only a concise 
definition of religion but also a strong epistemological and philosophical 
defense of the importance of religion as a topic of inquiry. Few essays 
have been as widely reprinted in anthologies on the sociology of 
religion, as routinely cited in textbook discussions of religion, or (I 
suspect) as commonly required on the reading lists for graduate courses 
and general examinations in sociology of religion.

Given the clarity and power of its prose, Geertz’s essay was important 
in its own right; nevertheless, it entered an ongoing stream of theoretical 
discourse in the sociology of religion, and, like any such contribution, 
its significance lay not only in what it said but also in what others read 
into it. It shaped, I believe, the ways in which we have as a subdiscipline 
thought about religious culture over the past two decades, but it did so 
only partly because of the theoretical and methodological stance that 
Geertz himself adopted. Rather than simply presenting a powerful new 
way of thinking about religious culture, he provided a point around 
which a number of themes already evident in the sociology-of-religion 
literature crystallized.

As evidence, let me reconstruct briefly the theoretical milieu Geertz’s 
essay entered in 1966, showing how this milieu reinforced certain of 
Geertz’s themes, and then contrast this reception with the quite different 
way in which anthropologists themselves have depicted Geertz’s work. 
As a brief excursion into the sociology of knowledge, this exercise will 
provide a backdrop for the more critical observations I wish to raise. Of 
the various intellectual concerns dominating the sociological 
environment to which Geertz contributed in the mid1960s, three seem 
particularly worthy of mention.

First, the theoretical perspective of Talcott Parsons still exercised a 
powerful influence over the discipline in general. Geertz’s essay was by 
no means an example of Parsonian analysis, and Geertz’s work 
generally fell much farther outside the Parsonian framework than did the 
work of contemporaries such as BelIah, Eisenstadt, or Smelser. But 
Geertz had been a student of Parsons at Harvard, and his use of the 
phrase "cultural system" corresponded with Parsons’s systems 
terminology.2 Moreover, some of Geertz’s language (especially his 
usage of terms such as mood, motivation, and orientation) was 
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compatible with Parsonian terminology, and upon publication of the 
essay, these terms were quickly appropriated by Parsons and others 
working within the Parsonian framework at the time, such as Bellah and 
Roland Robertson.3 It was, therefore, impossible to escape entirely from 
thinking about the relation between Geertz’s essay and Parsonian 
theory.

Second, within sociology of religion (as, to some extent, within the 
larger discipline of sociology) a relatively complex battle was being 
waged between the various proponents of empirical positivism and their 
detractors. Survey research in particular, through the work of Gerhard 
Lenski, Joseph Fichter, Charles Glock, Rodney Stark, and others, was 
beginning to shape the ways in which sociologists thought about 
religion, on the one hand, while on the other hand Parsonian theories, 
speculative and comparative work in the classical tradition, and some of 
the newer perspectives of phenomenology posed challenges to empirical 
positivism. Geertz’s essay was ripe for appropriation by both sides in 
this struggle because it reflected the broader Parsonian and 
hermeneutical orientations and yet provided a concise definition of 
religion and a discussion of some of its empirical manifestations.

Third, sociology of religion was also caught up in a debate over the 
relative merits of substantive and functional definitions of religion. In 
the late 1 960s at Berkeley, for example, Charles Glock had become a 
vocal proponent of a substantive approach, arguing for the importance 
of distinguishing between the supernaturalism of religious worldviews 
and the naturalism of humanistic worldviews, while Robert Bellah was 
advancing a functional approach that defined religion more in terms of 
any system of symbolism capable of inducing a sense of personal 
meaning.4 Elsewhere, J, Milton Yinger, Peter Berger, and Thomas 
Luckmann were also engaged in defending various definitional 
approaches to religion. Geertz’s essay, which championed a functional 
approach, was followed in the same volume by an essay by Melford 
Spiro that advanced a substantive definition of religion.

In addition to heightening the overall interest in Geertz’s essay, the 
effect of these circumstances was, I believe, to sharpen a particular 
interpretation of Geertz’s argument — an interpretation that focused 
heavily on the subjective characteristics of religious culture. For those 
who interpreted it within the Parsonian framework, conceiving of 
religion as a cultural system entailed (1) drawing a distinction between 
culture and the more tangible realities of social structure and behavior of 
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which social systems are composed; (2) conceiving of culture as a 
system of general values, goals, or value orientations that define the 
desired end-states of individual and collective action; and (3) 
emphasizing the ways in which religious culture reinforces cognitive, 
cathectic, and conative commitment to these end-states. Those who 
viewed Geertz as departing from the Parsonian scheme were thereby 
enabled to view religious culture more in terms of concrete views, 
moods, and motivational factors that could be studied empirically, 
especially with survey research methods. And for those concerned about 
functional and substantive definitions of religion, Geertz basically 
settled the issue by suggesting that symbols themselves might vary 
greatly in substance but could be studied usefully in terms of their 
subjective functions, such as creating moods and supplying meaning and 
motivation. In any case, I think it significant that Geertz’s essay seemed 
to inspire no new or distinct lines of inquiry among sociologists of 
religion but was cited sympathetically, if only in passing, by scholars 
with as diverse interests as grand Parsonian theory, survey research, 
ethnography, and phenomenology.

This reception might be taken to suggest either that Geertz focused 
mainly on the subjective functions of religion or that he had written in 
such general terms that nothing distinctive could be found. It is 
interesting, therefore, to observe that anthropologists drew a very 
different lesson from Geertz. As Sherry Ortner has observed in a useful 
survey of the literature, anthropologists mainly understood Geertz as 
having argued for a stronger connection between culture and practice.5 
They considered Geertz’s critical contribution to be his departure from 
the Parsonian framework, especially his rejection of the Kluckhohns’ 
emphasis on value-orientations, which Parsons himself had 
appropriated. They also considered Geertz’s rejection of any Marxian or 
Freudian approaches that focused on the consequences of culture to be 
significant. And above all they believed that Geertz was trying to focus 
attention on the lived realities in which symbols came alive. It was 
important, from this perspective, to observe how people talked about 
themselves and their social relations, to look closely at their rituals, and 
to pay special attention to the actual situations in which labor and 
discourse took place.

I am not concerned here with trying to settle the issue of whether tie 
anthropologists’ reading of Geertz was more or less accurate than ‘that 
of the sociologists of religion. Both confronted Geertz within the 
constraints of problems that were of greatest interest in their own 
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disciplines. Geertz was considered authoritative in both contexts but was 
read in quite different ways. At present, therefore, we find rather 
different views of what it means to study culture within the 
anthropological community than we do among sociologists of religion.

If this expedition into the historical backwaters helps to relativize our 
understanding of Geertz, it should also suggest the value now, some 
twenty years later, of looking critically at some of the assumptions in 
our own tradition. I suggested briefly that our reading of Geertz mainly 
helped to reinforce a "subjective" perspective on religion. Now we 
would do well to consider the specific ways it has done so, and on what 
basis.

Problematizing the Modern Conception of Religion

By subjective, I mean an understanding of religion that privileges its 
connection to the individual, its location within the inner part of the 
individual (beliefs, outlooks, felt needs, emotions, inner experiences), 
and its role within the individual’s personality (providing meaning, 
wholeness, comfort, psychological compensations, even a sense of 
attachment or belonging). As I have suggested elsewhere, conceiving of 
religion in this way tends to underemphasize its collective features or 
leads to conceptions in which its collective features are depicted in ad 
hominem terms, such as "collective conscience," "soul of the nation," 
"group spirit," and the like.6 Thinking of religious culture in this way 
also reinforces a view of the world in which social structure is equated 
with behavior or with the way things "really are," while culture becomes 
nonbehavior — mood, attitude, feeling — and only a perception or 
interpretation of the way reality actually is (an "aura of facticity," in 
Geertz’s words). It is easy, of course, once a conceptual dualism of this 
kind has been established, to argue that culture cannot be understood 
sociologically unless it is "explained" in terms of social structure — 
unless the "sources" or "causes" of religious beliefs are located within 
such obdurate features of the social world as class interests, power 
relations, social networks, family backgrounds, and the like.

A further concern that may arise from this understanding of religious 
culture is that it is difficult to observe or measure it. Some argue that 
religious culture cannot be observed adequately at all. How, they ask, 
can one really explore the life of faith, the richness of the spirit, the 
complexity of inner conviction? Others are more confident of their 
ability to create adequate measures, but these measures tend to entail 
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many assumptions about the observer’s ability to probe the inner psyche 
of the individual. Attitude scales, projective tests, indexes of belief, and 
measures of consistency are the result.

I am not in any way denying the importance of the psychological or 
social-psychological dimension of religion. In a modern society such as 
ours, in which religious pluralism has resulted in a great deal of private 
or individualized religion, the connection between the inner life of the 
person and the subjective aspects of religious belief and conviction are 
especially significant. However difficult, partial, and inadequate they 
may be, studies of individual religious commitment remain vital to our 
understanding of modern religion. But given the many aspects of 
religion, few would be willing to argue that the social-psychological 
approach alone is adequate. Studies of churches, sects, cults, and 
denominations — all conceived of as concrete organizational entities — 
abound. So do studies of the more behavioral dimensions of individual 
religiosity: attendance at religious services, giving to religious 
organizations, participation in religious movements, support of religious 
lobbies, viewing religious programs on television, and so on. We have 
in recent years witnessed a number of new theoretical schemes — or 
attempts to revive old schemes in which collective, behavioral, 
observable variables predominate: ecological theories, economistic 
models, market metaphors, notions of moral order and moral economy, 
and cybernetic and behaviorist approaches, to name a few. We have not, 
in my view, sufficiently come to terms with the concept of culture. It is 
one thing to recognize that religious organizations exist independent of 
the subjective characteristics of individual religiosity and quite another 
to speak of religious culture itself without falling into terminology such 
as "moods and motivation," "worldview," "meaning," and "value 
orientation."

Furthermore, the attractiveness of the main alternatives — various 
"poststructural" or "decentered" approaches — as ways of thinking 
about religious culture remains limited. To take the individual entirely 
out of the picture, focusing only on the formal characteristics of 
language, may be appropriate in studies of linguistics. To consider only 
the ways in which genre is put together may be desirable in literary 
criticism. To emphasize the rationality of validity claims, warrants, and 
backings may be useful for understanding jurisprudence and political 
discourse. But religion is different: it is more personal, less rational, 
often deliberately expressive, often not deliberate at all.
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If we want to move toward a more adequate concept of religious culture, 
then, it would seem best to work with (and move through) our present 
understandings of religion, subjective as they may be, rather than opting 
for some entirely different perspective on culture. In my view, we need 
a view of religious culture that is broad enough to subsume and 
problematize the subjective approach to religion itself; that is to say, we 
need to think about the assumptions of this approach as a product of 
cultural construction itself.

We need to view the individual and the internal dimensions of the 
individual as problematic cultural constructs rather than simply taking 
them for granted as the starting point for studies of religion. If we ask 
someone, either in a survey interview or in real life, what he or she 
believes about religion, we are making certain presuppositions: we are 
assuming that the individual is a meaningful unit of reality, that he or 
she has a certain degree of self-awareness regarding his or her role as a 
unit of reality, that this unit is or can be conceived of apart from some 
feature of external reality about which one can have beliefs, and that 
belief (or commitment in general) is an appropriate way of relating to 
this external reality. Assumptions like these are scarcely remarkable: in 
modern society we operate on the basis of such assumptions most of the 
time. Were we to engage in broader historical and comparative research, 
however, they would immediately become problematic. We would learn 
that they have not always been present and, for this reason, it has not 
always been possible to conceive of religion as a problem of personal 
commitment. Recognizing these assumptions as cultural constructions in 
our own context should also render them problematic. We could then 
ask empirical questions about the bases upon which these constructions 
are produced and disseminated.

These considerations point, of course, to the relevance of work in the 
social sciences that has sought to problematize the modern concept of 
individuality. Two lines of inquiry seem particularly interesting. One 
concerns the ways in which social institutions provide cues and markers 
that help us to think of ourselves as bounded units of reality. The state’s 
propensity to assign individuals identities through voter registration lists 
and social security numbers or more generally to reinforce conceptions 
of individual rights serves as an example; the roles of educational 
systems (through individualized test scores) and professional careers 
(organized around cumulative skills attached to the individual’s 
biography) provide further examples.7 This work is important because it 
shows the dependence of self-constructs on markers in the culture at 
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large: the self is understood not only in terms of internal development 
but also as a product of external reinforcement. Also of interest are 
inquiries that problematize the relation between private selves and 
public roles. These studies suggest that the modern individual has to an 
important degree been the creation of a more sharply defined public 
sphere from which the private realm can be more clearly differentiated.8 

Questions of interior space then become more important, as do the 
relations between these inner realities and those that constitute the 
public or external realms.

In addition, beliefs and commitments should be understood not simply 
as the individual’s sense of attachment to something external but as 
expressions that depend on language. It is not the case that we have no 
observable evidence to substantiate assertions that modern religion is 
distinctly a matter of belief or that it depends on a particular 
understanding of the individual. Clues about the ways in which reality is 
categorized can be obtained from the language of religious discourse 
itself. When a person tries to convert a colleague by saying, "Let me 
share something that I’ve found to be true in my own life," we learn 
something vital about the location of religion in relation to that person’s 
sense of identity. Or when a pastor tells a congregation, "Each of you 
must find Jesus in a way that is meaningful to you," we also learn 
something vital about the nature of contemporary religion.

We can, of course, jump immediately to the obvious conclusion — 
namely, that contemporary religion has become acutely individualistic 
— and we can decry the loss of community and predict the eventual 
demise of religious tradition as we know it. But we can also credit 
religious discourse with a more active, powerful role than that and, in 
keeping with that, pay closer attention to what is actually said. Religious 
discourse lies at the intersection of the individual and the community. It 
individuates conviction, as these examples suggest, but it also reinforces 
a sense of collectivity at the same time. The very act of attempting to 
convert one’s colleague may be an act of solidarity, a way of creating a 
mutual bond, and the pastor who preaches in individualistic terms may 
still invoke a sense of community by calling — in the collective setting 
of the morning worship service — for unity amid diversity.

Once discourse becomes part of the picture, greater attention must also 
be paid to its content, as opposed to its context. It is one thing to say, as 
Peter Berger does, that conversation about religion supplies a 
plausibility structure, a social context in which shared conviction 
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strengthens the commitment of all by making subjective belief an 
intersubjective reality.9 It is another thing to say that the content of this 
conversation itself must become an object of serious investigation. The 
one approach says merely that social interaction with like-minded 
believers is an important phenomenon and that we should know more 
about how often, with whom, and in what settings this sort of social 
interaction takes place. The other approach says that such interaction is 
merely the setting in which an important cultural drama takes place. We 
would not attempt to understand what goes on in the halls of Congress 
by merely counting the number of times meetings are held; we would 
want to know what was said. Similarly, we should not seek to analyze 
religious belief merely as a function of its plausibility structure; we 
should also seek to know what is said.

A sermon that carries conviction and authority does so not only because 
it is presented to a large audience in a large auditorium by a pastor with 
a fine reputation. It carries conviction and authority because of its 
content. The pastor does not simply preach the sermon; he or she also 
constitutes authority within the sermon through a strategic choice of 
examples and self-disclosures. Stories in the newspapers about religious 
leaders do not offend or persuade us simply because we bring to them 
certain educational levels and political inclinations; they offend or 
persuade because something in the stories signals to us that the reported 
event violates certain standards of common decency or that it can be 
understood within some familiar framework.

More emphasis also needs to be placed on discourse as practice. The 
examples I have just given should also underscore this point. A long 
tradition of theological study has focused on the content of religious 
discourse — in scriptures, creeds, sermons, and theological statements. 
In many cases, only a given text is studied. A sociological approach, in 
contrast, is inevitably more interested in the text’s relation to the social 
world. This relation should not be construed in a way that gives priority 
to the social world, or even in a way that creates a sharp distinction 
between text and context; rather, it should emphasize the active —and 
interactive — exchange between the behavior of speaking and the 
behavior of doing. Speaking itself is, as J. L. Austin has shown, a way 
of doing.10 But whether it accomplishes something through the act of 
speaking itself or only characterizes something that must be done 
separately, speaking occurs in time, involves an expenditure of 
resources, and imposes constraints on the sequence of its own unfolding.
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A sermon develops over time: it can be analyzed in terms of the 
resources that constitute it (biblical references, the work of biblical 
commentaries, the homiletic instruction the speaker received as a 
student, the authority to speak that is bestowed on the office of pastor), 
and it can also be examined in terms of the effects it has on its audience 
(their ability to remember key arguments, whether they agree or 
disagree with these arguments, whether phrases from it are incorporated 
into their own discourse). Beyond this, though, a sermon rextualizes 
certain features of its own context (e.g., it offers comments about the 
weather, refers in passing to the previous day’s anniversary celebration, 
reflects on the week’s political events). These references are not 
incorporated into the text simply as themes that can be understood 
through standard content analysis procedures. The sermon itself 
conrextualizes them and thus alters their meaning by placing them 
polemically in relationship to other arguments, by selecting some of 
their features at the expense of others, by incorporating them into 
narratives, and by presenting them in a way that evokes a certain 
response or identification from the listener. In short, the sermon contains 
its own rhythms, its own redundancies, its own image of time and space, 
and it paints a social canvas of its own, complete with locations for the 
speaker, a differentiated audience of listeners, and various bystanders 
who serve as apprentices, tutors, protagonists, and opponents. And as it 
unfolds, the sermon becomes self-referencing, requiring a certain degree 
of coherence, incorporating a level of redundancy, and finally arriving at 
certain conclusions and not others by virtue of what has already been 
said and how it was said. Some of these constraints are present because 
of the social context in which the sermon is produced, others depend on 
the way the sermon textualizes these elements, and still others occur as 
features of the internal structure of the sermon itself. All of them are 
likely to follow more or less familiar or established social conventions.

This suggests that we may need to rethink what it means to say that 
religion is institutionalized. It is institutionalized not only in the 
organizational realities we point to as churches, sects, cults, or 
denominations. And it is institutionalized not only in the subjective 
expectations individuals hold about what things to believe in, how 
strongly to believe in them, and how to act upon these beliefs. It is also 
institutionalized in customary manners of speaking. Religion is a kind of 
code — a code evident in creeds and scriptures but also in the informal 
ways in which discourse about these creeds and scriptures is organized. 
In one setting it may be necessary for discourse to include signals of 
uniformity or consensus — gestures of agreement such as smiles and 
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nods of the head, more formal statements such as the recitation of 
common creeds, or even informal modes of demonstrating agreement 
such as reading from a common translation, focusing on childhood 
experiences likely to have been common to everyone, or incorporating 
code words such as amen and blessing. In another setting, it may be 
necessary for discourse to include signals of diversity and 
experimentation — sentences that begin with "I think" or "in my 
experience," discussions of diverse denominational backgrounds or 
different theological traditions, rituals of inclusion that represent 
symbolic variations in race, age, gender, or wealth, and ways of telling 
stories that attach distinct personality characteristics and needs to 
individual characters. These are all features of religious culture that 
become institutionalized as part of the discourse in which religious 
communities engage.

And if institutionalization becomes problematic, then the ways in which 
social forces shape individual religious commitments also become 
problematic. Differences of education, age, or denominational 
background may still supply clues to the social forces that shape 
individual religious commitment. But language games mediate between 
these broad features of one’s background and the level of one’s religious 
commitment. A way of talking about religion learned within a certain 
educational stratum or denominational tradition may come to define the 
very meaning of religious commitment. To have "really struggled" with 
one’s faith may be the hallmark of commitment in one setting; to have 
"kept the faith of our fathers" may be the proper expectation in another. 
Behavioral differences may result, but the language used to talk about 
behavior also provides cues for inclusion or exclusion in a particular 
religious community.

Some of this will of course already sound familiar because it is 
consistent with arguments put forward by Clifford Geertz in his 1966 
essay, or with arguments that have surfaced more prominently in 
Geertz’s recent work as well as in the work of Peter Berger, Robert 
Bellah, and others. Whether or not something represents a "new 
direction" is, then, not really essential. As our discussion of Geerrz has 
already illustrated, the theoretical tradition is rich — but various themes 
selected from it resonate with the dominant concerns of particular time 
periods. If questions about the subjective character and functioning of 
religion were emphasized a quarter century ago, questions of discourse 
and practice are gaining increasing attention now.
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Religious Culture and the New Cultural Sociology

What some have called the "new cultural sociology" is an area in which 
questions of discourse and practice have most clearly risen to the 
surface.11 Work in this area has attempted to make the study of culture a 
more empirically grounded discipline. It has differentiated itself from 
grand macrotheoretical formulations concerned with value orientations, 
the comparison of whole civilizations, or global assertions about 
dominant themes in modernity such as universalism, pragmatism, and 
the like. Rather than thinking of culture as something implicit or taken 
for granted — as something about latent normative patterns that can be 
inferred only from observing regularities in social behavior — the new 
cultural sociology regards culture as something tangible, explicit, and 
overtly produced. It consists of texts, discourse, language, music, and 
the symbolic-expressive dimensions of interpersonal behavior, 
organizations, economic transactions, and so on. Proponents of the view 
hold that any specific cultural artifact should be examined in terms of 
questions about its production, its relations with other cultural elements, 
its internal structure, and the resources that determine how well it 
becomes institutionalized.

What are the issues, strategies, and hypotheses that may be useful to 
derive from the new cultural sociology for studies of religion?

One important set of issues focuses on the internal structure of culture 
itself. Rather than asking what symbolism does for the individual or 
where it is located within the individual’s consciousness, we ask how 
symbols themselves are arranged and related to one another. We might 
say that the study of religious culture shifts from a study of the meaning 
of symbolism to a study of the symbolism of meaning. That is to say, we 
take Bellah even more seriously than Bellah took himself when he 
argued for an approach in sociology of religion called "symbolic 
realism." We regard symbolism as a reality, important in its own right, 
worthy of systematic investigation. Consequently, we attempt to look 
directly at symbolism — in the case of religion, at the symbolism of 
meaning — rather than looking through it to see how it functions for the 
individual or even to give an interpretation of what sort of meaning it 
conveys. To be sure, we still engage in a hermeneutic process when we 
attempt this kind of analysis: we ultimately give our own interpretation 
of how symbols are put together and, in this sense, say why they convey 
meaning and perhaps even reveal what they mean to us. This is to say 
that we do not succeed in turning symbols into objects susceptible to a 
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purely positivist form of analysis. But we recognize that the true object 
of analysis is symbolism itself, not the supposed meanings that subjects 
attach to it.

An example of how structural studies of this type might differ from 
more conventional studies might clarify the discussion at this point. 
Fundamentalism might serve, because it has been a topic of much 
interest in critical studies of contemporary religion. Within the more 
traditional framework, fundamentalism has been described as a "world-
view," a rather tight (or narrow, or simplistic) view of the world — an 
orientation that is perhaps hierarchically organized around the ultimate 
value of otherworldly salvation, an orientation that supplies totally 
encompassing normative expectations for how people should behave, a 
set of beliefs and assumptions that are deeply meaningful to the people 
who hold them and that give meaning to these people’s lives. It has been 
called part of an authoritarian or paranoid cultural style. It seems to 
require a high level of commitment to some group or charismatic leader. 
It is a kind of elaborate dogmatism involving unquestioning acceptance 
of a vast set of scripturally legitimated injunctions and theological 
tenets. It is backward looking, a kind of longing quest to rediscover 
tradition, to make life simple, and (for this reason) it probably shares an 
"elective affinity" with dogmatism, bigotry, and political conservatism 
of other kinds.

If that is recognizably a caricature of fundamentalism, it is at least 
recognizable — and it is the way, I’m sure, that many fundamentalists 
and nonfundamentalists alike would describe it. Certainly it is a 
description that fits the dualism of theories that draw a sharp contrast 
between culture and social structure. Note how many of the words are 
subjective and intersubjective: worldview, orientation, value, normative 
expectations, beliefs, meaning, commitment, longing. It is also true that 
these ways of characterizing fundamentalism are at least one step 
removed from empirical observation. They are abstractions: they 
represent a thematization of fundamentalist culture, an extraction from 
observations, a way of summarizing what fundamentalism is supposedly 
all about. They represent inferences, mostly about things that cannot be 
observed very well directly.

Suppose, though, that we take a more structural approach. Suppose we 
examine carefully the texts of fundamentalists’ tracts and creeds, the 
texts of fundamentalist sermons, and the texts of discourse in which 
fundamentalists engage. Doing so — and this has been done— gives a 
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rather different impression of fundamentalism. For instance, the 
structure of its discourse is not at all a tightly integrated dogmatic 
system; in fact, it is a hodgepodge of rather loosely coupled or even 
discrete statements or tenets. Often the main tenets are merely listed and 
then related to one another mostly in seriatim fashion rather than in 
terms of logical dependency. Consequently, they can be combined quite 
flexibly with other tenets (for example, some fundamentalists emphasize 
the so-called gifts of the spirit while others don’t, some expect the 
imminent end of the world while others don’t, etc.). Moreover, these 
tenets by no means encompass all of life in a kind of normatively 
determined worldview. They may contain admonitions about gambling 
and alcohol but have nothing to say about dieting, nuclear weapons, or 
brands of automobiles. And one could go on and on with this kind of 
analysis, showing that fundamentalists have a fairly predictable — and 
common — structure in their moral discourse, that their discourse 
contains certain distinctions about self, knowledge, agency, authority, 
community, and the like.

What is interesting about this kind of analysis is that it focuses on 
observable cultural materials: texts, sermons, discourse. It seldom strays 
into the subjective consciousness of the individual fundamentalist 
orinvO~ the collective unconscious of fundamentalists as a group. 
Rather than fundamentalist culture being a kind of implicit Zeitgeist, it 
consists of explicit, manifest, observable products. Moreover, the kind 
of analysis to which these products are subjected is not simply a process 
of extracting their content. The focus is not to thematize the underlying 
beliefs of fundamentalists from identifying common assumptions in 
their literature. The focus is on patterns among discursive elements, 
structural relations among these elements — their arrangement, the 
boundaries that separate them, the connections drawn between them, 
their variety, the degree of repetition evident, formal properties, the 
structure that gives them internal coherence. In short, the 
methodological cues are drawn from such writers as Mary Douglas, 
Levi-Strauss, Foucault, Bakhtin, Todorov, Bourdieu, and Derrida. We 
stand to learn a lot about the ways in which religious discourse is put 
together from this kind of analysis.

A second general set of issues concerns the ways in which social 
relations are dramatized symbolically and ritually. As sociologists, we 
are probably also interested in something more specific about the social 
dimension of this discourse. Thus far we have taken it largely out of 
context, frozen it into a static image; now we wish to let the projector 
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roll again, we want to examine culture, as Ann Swidler has put it, "in 
action."12 We want to take account of the fact that culture is not simply 
text, product, and object but that it is an act, that it is "enacted." Note 
that it is still important for us to have examined the internal structure of 
the discourse itself. We need to know how the discourse is arranged. But 
now we ask not only about its structure but also about its function. We 
conceive of it as that thing which it is principally intended to be: as 
communication. We see it as "expressive behavior," and particularly 
(given our interest in the social) as expressive behavior that 
communicates something about social relations.

Consider, for example, two fundamentalist sermons. Both reach their 
didactic climax by asserting that "Jesus is the answer." We note from 
our structural analysis that this statement is extremely brief, that the 
preachers do not spell out "how" Jesus is the answer or what that answer 
actually is. And we note that before reaching this conclusion, both ruled 
out a number of alternatives such as success, money, fame, love, 
education, and a whole variety of other things that might have been 
thought to be the answer. But now we put each sermon in its real-world 
context. We recognize that one is being preached in a local congregation 
of a hundred people, the other on television to a national audience. We 
also note that the first preacher goes on to say: "If you don’t know Jesus, 
if you haven’t found that answer, turn to the person next to you before 
you leave and find out. We want to help you. Join with us and see what 
it can mean to know Jesus." At the same point, the other preacher says, 
"Ask Jesus into your heart, right now,’ there in your living room, and 
you can discover the abundant life, you can experience victory over 
your problems, you can be happy and know real peace in your life."

Obviously, we have learned something very important about the social 
relations that are dramatized or expressed in these two sermons. In the 
one, "Jesus is the answer" is a kind of "restricted code" (to use 
Bernstein’s term), a phrase that is defined in interaction with a 
community, that is intended to draw people into a community.13 In the 
other, the same phrase is connected with individualizing words: "your 
living room," "you," "your life." In other words, we see that 
fundamentalist discourse functions as a kind of ritual — indeed, as part 
of a ritual — and that it dramatizes something about social relations. It 
tells people how to behave in relation to one another, thereby creating a 
kind of moral order among them. And so looking at this discourse helps 
us to understand those social relations — and to understand the kinds of 
social relations in which this discourse may be especially meaningful. In 
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other words, we would expect certain kinds of discourse to be present in 
some social situations and not in other situations. All of this points to 
the importance of linking culture with practice or, more precisely, of 
viewing culture as practice, rather than conceiving of it as something 
static or embodied solely in texts.

Finally, any adequate sociology of religious culture must also be 
concerned with questions about institutions and institutionalization. 
We’ve focused on the dramaturgic or communicative functions of 
culture as action, and this emphasis may suggest something about their 
connections between culture and its social context. But we can also push 
this search for connections to a somewhat more complex level. We can 
also raise the obvious, but important, fact that cultural acts don’t just 
happen. They are produced, and like any other outcome, it takes 
resources to produce them. We don’t quit looking at their internal 
structure or their dramaturgic functions, but we now ask about the 
resources that affect cultural production. We make explicit what has 
been only implicit thus far.

In our fundamentalist example, we make explicit the fact that the 
discourse is being produced by a real speaker, a preacher; that it takes 
resources to train, house, clothe, and feed this preacher; that these 
resources have to be extracted from the social environment (by getting 
people to put money in the collection plate and by donating some of 
their time); and that all of this takes place not just in a kind of ad hoc 
way but in a highly institutionalized setting. There are fundamentalist 
denominations, fundamentalist seminaries, fundamentalist writers, 
fundamentalist broadcasting organizations, and, more generally, well-
institutionalized relationships between churches and the state and among 
churches themselves — all of which bear importantly on the production 
of fundamentalist discourse.

And when we examine these institutional contexts in which cultural 
production takes place, we are likely to be interested in the relationships 
between these contexts and the content of what is produced. In other 
words, we probably will want to go beyond a mere organizational 
analysis of the numbers of books, sermons, or theater productions that 
are produced. We will want to give culture itself a more interactive role 
in this process. Certain kinds of discourse may help the organization 
solicit resources; at the same time, discourse may commit the 
organization to certain paths of action that delimit what it can do in the 
future. So we are not simply ignoring culture and looking at cultural 
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organizations, as some have charged, but are having to pay attention to 
the complex relationships existing among producers and consumers, the 
discourse and other kinds of cultural products, and the larger 
institutional settings in which this interaction takes place.

The Uniqueness of Religious Discourse

Does any of this presuppose something unique about religion as 
religion? Or does it assume that religion is merely an instance of 
discourse more generally? That, it seems to me, should be left open as 
an empirical question. Modern religion is to a very considerable extent a 
discursive practice. It encompasses ritual, and it mandates behavior and 
feeling, but it gives a privileged place to discourse: it grounds itself in 
the Word, whether that means a formally codified text or a broader 
conception of the divine spirit; it thrives on professional and popular 
interpretations of the Word; it requires the construction and maintenance 
of community through communication of shared convictions and 
experiences; and it mandates verbal expressions of sincerity, emotion, 
and commitment. But it remains — along with law, science, education, 
philosophy, and ordinary conversation — only one of the domains of 
modern society in which discourse is privileged.

Nevertheless, religious discourse speaks to a distinctive realm of 
existence, and we may wish to look for clues about the special ways in 
which an analysis of religious culture may prove useful to our 
understanding of the religious endeavor. Geertz was correct, I believe, 
in suggesting that religion speaks to our desire for personal meaning and 
that it does so by clothing concepts of a general order of existence with 
a powerful and enduring sense of facticity. That is a form of discourse 
that differs importantly from the talk we engage in about yesterday’s 
ballgame or tomorrow’s excursion to the beach. It requires a level of 
seriousness and sincerity but also a substantive scope that exceeds most 
other forms of discourse. We must, as Durkheim recognized, be able to 
set it apart from the profane speech (and practice) of everyday life. And 
we must be able to do so in a way that not only speaks about but also 
speaks (enacts) the paradoxical nature of life itself. Religious discourse 
totalizes its content and yet leaves room for individual expressions of 
faith That is its basic dilemma — a dilemma that we can perhaps 
understand better as we pay closer attention to the practice of religious 
culture.
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Chapter 3: Religious Discourse as 
Public Rhetoric 

Every community is awash in words. Religious communities are no 
exception. Sermons, prayers, singing, creedal recitations, and discussion 
groups make up the very being of such communities.

In recent years the flow of religious discourse has spilled into the public 
arena with increasing intensity. Religious broadcasts fill the airwaves 
and direct-mail solicitations fill our mailboxes. Bishops issue statements 
on social issues such as nuclear disarmament and economic justice. A 
pope stumps the country delivering homilies. Preachers become 
presidential candidates. And media specialists try to make sense of it all.

Social scientists have in recent decades developed a fairly standard way 
of studying the relations between religion and public affairs. Opinion 
polls are the method of choice, supplemented by occasional applications 
of content analysis, in-depth interviews, and discussion of broader social 
developments to provide context. As a result of this often valuable 
research, we have a good sense of the public’s tolerance for religious 
leaders making statements about various kinds of social issues. We also 
have some data about the issues clergy say they speak about. And we 
have many studies of the ways in which religious beliefs and attitudes 
toward social issues correlate — fundamentalism and bigotry, 
parochialism and conservatism, conservatism and views of the 
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priesthood, moralism and attitudes toward abortion, religious preference 
and voter orientations, to name a few. We even have frequency counts 
of the kinds of themes that are expressed on religious television shows 
or in religious books.

But on religious discourse as discourse we have virtually nothing. It is 
as if our standard methods have trained us to think of religious 
communities (and not just religious communities) as silent worlds. 
People have religious beliefs, convictions, and sentiments. They harbor 
predispositions, orientations, and commitments. They behold religious 
symbols, and these symbols give meaning to their lives, help them 
construct reality, and provide them with security and a sense of 
belonging. But they do not speak.1

Or if they do speak, our standard methods register only the surface 
features of their discourse. For instance, we may cull through the 
transcripts of religious broadcasts to see how many of them touched on 
abortion, school prayer, the Supreme Court, or politics in general. We 
may scan the titles of religious books to see how many fall into various 
preconceived categories: theology, family, self-improvement, sexual 
relations, and the like. Or we may ask church and synagogue members 
or clergy whether they have discussed topics such as personal crises, 
moral issues, politics, or the federal budget with fellow parishioners. 
But none of this gives us any indication of the ways in which religious 
discourse is actually put together.

It may, of course, require more than a leap of religious faith to argue 
that the actual composition of religious discourse is itself important. To 
someone trained in the social psychology of opinion research, discourse 
is likely to be relevant only as a means of tapping into the deeper 
attitudinal predispositions that supposedly govern behavior. Discourse is 
in this view ephemeral, unpredictable, superficial; only the underlying 
mindsets are meaningful. We want to discover how personalities are put 
together, not to invest time in the study of meaningless chatter.

 Discourse Rediscovered

There has for some time been a movement in the social sciences to bring 
discourse back into the picture. In addition to the contributions of small 
coteries of ethnomethodologists and conversation analysts who have 
always studied discourse, we now have the formidable (and often 
forbidding) legacy of Foucault’s decentered poststructuralism, 
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Habermas’s borrowings from speech-act theory, Derrida’s language-
focused deconstructionism, and a more scattered array of empirical 
investigations focusing on public discourse.

We need not become camp followers of the esoteric theoreticians to 
appreciate the importance of understanding religious discourse, 
however. Much of this discourse is highly codified in sacred traditions. 
Its practitioners gain competence in its use through long years of 
training and experience. Homiletics and hermeneutics are required 
features of most pastoral educations. How-to books abound — for 
preaching, leading discussions of religious texts, proselytizing. Even the 
sacred traditions themselves recognize the importance of the word, the 
kerygma, as the vehicle of creation, reconciliation, and community.

That much we could discern by immersing ourselves for any length of 
time within a religious tradition. Any competent practitioner of the faith 
could testify to the importance of discourse. But when religious 
discourse enters the public sphere — when it becomes public rhetoric — 
we confront another, perhaps equally compelling, reason for trying to 
understand it. Some of it seems to affront common sensibilities so 
deeply that we find it difficult even to focus on what is being said; in 
other instances this is less of a problem. For example, I usually spend 
some time having students look at direct-mail solicitations from religio-
political organizations in a sociology of religion course I teach. 
Sometimes I also ask them to sample a few religious broadcasts on 
television or to watch a short video of fundamentalist dialogue in class.

Generally the reaction from my privileged, sophisticated, tolerant, upper-
middle-class white juniors and seniors is repulsion. They find 
fundamentalist discourse so alien to what they are used to thinking that 
their processing capacity breaks down. Why?

Put the same students in an upper-middle-class white Episcopal church 
or Jewish synagogue and the response, of course, is quite different. But 
why "of course"? Close inspection of the content of the discourse in 
these different settings may reveal a great deal of overlap: talk of God, 
love, forgiveness, faithfulness, and so on. Apparently the discourse is 
packaged — framed, structured — in a more meaningful way in one 
context than in the other.

This, it seems to me, is the heart of the matter when we consider 
religious discourse as public rhetoric. Is it that Jerry Falwell’s ideas are 
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so alien to the American democratic tradition that thoughtful 
intellectuals dismiss them on rational grounds after careful 
consideration? Or does the structure of Falwell’s discourse itself lead 
them to dismiss his ideas out of hand? We may be correct in saying that 
FaIwell’s ideas are indeed alien to the ways in which most academics 
think. But I suspect there is more to it than that. The reason we know 
they are alien is probably, in part, because of the way in which his 
discourse is put together. By the same token, we may find the U.S. 
Catholic bishops’ statement on nuclear disarmament much more 
compelling (my students do), and part of the reason is probably that it 
contains a discursive structure with which we are more comfortable.

Communication about Societal Goals

Let me broaden the scope a bit more. The issue is really not whether 
academics can appreciate Falwell’s or the bishops’ discourse better, 
although that may be important too. The issue is whether different 
segments of the society can speak effectively to one another about broad 
issues of societal importance. At present, much evidence (including 
some from the kinds of opinion surveys I have just maligned) indicates 
that religious conservatives and religious liberals in the United States 
are deeply divided — on nearly everything. The two groups are also 
about equal in numbers, each constituting about 40 percent of the adult 
population (judging from the ways in which people categorize 
themselves). And both sides express enormous hostility and misgiving 
toward the other.2

The reasons for this hostility and misunderstanding are extremely 
complex. They include historic precedents, different organizational 
trajectories, and even class differences. But they also reflect different 
styles in the use of public discourse. Like my students, religious 
conservatives can walk into a church and sense almost instantly that it is 
"too liberal" for them. How?

The issue can be broadened even further. Surely this is an instance of 
what Habermas has called communicative action.3 It exemplifies the 
problem of different segments of society trying to engage in competent 
communication about basic societal goals. One side wants to curb 
abortions; the other side wants to restrict restrictions on abortion. Both 
sides want to reduce the risk of nuclear war. And both sides would 
benefit by being able to realize the religious goals of reconciliation and 
forbearance. But if Habermas is correct, communicative action often 
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breaks down because of unrecognized barriers built into the very speech 
acts it comprises. We need to understand discourse itself, he argues, in 
order to participate effectively in the public sphere.

Where to start? I have used the phrase "public rhetoric" in the title of 
this chapter, and there is in fact a growing literature on public rhetoric to 
which we might turn. Efforts have been made to suggest ways in which 
public rhetoric may differ in stable and unstable settings. Content 
analysis has been done on presidential speeches to test these ideas 
empirically, for instance. Some effort has been made to determine 
whether popular television preachers consistently express themes 
presumed to be compatible with values in the larger society. Other 
studies have examined moralistic themes, success motifs, and images of 
the collectivity in public speeches.

Though promising, the literature on public rhetoric is not what I wish to 
consider here.4 I wish to focus instead on the possibility of mining 
recent works in the field of literary criticism for some insights into the 
structure of religious discourse. A very ample tradition exists here as 
well, especially because religious texts have been fair game for literary 
analysis for a long time. Two works of fairly recent origin, however, 
seem particularly valuable.

Literary Models

Northrop Frye’s The Great Code: The Bible and Literature is a masterly 
analysis of the biblical canon by one of the foremost literary analysts of 
our time.5 It is an attempt to say, from a literary standpoint, what is 
distinctive about the biblical texts. Frye focuses on language, myth, 
metaphor, typology, imagery, narrative, and rhetoric. In so doing, he 
demonstrates the importance of discursive structure to the 
communication of religious meaning. He also supplies some general 
concepts, as well as numerous substantive hints, about how to analyze 
religious discourse. Although the book deals specifically with the Bible 
as a written text, the analytic framework is sufficiently broad to be 
applied to many other kinds of religious discourse as well.

Susan Rubin Suleiman’s Authoritarian Fictions: The Ideological Novel 
as a Literary Genre is quite different.6 With the exception of a rich 
twenty-page section on "exemplary narratives," which focuses on 
biblical parables, the book is not about religious discourse at all. Its 
examples are drawn primarily from the works of nineteenth- and 
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twentieth-century French novelists (Balzac, Aragon, Bourget, Nizan, 
and others). She is concerned, though, with a particular kind of novel — 
the novel that attempts to persuade its readers of the validity of a 
doctrine. And in this, her work is immediately relevant to the study of 
religious discourse.

The two studies complement one another. Frye’s creates a stage; 
Suleiman’s fills in the props. From Frye we learn some of the ways in 
which the arrangement of words in religious texts influences their 
meaning. From Suleitnan we discover some of the particular strategies 
that writers and speakers may use to shape that meaning. Both are 
concerned with the restriction of meaning — that is, with the ways in 
which the relations among words influence the variety of interpretations 
that can be drawn from those words. Together they give us clues about 
the ways in which religious discourse may function in public settings.

It is important, before we launch into more specific arguments, to 
understand what these writers believe to be distinctive about religious 
discourse. Suleiman includes religious discourse within a larger set of 
communication that she describes as "ideological" or "authoritarian." 
This kind of communication attempts to persuade readers or listeners f 
the correctness of a particular way of interpreting the world. Usually it 
refers explicitly to, and identifies itself with, a recognized body of 
doctrine or a system of ideas. This defines a very broad category of 
communication including philosophical and religious discourse. But it 
apparently does exclude many other kinds of communication, such as 
nversation that is not aimed at persuading someone of a particular point 
of view and discourse oriented solely toward description or enrtainment 
(though this is not to say that these other forms of discourse ight not 
have some ideological overtones).

Frye Sets the Stage

Frye perceives religious discourse as more distinctly differentiated. 
Biblical discourse at least (he does not attempt to generalize to, say, 
primitive myths) makes use of poetic and metaphoric imagery but also 
purports to tell a historic story. And yet these stories are not merely 
descriptions of the past; they are told to convey specific ideas about the 
sacred and its relation to society. Frye claims that it is extremely 
important that biblical stories be regarded as "historically true," even 
though external sources of validation are generally lacking. A distinctive 
feature of religious discourse is that it presents itself as truth through the 
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ways in which the discourse itself is internally arranged. This means that 
a biblical text must avoid making certain kinds of claims that would 
render it subject to external verification and must also demonstrate 
certain kinds of internal coherence. For example, no evidence (Frye 
claims) exists for the life of Jesus outside the New Testament; 
consequently, the writings that refer to Jesus must conform to certain 
criteria to avoid making this a problem: "Evidence, so called, is bounced 
back and forth between the testaments like a tennis ball; and no other 
evidence is given us. The two testaments form a double mirror, each 
reflecting the other but neither the world outside" (p. 78). Frye stops 
short of trying to capture these criteria in any simple formula. But his 
view that religious discourse depends heavily on its own internal 
arrangement constitutes the basis for one of the central themes of his 
analysis.

He expresses this theme metaphorically. Religious discourse revolves 
around itself, Frye asserts, creating both centripetal and centrifugal 
motion.7 The centripetal aspect refers to the "primary" or "literal" 
meaning of the text. It depends on not questioning the words, not 
looking for deeper meanings or applications or connections, but simply 
taking the story at face value, as for example, in reading the Exodus 
story as an account of a historical episode. The centripetal aspect is also 
illustrated by the quotation about the two testaments forming double 
mirrors. Centripetal meaning derives from what other biblical scholars 
have called its "intertextual coherence." One text within the biblical 
canon refers to another, and that one refers to another, thereby providing 
a kind of closed system — a system that reinforces itself. Centrifugal 
meaning, in contrast, refers to the more numerous connotations and 
layers of interpretation that "spin off" from a religious text. The Exodus 
story may be taken not simply as a historical account but as a message 
of hope, an illustration of redemption, a metaphor of new life or even of 
revolutionary possibilities. Frye suggests that religious discourse invites 
both these kinds of meaning, that it encourages both a closed reading 
and an open horizon of broader meanings, and that it functions 
effectively only when these two forces are held in tension.

Frye provides numerous examples of the ways in which the construction 
of religious discourse sets in motion these two opposing tendencies. He 
observes, for example, that the biblical texts are filled with metaphor, 
especially metaphors of the "anti-logical" A-is-B variety (e.g., "Joseph 
is a fruitful bough"). Others — most notably Ricoeur — have made the 
same observation, arguing that metaphor contributes to the multivalency 
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of biblical meaning and thus to the enduring appeal of biblical texts.8 

But Frye’s argument is different. He agrees that metaphor can open up 
multiple layers of meaning — can, in his terms, generate a centrifugal 
force that opens the text to larger interpretations. At the same time, Frye 
suggests, metaphor also closes down possible meanings. When a text 
states that "Christ is God and man," it must also be read literally despite 
its reason-violating message. Metaphor, in this sense, sets in motion a 
centripetal force that restricts the text to a narrow interpretation. Always 
there is the possibility of both kinds of interpretation. And yet the very 
way in which the metaphor is constructed also predisposes it to be 
interpreted in one way rather than another. We will return to this point, 
but for the present it will do to establish the point that metaphor 
illustrates one of the ways in which the relations among words (as much 
as the words themselves) are important to the interpretation of religious 
discourse.

Paradoxes of Self-Reference

Frye also examines the dual, opposing tendencies evident in biblical 
uses of imagery about time, history, nature, and even discourse itself. 
The last of these is especially interesting. There is, as Niklas Luhmann 
has recently observed, a paradoxical quality in religious discourse that 
imitates the paradoxical character of life in general.9 Frye’s analysis 
emphasizes the extent to which this paradoxical quality is suggested by 
the Bible’s own references to itself. It is a written text and therefore it 
has a beginning and end and is subject to questions of internal coherence

— all features of centripetality, of the closing down of possible 
meanings. Yet the Bible also points to "a speaking presence in history." 
It is a text that implies an absence of boundaries, an openness to new 
revelations a centrifugal tendency. Moreover, religious discourse is 
deliberately ambiguous as to which of these orientations is being 
referred to at a given point. The phrase "word of God" refers both to the 
Bible itself and to that "presence," for instance. Only by examining the 
context in which a phrase like this is used can we determine which 
meaning is implied. Again, it is the relationships among words — the 
broader configuration — that determines what they signify.

One other basic point to be gleaned from Frye appears in his final 
chapter: religious discourse tends to evoke either the centripetal 
orientation or the centrifugal orientation as a kind of overarching gestalt 
from which all its internal content is viewed. Religious discourse has 
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both these tendencies inherent within it, says Frye, but its practitioners 
have generally gravitated toward one pole or the other. Some have felt 
more comfortable emphasizing the closed aspect of biblical meaning; 
others, its more open, expansive interpretations. Frye himself seems 
inclined to favor the latter, if one or the other must be chosen. But he 
attributes the tendency toward polar orientations to the ambivalent 
quality of biblical discourse itself. On the one hand, he suggests, the 
nonrational, metaphoric construction of religious discourse invariably 
draws the practitioner toward additional layers of meaning. The texts 
themselves seem to invite the reader to relate ordinary experience to 
them, thereby developing continuously elaborated interpretations of 
both. Frye writes that "the dialectical expansion from one ‘level’ of 
understanding to another seems to be built into the Bible’s own 
structure, which creates an awareness of itself by the reader, growing in 
time as he reads, to an extent to which I can think of no parallel 
elsewhere" (p. 225). It is for this reason, Frye believes, that religious 
faith can never be reduced to simple doctrinal statements but requires re-
creative action and thought to the point that it becomes too complex to 
understand and thus produces an inevitable degree of inherent doubt. 
Those who regard religious discourse in this manner, Frye suggests, 
emphasize its multiplicity of meaning, its centrifugality. In their view, 
the proper approach to religious discourse is one that says "there is more 
to be got out of this" (p. 220).

There is, however, the opposing tendency as well. Religious discourse 
does fold back on itself. It does exclude many interpretations. It damns 
heresy, hypocrisy, and wrongdoing. It begs for a literal reading. And 
this, coupled with the uncertainties inherent in its centrifugal 
interpretations, encourages some to emphasize only the centripetal 
orientation and find security in delimiting the range of biblical 
interpretations. As Frye puts it, "man is constantly building anxiety-
structures, like geodesic domes, around his social and religious 
institutions" (p. 232). This orientation deemphasizes freedom, variety, 
multivalency. It seizes on those metaphors that are most conducive to 
exact, literal renderings. To some, this itself is heresy, of course. But to 
Frye it is a normal reaction to religious discourse. Using a graphic 
image, he concludes, "the normal human reaction to a great cultural 
achievement like the Bible is to do with it what the Philistines did to 
Samson: reduce it to impotence, then lock it in a mill to grind our 
aggressions and prejudices" (p. 233).

Suleiman Supplies the Props
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I mentioned earlier that Frye fulfills a kind of general stage-setting 
function for thinking about religious discourse. Suleiman is more 
helpful for supplying the specific props. Her book is replete with 
examples of the ways in which texts restrict possible interpretations in 
order to drive home the validity of a particular ideological position. She 
helps us understand, in Frye’s terms, the centripetal forces at work in 
religious discourse. And by contrast, we can also appreciate how 
different structures may reinforce centrifugal tendencies. There is, in 
fact, a striking resemblance between Suleiman’s interest in meaning and 
Frye’s (although she cites Frye only once, and then in a different 
context). She contrasts two kinds of novels — one that exhibits 
centrifugal tendencies, the other in which centripetal forces 
predominate. "Modernist" novels, she says, seek to "multiply meaning" 
(or even, as Barthes observed, to pulverize it). The roman a these, in 
contrast, "aims for a single meaning and for total closure" (p. 22). Her 
concern is with the latter.10

One of the ways in which certain kinds of texts or discourse close down 
the array of possible meanings, says Suleiman, is through sheer 
repetition. By saying things over and over, texts reveal the way in which 
we should interpret them. If there is confusion or ambiguity the first 
time around, by the nth time we should be clear. This sounds like an 
obvious — and simple — point. But Suleiman demonstrates that the 
study of repetition in texts is anything but obvious or simple. If 
something is repeated exactly the same way at different points in a text, 
it actually fails to achieve its goal of creating greater clarity. There has 
to be redundancy, but it has to appear in different settings and across 
different features of a text before we will get the point. To show how 
this might work, Suleiman develops an elaborate taxonomy describing 
the "principal constituents" of any narrative text. At the level of the 
story told, she distinguishes characters, contexts, and events. And at the 
level of discourse (the telling of the story), she distinguishes narration, 
focalization, and temporal organization. She also offers a number of 
subdistinctions, such as those describing the various qualities of a 
character and the kinds of narrative functions fulfilled by characters’ 
actions. Having made these distinctions, she is then able to show all the 
possible permutations of circumstances under which redundancy might 
or might not be present. For example, redundancy might consist of the 
same event happening to two or more characters in a story. Or it might 
consist of the same event happening two or more times to a single 
character. At a wholly different level, redundancy might consist of the 
narrator pronouncing the same commentary several times about a single 
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character, or indicating several times that his or her information has 
come from a single source. In all, Suleiman discusses twenty-three types 
of redundancy.

Whether all these redundancies are equally important and whether they 
can even be distinguished neatly in specific cases remains open to 
question. We can, however, benefit from the general thrust of her 
argument without agreeing with it in every detail. She shows us two 
things about discourse analysis that go well beyond the kind of word 
counting that has been used by content analysts to measure repetition 
and thematic emphases. First, many kinds of redundancy may be built 
into texts in ways that are more subtle than the usual methods of content 
analysis would reveal. For example, we may need to consider verb 
tenses and personal pronouns to ascertain whether characters generally 
use the same "voice" or not. We may want to examine the settings in 
which dialogue occurs to see how similar or different it is from one 
instance to another. We may even need to see if the order in which 
narrations and their interpretations are given tends to be the same or 
different throughout a text. Second, we learn from Suleiman’s 
discussion that an entire discourse cannot be treated as a single text for 
purposes of examining repetition. For example, we could learn only a 
little about repetition by counting the number of times the word 
abortion appears in the transcript of a religious broadcast. Meaningful 
analysis entails dividing discourse into a number of analytic categories 
into different narrations, characters, events, sequences, and the like — to 
determine how much redundancy exists across these various categories. 
We would want to know, for example, whether the use of the word 
abortion in a religious broadcast occurred only within narratives or in a 
wider variety of discursive forms, whether it was spoken by more than 
one narrator, whether it was spoken in the same "voice," whether it 
occurred consistently in a particular kind of sentence structure, and so 
on. All of these could reinforce a particular meaning attached to the 
word on the one hand or could call forth a variety of interpretations on 
the other.

Exemplary Narrative and Apprentices

Other chapters of Suleiman’s book deal less formalistically but 
nevertheless effectively with particular patterns of discourse that seem 
to be employed frequently in ideological texts. For example, many such 
texts contain what she refers to as an "exemplary narrative" — that is, a 
story embedded within the larger text that reveals by example how we 
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are supposed to think, act, or feel. She examines religious parables as 
one illustration of these kinds of narratives. Her purpose is not to show, 
as others have, that parables lend themselves to multiple interpretations. 
Rather, she means to show that the capacity of parables to make any 
point at all depends on a particular style of construction. In the first 
place, we have to be able to recognize a parable as an exemplary 
narrative. Usually we are able to recognize them as such because the 
speaker makes an abrupt change in tense and mode, thereby setting off 
the narrative from what has preceded it. Often there is a direct 
imperative as well that enjoins the listener to pay attention and to look 
for the point ("If you have ears, then hear"). And sooner or later the 
story itself becomes sufficiently enigmatic to demand an interpretation. 
Indeed, Suleiman asserts, the whole purpose of a parable is to set up a 
situation in which an interpretation is needed. Often the audience in the 
text actually asks the narrator to supply an interpretation, thereby 
speaking for the listener outside of the text. For example, Jesus’ 
disciples routinely asked him to say what his stories meant. And 
typically the narrator supplies an interpretation. The exemplary narrative 
works because it conforms to this identifiable construction. It establishes 
a relation between a sender and a receiver within the text that evokes a 
similar relation between the text and its actual reader or listener. It tends 
to be sufficiently general to allow for a wide range of identification: 
Jesus’ parables are about "a sower," "a woman," "a father" who had 
"two sons." It occurs within a larger textual context that invests it with 
intentionality. It also tends to be interpreted by an authoritative narrator 
who experiences little or no challenge to his authority from other 
characters or voices in the larger text.

Another specific literary device that Suleiman discusses is the use of 
apprentices and stories about apprentices to help drive home the 
author’s ideological intent. Here is her definition of an apprenticeship 
story: "two parallel transformations undergone by the protagonist: first, 
a transformation from ignorance (of self) to knowledge (of self); second, 
a transformation from passivity to action" (p. 65). Or, more simply, an 
apprenticeship story is about a hero who goes forth into the world to 
find himself and who achieves this goal by undergoing a series of 
adventures or tests. Religious discourse is, of course, replete with such 
stories — from the biblical stories of Jacob, Joseph, Jesus, and Paul, to 
modern equivalents about religious converts, to such fictionalized 
variants as Luke Skywalker and Indiana Jones.

Like the exemplary narrative, apprenticeship stories work because they 
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conform to certain rules of construction. In addition to the apprentice, 
various antagonists must be introduced to provide contrasts and to 
present hurdles to overcome. Often there is a guide or mentor who 
functions not only to help the apprentice but to make explicit the lessons 
the apprentice has learned. Above all, a virtual identification must be 
created between the reader and the protagonist. This is often 
accomplished by dialogue between the guide and the apprentice that 
parallels the dialogue going on between the narrator of the text and the 
reader. For instance, Jesus counsels his disciples and receives questions 
from them in a way that permits the reader of the text to ask the same 
questions and receive the same answers. This sort of thing also takes 
place when the apprentice is a figural actor who exemplifies general 
characteristics of a certain social class or a particular time. Bunyan’s 
Christian in Pilgrim’s Progress evokes images of the Puritan artisan 
more generally, just as do the communist heroes of the twentieth-
century fiction that Suleiman analyzes.

Applications to Ordinary Discourse

All of Suleiman’s examples come from formal texts (novels, fables, 
parables), and all of Frye’s examples come from the biblical canon 
itself. The question thus arises as to whether any of their conclusions are 
valid with respect to the analysis of more ordinary kinds of religious 
discourse. Can we expect to find the same level of importance 
associated with complex structural arrangements in simpler and more 
spontaneous discourse, including verbal discourse, or is this the stuff of 
which only the sophisticated texts of great traditions and talented writers 
is composed? One way of gaining at least a partial answer to this 
question is to consider whether or not the professional clergy who 
transform the more sophisticated literature of religious traditions into 
verbal discourse have any training in such matters.

We would have to query clergy on this issue to find out, but we do know 
that seminary training routinely includes courses in sermon preparation 
and hermeneutics, and we know that the material used in these courses 
often reflects a great deal of sophistication about the matters we have 
been discussing. Consider, for instance, the advice given in two of the 
most popular texts on preaching, Elizabeth Achtemeier’s Creative 
Preaching: Finding the Words and Leander E. Keck’s The Bible in the 
Pulpit.11 Both are highly self-conscious about the importance of words 
— not just the deeper truths words convey but the words themselves. 
Achtemeier writes, for example, that "if we want to change someone’s 
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life from non-Christian to Christian . . . we must change the images. . . 
in short, the words by which that person lives" (p. 24). Both are also 
mindful of many of the specific issues raised by analysts such as Frye 
and Suleiman. Keck, for instance, decries the tendency seen in religious 
broadcasting and among fundamentalists to reduce religious truths to 
simple doctrinal formulas. For the modern highly educated person who 
believes "that truth is glimpsed momentarily and in fragments, that it 
lacks symmetry, that it is awkward and angular as it breaks through to 
us," he suggests, the very phrasing of religious discourse in consistent, 
propositional statements will sound unreal (p. 42). The kind of text that 
asserts a single imperative (Suleiman’s "ideological" text) should be 
avoided at all costs, he says. Instead, emphasis should be placed on 
simply relating the biblical stories, and conscious attention should be 
given to letting the diversity of different characters shine through. 
Rather than using the authoritative voice of the traditional narrator, he 
suggests, the preacher should tell stories that reveal his or her own 
vulnerabilities and thereby permit greater identification by the audience. 
Achtemeier, also writing primarily for clergy in liberal mainline 
churches, offers similar advice. Speak about actions, she urges, rather 
than propositional truth; retell the biblical stories, but tell them in 
conjunction with — and parallel to — stories from everyday experience 
so that parishioners can identify with them.

Another, more direct way of illustrating that the analysis of discursive 
structures is relevant to understanding religious discourse is to look 
briefly at some actual examples of religious discourse. I suggested 
earlier that this kind of analysis might prove useful for understanding 
the cultural chasm currently separating religious liberals and religious 
conservatives. Frye’s distinction between centripetal and centrifugal 
emphases seems relevant to this distinction. And the advice of 
Achtemeier and Keck seems to suggest a certain affinity between the 
centrifugal emphasis and the more liberal orientation. Are the same 
kinds of differences evident in actual sermons?

Two Examples

Consider the following: the pastor of a liberal Protestant church 
preaches a sermon on the story of the prodigal son called "Intolerable 
Love"; across town, a preacher at a small fundamentalist church delivers 
a sermon called "The Meaning of Life." If we had not been told one was 
given in a liberal church and the other in a conservative church, could 
we have placed them correctly merely from examining the two 
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transcripts? Or, perhaps more importantly, what do the two texts reveal 
about the differences between liberal religious discourse and 
conservative religious discourse?12

This is not the place to examine the two texts in detail, but we can 
illustrate how some of the points we have been discussing might be 
applied.13 From the surface content of the titles alone, we would get 
little clue as to the underlying differences between the two. Both speak 
of broad existential, psychological themes; neither focuses specifically 
on a religious or biblical phrase. Moreover, when we consider the 
structural arrangement of the words in each title, we also see 
similarities: both are quite brief, both contain a primary noun and a 
modifier of that noun, and both relate the noun and its modifier in a way 
that seems sufficiently paradoxical or contradictory to evoke a question: 
how can love be intolerable, how can life have meaning (specifically, a 
single meaning — "the meaning of life"). Yet (with a little sleight of 
hand that comes from peeking ahead and thinking of Frye’s basic 
distinction), we can already sense that one text is going to emphasize 
centrifugal meanings and the other, centripetal meanings. We sense this 
from the fact that "intolerable love" genuinely opens up all sorts of 
questions and possible answers, whereas "the meaning of life" implies 
that something as vague and complex as "life" is going to have a simple 
interpretation that can be called "the meaning" (consider the quite 
different implications that would be evoked by the phrase "the meanings 
of life" or even "meaning in life").

Pushing into the body of each text, we find further similarities and 
differences. For example, both employ some of the devices Suleiman 
discusses for creating an identification between the audience and either 
the narrator or characters in the story. In one, the speaker begins: "Who 
of us can read the story of the Prodigal Son nowadays without a catch in 
our throats?" The pronouns are all plural; they categorize us and the 
narrator together. In the other, all the pronouns are singular. But they 
occur in a sequence of questions that collectively encompasses everyone 
in the audience: "How can I handle death? How can I overcome my 
feeling of loneliness? How can I better manage my time?" As the 
sermons progress, though, we increasingly see two different patterns in 
the relations suggested between narrator and audience. In the sermon 
about intolerable love, the narrator seldom refers to himself; he 
consistently uses plural pronouns; and when he does refer to himself, he 
refers to someone who is himself struggling, learning, uncertain, weak. 
He objectifies the story and relates it to himself and to the collective 
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"we" with phrases that make the latter dependent: "like a resentful 
child," "broken," "caught." In the other sermon, the narrator tells 
numerous anecdotes about himself; he becomes a much more intrusive 
object in his own narratives; and in these stories his authority is never 
challenged. Indeed, they are often apprentice stories in which the 
speaker as apprentice encounters other people and then observes their 
confusion and supplies them with answers. But they are not genuine 
apprentice stories of the kind Suleiman analyzes. They show the speaker 
as one who has already found the answers or who instantly recognizes 
them or sees their applicability to others’ problems. In short, the role of 
the narrator in the text proves to be a key to the relatively more 
"ideological" or "authoritarian" tone of the second sermon in 
comparison with the first.

Opposite Flows

Most interesting, though, is the manner in which the two sermons move 
between simple, univocal meanings and complex, multivocal meanings. 
The narrator of the sermon on love observes near the outset that the 
story of the Prodigal Son is a "simple little story." And in retelling the 
story, his sentence structure underscores its simplicity: "First we have 
the younger son, the prodigal. We remember him most vividly. He is 
hungry for life. . . . He acts. . . . He is the experimenter These are 
simple, short, declarative statements. They reinforce the story’s surface 
simplicity. The same sentence structure is present as the narrator 
continues his description of the other characters in the story, the elder 
brother and the father. But then the narrator switches to interpretation. 
He announces the switch by stating that "we learn some things" from the 
story and that this was Jesus’ point in telling the story. Now the 
meanings conveyed become more complex. The story, it turns out, is not 
so simple after all. It is a story about envy, alienation, forgiveness, 
searching, the self, grace, reconciliation. And now the very complexity 
of the sentences forces the listener to abandon any conception of simple, 
straightforward interpretations. Here is the key sentence that 
summarizes the main point of the sermon: "The biblical notion of the 
wrath of God is not so much that of the anger of a just God, but it has to 
do with God’s passionate intolerance towards all forms of sin and what 
sin does to the world which is loved." Forty-four words! Delivered 
orally, it is little wonder that the story evokes, as the narrator said it 
would, "a catch in our throats." Meaning is not so simple after all. One 
probably cannot even grasp it on one hearing. The sentence does not 
invite clarity. It invites a sense of mystery to be probed, re-examined, 
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and experienced.

Contrast this movement from the simple to the complex with that in the, 
other sermon. Here the flow moves in the opposite direction. As noted 
previously, the text begins with some simple questions that draw the 
audience into their orbit. Each question is short and beguilingly simple. 
But there are nineteen of them! And they are delivered as a single 
unbroken chain. Together they signify the complexity of life — the 
problems of stress, decision making, communication, fear, pain, and the 
like. Then there is a series of short narratives. Each describes a 
seemingly simple answer to the question of the meaning of life and then 
negates this answer with statements that typify confusion, mystery, 
openness, searching: "he does not know real answers," "you don’t know 
where you’re going," "we find ourselves never getting anywhere," "what 
are the real answers," "knowledge does not contain answers," "there are 
no answers in power," and so forth. The words themselves open up the 
complexity of the subject. But, as in the other sermon, so does the sheer 
length of many of the sentences. For example, here is a sentence that 
describes the confusion among the followers of Jim Jones’s People’s 
Temple: "Every one of them was steeped in traditional religion, and 
they left it because they found a group of people that loved them, that 
gave them more answers, that cared for them, that generated warmth — 
when all they did was sit in pews and have meaningless things told to 
them so they could go out and live meaningless lives." Fifty-nine words. 
The very fact that this is grammatically a run-on sentence places the 
listener in a situation of openness: the specific clauses of the sentence 
could go on endlessly. Finally, though, the narrator asks directly, 
"where’s the answer?" And then he gives the answer: "Jesus is the 
answer." Note the simplicity of the sentence. Moreover, the sentence is 
actually framed, set apart from all other sentences in the text, enclosed: 
the narrator reveals that he saw it on a billboard along the highway 
when he was driving home from his grandmother’s funeral. Finally, lest 
there be any confusion on the audience’s part, he makes explicit toward 
the end of the text, just as the other narrator did at the beginning, that 
things are really quite, simple: "Does life ever seem mysterious?" he 
asks. The answer, he says, "is simply found," and then he underscores 
the point by saying it is "not hard to understand," it is "so simple," and it 
is "profound in its simplicity." Again he relies on slogans to underscore 
the point — simple refrains from well-known hymns, short biblical 
quotations. And twice he puts these statements in the mouths of 
children.
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The two sermons illustrate strikingly the contrast between Frye’s 
centrifugal and centripetal tendencies in religious discourse. In the 
sermon on intolerable love, the movement runs from simplicity to 
complexity, from a restricted literal reading to a figurative multivocal 
reading. In the sermon on the meaning of life, the direction of 
movement is from complexity and searching in many directions to 
simple, succinctly codified answers. The one "opens out" into broader 
meanings; the other "closes down" possible meanings to a single 
answer. Is it perhaps this contrast that accounts for the chasm separating 
religious liberals and religious conservatives? Had we considered both 
sermons in full, we would have observed that the liberal sermon actually 
devotes more time to quoting and paraphrasing the Bible than does the 
conservative sermon. We would have also noted that the scriptural text 
speaks more directly and objectively in the liberal sermon, while the 
narrator himself is more intrusive in the conservative sermon. We would 
have observed, too, that the conservative sermon does not contain a 
rigid set of "thou shalt not’s" or spell out in propositional statements 
what it means to assert that "Jesus is the answer." In other words, the 
two sermons do not differ in many of the ways we might have expected 
them to on the basis of preconceived notions about liberalism and 
fundamentalism. The main contrast is in style and in the openness or 
restrictedness of meaning that is connoted by that style.

Broader Implications

What does this imply about religious discourse in the public sphere? 
Perhaps it is the style of discourse that causes it to communicate in some 
contexts and fail utterly to communicate in others. Perhaps clues are 
buried in the structure of discourse itself that say to us, "life is really too 
confusing and here are some simple answers," or "the answers we have 
are really too simple and we need to recognize the complexity of it all." 
As in the sentence structure of the two sermons, there may be an 
implicit emphasis on the priority of centripetal meaning or on the 
priority of centrifugal meaning. The two emphases may also be spelled 
out explicitly, as they were when the two ministers employed the word 
simple itself.

In drawing on Frye and Suleiman, I have made no attempt here to 
suggest a rigorous, easily codified, let alone quantifiable method of 
examining the structure of meaning in religious discourse. Indeed, the 
examples given have specifically shown the precarious bases from 
which inferences about how texts operate are drawn. The study of 
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discourse is, after all, an interpretive enterprise. It depends on 
preconceived frameworks — which is why I introduced Frye and 
Suleiman before discussing the two sermons — rather than on raw 
induction from the empirical world.

Nevertheless, it seems to me that the study of public rhetoric can 
advance by following some of the clues suggested by this reading of 
Frye and Suleiman. We have considered the importance of examining 
metaphor and narrative not as straightforward thematic content but as 
building blocks in the construction of texts. We have considered 
redundancy and special kinds of narrative structures that draw the reader 
into the text by providing exemplary stories and by telling the exploits 
of apprentices.

If there is any "simple answer" to the analysis of discourse that goes to 
an even more elementary level than these clues suggest, it is probably to 
be found in the examination of distinctions and connections, contrasts 
and parallels. Metaphor, for example, consists of words that are clearly 
distinct, drawn from two different realms ("the sun is a chariot"), rather 
than two words that can actually be equated ("God is sacred"). And as 
Frye observes, metaphor depends on drawing a connection between 
these two contrasting words (thus, in his analysis, the importance of is). 
But we car broaden the idea beyond metaphor. Suppose a different kind 
of connection is drawn between two contrasting words. It has often been 
noted, for example, that Flannery O’Connor made frequent use of the 
phrase "as if for this purpose.14 This kind of connection muddies up our 
interpretations, forcing them to be more centrifugal than centripetal. 
When I said earlier, for instance, that it was "as if" our methods forced 
us to conceive of religious communities as silent worlds, what did I 
mean? Not that it literally did, but that there is a provocative sense in 
which this is the case, and giving some thought to this sense may open 
up the matter for us in unexpected ways.

More generally, issues of redundancy and methods of drawing an 
identification between readers and characters in the text also boil down 
to questions about distinctions and connections, contrasts and parallels 
— which is to say, structural features of discourse. I am suggesting that 
we need to pay greater attention to this. Religious discourse in the 
public arena is not simply talk about the gods in an otherwise secular 
context. It is the use of a certain rhetorical style, a style that conforms to 
certain rules of underlying structure but that communicates only to the 
extent that this structure is appropriate for the uses to which it is put.
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NOTES

1.  I have examined the epistemological underpinnings of this 
approach and alternative approaches to cultural meaning in 
general in my book Meaning and Moral Order: Explorations in 
Cultural Analysis (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of 
California Press, 1987), especially chap. 2.

2.  For further detail, see my book The Restructuring of American 
Religion: Society and Faith since World War II (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1988).

3.  Jurgen Habermas, Communication and the Evolution of Society 
(Boston: Beacon, 1979).

4.  What I find disappointing about many studies of public rhetoric 
is (a) their tendency to focus only on content, rather than the 
form or structure of discourse, (b) their tendency to thematize 
this content, and (c) their tendency to regard these themes as 
reflections, or reinforcements, of collective values — which 
apparently lie hidden somewhere in the subjectivity of the 
collective conscience.

5.  Frye, The Great Code: The Bible and Literature (New York: 
Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1982), p. 78.

6.  Suleiman, Authoritarian Fictions: The Ideological Novel as a 
Literary Genre (New York: Columbia University Press, 1982).

7.  I am aware, of course, of the more general usage of this 
metaphor in linguistics and literary criticism, as well as the 
reservations that have been expressed especially by Marxist 
critics of Frye’s broader theoretical framework.

8.  Paul Ricoeur, The Philosophy of Paul Ricceur (Boston: Beacon 
Press, 1978).

9.  Luhmann, "Society, Meaning, Religion — Based on Self-
Reference," Sociological Analysis 46 (1985): 5-20.

10.  I have had many fruitful discussions of Suleiman’s book and of 
the problem of meaning-restriction in texts more generally with 
Marsha Witten, to whom I want to give special thanks. She is 
currently engaged in some very promising empirical work on this 
issue.

11.  Achtemeier, Creative Preaching: Finding the Words (Washville: 
Abingdon, 1980); Keck, The Bible in the Pulpit: The Renewal of 
Biblical Preaching (Nashville: Abingdon, 1978).

12.  I am grateful to Penny Becker for collecting these and other 
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sermons for me under a work-study program sponsored by 
Princeton University.

13.  Marsha Witten has written a very useful paper, entitled "The 
Structure of Symbolic Codes and the Restriction of Meaning: 
Devices of Disambiguation in a Fundamentalist Christian 
Sermon," that examines the second of these two sermons in 
depth, using both quantitative and qualitative methods.

14.  For instance, in the familiar opening sentence of Wise Blood, 
O’Connor writes, "Hazel Motes sat at a forward angle on the 
green plush train seat, looking one minute at the window as if he 
might want to jump out of it, and the next down the aisle at the 
other end of the car."

15
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Chapter 4: Perspectives on Religious 
Evolution 

How do we assess the changes that are taking place in contemporary 
religion? Is it possible to see in these changes some broader patterns that 
conform to — or deviate from — the theories we have at our disposal 
for understanding modern religion?

There are theories — theories of religious and cultural evolution — that 
are relevant to these questions. Rather than depicting religious change as 
a simple decline in the importance of religion, these theories emphasize 
qualitative changes in the character of religion. They depict broad 
evolutionary stages in the development of modern religion and provide 
clues about the possible future of modern religion. These are, of course, 
speculative frameworks, based as much on stylized notions of 
intellectual currents as on factual evidence about either the past or the 
present. Nevertheless, they can be useful as a starting point for thinking 
about changes in contemporary religion from a broader perspective.

Evolutionary Patterns

One need not accept the strong statements that some theorists have 
made about cultural evolution (let alone "sociobiological" evolution) to 
find value in theories that have tried to organize what we know about 
historical development according to some broad evolutionary schema. 
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The virtue of such theories is that they provide general frameworks that 
highlight certain aspects of the modern situation and permit 
comparisons to be made with earlier periods. In tracing broad processes 
of social and cultural change, these theories also offer some guidance in 
thinking about the possible direction of changes in the future.

It is, of course, necessary to recognize that such theories depend to a 
great extent on the kinds of values and presuppositions built into the 
larger cultural environment from which they emerge. One finds, for 
example, that the present period is often portrayed as an infinitely better 
arrangement than anything that has been experienced previously — or, 
in other cases, that the present period is fraught with deep crises that 
pose a dire threat to modern society but that new ideas are just now 
being formulated that will save humanity from sure destruction. We 
must recognize value judgments of this kind for what they are rather 
than confusing them with the historical record itself. In providing an 
Archimedes point from which to view the major contours of an entire 
cultural epoch, however, such theories can be enormously useful.

Many efforts have been made to describe modern religion in broad 
evolutionary terms. Indeed, the sociological study of religion came into 
being largely as a result of such efforts. Marx, Weber, and Durkheim all 
formulated implicit theories of the direction of modern religious 
evolution, not to mention the more explicit scenarios advanced by 
Comte, Tonnies, Spencer, and others. A more recent generation of social 
theorists — including Talcott Parsons, Marion Levy, Jr., E. 0. Wilson, 
Peter Berger, Thomas Luckmann, and Bryan Wilson, to name a few — 
also contributed to this literature. Rather than trying to bring this entire 
theoretical armamentarium to bear on the question of religious change, 
however, I will content myself with a brief foray into the ideas of three 
representative theorists whose work on modern religion is unrivaled in 
subtlety of argument and appreciation for the nuances of cultural 
analysis: Robert N. Bellah, Jurgen Habermas, and Niklas Luhmann. It 
will be helpful to have a brief overview of each theorist’s claims in 
mind before trying to consider contemporary religion in relation to these 
claims.

Robert N. Bellah’s theory of religious change was published as a brief 
article in the American Sociological Review in 1964. Although Bellah 
has elaborated on the initial framework (even to the point of repudiating 
some of it) in more recent lectures and publications, the original outline 
has remained a central and provocative feature of most theoretical 
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treatments of modern religion. Cast in a broad evolutionary framework, 
Bellah’s outline distinguished five ideal-typical patterns of religion, 
each of which is a distinct stage or "relatively stable crystallization" in 
the development of religion from early societies to the present. Bellah 
labeled the five stages primitive, archaic, historic, early modern, and 
modern. The progression from each stage to the next involves a process 
"of increasing differentiation and complexity of organization that 
endows the organism, social system, or whatever the unit in question 
may be with greater capacity to adapt to its environment than . . . its less 
complex ancestors."1

Archaic religions, in BeIlah’s view, were more internally complex and 
differentiated than primitive religions in their view of the world and the 
kinds of religious action and organization they embodied; historic 
religions were more complex, in turn, than archaic religions, and so on. 
For our purposes, however, only the modern stage requires 
consideration, since Bellah traces its origins well back into the 
nineteenth century and argues for its prevalence, even at the popular 
level, in the contemporary United States.

Modern religion, Bellah asserts, is distinguished from all previous 
varieties by a "collapse of the dualism that was so crucial to all the 
historic religions." Instead of there being a sharp distinction between 
"this world" and some "other world" — between the natural and 
supernatural — modern religion tends to mix the sacred with the 
profane. Religious claims are grounded more in considerations of the 
human condition than in arguments about supernatural revelation. The 
"divine," in this sense, becomes more approachable, more imminent.

On the surface, this collapse of the supernatural into the natural would 
appear to represent a return to the more undifferentiated type of 
worldview evident in primitive or archaic religions. However, Bellah 
claims it actually consists of an increase in symbolic differentiation. 
Whereas reality was once perceived in dualistic terms, it now takes on a 
"multiplex" character. Religious symbols stand not so much in 
contradistinction to the secular world but as signals of deeper meaning. 
They point toward a form of transcendence that nevertheless penetrates 
everyday life.

According to Bellah, modern religious symbols are also held in a 
uniquely self-conscious manner. Rather than "looking through" symbols 
to the truths they convey, we "look at" symbols with greater 
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appreciation of their capacity to shape reality. In Bellah’s view, this 
capacity to differentiate symbols from the truths they convey is a prime 
example of the more complex, more highly differentiated character of 
modern religion. There is, in a sense, a heightened capacity to work with 
symbols, to manipulate them to our advantage, to subject sacred 
symbols to textual criticism and yet to recognize them as truth, to 
distinguish myth from literal fact and at the same time to gain meaning 
from both. In other essays Bellah elaborates these points, both 
descriptively and normatively, by suggesting that modern culture 
develops an attitude of "symbolic realism" toward religion that 
recognizes the humanly constructed nature of religious symbolism and 
affirms the importance of such symbolism as a source of ultimate 
meaning and personal integration.

It is no accident that Bellah perceives a close connection between 
religious symbolism and personal integration. The "self" occupies a role 
in modern culture that is not only prominent but problematic. Gradually 
becoming emancipated from all sustaining collectivities, it is free to 
determine its own destiny — even choose its own identity. But it is also 
shaped by a myriad of experiences that in a complex society render it 
fragile and in need of integration. In religious matters the frightening 
responsibility that grew out of the Reformation and, in Weber’s words, 
left the believer face to face with God has been greatly expanded. Now 
the individual must accept responsibility not only for the duties that God 
prescribes but also for the very choice of gods to worship. Creeds must 
not only be lived up to but also interpreted and selectively combined, 
modified, and personalized in a way that the individual finds 
meaningful. And because the self tends to be multidimensional, if not 
transformational, the process of choosing and adapting religious 
symbols may acquire the quality of a lifelong "journey" rather than a 
once-for-all decision, let alone an ascribed status.

Religious action and perforce religious organization, according to 
Bellah, become more open and flexible in the modern era. No longer 
can churches and other religious organizations maintain a monopoly 
over the individual’s relation to the ultimate. Membership standards 
become looser as emphasis shifts away from uniform codes of belief 
and moral conduct toward individual choice and freedom of conscience. 
At the same time, the definition of what it means to be "religious" or to 
have ultimate meaning expands, becoming in the process more a 
product of individual interpretation. As a result, ethical conduct in the 
secular world replaces narrow definitions of salvation, and a larger 
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number of people pursue their salvation through specialized, short-term 
commitments outside of the church entirely. Bonhoeffer’s "religionless 
Christianity" provides a theoretical image of the potential outcome. And 
at the organizational level Bellah foresees the emergence of "an 
increasingly fluid type of organization in which many special purpose 
subgroups form and disband."

The process by which a thoroughly modernized form of religion makes 
headway is, in Bellah’s view, not accomplished strictly at the expense of 
more traditional variants of religious expression. Fundamentalist 
religions and authoritarian religious cults that seek to impose uniform 
orthodox beliefs and standards of membership on believers will 
continue and perhaps even experience periodic revivals as reactions to 
the ambiguities inherent in modern society. There will also be people for 
whom religious symbols become so thoroughly unsatisfactory that a 
purely secular worldview — one that denies the possibility of ultimate 
meaning — is sought as a replacement. In the long term, however, 
Bellah is doubtful that either the fundamentalist or the purely secular 
mode of accommodation to modernity is as viable as an open, multiplex 
version of the sacred.

Bellah’s description of modern religion is grounded in considerations 
about long-term social evolution, but these considerations remain 
largely implicit in his work. Since the publication of the original essay 
— which compressed those theories into single sentences — Belllah has 
written widely on modern religion but has never spelled out in sufficient 
detail the dynamics of the underlying evolutionary model. Indeed, he 
has at times appeared to abandon even the premises of progress and 
linear development on which evolutionary theories are based. It is, 
therefore, of some interest to turn to a second theorist who has also 
taken up the idea of religious evolution: Jurgen Habermas.2

Trained as a German social philosopher with intellectual roots in the 
Marxist tradition and in the Frankfurt school of critical theory, 
Habermas departs from Bellah in significant ways in his depiction of 
social evolution. For instance, Habermas pays more explicit attention to 
economic development and to the state, credits the social sciences with a 
more prominent role in cultural evolution, and stresses secular 
procedures as elements of legitimation rather than emphasizing sacred 
or religious values. Yet Habermas, like Bellah, is deeply indebted to 
Weber, Heidegger, and Parsons; he ultimately rejects the Marxist 
emphasis on historical materialism; and he seeks an evolutionary 
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framework that provides not only a description but also a normative 
guide for the discussion of modern culture. Indeed, Habermas’s 
treatment of religion draws directly from Bellah, contributing to it 
mainly by recasting Bellah’s efforts into a somewhat more explicitly 
elaborated view of cultural evolution.

Habermas distinguishes four stages of cultural evolution: neolithic, 
archaic, developed, and modern. The first three correspond roughly to 
Bellah’s primitive, archaic, and historic stages; the last subsumes 
Bellah’s early modern and modern stages. In principle, Habermas 
distinguishes his stages from one another on the basis of different 
principles of institutional organization, different levels of productive 
capacity, and different capacities for societal adaptation to complex 
circumstances. In practice, the stages are distinguished mainly, as are 
Bellah’s, by ever-increasing levels of cultural complexity and 
differentiation.

Neolithic cultures manifest relatively low levels of cultural 
differentiation. Motives and behavioral consequences remain 
undifferentiated, as do actions and worldviews, human and divine 
events, natural and social phenomena, and tradition and myth. Archaic 
cultures make greater degrees of differentiation possible among all of 
these categories, thus permitting greater clarity about the linearity of 
history, greater opportunities for calculated action with respect to the 
control of nature, and expanded opportunities for the development of 
rational law and the state. Developed cultures contribute additional 
layers of differentiation, replacing myth and tradition with unified 
cosmologies and higher religions, articulating well-codified moral 
precepts, and positing universalistic principles as modes of legal and 
political legitimation.

Modern culture, which coincides in Habermas’s view with the period 
since the Reformation, is typified chiefly by an erosion of confidence in 
the validity of higher-order principles. Reason, as a process of 
systematic reflection, replaces absolute axiomatic laws as the basis on 
which cultural meaning and coherence rests. As a result, faith is no 
longer taken for granted but becomes objectified as a focus for the 
application of reason. With reason also comes a greater degree of self-
consciousness about the procedures used to arrive at and test the validity 
of statements concerning religion, morality, and nature.

Habermas is here alluding to more than simply the proverbial "warfare" 
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between reason and faith that scholars since the Enlightenment have 
tended to emphasize. He is also asserting that faith itself increasingly 
becomes subject to tests of reason, logic, and even empirical procedure. 
As Bellah also observes, this process leads to greater self-awareness 
about "statements," as distinct from the meanings conveyed by these 
statements. Whereas Bellah sees a somewhat ready solution to the 
inherent tension between reason and faith, each maintaining its own 
validity within separate realms, Habermas sees greater evidence of 
tension between the two. His view suggests considerable, but by no 
means total, retreat on the part of religion against the onslaught of 
rationality.

But religion does have a continuing role to play, according to Habermas 
(here in agreement with Bellah), in providing personal integration, 
unity, subjective meaning, and a unified self-identity. Like Peter Berger, 
whom he quotes, Habermas perceives a requirement for some form of 
symbolic universe — a sheltering canopy — to integrate the various 
systems of action in which an individual engages. Religious worldviews 
played a prominent role in fulfilling this requirement in "developed" 
cultures. Greater differentiation of human action from nature allowed a 
greater sense of individual identity to develop; a unified picture of the 
forces governing the universe contributed to the internalization of a 
coherent set of moral principles which in turn facilitated greater unity of 
the self, and, as Weber observed, religious explanations for the 
misfortunes of nature helped individuals and collectivities to function 
more effectively in the face of risk, grief, and ultimate doubt. In the 
modern period religion continues to perform many of these traditional 
functions.

However, the role of religion in the modern period has, in Habermas’s 
view, become progressively restricted. With modernization has come 
greater control over the exigencies of nature, thus diminishing the need 
for religious explanations for these exigencies and increasing the 
importance of specialized knowledge devoted strictly to the empirical 
understanding of nature. Religion has accordingly come to focus less on 
metaphysical assertions about the world and more on exclusively 
subjective concerns about individual meaning and integration. In short, 
religion has been pushed increasingly into the realm of what Habermas 
calls "civil privatism."

The "privatization" of religion is an emphasis that Habermas shares, in 
some respects, with Bellah and indeed with many other observers of 
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contemporary religion. But Habermas remains too concerned with 
social processes to perceive much value in a religion that merely gives 
interior solace to the individual. Like Bellah, he recognizes that much of 
the traditional importance of religion lies in its capacity to instill a sense 
of community and perform socially integrative functions. Bellah 
maintains that this function continues to be performed largely through 
the application of religious values — not through the institutionalized 
church but through the culturally differentiated set of religious symbols 
he calls the civil religion. For Habermas, however, the notion of civil 
religion seems to be an unworkable throwback to a less modernized set 
of values.

Perhaps because of his roots in the more thoroughly secularized setting 
of western Europe, Habermas sees little continuing significance in the 
role of traditional religious values as a means of social legitimation and 
integration. The social sciences, in his view, have seriously undermined 
the plausibility of such values, rendering them relativistic and secondary 
to a kind of technical reason devoted to the solution of social problems 
through the application of technical knowledge. Habermas admits that 
the social sciences have been relatively ineffective in actually resolving 
social problems, let alone providing substitutes for religious answers 
about death, grief, illness, and tragedy. Nevertheless, he maintains that 
by creating awareness of the social constructedness of religious 
symbols, the social sciences have made it impossible to rely on absolute 
religious claims for social integration. Instead, social integration will, 
for better or worse, depend chiefly on the rational-legal procedures that 
have been developed in modern societies for the conduct of business 
and government and for the resolution of disputes.

Still, Habermas does point out one function that religious symbols may 
be able to perform — the function of facilitating communication. This is 
at first glance an anomalous position to find Habermas taking, because 
he generally appears to be skeptical of religion, treating it as a form of 
ideology that systematically distorts communication by virtue of the fact 
that religious people generally seem to be unable to abandon their own 
suppositions long enough to truly consider the interests and values of 
others. Yet in a few scattered passages that remain largely undeveloped, 
he makes reference to the possibility that some understandings of 
modern religion seem to promote rather than inhibit communication. 
Noting the theological work of Metz and Pannenberg in particular, he 
argues that a new concept of God is evident in this work that recognizes 
the socially constructed character of all conceptions of the divine but 
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nonetheless asserts the utility of such symbols because of their emphasis 
on community and reconciliation.

Like Bellah, Habermas perceives a serious degree of erosion associated 
with institutionalized religion — so much so in fact that he seldom 
bothers to discuss organized religion. In his evolutionary perspective, 
the growing differentiation of modern culture has placed religion in 
competition with reason, the natural sciences, and most recently the 
social sciences, all of which have taken over many of the topics on 
which religion traditionally spoke with authority. In addition, modern 
religion has become more internally differentiated such that religious 
knowledge has become more distinct from religious experience and 
meaning, religious techniques have become more distinct from religious 
values, and religious statements have become objectified over against 
the largely privatized meanings and interpretations they are given. 
Finally, growing awareness about the situational relativity of religious 
symbols, while reducing their absolute plausibility, has perhaps 
enhanced their role as objects and facilitators of communication about 
social values.

A third perspective on the evolution of modern religion has been 
provided by Niklas Luhmann, another leading German sociologist, often 
in critical debates with Habermas. A professor of sociology at the 
University of Bielefeld in West Germany, Luhmann has emerged as one 
of the major theorists in contemporary sociology. Known until recently 
only through his debates with Habermas, he has begun to attract 
considerable attention among American scholars in his own right. Like 
the classical theorists, he treats religion as a basic feature of modern 
society.

Luhmann is a systems theorist, somewhat in the same genre as Talcott 
Parsons, who understands social evolution chiefly in terms of social 
differentiation. Thus he contends that modern societies differ from 
traditional societies mainly in terms of having a greater number of 
clearly differentiated social spheres or subsystems. The basic 
institutional pattern of modern societies was laid down, in his view, 
between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries with the emergence of a 
relatively autonomous political system which was accompanied by 
increasingly autonomous systems in other realms as well, such as 
science, law, education, and art. In the process, religion gradually came 
to be viewed as just one sphere among many. Like Habermas, Luhmann 
believes that modern religion has largely lost its capacity to legitimate 
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and unify the society as a whole. Religion is not likely to die out, he 
says; it may even flourish among reactionary groups critical of political 
and economic processes. But it must function increasingly without 
significant connections to other spheres of social action.

This, at least, was Luhmann’s position until recently — a fairly 
pessimistic view of modern religion that did not differ substantially 
from that of many social theorists in the nineteenth century. But 
Luhmann’s broader framework has been in flux, and so have his views 
on religion. Like Habermas, he has immersed himself in the growing 
literature on language, discourse, and communication, coming 
increasingly to conceive of society itself as a vast system of 
communicative action, and this perspective has given him a number of 
novel ideas about the nature of religion.

At the 1984 meetings of the American Sociological Association 
Luhmann presented a paper entitled "Society, Meaning, Religion — 
Based on Self-Reference" in which he outlined the core of his ideas 
about modern religion. Building on his previous work, he continued to 
describe modern society as a product of evolutionary development, but 
he also suggested that a fundamental characteristic of modern society is 
its inevitable and enduring confrontation with paradox At one level, the 
basic paradox confronting modern society can be seen in the fact that 
there must be closure for communication to occur, yet there must also 
be openness in order to cope with the high degree of complexity and 
change in modern society. At another level, paradox is seen in the fact 
that any statement about the world implies that other possibilities were 
also available, thus rendering even definitive statements contingent. In 
short, Luhmann claims that we live in a world where, paradoxically, 
contingency is necessary. It is from this simple recognition of paradox 
that Luhmann develops his views of the functions of religion.

"The plentitude and void of a paradoxical world is the ultimate reality of 
religion," he writes. "The meaning of meaning is both richness of 
references and tautological circularity." Since modern society is both a 
closed system and yet inevitably constrained to remain open to 
unanticipated contingencies, it must cope with the paradoxical nature of 
its situation. Luhmann defines religion as the set of forms that society 
develops to "deparadoxize the world." Religious forms "absorb" 
paradox, resolving it by revealing that seeming opposites are really one 
and the same.
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The essential insight here is seen most vividly in contrast with Weber’s 
description of the function of traditional religion. Weber argues that 
traditional religion serves to "make sense" of the universe by 
demonstrating that everything can be related to everything else, can be 
"unified" into a single whole. Thus good and evil, suffering and joy, life 
and death are all reconciled in a single overarching framework. But 
Luhmann’s argument is that even this framework cannot be accepted as 
final. It is a system that necessarily recognizes possibilities for meaning 
beyond itself. This is the paradoxical tension with which modern 
religion must always deal.

Any concrete religious symbol system or organization is thus inevitably 
precarious. It exists as a form that resolves ambiguity, and yet this form 
must always grant the reality of ambiguity. Religious systems therefore 
undergo nearly continuous transformations, both altering their social 
contexts and being altered by them. They are endangered by their own 
successes, resolving paradox to their long-term detriment and 
necessitating new conceptions of paradox itself. Luhmann thus 
conceives of religion as undergoing an evolutionary process but 
disagrees with Bellah and Habermas about whether this process can be 
reduced to a model of discrete stages.

Nevertheless, some significant landmarks in the evolution of modern 
religion can be identified. Since the paradoxes that religion deals with 
pertain, in Luhmann’s view, to the nature of communication, these 
landmarks have mostly to do with developments in the nature of 
communication. One was the invention of the alphabet. This invention 
led to the capacity to produce written religious texts which then, along 
with the gods and their utterances, became objects of religious 
reflection. No longer could priests and prophets simply offer their own 
renditions of the supernatural; they were now constrained by what the 
scriptures said. Luhmann suggests, not entirely facetiously, that the 
development of Christianity itself may be seen as a desperate attempt by 
religious specialists to survive the invention of the written word.

This of course happened centuries ago. It continues to affect the course 
of modern religion insofar as scripture and "the word" have remained to 
a high degree objects of self-conscious reflection in the Christian 
religion. As Luhmann notes, the New Testament canon itself seems to 
reflect a pattern of faith that is more closely circumscribed by religious 
texts than is the Old Testament. But none of this gets at the distinctive 
developments that have characterized religion in the twentieth century.
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Luhmann’s depiction of contemporary religion includes many of the 
themes already noted in Bellah and Habermas — privatization, 
differentiation of beliefs from organizations, special purpose 
organizations, and a declining capacity to legitimate political and 
economic action. He also specifies Bellah’s notion of greater 
differentiation between the supernatural and natural realms by observing 
again the importance of communication: God remains an object with 
whom we can communicate; in contrast, we do not normally talk with 
nature. Most of these are, however, developments that Luhmann traces 
back as far as the origins of Christianity or even to the Greek city-states.

For the contemporary period, the main problem facing religion is, in 
Luhmann’s judgment, that of communicating with a god who has 
withdrawn into silence. Can we, given our own increasing awareness of 
the nature of symbols, realize the functions of our beliefs and yet hold 
firmly to them? Can paradox be resolved if we are aware that the role of 
our beliefs is to resolve paradox? His answer is that we probably cannot. 
Yet he also admits that this degree of self-reflectivity is probably limited 
mainly to the better educated segments of the population.

There is, however, a curious paradox within Luhmann’s own discussion 
of the paradoxical nature of religion. Recognizing both the value of the 
process of resolving paradox and the manner in whjch communication 
functions, we may be able to reconsecrate the churches for this very 
purpose. That is, the function that the churches may be best able to 
fulfill, even in modern society, is that of promoting communication with 
God. Within the insulated sphere that the churches provide, it may be 
possible to evoke a form of reality in which communication with an 
otherwise invisible deity makes sense. It may not be possible for such a 
reality to be constructed for everyone or on a broad scale, for 
communication with an invisible deity clearly runs counter to the norms 
of modern culture. Yet this contrast may be important in itself. As 
Luhmann argues, "churches seem to cultivate countermores, depending 
for their success on being different. Religion may have become 
counteradaptive, and this may be the very reason for its survival and for 
its recurrent revival as well. The church itself, by now, may have 
become a carnival, i.e. the reversal of normal order."

This vision of "church as carnival" contrasts sharply with the ideas of 
either Bellah or Habermas. Starting from the same premises concerning 
social complexity and cultural differentiation, Luhmann nevertheless is 
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led along a different route by his emphasis on the paradoxical nature of 
social relations. Although silent in this perspective, God has by no 
means collapsed into a monistic worldview or been replaced by secular-
rational norms of discourse. Religion fails to provide a clear sense of 
broader societal integration in all three of the models, but in Luhmann’s 
the emphasis on communication tends to preserve the idea of religious 
community, if only as counterculture. He maintains that the churches 
have a lasting, albeit restricted, social function to fulfill.

These are of course broad theoretical visions not to be used, as Bellah 
reminds us, "as a procrustean bed into which the facts of history are to 
be forced but a theoretical construction against which historical facts 
may be illuminated." How well, then, do these theoretical constructions 
illuminate the historical facts of American religion in recent decades?

From Theory to Evidence

In varying ways Bellah, Habermas, and Luhmann all stress the 
importance of greater self-awareness with respect to symbolism — or to 
culture, we might say — as a feature of modern religion. There is, in 
fact, much evidence that religious culture has become increasingly 
objectified for self-reflection at least at some levels. Theological 
reflection has, for example, converged to a remarkable degree with 
some aspects of the social sciences in its concern for the symbolically 
constructed character of reality. Munich professor of theology Wolthart 
Pannenberg, sounding strikingly like a social scientist, has observed that 
"it is only by symbols and symbolic language that the larger community 
to which we belong is present in our experiences and activities."3 And 
he goes on to argue that the church not only uses symbols but is itself 
symbolic. In a similar manner, Yale theologian George A. Lindbeck has 
asserted that "a religion can be viewed as a kind of cultural and/or 
linguistic framework or medium that shapes the entirety of life and 
thought."4 Both writers develop their arguments, as Bellah might have 
predicted, not from metaphysical first principles but from 
anthropological considerations of the nature of symbolism. In 
applications of discourse analysis and deconstructionism, other 
theologians have taken the investigation of religious symbols even 
further.5

At the popular level, evidence of greater self-consciousness about the 
nature of religious symbolism is naturally less apparent. To broach the 
subject of mythology or textual criticism remains a mark of extreme 
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heresy among the third of the public who believes that the Bible is not 
only divinely inspired but to be taken literally. Yet there are also 
indications that a substantial number of believers have achieved some 
degree of mental differentiation between their faith and the symbols 
with which it is expressed. For example, among those who believe the 
Bible to be divinely inspired, only half regard it as absolutely free of 
errors. Or for another example, a study of Lutheran church members 
showed that only one member in three felt it possible to prove the 
existence of God, and of these only about half felt this could be done 
from evidence in the Bible.6

Studies of new religious movements are also replete with evidence of 
the self-conscious application and manipulation of symbols. Because 
many of these movements grew from small groups in which symbols 
were either invented or synthesized from other sources, members tend to 
be keenly aware of the power of symbols. Being in a position to remake 
their own rituals and ideologies, and seeing the immediate effect of 
these symbols on group life, they quickly develop a heightened sense of 
"symbolic consciousness." Movements that seek to block out the effects 
of axiomatic constructions of reality through meditation, drugs, or 
religious experiences also sharpen their members’ sensitivities to the 
nature of symbolism.

Bellah’s argument that greater self-consciousness about religious 
symbolism tends to be accompanied by a greater emphasis on personal 
interpretation and a decline in tacit acceptance of official creeds is also 
supported by a variety of evidence. In the Lutheran study mentioned 
previously, only half of the respondents felt that God has given clear, 
detailed rules for living that apply to everyone; most of the remainder 
felt that individuals have to figure out how to apply God’s rules to their 
own situations. The study also included an effort to determine how 
much agreement exists between individual members’ views and the 
official theological positions of the church, first by interviewing 
theologians to determine what the official positions were, then by 
surveying pastors to see if these positions were taught, and finally by 
surveying members about their own beliefs. The core theological tenets 
of the church, as described by its theologians, consisted chiefly of three 
simple propositions: that Christ was fully God and fully man, that Christ 
was crucified to forgive our sins, and that men and women are sinners 
whom God loves and is giving new life. These tenets were uniformly 
accepted by the clergy and, partly because of the prescribed schedule of 
sermon topics, emphasized from the pulpit. Yet the laity survey found 
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that only one member in three affirmed all three of these propositions. 
On other teachings, such as the church’s views of baptism and 
communion, agreement was equally low. Given these tendencies, it may 
not be surprising that denominational boundaries seem to be weakening.

The evidence is less clear with respect to Bellah’s claim that modern 
religion is principally characterized by a collapse of the dualistic 
worldview that distinguishes God from man, the supernatural from the 
natural, this world from a world beyond. As Bellah himself observes, 
more than ninety percent of the American population affirms some 
belief in the existence of God. Such affirmation scarcely answers the 
question of whether there has been, as he puts it, "a massive 
reinterpretation" of the nature of God. But more refined questions 
suggest that a sizable number of Americans still express their faith in 
dualistic terms. For instance, nine persons in ten believe Jesus Christ 
actually lived, seven in ten believe he was truly God, and six in ten think 
one must believe in the divinity of Christ to be a Christian. The results 
of studies documenting consistently high levels of belief in life after 
death, heaven, and Christ’s presence in heaven also point to the survival 
of a strong element of religious dualism in American culture. Indeed, 
the persistence of these beliefs seems to be one of the more stable 
elements of American religious culture, in contrast with the serious 
restructuring that has taken place in many other beliefs and practices.

But if dualism continues, evidence also suggests that believers have, in a 
sense, "subjectivized" the divine rather than continuing to conceive of 
God as a metaphysical, transcendent, or omnipotent being. A study 
conducted in the San Francisco Bay Area in the 1970s found, among 
persons who said they definitely believed in God, that eight out often 
believed in God’s influence on their personal lives, but only about half 
felt God influenced social events.7 In the Lutheran study, only three in 
ten believed that God "shapes events directly through nations and social 
affairs."

A good deal of speculation — and some research — has also suggested 
that God is relevant to contemporary Americans mainly because the 
sense of God’s presence is subjectively comforting — that is, religion 
solves personal problems rather than addressing broader questions. This 
is perhaps especially true among evangelicals: historically evangelicals 
have tended to emphasize God’s sovereignty in all things, but more 
recently much of their literature focuses on emotional and psychological 
concerns.8
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While it may be, then, that a high degree of supernaturalism remains in 
American religion as a formal tenet, the operational relevance of the 
supernatural may have largely collapsed into the interior concerns of the 
self. This conclusion tends to be supported by the high degree of interest 
that surveys have documented in questions of personal meaning and 
purpose and in the number of quasi-religious self-help movements that 
have developed since the 1960s.

At the level of religious organization there is also much to support 
Bellah’s contention that religious expression has become increasingly 
differentiated from traditional religious institutions. High rates of 
denominational switching and interdenominational marriage, reduced 
levels of denominational identity and cross-denominational tensions, 
and pervasive contacts across denominational lines all point toward a 
declining monopoly of specific religious traditions over the securement 
of religious convictions. Evidence on the numbers of individuals who 
consider themselves religious or who hold certain tenets of faith and yet 
do not belong to religious organizations or attend religious services 
regularly point in a similar direction. The idea of "special purpose 
groups" also gains confirmation from the evidence on rising numbers of 
such groups and the extent of participation in these groups.

At the most general levels of societal integration and legitimation, the 
evidence, while subject to various interpretations, suggests the 
continuing relevance of religiously inspired ethical concerns but also 
reveals the diminishing weight of religious arguments as such, relative 
to the weight these arguments carry at the individual level. In many 
respects, the most obvious religious development with respect to 
societal integration has been the rise of the New Christian Right. On the 
surface this movement — and the countermovements it has provoked — 
suggests a continuing tendency for religious values to find their way 
into the public domain as a part of debates over societal goals. Liberals 
and conservatives alike have resorted to religious arguments in defense 
of claims about public morality and the role of the state in defending 
public morality. Yet the very dissension that has been produced by the 
religious right points up the difficulties of gaining any kind of broad 
consensus on the basis of traditional religious values. Where tacit 
agreement has been achieved, it has been achieved mostly with respect 
to the underlying rational-legal procedures to which political action 
must pay heed. Moreover, secular myths having to do with individual 
freedom, material success, and perhaps especially the wonders of 
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technology may be an even more powerful source of societal 
legitimation than, traditional religious arguments by virtue of being 
grounded in many assumptions that are virtually axiomatic in the 
culture.

Habermas’s assertions overlap considerably with those of Bellah, 
especially with regard to the privatization of religious expression, the 
decline of religious orthodoxy, and the erosion of religious institutions. 
Thus his claims illuminate many of the same bits of evidence as those 
just considered. His general emphasis, however, tends to suggest that 
rationality, natural science, and the social sciences have an even more 
pervasive effect on religion. The evidence suggests that all of these 
influences have indeed exercised a negative effect on traditional 
religious beliefs and practices. Not only do scientists — and especially 
social scientists — demonstrate radically low levels of religious 
commitment, but scientific and social scientific meaning systems appear 
to operate as functional alternatives to traditional theistic ideas for a 
number of people, and technical rationality plays an increasingly 
important legitimating function in the wider society. Highly publicized 
reactions to science and social science on the part of religious 
conservatives, as evidenced by lawsuits concerning the teaching of 
evolution in public schools and court cases challenging the influence of 
"secular humanism" on school textbooks, suggest that Habermas’s 
forces of "secular rationality" have by no means carried the day. And 
yet, the very grounds on which these controversies have been fought — 
arguing for the "scientific" basis of creationism, making use of the 
"rational-legal" procedures supplied by the modern court system, and 
drawing on social scientists for "expert testimony" — all point to the 
considerable degree to which even religious conservatives have 
accommodated to the norms of secular rationality.

At the same time, a clear case cannot be made in support of Habermas’s 
claim that the sciences have so reduced the physical and social 
contingencies of modern life as to make religious worldviews largely 
irrelevant. To the contrary, the sciences seem only to have contributed 
to a greater degree of sensitivity about the contingencies of life. Indeed, 
Luhmann’s suggestion that modern society is inevitably confronted with 
the paradoxes of its own contingency seems to be more applicable. Thus 
the concerns that continue to inspire deep religious discussion, such as 
the prospect of nuclear annihilation, the rights of the unborn, euthanasia, 
world hunger, Third World dependence, and so on, are clearly evidence 
of lingering contingencies in a technologized world.
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At a more theological or philosophical level there is, however, a very 
significant development that Habermas’s discussion helps to illuminate: 
the manner in which religion itself has been redefined in the face of 
advances in the realm of natural reason. Modern definitions of religion, 
as Bellah suggests, have come to focus increasingly on symbolism and 
meaning. Writers such as Clifford Geertz, Peter Berger, and Bellah 
himself conceive of religion as a special kind of symbol system that 
evokes a sense of ultimate, transcendent, encompassing meaning. 
Drawing on the social sciences, this conception actually manages to 
save religion from the onslaught of post-Enlightenment positivism. It 
accomplishes this feat by positing religion as a type of symbolism 
concerned with the meaning of the whole of life. The meanings of 
anything less — of selected aspects of the world — can be identified by 
the contexts or frameworks in which those aspects are located. But the 
meaning of the whole lies beyond any specific context. As Wittgenstein 
observed, "the meaning of the world lies outside of the world."9 Thus 
the "world of facts" with which the empirical sciences deal must be seen 
ultimately in another context — a context given meaning by religious 
symbols — which is beyond the scope of the empirical sciences.

Thus it is not irrelevant to Habermas’s argument that modern religion 
tends to be defined the way it is. Not only has there been a greater 
degree of differentiation between symbols and truth in modern religion 
but there has also been an increasing degree of differentiation among 
kinds of symbols. As a result religious symbols have been put beyond 
the reach of rational and empirical criticism to the extent that they have 
been identified with a different type of reality construction. It should be 
noted that Habermas himself has contributed to this development by 
identifying different types of validity claims that may be embodied in 
ordinary discourse — some of which can be subjected to empirical 
criticism, others of which remain matters of nonempirical metaphysical 
or philosophical reflection. Some of the difference evident in American 
society between religious liberals and religious conservatives can be 
understandable in these terms, especially if some part of the more liberal 
population can be assumed to have differentiated in their religious 
discourse between symbolism oriented toward holistic meanings and 
symbolism subject to empirical criticism.

Luhmann’s discussion, lastly, raises distinct questions mostly in relation 
to his ideas about communication with God and the role of the church as 
carnival. Although he recognizes the precariousness of efforts to 
communicate with an invisible, silent God, the abiding paradox of living 
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in a world that recognizes its own contingency forces him to concede 
that such communication will likely continue as a feature of modern life. 
Much evidence in fact suggests that, despite considerable erosion of 
religious practices in other areas, attempts to communicate with the 
divine remain strikingly prominent. Prayer in particular seems to have 
remained a strong feature of contemporary life in comparison with other 
kinds of religious behavior. For example, one of the Gallup surveys 
mentioned earlier showed that 60 percent of the American public 
personally considered prayer to be very important and another 22 
percent regarded it as fairly important; by comparison, only 39 percent 
thought that reading the Bible is very important, 38 percent thought that 
attending religious services is very important, and 28 percent thought 
that being part of a close religious fellowship group is very important. 
Other surveys have documented high levels of interest and involvement 
in prayer, a high degree of belief in the efficacy of prayer, and a strong 
tendency to regard prayer as actual communication with God.

Apart from prayer, evidence also suggests that many people continue to 
value highly their sense of a relationship with God, and many feel they 
are close to God. The Gallup survey showed that "growing into a deeper 
relationship with God" was considered very important by 56 percent of 
the public and fairly important by an additional 26 percent. In another 
Gallup survey, 64 percent of the public indicated that their relationship 
to God was very important to their own sense of self-worth, and nine out 
of ten expressed satisfaction with this relationship.

Luhmann observes with some interest that modern religion seems to 
depict God chiefly as an all-loving being, thus reducing much of the 
motivation for salvation that has historically been associated with 
Christianity (viz., to avoid damnation). This depiction may in fact serve 
a positive role in sustaining the plausibility of communication with an 
invisible God in the modern era: communication may be easier to 
sustain when God is envisioned not as distant judge but as a loving 
friend, an intimate "God within." At any rate, there are clear indications 
that contemporary imagery envisions God in such terms. Eight of every 
nine persons say they feel that God loves them, 80 percent say they feel 
close to God, and only 16 percent say they have ever felt afraid of 
God.10 In the Lutheran study cited earlier, nine in ten said God loved 
them and was giving them new life; only a quarter felt they were sinners 
under the wrath and judgment of God. And evidence from a 1984 
National Opinion Research Center survey indicates that, although 
images of God as judge and king persist, substantial numbers of 
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Americans lean toward more intimate images such as lover and 
spouse.10

Luhmann’s idea of the church as a kind of counterculture devoted to 
maintaining the plausibility of communication with God also appears 
consistent with a variety of evidence. Although this is by no means a 
new role for the church to fulfill, it is a role that the church seems to 
have carried on with surprising success as the culture has become 
increasingly secularized. To be sure, the religionless Christianity of 
humanistic ethicalism that Bellah speaks of is evident in many mainline 
churches. But the importance of the religious community gathered for 
worship and fellowship with God is also strikingly evident. Protestants 
and Catholics alike have shown increasing interest in liturgy as the heart 
of such communal activity. Pannenberg has suggested that "the 
rediscovery of the Eucharist may prove to be the most important event 
in Christian spirituality of our time, of more revolutionary importance 
than even the liturgical renewal of our time."12 As the sense of guilt and 
sin that became prominent in the teachings of the Protestant Reformers 
erodes, he suggests, the church will increasingly find its reason for 
existing is to serve as a symbol of wholeness in a broken world. This is 
the purpose of the eucharist: to dramatize communion with God and to 
evoke the healing presence of God in the world. Moreover, in an 
argument with which both Habermas and Luhmann have shown 
familiarity, he suggests that the eucharist can be interpreted in distinctly 
modern terms as a symbol that dramatizes freedom by casting ossified 
structures in doubt and that enhances adaptiveness and communication 
by emphasizing openness and provisionality: "the human predicament 
of social life is not ultimately realized in the present political order of 
society, but is celebrated in the worship of the church, if only in the 
form of the symbolic presence of the kingdom to come."

The typical congregant may well not participate in "the worship of the 
church" with the sense of sophistication that Pannenberg suggests. Yet 
in some form the church — whether liberal or conservative — does 
continue to attract participation largely as a place in which to experience 
the closeness of God and the communion of fellow worshipers. Among 
the gratifications from church mentioned most often in a national survey 
of regular church attenders, for example, were feeling close to God (77 
percent), the experience of worshiping God (60 percent), and a sense of 
companionship or fellowship (54 percent).

Conclusion
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If the foregoing is any indication, American religion demonstrates many 
of the characteristics that theorists have identified with modern culture. 
Many religious beliefs and practices remain much in evidence, contrary 
to simpler predictions that have envisioned a simple decline in religious 
vitality. These beliefs and practices may have retained their vitality 
through accommodations to the contemporary cultural situation. In 
becoming more oriented to the self, in paying more explicit attention to 
symbolism, in developing a more flexible organizational style, and in 
nurturing specialized worship experiences, American religion has 
become more complex, more internally differentiated, and thus more 
adaptable to a complex, differentiated society.

For several reasons this is a fairly speculative conclusion, however. In 
the first place it has to be defended largely without comparable evidence 
from other times or places. Some of the characteristics of American 
religion that bear directly on the theories of Bellah, Habermas, and 
Luhmann can be shown to have intensified even in recent decades. But 
it can legitimately be asked whether many of these characteristics are 
unique to the modern period, whether they are intensifying, or whether 
they might not also have characterized Western religion a century or 
even a millennium ago.

Another difficulty is that evolutionary theories tend to be cast in such 
broad terms that essentially ambiguous data can be readily manipulated 
to support them. It often seems less than clear what counts as evidence 
of increasing differentiation and what might be regarded as 
counterevidence. Habermas has argued specifically against trying to 
make such connections with concrete historical examples, suggesting 
that evolutionary theories are better viewed as normative guides toward 
the future than as testable theories. Thus it may be that American 
religion only seems to have accommodated itself to modernity because 
of a selective interpretation of the facts.

This criticism, however, should not overshadow the positive role that 
evolutionary perspectives can play. If we admit that their purpose is not 
to provide us with testable hypotheses, then we can make use of them, 
as suggested earlier, to illuminate what might otherwise seem to be 
disparate or insignificant developments. We are led to think about the 
possibility that what appear to be signs of decay in contemporary 
religion may actually have beneficial consequences for its survival over 
a longer period. For example, the decline of orthodoxy may 
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beassociated with a rise in personalized religious interpretations that 
make religion more adaptable to changing circumstances. We are also 
led to think about the relations among certain developments and the 
significance of these developments in a broader context. If it is true that 
religion is becoming more highly differentiated, then it may be 
especially important to develop greater effectiveness in dealing with 
new distinctions, with new understandings of symbolism, and with new 
kinds of religious organizations.

The more serious limitation of existing evolutionary approaches to 
religion is that they fail to illuminate much about the relations between 
religion and the broader social environment. Bellah, Habermas, and 
Luhmann all relate religious evolution to the growth of complexity and 
subsystem differentiation in the larger society. But none of the three 
draws explicit connections between these two levels of development of 
the kind that would indicate how a particular form of religious 
differentiation might be related to a specific example of societal 
complexity. And since all three leave open possibilities for maladaptive 
reactions, it becomes exceedingly difficult to pin down what constitutes 
complexity and what the effects of complexity may be.

Beyond this general problem, Bellah, Habermas, and Luhmann seldom 
identify the mechanisms of cultural change. At times it appears that each 
theorist regards religious evolution, like other dimensions of cultural 
evolution, as resulting from its own internal dynamics. This seems to 
suggest that previous symbolic structures set the constraints and provide 
the opportunities for new cultural developments. Thus one is forced to 
look mainly at the internal logic of Christianity, the legacy of 
Reformation Protestantism, and theological debates of the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries to understand what has shaped the character of 
American religion. Implicit in this approach is the view that institutional 
differentiation has progressed to such a high degree that religion is no 
longer significantly affected by anything other than developments 
within the religious institution itself.

Habermas himself, though, has openly challenged this view in some of 
his more recent work. Although he believes that the general patterns of 
cultural evolution are internally determined, he observes that other 
aspects of social structure are likely to be particularly influential during 
the transition from one general phase to another. He specifically 
mentions protest groups and religious movements as examples of 
mechanisms that may play a critical role in times of transition.
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In the American case, evolutionary theories are most deficient in 
interpreting religious characteristics in relation to elements of the 
broader social fabric. Most of the empirical characteristics that fit in one 
way or another with these theories do not apply uniformly to the entire 
population. Many of them pertain most clearly to the young and to the 
better educated — factors that suggest the growing prominence of these 
characteristics. But the theories provide little help in explaining why 
education is a factor, and why now. Nor do they cast into sharp relief, 
except in very general statements about adaptation and reaction, the 
kinds of conflict that have emerged between religious liberals and 
religious conservatives. The assertion that differentiation marches 
forward may be an accurate appraisal of long-term tendencies, but the 
apparent inevitability with which this process is portrayed fails to 
account for either the more specific tensions that develop in the short 
run or the precipitating events that engender these tensions. Greater 
differentiation between values and behavior or between the kingdom of 
God and institutional programs, for example, can scarcely be understood 
in any kind of adequate way apart from the specific societal pressures 
that reinforce these changes.

What we need to complement highly abstract evolutionary theories are 
concrete historical comparisons from which to gain a sense of the kind 
of environmental factors — as well as the kinds of internal institutional 
responses — that may result in religious restructuring. The recent period 
has been fraught with rapid changes in education, technology, and the 
character of the state. To understand how these developments have 
affected religion in the past, and how they may shape religion in the 
foreseeable future, we need comparisons drawn from concrete historical 
material.
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Chapter 5: Weberian Themes 

The theoretical tradition initiated by Max Weber nearly a century ago 
has remained a popular perspective from which to examine religion, 
ideology, and, in general, the processes of change in these cultural 
systems. The Weberian perspective gives credence to the importance of 
ideas in social life. It poses specific arguments about rationalization, 
charisma, political legitimacy, and religious ethics. It offers a 
methodological orientation that emphasizes subjective meanings. In 
disagreeing with Marx, Weber countered what in his view was a one-
sided materialism with a more complex model in which ideas could also 
exercise causal influence. In contemporary sociology, Weber has often 
been a source of inspiration for interpretive, ethnographic, and historical 
approaches to religion advanced in opposition to narrowly 
reductionistic, positivistic research designs.

Yet certain limitations have been evident in the Weberian tradition. The 
manner in which religion and ideology are conceptualized has resulted 
in what sometimes appears to be an overly subjective view of their 
nature and functioning. In the extreme, they become moods and 
motivations operating at the level of internalized values instead of 
observable features of discourse, language, or institutions. Supporters of 
the Weberian perspective have countered that this is, indeed, an extreme 
view, based more on a narrow reading of The Protestant Ethic and the 
Spirit of Capitalism than on an understanding of Weber’s more extended 
and mature works, especially Economy and Society. Yet even these 
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works have been criticized on the same grounds.

Causal statements sometimes revolve around notions of "elective 
affinities" among subsets of otherwise highly complex ideological 
systems. Why particular ideas become operative in particular situations 
remains unexplained. Moreover, comparisons with other contexts cast 
doubt on whether these affinities are universal. In addition, the social 
conditions bringing about changes in ideas are often left unspecified or 
are attributed too readily to notions about the interests of particular 
status groups.

Critics charge that Weber’s arguments go beyond notions of elective 
affinity in emphasizing the role of status groups as carriers of new ideas, 
but the intervening mechanisms relating particular ideas to particular 
status groups still leave much to be explained. Peasants, for example, 
are said to believe in God because they see supernatural acts in nature; 
soldiers are said to believe in fate because they risk an early death. But 
these explanations focus on psychological factors rather than providing 
insight into the institutional contexts in which ideas are actually 
produced, paid for, brought into contact with an interested audience, 
enacted in collective rituals, used to mobilize resources against 
competing ideologies, and embedded in social arrangements.

These limitations have been particularly evident in Weberian treatments 
of English and American Puritanism. Inspired by Weber’s thesis 
concerning the relations between inner-worldly ascetic religious values 
and the spirit of capitalism, numerous inquiries have examined the 
ideological components of Puritanism, its social origins, and its 
consequences. This body of literature has generated some useful 
hypotheses about the effects of Puritanism on the rise of science, its 
legitimation of revolutionary dissent, and the qualities of religious 
rationality, to mention only a few of the themes that have been pursued. 
Beyond these specific historical questions, this literature has also stood 
as an example of how one might use the Weberian tradition to derive 
generalizable propositions about the nature of religious change. Scholars 
have looked to it for inspiration in thinking about such questions as the 
origins of new theological ideas, the relations between changing 
religious views and changing views of the state, and the religious 
legitimation of secular knowledge.

But this body of literature also remains the subject of much controversy. 
Whether Puritanism as ideology had significant independent effects on 
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related social developments remains in dispute, as do matters associated 
with its content and the conditions facilitating its appeal to particular 
groups. The issue of Puritanism casts into sharp relief all the difficulties 
of relating the sacred to its social environment — difficulties of 
measurement, difficulties of accounting for change, and difficulties of 
establishing relationships between complex systems of ideas.

Much of the controversy surrounding Weberian arguments about 
Puritanism has focused on substantive issues. For instance, historical 
inquiries have variously identified the radically uncertain Puritan 
soteriology, the Puritan doctrine of the elect, and the implicit Puritan 
humanitarianism as its key ideology. Others have asked whether 
Puritanism was truly a seventeenth-century innovation or whether its 
roots extended not only to the magisterial Reformation but also to the 
highly rationalized religious concepts of the Middle Ages. Still others 
have debated the specific involvement of Puritans in such developments 
as the early scientific academies or the cadres that advanced ideas about 
civil insurrection.

So numerous have these studies been that scholars have on occasion 
expressed doubt about the likelihood of much of value coming from 
further work of this type. Interest in the Weberian thesis, however, 
appears to remain strong in large part because, for all the historical 
particularity of Puritanism, it constituted one of the most formative 
episodes in our own nation’s history and the history of the modern 
West. Interest in the Weberian study of Puritanism also remains strong 
because of the theoretical implications of Weber’s work for 
understanding the sacred in our own time.

Recently, several important studies have appeared that, in addition to 
contributing historical evidence on Puritanism, also offer some 
interesting new ways of thinking about the theoretical assumptions 
concerning religion and ideology in the Weberian tradition. The 
theoretical roots of these studies tap directly into Weberian arguments, 
but the studies provide insights about religion and ideology that should 
be of value well beyond the Weberian school itself.

The primary contribution of these studies is to suggest some of the 
specific social processes that intervene between general social or 
cultural conditions and the appearance of an ideology. They suggest, in 
different ways, that ideologies are not related to the social environment 
through some diffuse mechanism such as affinity, legitimation, or 
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isomorphism but are produced in specific institutional contexts by 
organizations, movements, and agents that draw resources from the 
environment and take specific actions that facilitate or impede the 
adoption of particular ideologies. Given this, these studies are clearly 
relevant to current debates inspired by traditions other than Weber’s as 
well — for example, neo-Marxist discussions of the state and ideology 
and poststructuralist treatments of cultural production.

The Heavenly Contract

David Zaret’s The Heavenly Contract is an effort to examine in greater 
detail the origins of one doctrine in English Puritanism that Weber 
thought particularly significant in the legitimation of rational industrial 
capitalism — the idea of a covenant between the believer and God.1 
"Covenant theology," as it was called, made it possible for individuals to 
gain evidence of their divine election by cultivating a disciplined life of 
pious devotion and godly deeds. Thus, it tempered the earlier 
predestinarian emphases of Calvinism by introducing notions of 
contract, exchange, and reciprocity into the relations between God and 
the individual.

It was this doctrine that Weber emphasized in arguing that the inherent 
uncertainties in Calvinist theodicies had been modified in Puritanism to 
the point that the fruits of disciplined activity in an ascetic calling could 
be taken as a sign of one’s salvation. Zaret argues that the importance of 
this theological development for the Weberian treatment of religion and 
capitalism suggests a need for an adequate account of its origins.

In contrast to previous accounts that focused on theological antecedents 
of covenant theology, Zaret’s study offers a sociological approach that 
draws inspiration from recent attempts to rewrite social history from a 
more popular, bottom-up perspective. He focuses mainly on the 
changing relations between laity and clergy and the ways in which 
religious ideas were produced.

The explanatory model for The Heavenly Contract starts with an 
assertion of the importance of social-structural, technical, and cultural 
changes in English society. These changes produced an active laity 
more interested in taking part in popular dissent movements. Among 
these changes, crucial developments included the penetration of market 
forces into the countryside, where the vast majority of the population 
still lived; the appearance of a popular press and the growth of literacy; 
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and a set of ideas conducive to popular dissent, such as anticlericalism 
and a more rationalized orientation toward material and spiritual life.

Then, on the clergy side, the model focuses on the manner in which 
preachers responded to and attempted to seize control of the emerging 
popular dissent. Ideas about the sanctity of conscience and the 
importance of godly edification were emphasized and subtly modified 
by clergy as they attempted to secure popular submission to the secular 
authorities, regain ecclesiastical control of the laity, forge alliances with 
the state, and secure patronage from the aristocracy.

With these background characteristics of the laity and clergy considered 
as preconditions of religious change, the model shifts to particular 
movements that developed as competing ways of organizing the new 
relations between laity and clergy. Competition among three specific 
groups — lay Puritans, Separatists, and radical heretics — seems to 
have been most important. Zaret argues that the controversies among 
these groups hinged chiefly on the ambiguous position in which clergy 
found themselves. On the one hand, they served as ordained ministers 
subject to the authority of the church; on the other hand, they played an 
increasingly active role as leaders of a popular movement. In short, 
clergy were caught between the expectations of their ecclesiastical 
superiors and a restive lay following. It was in this context that covenant 
theology emerged.

Clergy were hard-pressed to retain their control over the lay movement 
and often found themselves advancing doctrinal compromises with the 
more extreme demands of the laity or, in response to organizational 
pressures, advancing tentative solutions that turned out to have 
unintended consequences. Covenant theology developed from a mixture 
of intellectual precedents that were articulated and modified in response 
to organizational pressures. It drew heavily on contractarian ideas 
concerning the believer’s initiative in responding to divine election. 
Such practices as reading the Bible, hearing sermons, practicing family 
worship, and examining one’s spiritual life all came to be emphasized as 
evidences of divine election.

These elements of covenant theology not only solved some of the 
immediate dilemmas of church polity that the clergy faced but also 
made sense to laypersons because of their similarity to contractarian 
ideas gaining prominence in the world of finance and trade. Ultimately, 
therefore, the affinities between Puritan ideas and economic ideas that 
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Weber identified are important features of the argument, but Zaret 
specifies in greater detail than Weber had the conditions under which 
these ideas came together.

Zaret’s study is based on an extensive reexamination of sermons, lay 
memoirs, and historical studies of ecclesiastical debates and broader 
social conditions. Although it is limited to the English case, and 
therefore does not benefit from the broader kinds of comparison Weber 
made, it utilizes a rich set of sociological conceptions and pieces them 
together to form a detailed process model involving interactions among 
social-structural, cultural, organizational, and interpersonal factors.

The virtue of Zaret’s approach is that it demonstrates the relevance of 
broad social conditions as effects on religious ideas, but instead of 
pinning these effects on hidden psychological states or vague 
generalities about interests and legitimation, it traces the factors actually 
involved in the specific contexts in which ideas were produced, 
modified, and disseminated. One comes away with the feeling that a 
plausible set of connections between social conditions and religious 
change has been identified.

Piety and Politics

Mary Fulbrook’s comparative study of Puritanism and Pietism in 
England, Wurttemberg, and Prussia also contributes to the current 
reassessment of Weber’s ideas.2 Asking why religious ideas favored 
absolutism in Prussia in contrast to a politically passive orientation in 
Wurttemberg and an anti-absolutist attitude in England, Fulbrook is led 
to examine the interaction between religious ideas and the social 
contexts in which they take shape. Like Zaret, she concludes that 
ideological outcomes cannot be explained simply on the basis of 
theological antecedents. Indeed, she fails to find support for a Weberian 
style argument that ideas bear an elective affinity with the particular 
social, economic, or political structures they help to legitimate. Nor does 
she find any support for a straightforward effect of social class or status 
groups on ideologies. She is forced, like Zaret, to examine religious 
ideologies within a broader, more complex pattern of "sociopolitical 
environments."

 She observes that Puritanism in seventeenth-century England and 
Pietism in eighteenth-century Wurttemberg and Prussia were quite 
similar in general theological orientation. All three emphasized personal 
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purity and conversion, a life of diligence in attending to the scriptures, a 
clear vision of God’s kingdom becoming a moral community on earth, 
and an active inner-worldly approach to social improvement and moral 
asceticism. Yet the three varied dramatically in the specific attitudes that 
developed toward absolutist government. Why?

Her argument suggests that general ideas are transformed into specific 
political ideologies by the social obstacles that religious communities 
confront in pursuing their goals. She recognizes that in the cases under 
consideration, religious sentiments were embedded largely within the 
institutional context of a state church. The opportunities for religious 
reform movements to achieve their goals were largely determined, 
therefore, by the relations present among the state, state church, and 
other powerful interest groups.

English Puritanism developed an anti-absolutist ideology because it 
found a relatively strong popular base among the laity but was opposed 
by the state church, which was closely linked to the king who gave it 
patronage in return for ideological support. Pietism in Wurttemberg took 
a politically passive turn because it was largely tolerated by the state 
church, which was somewhat independent of the king and capable 
through the involvement of the aristocracy of incorporating new ideas 
about the nature of the polity. In short, Pietism became anti-absolutist 
but not revolutionary because mechanisms were available for gaining its 
ends peacefully. Prussian Pietism, in contrast, developed in the context 
of a feudal aristocracy that gave it a relatively weak economic base. 
Indeed, Prussian Pietists found their greatest support from the 
centralizing state itself, which was struggling to gain control over the 
feudal aristocracy; so Pietism gradually took on political attitudes that 
supported absolutism.

Fulbrook’s study does not have the nuanced series of variables linking 
social conditions and religious ideologies that Zaret’s does. But she is 
able to advance a highly parsimonious model for the differences she 
seeks to explain. Rather complex sets of historical variables are 
summarized in the relations among state church, state, and aristocracy, 
and these relations then determine where a religious reform movement 
is likely to turn for support, which becomes a decisive factor in shaping 
the movement’s views of the state.

Wallington’s World
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Wallington’s World, by historian Paul Seaver, represents a contribution 
to the Weberian legacy of a quite different sort.3 Nehemiah Wallington 
was a Puritan artisan who lived in London from 1598 until his death in 
1658. Seaver’s study is based on Wallington’s extensive memoirs, 
religious reflections, and letters — some 20,000 pages in all, of which 
2,600 survived. Seaver uses these materials to develop an intensive 
portrait of the mental outlook typified by this Puritan layman.

The topics covered range over some of the terrain most frequently trod 
by Weberian scholars: the doctrine of the calling, questions of divine 
election, evidences of salvation, attitudes toward money, sexual and 
family values, standards of morality. Seaver denies that Wallington can 
be regarded as a typical Puritan artisan (the fact that he wrote so much 
was itself unusual), but he presents enough material in addition to that 
of Wallington — from Puritan sermons and other autobiographies — 
that the reader is likely to come away feeling that he or she has learned 
something about Puritans in general.

In contrast to Zaret’s and Fulbrook’s studies, Seaver’s pays little 
attention to the broader social conditions that may have shaped Puritan 
ideology. The value of his study lies mainly in its portrayal of the 
ideology itself. If we agree with Zaret’s claim that popular ideology 
among the laity has been a neglected feature of Puritanism, then 
Wallington’s memoirs take on added significance: they give us a 
glimpse beyond the reconstructed categories that Weber and others have 
applied to Puritanism. Religious ideology ceases momentarily to be a set 
of ideal types and becomes actual discourse. We are able to see the 
words and categories that Puritans actually used to create their sense of 
reality. This, I believe, is of particular value for rethinking some of 
Weber’s ideas about social-psychological factors in religion.

Religion and Rebellion

In an essay in Bruce Lincoln’s volume Religion, Rebellion, Revolution, 
Christopher Hill also considers the lay aspect of Puritanism.4 In a sense, 
Hill’s story picks up where Zaret’s and Seaver’s leave off. He is 
concerned more with the second half of the seventeenth century than 
with the first. He concedes the importance of covenant theology but 
focuses on its breakdown rather than its origin. Like Fulbrook, he 
considers the radical tendencies in Puritanism, but he looks more at the 
conflict between rich and poor than at that between new merchant elites 
and the state. His discussion emphasizes the fluidity of ideas, the way in 
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which resolutions in one period become problems in the next, and the 
importance of paying attention to inequalities among groups concerned 
with ideologies.

The phenomenon Hill seeks to explain is the shift away from a covenant 
theology that applied to the elect minority toward a more universalistic 
doctrine of salvation that applied to the majority. He suggests that this 
shift reflected the changing social positions of rich and poor. By 1640, 
the inequality between rich and poor had apparently become 
accentuated. Covenant theology was attractive to the rich because they 
had sufficient wealth to lead the godly life it required. The covenant 
idea, however, also required a clear doctrine of sin as a means of 
controlling the poorer segments of society.

Even so, Puritanism only partially solved the problem of social control, 
and in the 1640s the poor were able to voice their demands more 
insistently. An emerging antinomianism temporarily allowed competing 
ideas to flourish, and universalism became increasingly popular among 
the poor. It was a solution to the problem of sin that had been imposed 
on the lower classes in conjunction with the covenant theology of the 
elite. The elite’s response between 1640 and 1660 was increasingly to 
downplay the idea of sin and, indeed, to discourage reflection about the 
nature of God more generally. What emerged was a deistic philosophy 
in which the ideas of sin and God receded in favor of new social control 
mechanisms provided by law and legitimated by conceptions of the 
lawfulness of nature.

 Two Treatises of Government

The lawfulness of nature was, of course, a central argument in Locke’s 
political philosophy. By the end of the seventeenth century, when 
Locke’s ideas began to flourish, the influence of Puritanism (if Hill’s 
thesis is correct) was already on the wane. Yet there has also been much 
speculation, often prompted by explicit considerations of Weber, that 
Puritanism had paved the way for the Lockean theory of democracy 
through an elective affinity of ideas.

One of the most ambitious, and for the most part successful, attempts in 
recent years to examine religion and ideology within its historic context 
has focused squarely on this connection between Puritanism and 
democratic theory. Taking Locke’s Two Treatises of Government as the 
particular form of this theory requiring explanation, political scientist 
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Richard Ashcraft has reexamined every relevant piece of information to 
provide a novel new account of the social conditions under which this 
influential contribution was made.5

The broader purpose of Ashcraft’s study is to demonstrate by example 
the virtue of taking political and religious ideology out of the realm of 
abstract philosophical discussion and considering it "in relation to a 
socially defined audience whose members seek to obtain certain 
practical advantages through social action."6 Ashcraft pursues this 
objective by demonstrating that Locke did not write the Two Treatises 
of Government as ivory tower reflections; to the contrary, the treatises 
grew out of the dynamics of a radical political movement that began in 
the 1670s, incorporating the exclusion crisis, the Rye House plot, and 
Monmouth’s rebellion, and culminating in the Glorious Revolution of 
1688.

Ashcraft also argues that ideology needs to be understood, as Zaret 
suggests, within a matrix of previous concepts, slogans, tracts, and 
arguments that establish the framework in which discussion can take 
place. He supplies a vivid example by demonstrating that Locke’s use of 
the phrase "an invasion of rights" (from which our own phrase "invasion 
of privacy" developed) grew out of an encoded form of discourse used 
by Shaftesbury and his fellow conspirators. The agents sounded out 
potential recruits (usually in pubs) by engaging them in discourse about 
"invasions." The meaning of this ambiguous term was clarified to 
indicate a literal invasion only when the recruit’s loyalties had been 
established.

The book also provides some useful examples of the ways in which 
ideologies become articulated with, or reflective of, their social 
environments. For example, Ashcraft argues that the interest of Locke 
(and his contemporaries) in epistemology emerged in relation to claims 
advanced by the clergy and other defenders of the crown that knowledge 
of the common good could only come from professionally 
institutionalized sources — namely, the church and state bureaucracies. 
Ashcraft also shows how electoral politics and religious divisions 
resulted in an emphasis on certain kinds of ideologies, such as those 
asserting rationality or arguing for legal guarantees of property relations.

Weberian Themes

These studies are for the most part compatible with, and even 
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sympathetic toward, Weber’s general approach. Indeed, they draw 
repeatedly on Weber’s insights. For example, Zaret not only adopts 
Weber’s idea of Puritan emphasis on evidences of salvation as his main 
dependent variable but also borrows directly from Weber in identifying 
price-making markets as a source of practical rationality.

Yet there are also efforts in these studies to suggest explicit 
reformulations of Weber. Zaret believes that his conclusions are 
consistent with Weber’s general views on the importance of 
rationalization in Western societies but suggests that his study 
challenges Weber’s specific ideas on the relation between ultimate 
values and practical ethics. According to Zaret, his evidence documents 
a strong causal effect running the other way — from rationalized 
contractarian norms in economic relations to the more abstract doctrine 
of covenant theology. From this finding, he adduces that Weber was 
probably wrong in assuming the necessity of rationalized religion for 
establishing a uniform hierarchy of values that challenged traditionalism 
and supplied motivation for the pursuit of rational economic activities. 
Contrary to Weber’s effort to show "how abstract ethical doctrines 
could influence everyday life," Zaret concludes that "practical ethics in 
profane activities can be no less influential for the formation of abstract 
doctrine."7

Fulbrook also suggests that her study challenges a strict Weberian 
interpretation of the relations between religious ideas and practical 
outcomes. She casts doubt on the assertion that there is an intrinsic 
affinity between certain religious ideas and political orientations by 
showing how similar ideas lead to different outcomes in different 
settings. An extreme interpretation of her findings is that ideology does 
not matter at all. A more cautious interpretation is that it matters but 
does so because it is malleable rather than fixed, changeable instead of 
static. Abstract ideas take on meanings within specific contexts that then 
motivate people to engage in one kind of action or another.

None of these studies is pitched at a general theoretical level, but they 
do offer theoretical implications that are worthy of more general 
consideration. Weber’s interest in the relations between Puritan 
ideology and broader economic development is clearly evident in these 
studies. So is his interest in the relations between Puritanism and ideas 
reflecting rationality in the political sphere. But whereas Weber 
emphasized the correspondence between ascetic Calvinism and 
acquisitive capitalism as ideal types, the later studies we have 
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considered here examine the actual social conditions under which 
Puritan ideas were produced and modified. Attention is shifted away 
from general relations to intervening processes, from motivations and 
legitimation to the contexts of ideological production, and from 
functionalist or consequentialist arguments to considerations of social 
mechanisms that bring ideology into contact with relevant audiences 
and actors.

We have here a set of variables that begins to make the connections 
between social structure and religious ideology more plausible. Instead 
of being left to rely on deductive theoretical formulations about the 
economic or political interests served by ideologies, we are offered 
attempts to spell out a credible set of social factors that relate the actual 
producers and disseminators of ideas with their social environment, with 
interested audiences, and with sequences of action that put ideas into 
effect. It is possible to identify several types or clusters of variables that 
may, in various ways, be relevant generally to the study of change in 
religion and ideology.

An Approach to Religious Change

Beginning with broad environmental conditions that may serve 
indirectly to produce a climate conducive to the emergence of new 
ideas, we can identify variables that affect the likelihood of a potential 
audience being present in the first place. Zaret identifies three types of 
variables that probably have general relevance to the consideration of 
audiences: (1) social-structural variables that concern the size, social 
location, and access to material resources of a potential audience; (2) 
technical variables that specify some medium by which ideas can be 
communicated to this audience; and (3) cultural variables that deal with 
the general symbolic or mental capacities that the audience has at its 
disposal for processing the ideas to which it is exposed. Examples of 
these variables might include (1) the diffusion of markets and the 
integration of vocational groupings into market networks, (2) the 
technical capacity to produce and distribute printed materials, and (3) 
individuals’ familiarity with styles of reasoning and engaging in rational 
theological or political argumentation.

Zaret’s emphasis on audiences probably needs to be expanded in 
thinking about the relevance of social environments to ideology at the 
most general level. Audiences are not the only factor involved in 
changing or sustaining an ideology. Other resources are also required: 
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material resources, such as the wherewithal to pay for printing, 
buildings, and salaries; and symbolic resources, such as culturally 
defined categories of thought and ritualized enactments of ideas or 
formal legitimation from scholars, professional experts, economic elites, 
and public officials. In addition, resource environments can be 
characterized in other ways than by the sheer supply of specific kinds of 
resources. More abstract attributes of the environment, such as its 
heterogeneity or instability, are also likely to be important. For example, 
an increase in environmental heterogeneity may facilitate the emergence 
of ideologies having more loosely connected elements, such as an 
individualistic ideology that decouples specific tenets by regarding them 
as matters of personal preference.

At a level more proximate to the actual production of ideology, 
institutional contexts also become significant theoretical variables. They 
interact with the broader environmental conditions in ways that shape 
the eventual form and content of ideas. These variables help greatly to 
specify the intervening mechanisms by which larger social-structural 
conditions affect ideologies. Instead of having to posit a direct, 
psychological, often mysterious effect on disaggregated individuals, the 
investigator is able to show that ideas are actually produced by specific 
sets of people who have access to necessary material and cultural 
resources, are influenced by particular organizational constraints, and 
bring their ideas into contact with an audience that has reasons to be 
receptive.

In dealing with the institutional contexts in which ideologies are 
produced, one’s attention must include consideration of inequities in the 
distribution of social resources. These inequities are not only important 
for determining who has access to means of cultural production; they 
also become problems with respect to social control that may result in 
attempted ideological resolutions. Even though ideologies may be 
advanced in the name of a small minority, rationalizing tendencies of 
the kind Weber observed may require conceptions of the relative 
statuses of people more generally. These kinds of analyses — studies of 
the relations between ideologies and status groups — tend to become 
unsatisfactory to the extent that they stop with mere assertions about 
interests and legitimation. Further efforts are generally needed to specify 
how the interests of particular status groups are brought to the attention 
of the producers of ideology, how these producers respond, and what 
constraints influence their response.
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A clue that may often be helpful in addressing these questions lies in the 
notion that cultural producers themselves have a stake in maintaining 
their position and may engage in creative compromises in order to do 
so. Periods of rapid social change, such as revolutions, may expand the 
opportunities for such innovations by altering distributions of resources, 
upsetting institutionalized roles, generating uncertainties in moral 
obligations, and setting in motion competing ideological movements.

Fulbrook’s study demonstrates the value of recognizing not only that 
ideas are produced within institutions but also that these institutions 
have important relations with other institutions. An established church 
may be the immediate context in which a religious movement appears, 
and it may be the focus of the movement’s ideology, but this institution 
is in turn likely to depend on the state and the economic hierarchy for 
support. The broad environmental changes that Zaret identifies are 
mediated not through a single institution but through a set of related 
institutions. The effect of these broader changes is not only to create a 
lay audience for ideological reform but to influence the relations among 
institutions. Fulbrook’s study illustrates especially well the importance 
of resources such as political support and economic patronage, both of 
which may depend less on the nature of the popular audience than on 
macro-level linkages among institutions. Her work, therefore, points to 
the possibility of making genuine contributions to the study of religious 
ideology by focusing on broad institutional relations.

An additional set of relevant variables may be termed action sequences. 
These are concerned with the fact that cultural producers actually do 
something to generate cultural innovations. These action sequences 
include the responses of actors to stimuli in their immediate situations 
— specifically, responses that involve attempts to articulate ideas, to 
make sense of things, to offer interpretations acceptable to relevant 
constituencies. The significance of conceptualizing these responses as a 
distinct set of variables is that cultural innovations are seen as a result of 
specific actions, not just general phenomena that emerge automatically 
and mysteriously from structural conditions. These actions also 
incorporate an element of agency or voluntarism into the theoretical 
framework, like Weber’s idea of the charismatic leader, only in a 
broader sense.

Several considerations of a more specific kind are relevant to the 
analysis of action sequences that result in religious change. One is the 
importance of specific crises or triggering events that lead actors to utter 
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pronouncements or offer interpretations. Zaret calls these pressures. For 
example, Puritan clergy had to respond to a series of specific demands 
or controversies, such as nonconformity in wearing the surplice and 
using the cross in baptism. These immediate crises may, of course, also 
become symbols that stand for positions on more general issues.

Another valuable consideration in treating action sequences is the idea 
of compromise or synthesis. The new religious views that are produced 
often represent a bringing together of several formerly distinct strands of 
thought. In some instances, close analysis of this process can actually 
show how specific cultural categories were drawn upon, combined, and 
modified. The result can be the emergence of a new dominant idea (the 
idea of "covenant" in the Puritan case), a new model or metaphor for 
thinking about moral obligations (contractarian metaphors in Lockean 
theory), or a new form underlying the relations among ideological 
elements (individual conscience as a decoupling mechanism). In other 
words, the outcome of an action sequence may be a specific idea or 
concept distinguished by explicit substantive content, or an underlying 
metaphor that influences ideas without becoming a key concept itself, or 
a formal structure that has to be inferred from the relations among ideas.

An implicit consideration in the analysis of action sequences is the 
existence of several competing ideologies, interpretations, or 
interpreters. Actors are likely to compete with one another to gain 
control over a situation by making sense of it or imposing an ideological 
definition on it. Their competition may stem from their having different 
organizational locations, different interests, or different cultural 
materials with which to work. In the Puritan case, for example, several 
radical Separatist groups emerged alongside the more moderate Puritan 
clergy. Once such competition has developed, its very presence is likely 
to influence the manner in which ideas are articulated. In addition to 
stating their own views, actors are likely to engage in real or imaginary 
dialogue with their competitors, attempt to debunk or neutralize 
competing ideas, or use them as illustrations of wrong-headed or 
unworkable proposals. For example, the idea of a heavenly contract 
gained cogency among Puritan clerics at least in part because it was 
used to support specific arguments against radical heretics’ ideas about 
adult baptism and free will.

Whenever action sequences involve competition between different 
theological views, the role of immediate institutional constraints and 
environmental resources is likely to be that of influencing the selection 
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process among different ideas. That is, certain ideas over time are 
increasingly "selected for" because they fit the situation better (make 
sense of it and have resources at their disposal), while other ideas are 
"selected against."

For instance, Puritan emphases on self-control and introspective 
examination were increasingly selected for after 1590 when hope was 
lost that the state could be used as a resource for imposing ecclesiastical 
controls on the laity. From the standpoint of specific clergy or 
theologians, this sort of selection process may well have resulted in 
unforeseen outcomes. Actors respond to events with partial knowledge 
of relevant conditions and articulate short-term visions of what needs to 
be done, and the significant cultural outcome is more likely to depend 
on the cumulative trajectory of these decisions than on any clearly 
articulated plan set forth at the beginning.

What we have, then, as a general framework implicit in these studies is 
a three-factor model of cultural production. It consists of environmental 
conditions, institutional contexts, and action sequences. Considering all 
three sets of variables as well as the relations among them enables the 
analyst to look at the possible effects of very general social conditions 
on ideas and yet to identify some plausible intervening links between 
these conditions and the specific ideas that result. Weberian notions 
about master tendencies in modem culture (e.g., the tendency toward 
rationalization) and the mutual relations between these tendencies and 
other developments (e.g., industrialization and bureaucratization) can 
thus be subjected to concrete empirical investigation. We need no longer 
leave these relations at the level of correlational affinities if the process 
by which these affinities develop begins to take on specific shape.

Weber, Marx, and the Subjective

One further issue is Weber’s emphasis on subjective meanings. 
Continental sociologists have often been critical of their Anglo-
American colleagues for stressing too heavily Weber’s interest in the 
subjective. Yet it is clearly not an exaggeration to say that Weber’s 
emphasis on the Protestant ethic, on the spirit of capitalism, and on 
meaning, motivation, and verstehen all underscore an interest in the 
subjective. This interest continues to make Weber attractive to many 
sociologists, but the feature is not without its problems. In the case of 
Protestant capitalist theses, it has resulted in emphasis being placed on 
subjective affinities between sets of ideas rather than on the institutional 
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settings in which ideas are actually produced, as in the work of Zaret 
and Fulbrook. More generally, it has led to an approach to religion and 
ideology that is methodologically problematic because it requires 
analysts to probe subjective meanings buried away in people’s heads. 
How was it, then, that Weber was able to pay so much attention to the 
subjective?

The answer generally tendered is that Weber’s concern with the 
subjective developed in response to, and can be taken as a corrective to, 
Marx’s economic determinism. According to this interpretation, Weber 
wanted to demonstrate that people do not live by bread alone, as it were, 
but are guided by the internal motivations and meanings that come from 
their ideas. This explanation may be valid, although the contrast it 
suggests between Weber and Marx is probably overdrawn, given Marx’s 
interest in the subjective problem of alienation. Nevertheless, the 
question remains of why a critical observer such as Weber was able, 
from his early interest in the Puritan ethic, to sustain the conviction that 
one could make reliable statements about subjective meanings. An 
answer to this question can be found in Seaver’s treatment of 
Wallington.

We know a great deal about Wallington’s subjective worldview because 
he wrote everything down. His penchant for writing, while perhaps 
more extreme than that of his contemporaries, was itself a reflection of 
an important Puritan concern — what Seaver calls "the examined life." 
Wallington wrote everything down as a way of objectifying his own 
thoughts and feelings. He did so because the Puritan idea of a covenant 
between God and the elect providing evidence of one’s election 
motivated the believer to keep accounts, to know his thoughts and 
feelings in order more carefully to discipline them and to guard against 
temptation.

Moreover, Puritanism provided a rich set of available scripts to facilitate 
turning one’s inner feelings into objective narratives. In Wa!lington’s 
case, for example, we are bombarded with direct quotations and 
paraphrases from the Bible, with explicit references to Puritan doctrines 
(such as justification and election), and with rich metaphorical and 
allegoric images (about beasts, trees, illnesses, Journeys, and so on). 
Wallington seldom speaks of a subjective state at all; rather, he obje 
tifies his self, using a host of concepts such as "saint," "soul," "bosom," 
"the godly," "the Lord’s dear one," and so on. It is almost as if 
Wallington is writing about someone other than himself, or about 
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himself only as a member of a broader category. He expresses deep 
emotion and inner feelings, but in highly codified ways: he has "peace 
and comfort," "takes delight," "strives mightily in this heart," "lays hold 
upon," "experiences conflict between the flesh and the spirit." What we 
have, then, is a situation in which introspection is demanded on the one 
hand, and made possible by a readily available and exceedingly rich set 
of cultural codes on the other.

The Puritan setting was perhaps unique in this respect. Indeed, Hill 
argues that by the end of the seventeenth century theological emphases 
had shifted in a way that militated against self-examination of this kind. 
The Puritan case, in this sense, provided Weber with a rather unusual 
glimpse of the subjective. It was not at all like the modern research 
interview in which an observer attempts to elicit information about 
subjectively held attitudes from individuals who have never reflected on 
their feelings until the moment when they are presented with preceded 
questions that are not part of their own subculture. If anything, the 
Puritan case was more like a clinical setting in which clients talk about 
feelings in highly codified terms that have been provided by 
psychoanalytic theory, learned by interacting with the therapist, and 
sanctioned by ideas about the value of self-examination.

The special qualities of Puritan discourse probably need to be kept in 
mind in attempts to imitate Weber’s concern with subjectivity. What he 
was getting were messages about subjective meanings that were filtered 
through a very formalized, socially constructed set of cultural 
categories. It may be, therefore, that less attention should be given to the 
idea of subjective meanings and more research should be devoted to the 
socially constructed categories used in discourse about these meanings.

This conclusion also leads to a more general point about the nature of 
culture that is consistent with the previously mentioned criticism leveled 
by Zaret against the idea of abstract values legitimating practical ethics. 
Sociological theories of the 1940s and 1950s tended to portray culture 
as a hierarchy of values that was integrated by higher-order religious 
values and was internalized by the person, thereby giving unity and 
direction to the person’s behavior. Although some of these discussions 
saw inspiration for this view in Weber, it can be argued that it was more 
generally derived from common notions in American political theory. 
More recent discussions of culture have largely abandoned this 
emphasis on a hierarchy of values and have focused to a much greater 
extent on discourse, symbolism, and communication. From this 
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perspective, the essence of culture lies less in its internalized capacities 
for integration and motivation than in its communicative potential. On 
theoretical grounds, therefore, the subjective aspect of culture becomes 
less important than the objective components evidenced in texts, 
discourse, and expressive behavior.

Drawing together the various arguments suggested by these studies, 
then, we see a view of religion and ideology rather different from that 
advanced by Weber. Religion is envisioned not as a set of internalized 
values that influences an individual’s moods and motivations but rather 
as a codified set of concepts and categories that is evident in discourse, 
reinforced by practical commitments, and advanced in institutional 
settings. To understand how ideas change, we need to consider not only 
subjective needs and values but also the relations between actors who 
articulate ideas and actors who provide an audience for these ideas, the 
institutional contexts in which these dynamics take place, and the larger 
social resources that institutions have at their disposal.
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Chapter 6: The Shifting Location of 
Public Religion 

In many parts of the world — Africa, the Philippines, Iran, Lebanon, 
Nicaragua, Brazil, the United States — the relations between religious 
institutions and the reigning powers are undergoing dramatic changes. 
Opposition movements have sprung up in sectors of the religious 
community that only a few decades ago seemed to have bargained away 
their political soul. Alliances have been forged between representatives 
of religious traditionalism and segments of the technical intelligentsia in 
a way that would have seemed peculiar up until recently. Fighting, 
physical and verbal, has broken out between religious factions that once 
stood united against other faiths and creeds.

These developments have challenged policy makers and religious 
leaders at a very practical level. But they also pose challenges to the 
ways in which we think about the public place of religion in the 
contemporary world. They have forced us to question whether our 
conventional theories are adequate to the task or whether we need to 
push toward new understandings. They have at the very least raised the 
stakes for finding effective approaches from which to consider the 
relations between religion and politics.

In reflecting on the dynamics of religious change, some scholars have 
shown a tendency to abandon formal theoretical frameworks entirely. 
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They advise that one should go to the field, write up what out sees, and 
forget trying to mold these observations to fit some preconceived theory. 
Social science should, in their view, be like good journalism: it should 
richly describe but keep interpretation and explanation to a minimum.

There is of course much merit in shedding theoretical blinders in order 
to see with fresh eyes what may really be going on. But, we must also 
ask, how completely can the assumptions and presuppositions that go 
with received theoretical frameworks be abandoned? Even when we try 
to be purely descriptive, we choose selectively to write about some 
things and to ignore others. As proof, compare books on religion and 
politics written by political scientists and anthropologists. Even when 
the subject matter is ostensibly the same, we see quite different 
questions animating these studies.

It is for this reason that some effort to review the main theoretical 
frameworks implicit in studies of contemporary religious change seems 
in order. I have chosen four such frameworks that constitute important 
perspectives in their own right: modernization theory, world-system 
theory, what I will call "structural contingency" theory, and some recent 
work on systems theory and the lifeworld. I shall indicate briefly what 
each of these four traditions suggests about changes in the relations 
between religion and politics and then consider some of the more 
general presuppositions that these theoretical perspectives illustrate. 
Finally, I offer some observations of a more synthetic nature about 
factors relevant to an understanding of religious restructuring.

Modernization

Theories of modernization, despite the rather serious attacks to which 
they have been subjected in recent years, have been so prominent in the 
social sciences, and have played such an important role in our thinking 
about social change, that any effort to consider the changing relations 
between states and religious institutions must begin here. The variation 
in substantive arguments that have huddled together under the general 
rubric of modernization is, of course, vast. In considering modernization 
less as an explicit theory than as a broader set of implicit assumptions, it 
is nevertheless possible to speak of it more or less as a coherent 
framework.

The central presupposition of modernization theory is that something 
can be identified that distinguishes "modern" societies from those that 
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are less modern (i.e., "traditional" societies). Among the characteristics 
that might signal the presence of greater modernity are higher levels of 
industrialization, a greater use of advanced technology, overall 
indicators of higher economic development, more literacy, a more 
comprehensive educational system, greater urban density, and more 
extensive administrative capacities on the part of the state. It is argued 
that these characteristics may be associated with one another at a 
sufficiently high level that overall portrayals of various societies as 
more or less modern make a good deal of empirical sense.

The modernization perspective also suggests that a kind of wholesale 
movement in the world has been going on for some time — movement 
along the continuum from less modern to more modern. Some societies, 
like Great Britain and the United States, started along this path relatively 
early and thus have progressed considerably, while others (e.g., South 
Korea) are relative latecomers with much remaining to be accomplished, 
and still others (e.g., Ethiopia) have hardly started down the track at all.1

The progression from traditional to modern is thought to have serious 
repercussions for religion, since religion has everywhere been an 
integral feature of traditional societies. Moving toward more modern 
social arrangements is presumed to entail a displacement or devaluation 
of traditional religious institutions, or at least some concessions on the 
part of such institutions to the secular environment. "Secularization" 
refers either to the fact that religion, in this process, comes to have a less 
prominent or influential position in modern societies or to the fact that it 
retains its influence only by conforming increasingly to such norms as 
rationality and relativism or by making compromises with science, 
economic concerns, and the state.2

Many specific doctrinal and organizational changes have been 
associated with the secularization process. As societies modernize, 
doctrine is expected to focus more on happiness in this life than on other-
worldly compensations. It is also expected to become less dogmatic, 
taking on live-and-let-live orientation conditioned by the fact that people 
become more aware of the realities of competing worldviews. The gods 
themselves may undergo a transformation, as people cease to attribute 
miraculous deeds to them or conceive of them as unquestioned 
authorities, viewing them instead as symbolizing love and redemption or 
sanctioning ethical systems. More emphasis is in fact expected to be 
placed on symbols because people come to recognize the differences 
between religious symbols and the underlying truths these symbols are 

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showchapter?chapter_id=1356 (3 of 21) [2/4/03 6:36:28 PM]



Rediscovering the Sacred: Perspectives on Religion in Contemporary Society

supposed to convey. Religious functionaries lose some of their unique 
claim to power as a result of competition from secular professionals and 
in conjunction with a more general rise in education and values stressing 
individual discretion. Religious organizations, in turn, come to focus on 
a narrower range of social functions and are likely to adopt marketing 
strategies and formal bureaucratic procedures in order to compete 
effectively.3

For the most part, modernization theory emphasizes the long-term 
direction of such changes. But it also provides for assertions to be made 
about the rate, timing, and severity of shorter term adaptations. An 
especially important "take-off" period, lasting only several decades, may 
occur within the much longer transition from tradition to modernity. In 
this period, the economy may grow by quantum leaps, a new mode of 
production may come into being, or the political regime may change in a 
way that promotes subsequent economic change. The consequences for 
religious institutions may be exceptionally severe. Old patterns may be 
overthrown within a relatively short period, making new patterns all the 
more visible and controversial.

There may also be reversals in the modernization process, or at least 
segments of the society who mobilize temporary resistance. Thus, some 
of the turmoil one sees in the religious sphere may be understandable as 
protests against modernization. Should industrialization spurt ahead, for 
instance, religious traditions rooted in agrarian lifestyles are likely to 
mobilize sentiment against these economic changes. After a rapid 
advance of this kind, any temporary economic setback may play directly 
into the hands of such opposition movements, giving them greater 
credibility and funneling dissidents into their ranks.4

Modernization theory has been applied most widely, of course, to 
societies in the Third World that have undergone rapid change in recent 
decades and experienced religious turbulence in conjunction with this 
change. It forces analysts to pay attention to the ways in which political 
development undermines religious tradition and therefore provides an 
implicit framework in which even many studies that have not bought 
into all of its assumptions have been cast.5

The Modern World-System

Critics of modernization theory have focused particularly on its 
tendency to treat societies as isolated units. Rather than viewing each 
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society as a separate entity moving along a track from less modern to 
more modern, the critics of modernization theory argue that societies 
interact with one another as parts of a larger system. The reason one 
Society is a laggard may have something to do with the fact that other 
societies are not.

World-system theory has emerged over the past fifteen years as leading 
contender with modernization theory.6 As the name suggests, world-
system theory emphasizes the larger set of social, economic, and 
political relations that link societies together. According to world-
system theorists, these relations began to emerge in the sixteenth 
century, chiefly as a result of international trade and diplomacy among 
the European states. Gradually, this system became the driving force of 
modern capitalism, and its influence spread over most of the globe by 
the end of the nineteenth century. World-system theorists maintain that 
in today’s world the contours of societal change on virtually every 
continent must be understood in terms of the dynamics of this larger 
system.

The intellectual origins of world-system theory can be traced most 
directly to various offshoots of Marxism, including studies of political 
economy, theories of imperialism, and ideas about dependent 
development. Because of the epistemological assumptions in these 
traditions, world-system theory has paid little attention specifically to 
the role of religious beliefs or religious institutions. It has thus been 
necessary for other theorists to suggest ways in which the world-system 
perspective might be useful for understanding changes in these beliefs 
and institutions.

Applications of world-system theory to questions of religious change 
have focused to a great extent on the ways in which short-term changes 
in the world economy may affect the stability of religious institutions. 
Some of the arguments that have been advanced do not differ markedly 
from those advanced within the modernization framework. Generally, 
though, world-system theory has placed greater emphasis than 
modernization theory on the abrupt, disruptive, and conflictual nature of 
changes in the world economy. Because societies’ fortunes are said to 
be so closely connected with the dynamics of the broader system, many 
things can happen over which societies themselves have little control. 
For instance, a periodic downturn in the business cycle can have severe 
repercussions for a tiny country whose economy depends heavily on 
exports. Or an outbreak of war may cut off trading channels, resulting in 
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equally serious disruptions in exporting societies. Religious institutions 
may be caught in the middle of such changes: pro-Western religious 
orientations may suddenly become unpopular because of changes in 
trading alliances, peasants may turn to millenarian or folk religions to 
revitalize economically threatened communities, communist or 
nationalist movements among oppressed urban workers may strike out 
at traditional religious organizations, and so on.7

World-system theory’s roots in Marxism have made it particularly 
sensitive to the cyclical and conflictual nature of modernization. Rather 
than conceiving of modernization as moving happily toward greater 
prosperity and enlightenment for all, world-system theorists depict it as 
moving in fits and spurts, as a kind of Hobbesian drama. As capitalism 
spreads through the world economy, it produces war, oppression, and 
hardship for many, even though it may generate prosperity for a few.8 

Capitalism also becomes subject to its own internal contradictions.

Cycles of rapid expansion in economic production are likely to be 
followed by downturns conditioned by slackening demand; the costs of 
acquiring and protecting new markets through diplomatic deals and 
military intervention eventually outweigh the gains to be had from these 
markets; dominant countries gradually lose their hegemonic power; and 
the whole system becomes subject to the strains of realignment as new 
countries or new modes of production rise to prominence.

Within a single society, the social dislocations attendant on these 
broader strains may look very similar to the observer who focuses only 
on that society and the observer who emphasizes world-system 
dynamics. What the world-system theorist insists on bringing into the 
picture, though, is some understanding of the external forces that bring 
about these dislocations. Two lines of inquiry are likely to follow. One 
stresses the ways in which regimes and elites in a particular society 
respond to these external forces. Rather than seeing religious conflict 
strictly as a domestic issue, the observer looks at it in terms of the 
military obligations, foreign debt, trade advantages or disadvantages, 
coups d’etat, and so on that may be inspired by broader diplomatic, 
military, and economic considerations. The other line of inquiry stresses 
ways in which such conflicts and dislocations in particular societies may 
exemplify patterns of a more general or systemic nature. Rather than 
viewing upheavals in Central America in isolation from those in the 
Middle East, for example, observers are inclined to ask how both may 
reflect debt patterns in the world economy or the competition among 
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superpowers for energy supplies or the arms race.

Perhaps the key attraction of world-system theory, overall, is that it 
sensitizes social scientists to the growing global interdependence that 
now exists among nation-states. For studies of religious and political 
change, this interdependence has clearly begun to be a critical 
consideration.

Structural Contingency Models

A third perspective — which, for lack of a common term already in use, 
I will call "structural contingency" — can be identified in a variety of 
work that has arisen over the past decade or so in criticism of both the 
modernization and world-system perspectives. The common 
denominator in this work is a conviction that modernization and world-
system theorists paint with too broad a theoretical brush. Certainly 
Central America and the Middle East are both subject to the broader 
forces of modernization or the broader dynamics of world capitalism, 
say these critics, but look at the differences. We need some way to take 
account of the fact that the colonial histories of the two regions is quite 
different. And we should also pay heed, especially in the present case, to 
differences in the religious histories of the two.9

The structural emphasis in these studies might be described as an 
interest in institutional arrangements. The relations among various 
agencies of the state, organized economic actors, the ecclesiastical elite, 
and opposition movements or parties have been of special interest. 
Rather than simply emphasizing levels of institutional differentiation, as 
many modernization studies have, proponents of structural contingency 
have stressed the importance of resource flows, overlapping 
memberships, mutual and competitive interests, and organizational 
interactions. And rather than focusing on a society’s general placement 
in the world system, they have devoted attention to the dynamic 
relations between this position and the opportunities, resources, and 
constraints under which influential actors may operate. Thus, for 
example, it may be especially important in the Central American case to 
know that dominant land-owning families also hold important positions 
in the government but not in the church, while in the Middle Eastern 
case it may be important to know that political officials have relied 
heavily on money from exports and have therefore needed to depend 
less on the merchant elites in local markets that dominated power 
structures in the villages.10
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The contingency emphasis can he seen in the tendency of these analysts 
to argue that variations in societal development depend on the ways in 
which institutional arrangements were configured historically Societies 
that have retained a strong relation between landowners, religious elites, 
and the central governing bureaucracy, for instance, may respond to new 
crises or economic developments in vastly different ways than societies 
that at some point in their history threw the landowners out of power, 
reformed the church, and gave mass representation to the industrial 
working classes.11

Studies exemplifying structural contingency ideas have been especially 
prominent in the literature on religious movements. Starting with 
observations about the relations between the state and established 
religious institutions, these studies show how religious movements 
position themselves in relation to both. When the state holds powerful 
control over the religious hierarchy and other public institutions, popular 
religion may become a nursery for political opposition. The appeal of 
popular religious groups in Brazil, Chile, India, and Poland has been 
examined in these terms.12

Lifeworld Colonization

The tendency that seems evident in studies influenced by world-system 
theory and in studies emphasizing structural contingencies is a shift 
away from abstract theoretical models toward somewhat more down-to-
earth approaches that give considerable room for empirical induction. 
These approaches, of course, gain ready support from regional and area 
specialists and ethnographers whose studies rely heavily on firsthand 
observations and extensive familiarity with the traditions of particular 
societies. 

The danger in moving entirely to strategies of empirical induction is that 
integrative, and even prescriptive, perspectives lose out.

The recent work of German sociologist Jurgen Habermas, in which 
questions about the formal characteristics of social systems in general 
and the dynamics of the lifeworld are the focus, exhibits a clear 
preference for deductive theory of a prescriptive sort.13 Habermas has 
drawn eclectically from modernization theory and Marxism to create 
what he calls a reconstructive model of cultural evolution. In this model, 
the modern epoch is characterized by an abandonment of the three-
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tiered or dualistic universe of traditional religion, a reliance on scientific 
and technical reasoning, and increasing intervention by the state to 
promote advanced industrial capitalism and to combat its ill effects on 
social life. We are, however, on the verge of transcending the modern 
epoch and moving into a post-modern period. Habermas regards this as 
a vital step that we must take in order better to master the contingencies 
we face.

According to Habermas, the twin evils that beset us resemble the evils 
identified by Weber and Marx in the nineteenth century. From Weber, 
Habermas borrows a concern for the effects of bureaucratization, and 
from Marx, a focus on the evils of the capitalist market. The former is 
associated mainly with the modern state and, strategically, gives 
Habermas a means of criticizing his neighbors to the east, while the 
latter conjures up the dangers of rampant free enterprise which, to many 
Europeans, the United States epitomizes. Underlying both tendencies, 
however, is what Habermas calls "technical reason." This is a reliance 
on instrumental logic and the means of adapting to the material 
environment. It contrasts with an emphasis on open and free debate 
about the goals and values of society itself — what Habermas calls 
"communicative action." To gain command of our collective destinies, 
Habermas believes we must cultivate communicative action.

From this perspective, many of the religious movements we see 
emerging in various parts of the world — especially those in advanced 
industrial societies — can be understood as protests against the growing 
bureaucratization and monetarization of the lifeworld. Habermas 
suggests that we are finally becoming aware of the threats that confront 
our quality of life, our sense of ourselves, and our natural environment. 
Consequently, we see an increasing number of movements attempting to 
combat these threats. As examples, he cites the various mystical and 
human potential groups that have arisen in opposition to the 
impersonality of modern life, the efforts mounted by established 
religious groups to advocate equality and social justice in the name of 
traditional or divine values, communal experiments with the reshaping 
and redefinition of work, and special interest groups concerned with 
gender roles, the family, and environmental pollution.

Habermas takes a critical view of all these movements because he 
regards their own theoretical vision as being too narrow. The solution, 
he argues, must come from a better understanding of the communication 
process itself. Thus, some developments in theological hermeneutics 
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attract him as examples of such progress. But in the meantime, he 
predicts a heightening of social unrest in which various short-lived 
religious movements play an important role.

On the Uses of Theory

I have, in sketching the contours of these four theoretical perspectives, 
deliberately refrained from offering evaluative remarks. I do not thereby 
mean to suggest, however, that the choice is merely a matter of 
indifference or personal taste, or that a synthesis of all four perspectives 
may be best. On the other hand, these clearly are not alternative theories 
that may be decided among on the grounds of which one "best fits the 
data." Indeed, the scientific model of theory testing is likely to lead us 
very much astray in the present context. Specific hypotheses could 
perhaps be derived from the literature reflecting these various 
perspectives, and then evidence could be adduced to see whether one 
hypothesis made better sense than another. But that kind of exercise in 
positivist social science lies at an entirely different level of discussion 
than the one we are engaged in here.

For present purposes, the idea of perspective carries more appropriate 
connotations than the notion of hypotheses. I have chosen these four 
theoretical perspectives because they help make explicit some of the 
assumptions that are likely to influence the ways we think about the 
relations between religious institutions and state structures. We need, 
therefore, to pay closer attention to these assumptions, now that the 
general frameworks have been described.

One of the choices these frameworks set before us concerns the 
fundamental stance we choose to take toward the general thrust of 
economic development in the world today. At the extremes the choices 
are clear. One extreme emphasizes the light; the other extreme, 
darkness. Implicit in many variants of modernization theory is the 
assumption that economic development is both inevitable and desirable. 
While the transition to modernity may be painful, perhaps especially so 
for practitioners of traditional faiths, the overall gains must be positive. 
Physical health, prosperity, greater individual freedom, and cultural 
sophistication are the measures of these gains. At the other extreme, 
many variants of world-system theory and some variants of the other 
perspectives regard economic development as inherently productive of 
conflict, oppression, and exploitation.

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showchapter?chapter_id=1356 (10 of 21) [2/4/03 6:36:28 PM]



Rediscovering the Sacred: Perspectives on Religion in Contemporary Society

What we look for in studies of religion and the state depends greatly on 
the stance we take in relation to these two extreme interpretations of the 
development process. Studies conducted during the 1950s and early 
1960s often took an optimistic view of economic development and, in 
keeping with this outlook, showed how traditional religions were 
adapting to westernization and saw value in the accompanying cultural 
shifts toward rationalization and individual piety. More recent studies, 
particularly those informed by the war in Vietnam and concurrent 
critiques of neocolonialism and dependency, have taken a more 
pessimistic view of economic development. It has become much more 
common, therefore, to see analyses focusing on the role of religion in 
resistance movements, on exploitative alliances between regimes and 
established religions, and on the political implications of millenarian, 
messianic, and other grass-roots religious movements.

A second choice concerns what temporal and spatial framework we 
think is most useful to emphasize. The perspective implicit in 
modernization and lifeworld colonization theories, and in some 
interpretations of the other two frameworks as well, takes centuries as 
the appropriate time frame for studies of social change. How societies 
have evolved since, say, the thirteenth century is the central issue. 
Moreover. the spatial framework is often left unspecified, except for 
references to the West, Europe, or the capitalist system, or a concept of 
society (meaning the territorially bounded nation-state) is adopted. Over 
against these highly macroscopic designations, some studies have taken 
a much more specific spatial and temporal orientation, focusing for 
example on a specific event such as the overthrow of the shah in Iran or 
a series of related episodes such as the conflicts between Jews and 
Palestinians in Israel.

I shall suggest below that a more useful strategy than either of these 
extremes lies in focusing on religious changes over a period of several 
decades and involving at least several levels of spatial organization. The 
problem with the purely long-range macro-level theories is that they 
often ride too easily over the complex terrain of historical reality. The 
result is a closed theoretical system that seldom stands corrected by new 
empirical research. The problem with the more descriptive studies of 
single episodes is that such episodes are never in reality isolated from all 
others and, together, they may add up to changes of more massive 
proportions than any of their component elements might have suggested. 
Many of the religious conflicts we read about in the newspapers have 
prehistories and antecedents that need to be traced over a period of 

 

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showchapter?chapter_id=1356 (11 of 21) [2/4/03 6:36:28 PM]



Rediscovering the Sacred: Perspectives on Religion in Contemporary Society

several decades or longer, and many represent reactions and 
counterreactions to other movements both in the same society and in the 
larger international system.

A third choice hinges on the extent to which we think events can 
usefully be organized into some coherent system or pattern. 
Modernization theory, world-system theory, and lifeworld colonization 
theory all assume that social change follows certain general patterns. 
Structural contingency theories assume that patterns of relations can 
sometimes be reconstructed in retrospect but emphasize the 
nonrecurrent nature of historical events to a much greater extent. Many 
descriptive studies and ethnographic reports, of course, deny the value 
of searching for broader patterns at all.

The social sciences are currently in much ferment over these questions 
in general. There is, however, at least one promising development — a 
development that perhaps registers the heightened sensitivity to 
language that has emerged in the social sciences in recent decades. This 
is the tendency to distinguish more sharply between the conceptual 
apparatus of the social scientist and the lived experience of social actors. 
Or put differently, it involves more nuanced distinctions among layers 
of abstraction. Consequently, one may speak of "bureaucratization" as a 
master trend in societal evolution and yet recognize that the specific 
manifestations of this trend in religious hierarchies and in government 
agencies may be quite different. Similarly, one may argue for the 
importance of economic resources to any episode of religious change 
but acknowledge that these resources may be constrained by 
organizational arrangements specific to particular societies.

Stated differently, the various concepts now available from a number of 
competing theoretical perspectives provide sensitizing devices rather 
than empirical indicators. To account for the shifting locus of public 
religion in a specific society, one uses these sensitizing devices to orient 
oneself to the relevant factors that must be considered. Much like an 
artisan’s tools, these concepts help produce a nuanced, multifactoral 
account of what happened. One does not expect to find changes in a 
different situation conforming to the same processes. Rather than 
working with a parsimonious specification of master trends, social laws, 
or correlations among variables, the analyst works with a complex set of 
concepts and empirical observations, piecing them together in ways that 
reveal underlying processes and interconnections.14
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Fourth, there are choices to be made about where religion, or cultural 
patterns in general, fit in. At one extreme, world-system theory, as I 
have indicated, would at most regard religion as epiphenomenon subject 
to the more profound influences of political economy. At the other 
extreme, some variants of modernization theory have examined 
religious change solely within the context of its own internal unfolding; 
in such treatments, specific forms of doctrinal innovation seem to 
depend more on previous levels of ideological development than on any 
features of the economy or polity. Lifeworld colonization theory credits 
secular cultural patterns (e.g., rational communication processes) with 
an active role in social change, but it minimizes the importance of 
religion. Structural contingency theories are more likely to emphasize 
the institutional qualities of religion than some other approaches, but 
they often neglect patterns of value and belief.

At present, the rediscovery of culture in the social sciences, at the debate 
over methods of studying culture empirically, promises to shift studies 
of religion and politics more in the direction of looking at religious and 
political culture. Already, studies have been appearing in which greater 
attention is given to religious and political symbolism.15 Some studies 
have also begun to locate symbolism more squarely in the domain of 
everyday social practice, including discourse. sermons, speeches, and 
the emergence of dialogue within and between religious communities.16

Finally, in all of this, different emphases depend to some extent on how 
interested we are in change itself. There is, to be sure, a bias in the 
social sciences toward assuming that modern societies are faced with 
unprecedented crises. The language of predicament and paradox is 
altogether common, as are diagnoses that emphasize radical departures 
from the past, Significantly, a host of recent studies have challenged 
these biases and have shown the importance of continuities with the past 
even in situations of seemingly radical religious innovation.

Studies in which timeless truths are sought, which consequently pay 
little attention to questions of change at all, also remain of value. The 
relevance of the debate about change, however, is likely to deepen rather 
than abate. The question itself will undergo some degree of redefinition 
in the process. Whereas the earlier studies of modernization focused 
primarily on questions of movement from one point to another, more 
recent studies prompted by the other approaches suggest more complex 
and erratic trajectories of change.17 In examining the relations between 
religion and the state, therefore, it becomes especially important to 
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consider what in particular has changed under certain conditions and 
what in particular has not changed.

Some Observations on Religious Restructuring

I have suggested, then, that many of the choices governing the ways in 
which we understand contemporary relations between religion and 
politics are contingent on the broader assumptions we find built into our 
major theoretical perspectives. How we evaluate particular studies 
depends as much on these assumptions as on more empirical issues and 
matters of evidence or validity. No single practitioner can dictate the 
choice among these broader assumptions. All that can be hoped for is 
greater sensitivity to the existence of these choices.

At the same time, I have suggested that certain shifts of perspective have 
been taking place in studies of religion and its public locations. We may 
hope that some of these shifts represent learning from past mistakes and 
a closer reckoning with the complexities of the subject itself. Let me, 
therefore, conclude by outlining a framework — a focus on religious 
restructuring — that draws together several of these recent emphases.18

For any consideration of the relations between religion and politics, the 
symbolic boundaries that divide institutions are clearly important. We 
need to know how religion is defined, how the political is defined, and 
how the two are separated from or connected with another. We may also 
need to understand other cultural divisions that bear on the relations 
between religion and politics. For example, the division between public 
and private may be important to understand, especially if politics is seen 
as the domain of the public and religion is a private concern.

An emphasis on institutional boundaries can be derived from 
modernization theory. It tells us to pay heed to the growing 
differentiation that characterizes modern society in general and modern 
religious systems in particular. What I have in mind here, though, is not 
the seemingly inevitable progression toward ever more complex cultural 
distinctions that has fascinated modernization theorists. It is instead the 
concrete demarcations that are constantly subject to negotiation in 
public discourse. Religion and politics may indeed be more formally 
differentiated as two distinct institutional domains in modern society 
than they are in traditional societies, but the events happening in country 
after country reveal that these domains are also in constant contact with 
one another. They interact and, perhaps more importantly, the content of 
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each and the proper relations of each to the other are subject to 
continuous processes of negotiation. Officials stake out their turf, 
religious leaders contest these definitions, struggles ensue in tin courts 
or in assembly halls, movements mobilize to sharpen their claims, and 
the newspapers and television provide commentary.

Sensitivity to the ways in which cultural categories are defined can 
provide valuable clues to understanding the dimensions and directions 
of religious restructuring. One can think of these cultural definitions as 
fissures which, when subjected to stress, become major fault lines along 
which changes in religion take place. A minor rift between two ethnic 
factions, for example, can break into open warfare when aggravated by 
other social changes. More subtly perhaps, ambiguities about the 
character of public morality can provide a basis for religious conflict 
when one faction chooses to take a hard line on motivations and another 
takes an equally hard line on results.

The main point is that symbolic boundaries provide an empirical context 
in which to trace the likelihood of religious change or its aftershocks. 
When established boundaries fade away, space may be created in which 
new demarcations can arise with special significance. When the rights 
and responsibilities of individuals and groups are defined ambiguously, 
other social changes may render these tensions more opaque. And when 
such ambiguities have consequences for the distribution of social 
resources, acute struggles may be set in motion to determine how they 
are resolved.

If cultural boundaries can be likened to the fissures that run through the 
social terrain, then any effort to understand religious restructuring must 
also pay attention to the great forces that bring pressure to bear on these 
fissures and that effect a reshaping of the entire landscape. At the 
broadest level, some of these forces are likely to be understandable only 
in terms of dynamics in the larger world-system. At more proximate 
levels, one can also focus on domestic societal dynamics and on the 
shifts internal to religious organizations themselves.

Changes in the larger world-system are likely to consist of shifts in 
overall rates of economic growth, changes that reverberate from the rise 
and fall of great powers, alterations in international relations, variations 
in uncertainty and conflict, and even modifications of the extent to 
which people are aware of these larger relations. As suggested earlier, 
many of these changes occur in the relative near term and thus may have 
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serious repercussions on religious and other institutions. These are likely 
to be exogenous shocks to any particular society. And they may have 
especially serious fallout for religious organizations. Even though 
religious leaders themselves may not be in the forefront of international 
trade or diplomatic negotiations, religious traditions are likely to be a 
significant part of what separates or joins two societies’ cultural 
orientations. Religious groups can facilitate or undermine the legitimacy 
of alliances, and any such alliances may spell victory, defeat, or at least 
minor alterations in the opportunities of population segments, whose 
identities are defined by religious commitments.

Domestic social changes are likely to constitute the more immediate 
conditions under which religious restructuring takes place. Many of 
these changes may ultimately have international dimensions as well, but 
it is the more proximate contexts to which religious loyahtst"o respond. 
Examples include the more or less routine transitions from one regime 
to another that accompany the electoral process, more abrupt political 
transitions that may come about as a result of coups or assassinations, 
policy initiatives that open new jobs in certain sectors of the economy 
and close down others, programs designed to alleviate human suffering 
and satisfy demands for minimal levels of social welfare, and social 
changes associated with the educational upgrading, professionalization, 
or gender redefinition of the labor force.

Shifts internal to religious organizations themselves are likely to focus 
on schisms and mergers, the resolution or reopening of conflicts 
between organizations, the assumption or abandonment of certain 
functions by religious organizations, or the emergence of new 
organizational forms. Social scientists have traditionally focused on a 
rather limited range of organizational forms in religion — specifically, 
churches, sects, and cults. More attention needs to be directed toward 
the conflicts and competition between organizations, federations as 
supraorganizational means of resolving some of these conflicts, and 
more innovative organizational forms such as parachurch agencies and 
special interest groups. It is within these organizational contexts that the 
opportunity to redirect religious energies lies. One can think of religious 
restructuring as partially motivated enterprise in which organizational 
leaders and followers produce ideas and actions within given 
institutional constraints.

The state is likely to be an especially important actor in all these 
changes. As the foregoing examples suggest, most of the social changes 
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that happen in the relative short term (say, a decade to a half century or 
so) result from specific policy initiatives. These initiatives, in turn, may 
well represent responses to broader social conditions; and their 
consequences may be for the most part unforeseen and even undesired. 
But social change in the modern era is increasingly characterized by the 
intended and unattended consequences of planning, and such planning 
typically involves agencies of the central bureaucratic state.

We must not, however, assume that religious actors and organizations 
merely respond to changes set in motion by the state or by other 
agencies in the larger society. In our own context we can think of 
numerous instances in which major movements oriented toward social 
reform have been initiated or encouraged by religious organizations. 
Such initiatives, and similar movements oriented in opposition to 
government programs, have served as nettlesome reminders of the 
continuing ability of religious leaders to make their voices heard in the 
public square.

It is important to consider both the social and the cultural resources that 
religious actors may have at their disposal. In some societies private 
charity has kept religious organizations prosperous long after 
government contributions were cut off. The significance of an educated 
clergy, colleges and seminaries under religious auspices, and even 
places of worship that can double as meetinghouses for political 
purposes should not be overlooked. Religious actors also have at their 
disposal the narratives and rituals that continue to speak to primordial 
needs and concerns even in otherwise secular societies. Visions of hope 
and statements about meaning and purpose in life remain very much the 
preserve of religious functionaries.

Among these resources are the kinds of relations that structural 
contingency models have emphasized. It is, again, naive to assume that 
religious leaders operate entirely within their own domains while 
political functionaries stay exclusively within theirs. Preachers and 
mullahs in public office provide only the most visible exceptions. In one 
country after another, periods of peaceful coexistence between church 
and state have been made possible by carefully orchestrated deals. 
Government policies would not be criticized by religious leaders as long 
as religious organizations’ finances were not questioned. Central 
regimes would build roads, but local religious functionaries would still 
administer welfare relief. Religious organizations, therefore, are likely 
to have influence over at least some agencies of the state, and vice versa.
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If religious organizations are strong enough to make their voice heard in 
public affairs, this voice will nevertheless be heard in ways that reflect 
religion’s social position. In the United States, conservative religious 
leaders have made themselves heard on decisions of abortion, 
homosexuality, and public morality. But their ability to carry the day has 
been limited by broader cleavages in the culture that put them against 
religious liberals on all these issues. Neither the conservative leaders nor 
their liberal counterparts have been able to speak with unquestioned 
authority as a result of this larger division. Where such conflict has 
existed in the past, it has often given other actors an opportunity to 
suggest alternatives to religious appeals of all kinds.

The concerns evident in Habermas’s framework gain special relevance 
here. Among its other roles, religion may be in an especially privileged 
position to raise questions about fundamental collective values. This 
position can be compromised, however, by religion’s relations to the 
state on the one hand, and to the marketplace on the other hand. 
Religion is a lifeworld that can be colonized by the forces of 
bureaucratization and monetarization. In some contexts, the temptation 
has been to build ever larger bureaucracies in hopes of becoming more 
effective at lobbying for religious causes. In other contexts, religious 
leaders have been seduced by the market model of success: striving for 
larger and larger churches, bigger operating budgets, more effective 
television programming, and so on. In either case, a concern for 
institutional aggrandizement subverts the capacity to think openly and 
critically about basic values.

All of these considerations assume, of course, that the relations between 
religious institutions and their host societies are not static. That 
assumption may be more appropriate in some societies than in others. 
Certainly it appears that the position of religion in a great many societies 
has taken new and unexpected turns in recent years. The specific turns 
can perhaps not be predicted beforehand, but some of the factors 
influencing these dynamics can be anticipated. Clearly, it is within the 
canon of most religious traditions themselves to regard their followers 
as a pilgrim people whose tents must always, in a sense, be in motion 
through the wilderness.

 

END NOTES
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1.  For an overview, see C. E. Black, The Dynamics of 
Modernization: A Study in Comparative History (New York: 
Harper & Row, 1966).

2.  The work of Peter Berger represents one of the principal foci of 
modernization theory as applied to matters of secularization; see 
especially "A Sociological View of the Secularization of 
Theology," Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 6 (1967): 
1-18, and The Sacred Canopy (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 
1967). For an overview, see Phillip E. Hammond, "Religion in 
the Modern World," in Making Sense of Modern Times: Peter L. 
Berger and the Vision of Interpretive Sociology, ed. James 
Davison Hunter and Stephen C. Ainlay (London: Routledge, 
1986), pp. 143-58.

3.  A theoretical treatment of these changes that remains most useful 
can be found in Robert N. Bellah’s Beyond Beliefi Essays on 
Religion in a Post-Traditional World (New York: Harper & 
Row, 1970), pp. 20-50.

4.  On the dynamics of modernization and demodernization, see 
Peter Berger, Brigitte Berger, and Hansfried Keilner, The 
Homeless Mind: Modernization and Consciousness (New York: 
Random House, 1973); see also Daniel Bell, "The Return of the 
Sacred? The Argument on the Future of Religion," in The 
Winding Passage: Essays and Sociological Journeys, 1 960-i 980 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Abt Books, 1980), pp. 333-45.

5.  For a strongly stated argument against modernization theory’s 
assertions about religion, see Mary Douglas, "The Effects of 
Modernization on Religious Change," Daedalus 111 (Winter 
1982): 1-20.

6.  The basic perspective is outlined in Immanuel Wallerstein’s The 
Modern World-System, vol. 1 (New York: Academic Press, 
1974), and The Capitalist World-Economy (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1979). For a critical review, see 
Daniel Garst, "Wallerstein and His Critics," Theory and Society 
14 (1985): 469-96.

7.  For examples of applications and adaptations of world-system 
theory to questions of religious change, see Gary Nigel Howe, 
"The Political Economy of American Religion: An Essay in 
Cultural History," in Political Economy: A Critique of American 
Society, ed. Scott G. McNall (Glenview, Ill.: Scott, Foresman, 
1981), pp. 110-36; Phillip E. Hammond, "Power Changes and 
Civil Religion: The American Case," in Crises in the World-
System, ed. Albert Bergesen (Beverly Hills: Sage, 1983), pp. 155-
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72; George M. Thomas, Christianity and Culture in the 
Nineteenth-Century United States: The Dynamics of Evangelical 
Revivalism, Nationbuilding, and the Market (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1989); and Robert Wuthnow, Meaning and 
Moral Order: Explorations in Cultural Analysis (Berkeley and 
Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1987), pp. 2 15-64.

8.  Without adopting the "world-system" label, other studies of the 
expanding world order have also focused on these disruptive 
consequences; see, for example, Eric R. Wolf, Europe and the 
People without History (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of 
California Press, 1982), and Peter Worsley, The Three Worlds: 
Culture and World Development (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1984).

9.  For specific criticisms of the world-system perspective along 
these lines, see especially Mayer N. Zald, "Theological 
Crucibles: Social Movements in and of Religion," Review of 
Religious Research 23 (1982): 317-36.

10.  For two examples that account for historic variations in church-
state relations in Europe by examining institutional 
arrangements, see Mary Fulbrook, Piety and Politics: Religion 
and the Rise of Absolutism in England, Wurttemberg, and 
Prussia (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), and 
David Zaret, The Heavenly Contract: Ideology andOrganization 
in Pre-R evolutionary Puritanism (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1985).

11.  David Martin’s A General Theory of Secularization (New York: 
Harper & Row, 1978) can be read as an application of structural 
contingency logic to the question of national variations in 
secularization.

12.  For example, see Scott Mainwaring, The Catholic Church and 
Politics in Brazil, 1916-1 985 (Stanford: Stanftrd University 
Press, 1986), and Amrita Basu, "Grass Roots Movements and the 
State: Reflections on Radical Change in India," Theory and 
Society 16 (1987): 647-74.

13.  See Habermas, The Theory of Communicative Action, 2 vols. 
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1984-87). For a brief critical overview of 
Habermas’s arguments, see Hugh Baxter, "System and Life-
world in Habermas’s Theory of Communicative Action," Theory 
and Society 16 (1987): 39-86.

14.  I believe this is one of the lessons to be learned from the recent 
theoretical work of Jeffrey C. Alexander in Theoretical Logic in 
Sociology, 4 vols. (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of 
California Press, 1983) and Action and its Environments (New 
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York: Columbia University Press, 1988). For an appreciative 
essay on this contribution, see Randall Collins, "Jeffrey 
Alexander and the Search for MultiDimensional Theory," Theory 
and Society 14 (1985): 877-92.

15.  For an empirical study that argues strongly for mapping out the 
cultural terrain of religion and politics, in opposition to Marxist 
interpretations, see Karen E. Fields, Revival and Rebellion in 
Colonial Central Africa (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1985).

16.  Studies of liberation theology have been especially cognizant of 
these relations between ideology and practice. See, for example, 
Clodovis Boff, Liberation Theology from Confrontation to 
Dialogue (New York: Harper & Row, 1986). In a different 
setting, see the emphasis on "symbolic practice" in Jean 
Comaroff’s Body of Power, Spirit of Resistance: The Culture and 
History of a South African People (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1985).

17.  These erratic trajectories receive special attention in the essays 
included in Religious Resurgence: Contemporary Cases in Islam, 
Christianity, and Judaism, ed. Richard T. Antoun and Mary 
Elaine Hegland (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1987).

18.  My own attempt to utilize a perspective of this kind is The 
Restructuring of American Religion: Society and Faith since 
World War II (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1988).
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Chapter 7: International Realities 

At no time in its history has the Judeo-Christian tradition been able to 
confine its interests within narrow ethnic, regional, or national 
boundaries. The Hebrew scriptures tell of a people forced to migrate 
beyond their own borders in search of food, displacing local gods with a 
God of the heavens, and recurrently finding themselves caught in the 
intrigues of warring empires. Jesus constantly ran into the limiting 
presuppositions of such boundaries in his day, and he repeatedly cut 
through them to enlarge his followers’ vision. When the lawyer asked 
him for a definition of neighbor, Jesus pointedly told a story showing 
that compassion must extend beyond ethnic borders. He was crucified 
by Roman soldiers. And when he commissioned his disciples, he 
admonished them to go into all the nations.

Over the centuries, the international dimension has been an integral 

feature of Western religion. By the end of the fourth century, 

Christianity had spread to nearly every corner of Europe as a result of 

the Romans’ conquests. In 1095 the great crusades began, pitting 

Christianity against the Muslim empire. By the end of the fifteenth 

century, Spanish and Portuguese explorers had taken their faith to the 

New World. In 1517 a wave of reforming zeal broke out in central 

Europe which was to shape permanently the location of national 
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boundaries and the strength of territorial sovereigns. And by the end of 

the nineteenth century, the Western church was deeply implicated in the 

affairs of every continent as a result of missionary activity, trade, 

colonization, and war.

 

Today, as never before, the tender edges of our religious convictions are 

exposed to the wider world. Each day’s headlines remind us that there 

are millions of people in the Far East, in the Soviet bloc, and in Islamic 

states who believe differently than we. Refugees arrive at our borders in 

a steady stream, seeking better lives and fleeing civil unrest from 

governments kept weak by the policies of our own. They seek protection 

from our churches and force us to focus our attention on the wider 

world. A third of the world languishes in hunger and poverty while the 

average American generates twenty-five pounds of trash a week. 

Questions of human rights and social responsibilities have never needed 

to be asked on a wider scale. Land developers burn forests in Latin 

America to feed the cattle that fill the cavernous appetites of fast food 

chains in the United States — and the entire planet gradually warms, 

leaving even the experts in doubt about the future of our global ecology. 

Opinion polls reveal how closely our faith in ourselves is linked to the 

performance of the American economy. And yet the performance of our 

economy is contingent as never before on foreign investment, shipping 

routes, exploitable pools of cheap labor, and favorable rates of currency 

exchange. If religion in today’s world still supplies (in Peter Berger’s 

words) the “sacred canopy” for our ordinary lives, it has surely become 

as precarious a canopy as the thinning ozone layer.
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And yet the models offered by the social sciences for making sense of 

modern religion pay scant attention to these international and global 

realities. A few years ago, a comprehensive bibliographic guide listing 

more than 3,500 books and articles in the sociology of religion was 

published.1 It provides a telling commentary on where the major 

theoretical and empirical emphases have been. Over 500 of the entries 

deal with the social psychology of individual religiosity, and another 

400 examine the beliefs and practices of individual believers. Seven 

hundred deal with clergy and laity roles, and another 600 focus on the 

organizational characteristics of churches and synagogues, 

denominations, and sects. More than 200 deal with religious 

movements, and an equal number present abstract theoretical 

perspectives. But not a single section heading, subheading, or index 

item focuses directly on the international or global characteristics of 

religion.

This is not to say, of course, that these characteristics of modern religion 

have been entirely neglected. One can scarcely read Durkheim without 

observing his concern for the tensions between religiously legitimated 

expressions of moral community and more universalistic orientations 

toward humanity in general. Studies of cargo cults, messianic 

movements, and Third World millenarianism, including widely read 

classics such as Peter Worsley’s The Trumpet Shall Sound and Bryan 

Wilson’s Magic and the Millennium, have paid close attention to the 

effects of international relations on domestic religious developments.2 

In increasing numbers, books have appeared on the religious situation in 

strategic parts of the globe, such as the Middle East and Latin America, 

and with growing frequency articles on American religion refer to issues 
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such as global consciousness, nuclear disarmament, and the effects of 

U.S. involvement in foreign affairs. Among these, Eric 0. Hanson’s The 

Catholic Church in World Politics is especially valuable.3

Among sociologists at large, the past decade and a half has also 

witnessed the development of a strong interest in so-called “world-

system” theory.4 Along with more conventional Marxist approaches and 

an eclectic array of studies concerned with “world conflicts,” world-

system theorists have initiated an important new line of inquiry focused 

specifically on the properties and dynamics of social configurations 

larger than the national society. But this work has also contained a 

distinct Marxist bias, causing it to dismiss religion as epiphenomenal, 

while privileging studies of economic transactions, material inequality, 

and political structure.

It must be with humility, then, that the social scientist approaches the 

topic of religion from a larger, global perspective. The social scientist 

engaged in this pursuit is like the proverbial physicist struggling up the 

steep cliff of higher learning to discover the meaning of life, only to find 

upon reaching the top a humble guru who had-been sitting there all 

along. The practitioners of religion have often been much more attuned 

to the international realities of the present world than their counterparts 

in the social sciences. They have had to be because their missionary and 

evangelization efforts have been truly international in scope. Nearly all 

the major denominations and faiths in the United States — Roman 

Catholics, Jews, Episcopalians, Presbyterians, Methodists — are 

themselves transplants to American soil and continue to be part of 

broader federations whose memberships span the globe. The 
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universalistic normative concerns of the Judeo-Christian tradition have 

also forced its leaders to be attentive to such global issues as peace, 

hunger, poverty, and human rights. At least at these levels, the global 

concerns of American religion have simply been waiting to be 

discovered by social scientists.

The point, though, is not to engage in recriminations but to proceed in a 

positive direction. It is one thing to list such obvious topics as war and 

peace, poverty and prosperity, and exploitation and social justice and to 

call for more studies and more understanding. It is quite another to 

move toward a more systematic theoretical perspective that links even 

the more mundane questions of religiosity and religious organization to 

broader concepts of world order. Indeed, we should begin by asking 

pointedly what, if anything, we might gain from adopting a theoretical 

perspective that specifically attempts to take into account the forces of 

some social unit larger than the society itself.

Let us be modest at the outset. Indeed, let us candidly admit that many 

of the forces to which individual believers and their religious 

organizations respond are entirely local. An individual parishioner loses 

a loved one, and a member of the clergy responds. An established 

neighborhood sees its population age, causing a decline in the 

membership of a local church. The pastor of a suburban congregation 

finds herself increasingly torn between a dozen committees as her 

neighborhood grows and the membership of her church expands. We 

have social-psychological theories about meaning and belonging that 

help us understand what is happening in the first instance, demographic 

models for the second case, and studies of congregations and leadership 

roles for the third. In such a context it is questionable what of value 
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might be gained by adding a world-order perspective.

Beyond this, we can readily make a great deal of headway toward 

understanding the social influences on religious organizations by 

focusing on familiar attributes of the national society. Suppose we do 

want to understand aging and bereavement in a larger context. Studies 

of the age composition, family status, and health characteristics of the 

national population are likely to be most revealing. Or suppose our 

interest lies in predicting the impact of denominational loyalties and 

religious convictions on a congressional or presidential election. 

Clearly, societal data and societal models are more relevant than studies 

of global dynamics.

Indeed, both the level of organization of our major denominations and 

the method in which data are collected argue for societal models. 

Denominations are administered as national units, even if their 

constituencies are clustered in one part of the country more than 

another. When they conduct research and when they consider the social 

environment most relevant to their memberships, they think in societal 

terms. And standard means of data collection in universities, 

government, and private industry, such as the numerous surveys from 

which we infer trends in religious indicators, are designed to ensure 

national representativeness.

To urge that we incorporate a global perspective to contribute to our 

understanding of religious establishments, then, is to pursue only a 

marginal increase in understanding, not a wholesale replacement of our 

standard theories and methods of data collection. It is to suggest that the 
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brute realities of our increasingly interdependent world force us to 

consider religion at more than an individual, community, or national 

level. In some cases, the benefits of incorporating the global perspective 

will be clear; in other cases, parsimony would perhaps continue to 

dictate emphasizing more proximate factors, but seeing things in context 

might argue for adding in less proximate effects in order to enhance our 

consciousness of global interdependence itself. Following are some 

ways in which a global perspective might assist in gaining a clearer 

understanding of the nature and dynamics of contemporary religious 

establishments. For convenience, I have divided them into three general 

types of contribution.

A Focus on Generalizable Patterns

One advantage we gain from taking a global or international perspective 

is that our attention is inevitably drawn to the more general dynamics of 

modern life. I begin with this because it is most familiar. It is, after all, 

what our theories and comparative studies, actual or implied, are 

supposed to provide anyway. They sensitize us to the generalizable, to 

representative or dominant patterns and trends rather than the purely 

idiographic. Secularization theory provides a familiar example. It 

suggests to us that declining church membership rolls or the declining 

influence of religion in public life is not simply an idiosyncratic 

occurrence; these declines, our theories tell us, may be part of a global 

trend, a pattern associated with rising industrialization, affluence, the 

growth of cities, and increases in knowledge. A global perspective tells 

us to think big, to raise questions about dominant trends, to consider 

what plays not just in Peoria but in Pretoria as well.

It seems to me that theories of secularization and, more broadly, theories 
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of modernization have been useful in orienting our inquiries to these 

dominant patterns. Some of them, to be sure, are pitched decidedly at 

the societal level. The differentiation between religion and the state that 

is said to characterize modern societies, for example, focuses squarely 

on processes within individual societies. But a closer reading of the 

argument reveals that the pressures leading to this kind of institutional 

differentiation are understood in a transsocietal context. Institutional 

differentiation occurs, the theories argue, because societies must adapt 

to their environments, and they do so competitively with other societies. 

This competition makes the environment itself more complex, and those 

societies that differentiate their institutional sectors presumably gain a 

competitive edge in adapting to complex environments. Modernization 

theory views such processes of institutional change within American 

religion as the alleged differentiation of private piety from public policy, 

the growing differentiation of secular education from its religious roots, 

and the emergence of professional therapy as a distinct alternative to 

pastoral counseling as bellwether trends in advanced industrial societies 

generally and suggests that they may be in some way influenced by 

broader international patterns.

Other influences are even more clearly global in origin. The effects of 

science on religion do not arise within narrow societal contexts. Neither 

Einstein’s theory of relativity nor Heisenberg’s principle of uncertainty 

was discovered in the United States, but both have apparently had 

profound effects on American theology. The iron cage of expanding 

rationality that exercised Max Weber’s imagination has spread in more 

subtle ways. Religious organizations have borrowed rational procedures 

from the courts, from state bureaucracies, and from institutions of higher 

learning since the Middle Ages. These are part of a world culture that 
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continues to have profound effects on contemporary religious 

organizations.

The list of such patterns and trends can be expanded greatly. It includes 

the growth of the modern state, about which I will say more later. It 

includes the growth of professionalism and what has been called a “new 

class” of knowledge workers and information specialists — growth that 

has, to say the least, occurred at the expense of the privileged position 

that clergy in past centuries occupied within the professions.5

At present, much discussion has also focused on the nature and sources 
of individualism. It may be true, as some have argued, that 
individualism has colored American religion in a particularly decisive 
way. But others have pointed Out that individualism is not only a 
feature of the cultural landscape between Boston and Los Angeles; it is 
reinforced in all advanced industrial societies, even in the Soviet Union, 
by the state’s efforts to supply services and legal guarantees. It is also 
reinforced by the workplace and by educational systems that attach 
credentials to the individual and encourage the individual to carry these 
credentials wherever he or she may go. And it is part of an ideological 
system that adapts to complex, heterogeneous environments by 
decoupling arguments and personalizing them to fit unique situations.6

These are all features of a world culture. Studies of national 
constitutions, legal patterns, educational systems, child-rearing habits, 
curricula in schools, and so on all reveal the extent to which such 
characteristics of modern societies have converged over time and the 
extent to which new societies imitate the patterns of more established 
societies.

They are also features of the environment to which students of religious 
organizations should pay heed. Where do the models come from that 
major denominations in the United States rely on to govern themselves 
and to conduct their business? From government and business, of 
course: particularly since the end of the nineteenth century, 
denominational officials have looked to corporations and other 
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bureaucracies to guide them along pathways toward greater efficiency.7 
At the congregational level, boards of trustees often resemble, and 
sometimes are consciously modeled after, corporate management 
committees. And if individual believers switch denominations and argue 
that their beliefs are their own rather than the property of some 
ecclesiastical tradition, they are simply following patterns 
institutionalized in the marketplace with increasing intensity since the 
advent of the money-wage economy. None of these developments is 
unique to the United States; all, to one degree or another, are 
characteristics of a growing global culture that defines how 
organizations should behave and what it means to be modern.

It is scarcely a new idea that sociological theories of this kind have often 
implicitly articulated a global dimension. But recent studies do indicate 
the importance of modifying standard theories to take international 
factors more explicitly into account. One such modification involves 
paying closer empirical attention to international influences and cross-
societal convergences. Consider what might be learned from examining 
school curricula, for example. Standard theories of secularization might 
be interpreted to suggest that all societies would witness a gradual 
erosion of the place of religion in school curricula as they became more 
modern. If so, the prevalence of religion in school curricula across large 
numbers of societies should show a strong negative correlation with an 
indicator of modernization such as Gross National Product per capita or 
industrial contribution as a percent of Gross Domestic Product. In fact, 
these correlations are rather low. With a few exceptions, all societies 
have reduced the role of religion in school curricula, regardless of how 
advanced their economy is. The patterns suggest a developing global 
culture — a norm that says, in effect, that legitimate regimes in the 
modern system of states should sponsor secular learning but not 
religious indoctrination.8

Standard theories have also been modified in recent years for greater 
sensitivity to the dynamics of global patterns. In some formulations, 
theories of secularization, rationalization, and the like seemed to posit 
only gradual, long-term, but inexorable tendencies in modern societies. 
Over the centuries, religion would become more clearly differentiated 
from the state, less influential in public affairs, and more 
characteristically individualistic and rational. Particular historical events 
— the Edict of Nantes, Bismarck’s unification of Germany, or World 
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War I — may have accelerated these trends, but the timing and severity 
of such events are treated as if they were exogenous to the system itself. 
More recent formulations try to offer more systematic accounts of these 
events and other short-term fluctuations. World-system theory, for 
example, has argued that economic cycles, called Kondrotieff waves, 
lasting approximately fifty years each, can be identified over and above 
whatever secular economic trends may be at work. These cycles might 
be expected to have their own effects on religious organizations. World-
system theory has also suggested that under-developed societies may be 
caught in permanent downwardly spiraling cycles of dependence. For 
this reason, reactions against modernization, including resurgences of 
religious tradition, might be expected rather than steady secularizing 
processes. Indeed, instances of religious fundamentalism in many parts 
of the world suggest there may be some validity to these arguments.

Even if the empirical questions that occupy one’s attention are limited to 
changes in, say, Protestant denominations since World War II, then, the 
advantage of adopting a global perspective may be considerable. 
Linking such changes to arguments about world order provides a way of 
thinking about their place in longer-term historical patterns and their 
relation to trends in the wider system of societies.

A Focus on Deeper Changes

A second advantage of adopting a world-order perspective is that we 
sometimes stand to gain insight into the deeper changes underlying what 
seem to be more proximate influences on religion. Here I have in mind 
specifically those immediate social effects that can account for changes 
in religious establishments perfectly well by themselves. This simply 
makes it easier to overlook the point that these factors are in turn linked 
to broader patterns of change in the global order and that taking these 
broader patterns into account may give a fuller understanding of what is 
happening. It is best to give some specific illustrations.

One topic that I believe can be greatly facilitated by understanding it in 
a larger context is the question of sectarianism. Discussions of church 
and sect have abounded in the sociological literature at least since 
Weber, and especially since Troeltsch. Even in recent years there have 
been new efforts to define the two, to create typologies of sects, and to 
discuss the evolution of sects into churches. For present purposes, it will 
suffice to say that one standard way of defining sects, and of 
distinguishing them from churches and cults, is to focus on their origins: 
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sects arise as splinter groups through schisms from churches or other 
sects, whereas cults generally arise independently as autonomous 
organizations. It will also suffice to mention two standard arguments 
about sects: (1) they arise from some kind of organizational or societal 
strain, such as a catastrophe in the environment or a dispute over 
doctrines, and (2) they gradually evolve into established churches. For 
questions about stability and change in religious establishments, then, 
these are relevant arguments indeed.

In a general way, the value of adding ideas about world order into the 
picture can be seen by relocating Troeltsch’s classic discussion in its 
historical context. Troeltsch was thinking specifically about the origin 
and evolution of sects in Europe from the Reformation through the end 
of the nineteenth century. During most of this period, at least from the 
middle of the seventeenth century through the end of the nineteenth 
century, the world economy was expanding. The Protestant countries in 
which most of Troeltsch’s sects were located lay at the core of this 
world economy, especially in Britain and Germany and, to a lesser 
extent, in Scandinavia and the Netherlands. Economic expansion in this 
core was associated with two other dominant trends: growth in 
population (the so-called demographic transition, which both facilitated, 
and was facilitated by, industrialization) and the geographic inclusion of 
previously isolated, local, and ethnic sectors of the population into the 
commercial and industrial labor force.

What some have taken as a universal characteristic of sectarianism, 
therefore, was contingent on a very particular set of historical 
circumstances. The inclusion of isolated population segments into the 
dominant economy created permanent disruptions in the moral economy 
of rural life — social upheavals that generated potential recruits for 
sectarian movements. Expanding population and material resources 
contributed positively to the numbers and variety of these movements. 
And their inclusion into the dominant economy increased the likelihood 
that these movements would gradually become established churches. 
Certainly the Methodist case fits this trajectory; other dissenting sects, 
brethren groups, and free churches seem to as well.

Given different dynamics in the larger world economy, quite different 
patterns of sectarianism might be expected. Under more stagnant 
conditions, for example, social disruption may be present, but resources 
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are likely to be lacking to transform dislocation into orderly social 
movements. Theories of world order also point to the importance of 
different patterns and rates of incorporation into the dominant economy. 
While workers were being drawn into the industrial labor force as 
individual breadwinners in Europe during the nineteenth century, for 
example, other workers in Europe’s colonies were being drawn into a 
permanent state of dependence as producers of raw commodities — in 
mines and on plantations. Under these circumstances, as Eric Wolf and 
others have shown, religious movements were less likely to take the 
form of sects at all, and when they did, they seldom followed the path of 
their counterparts in Europe in becoming prosperous middle-class 
churches.9

Of course, this is to paint with a very broad historical brush. Some 
empirical rigor, as well as clearer applicability to the present situation in 
the United States, can be added by drawing on the results of recent 
research on sectarian schisms. Two of my colleagues, Robert Liebman 
and John Sutton, and I recently developed a data set for 175 Protestant 
denominations in the United States from 1890 to 1980. The data cover 
all denominations that were part of the four major Protestant families 
and that had at least 1,000 members at some point during this period. 
They include 55 Baptist denominations, 50 Lutheran denominations, 34 
Methodist denominations, and 36 Presbyterian or Reformed 
denominations. Among these denominations there were 55 schisms, all 
of which resulted in the formation of new denominations. Formally, the 
resulting organizations meet the definition of sectarianism, although for 
present purposes their actual conformity in substance to the definition of 
sect is unimportant. Thus far, we have examined only a small number of 
the potential explanatory factors that might account for the occurrence 
of these schisms. Using a variant of instantaneous hazard analysis, we 
have, however, been able to rule out differences associated with 
denominational family and church polity types — that is, the evidence 
indicates that denominations with congregational polities are no more 
and no less likely than denominations with presbyterial or episcopal 
polities to experience schisms. We were also able to show significant 
effects from four contextual variables. Rates of schisms were positively 
associated with the size of the parent denomination, negatively 
associated with membership in the National Council of Churches (and 
its predecessor, the Federal Council of Churches), positively associated 
with rates of failure among business organizations, and curvilinearly 
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associated with the density of other schisms in the religious 
environment. Descriptively, these results produced rates of schisms that 
were highest in the 1930s and 1960s, although no decade in the past 
century was free of schisms.10

None of these results bears directly on properties of the larger world 
order. This, then, is a case in which arguments about world order can at 
most enhance our interpretation of more proximate effects. Each of the 
four findings can, in fact, be interpreted in a broader context. The effect 
of denominational size, we know from other research, can be linked in 
turn to the effect of immigration to the United States, to competition 
among denominations and between Protestants and Catholics for 
members, and to the so-called “baby boom” that followed World War IL 
In other words, in the United States, sectarianism has been associated 
with demographic expansion in the world system, just as it appears to 
have been in Europe in earlier centuries. The negative effect of the 
National Council of Churches needs to be understood in relation to the 
history of the NCC itself, especially the extent to which it was modeled 
after the United Nations and was prompted by an interest in global 
religious concerns. Sectarianism, in this sense, has been reduced by 
efforts to create organizations aimed at better meeting the challenges of 
world society. Business failures, of course, occurred most widely during 
the Great Depression, which represented a major upheaval in the world 
economy at large and resulted in a permanent shift away from the 
monetary institutions on which the nineteenth-century world market had 
been organized. It appears that sectarianism was at least modestly 
encouraged by this shifting of the gears in the world economy. Finally, 
the curvilinear relation with other schisms suggests a modified. 
contagion effect: a few schisms tend to adapt to whatever strains have 
been present in the environment, but after this a larger number of 
schisms generates an exponential increase in the likelihood of further 
schisms. Thus, during times of instability from economic downturns or 
other environmental strains, schisms are likely to become producers of 
further schisms, causing more turbulence in religious organizations than 
might be predicted otherwise.

These, of course, are highly speculative arguments. To be more credible, 
data on schisms in other societies and in other time periods would also 
be necessary. To the extent that they are valid, though, they suggest 
some of the ways in which religious establishments in the United States 
may have been affected by changing features of the broader world order 
during the twentieth century. Further population increase is likely to 
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produce more schisms if denominations continue to grow in size. And a 
major downturn in the economy could witness a new round of sectarian 
splinter groups.

 

A second illustration comes from considering the effects of rising levels 
of education on American religion since World War II. Rising levels of 
education, as we know, have had a number of serious consequences for 
American religion, both direct and indirect. There is an education gap in 
styles of religious commitment now that was not present as recently as 
the late 1950s. The better educated are less likely to participate in 
religious services regularly, less likely to believe literally in the Bible, 
more likely to have experimented with new religious movements, more 
likely to support social activism among clergy, and more likely to favor 
relativistic and androgynous images of God. A major shouting match, as 
we know, has also developed between religious liberals and religious 
conservatives, the two sides taking widely differing positions not only 
on theological orientations but also on social and political issues, and 
holding strongly negative views toward the other. Differences in levels 
of education are one of the strongest predictors of the cleavage between 
these two groups.11

The effects of higher education on religious orientations can be 
interpreted entirely at the social-psychological level or within the 
context of American society by itself. But what were the less proximate 
forces behind this rapid expansion in higher education? To answer that 
question, it becomes useful to bring in arguments about changes in 
world order. Specifically, a very rapid expansion in higher education in 
the United States took place during the 1 960s, and it did so not by some 
strange magic in the modernization process itself but as a result of 
conscious planning and huge outlays by the federal government. Why 
was the federal government suddenly interested in higher education? A 
major reason was the Cold War, and particularly the space race that 
developed with the Russians in the late 1950s. A second reason was that 
an increasing share of U.S. trade in the world economy after World War 
II came to be concentrated in high-technology industries. A tertiary 
reason had to do with scaling down the armed forces after World War II 
and keeping veterans out of the labor force until it could expand 
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sufficiently to absorb them. And beyond the sheer rate of expansion in 
higher education during the sixties, the fact that it took place when it did 
was extremely consequential. It took place during the buildup of the war 
in Vietnam, which in turn signaled a major realignment of world power 
between the U.S. and the Soviet Union and China. In short, education 
was the proximate cause of religious change, but the timing of its 
expansion was closely linked with broader changes in world order.

The other example I wish to mention in this context concerns the effects 
of government activity on church membership. Clifford Nass and I have 
demonstrated a significant negative relation between government 
expenditures and rates of Protestant church membership in 1950 and 
1980, taking states as the unit of analysis.12 This effect appears to hold 
when other factors influencing church membership, such as religious 
composition, urbanization, region, and migration, are held constant. 
Over this period, government expenditures tripled, even taking account 
of inflation.

 

But was this increase simply the result of willy-nilly policies by 
spendthrift administrators? Or does it need to be understood in some 
broader context?

It was not simply a function of rising military and defense costs, 
because we excluded those from our analysis. Rather, it was largely the 
result of the federal government shouldering increased responsibilities 
for entitlement programs such as Social Security payments and 
workmen’s compensation, for education, and for infrastructural services 
such as roads and hospitals. Government involvement in such activities 
has, however, been a global phenomenon, at least among advanced 
industrial societies. Partly it has been a function of imitation, beginning 
in the nineteenth century with Bismarck’s social welfare programs in 
Germany, and partly it has been prompted by international economic 
competition, again starting in the nineteenth century, with national 
governments playing an increasing role in regulating and promoting all 
forms of economic activity.

A Focus on Alternative Interpretations
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As these examples suggest, world-order perspectives can be useful in 
understanding changes in religious establishments even when more 
proximate factors provide the most parsimonious accounts. The third 
possibility I want to focus on is that a global perspective may actually 
force us to interpret phenomena in a different way. The issue here is not 
one of gaining a broader understanding of what is going on but of seeing 
that things may not have been what they seemed.

Let me illustrate this use of world-order theory with reference, first, to 
several examples that have nothing to do with religion but provide 
striking evidence of how one may be forced to draw new conclusions. 
An example from European history concerns the development and 
institutionalization of modern science in the seventeenth century. The 
fact that science flourished at all in this period is puzzling, for 
sociologists from Weber to the present have generally argued that 
decentralized political conditions are most conducive to intellectual 
innovation, and yet the seventeenth century was the great age of 
absolutism. To make sense of this anomaly, sociologists and social 
historians did comparative studies — studies that tended to put England 
in a favorable light compared with France and thus could be reconciled 
with received wisdom by pointing out that England was less absolutist 
than France, benefited from the Puritan work ethic, and so on. The only 
problem with this approach was that France, by most standards, had a 
pretty respectable showing in science as well.

Viewing Europe as a larger social entity — as a world system — 
provides a better solution. From this perspective, France and England 
(along with some of the German states) occupied structurally similar 
positions at the core of the world economy, and scientists themselves 
migrated back and forth, joined scientific academies as international 
members, carried on a brisk correspondence with other scientists across 
the Continent, and, when political pressures came, simply moved on (or 
threatened to move on) to more favorable contexts. From this broader 
perspective, Europe was in fact a decentralized polity of the kind that 
other theories predicted would be conducive to scientific development.

A more contemporary example comes from research on the effects of 
international relations on economic development. Both classical 
economic theory and more recent variants of modernization theory have 
predicted that international trade has a positive effect on economic 
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development in Third World countries. It opens markets, provides jobs, 
encourages capital investment, and creates a more favorable trade 
balance. Viewed from the standpoint of individual societies, these 
arguments seemed to make sense. Third World countries would 
eventually become more modern, just like Europe and North America 
had, as they participated in industry and commerce.

When these relations began to be viewed from a more global or 
systemic perspective, though, other arguments rose to the surface. Part 
of the reason Europe and North America were modern, it was argued, 
was that they exploited the raw materials and cheap labor of the Third 
World. More international trade for the Third World meant being drawn 
into the world economy as a dependent partner. Resources actually 
flowed out of the country, rather than in, and the development of an 
export economy often proved disadvantageous for achieving a balanced 
and strong domestic economy. Much like the disadvantaged person who 
is forced into a workfare program and as a result fails ever to gain any 
marketable skills, Third World countries suffered rather than benefited 
from incorporation into the world economy. At least this was the 
argument, and some empirical research has supported it, although the 
final verdict is by no means in.13.

How might a shift in perspective of this kind lead to new ideas about the 
functioning of religious establishments? The dependent development 
case actually has a close parallel in religion. At the same time that 
policy analysts began rethinking the effects of foreign trade, religious 
leaders began to question standard assumptions about the role of foreign 
missionaries. Earlier arguments had presumed that carrying Christianity 
to the Third World was a good thing not only spiritually but culturally 
as well. Indigenous peoples would learn Western values, become 
literate, and eventually modernize their own countries. With nationalist 
and anticolonial movements, however, these assumptions came into 
question. As a result, the missionary efforts of most mainline 
denominations in the United States have been scaled back considerably. 
Evangelical and fundamentalist mission agencies have grown in 
proportion, while mainline bodies have focused more on assisting 
indigenous ministries, supplying social services, lobbying for social 
justice through political channels, and even turning the cultural conduit 
around by sponsoring reverse missionary programs.14 Viewed from only 
the American context, it appears that mainstream Protestantism has 
suffered a serious decline in its missionary efforts. Viewed from a world 
order perspective, the decline may be less serious than it would 
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otherwise appear.

A second example involving religion comes from thinking about 
America’s position in the world economy over the past half century or 
so. How we perceive ourselves as a nation plays an important role in 
shaping the content of what has been called our civil religion, and our 
civil religion in turn influences what we think of our churches and what 
we feel they should be doing. One interpretation of America’s position 
has focused on its exceptionalism — its deep (or at least widespread) 
religiosity, its affluence, its democratic traditions. In this view, America 
has been the leader of the so-called free world, flying higher and 
moving faster than all its allies, pulling them along, and protecting them 
from communism. This perspective is not exactly unmindful of 
international realities, but it primarily takes a diachronic view of history: 
at one point, the Roman Empire dominated; more recently, the British 
empire; and now, the United States. Its religious implications coincide 
well with arguments about American millennialism and the relation 
between religion and national strength. Our ascendancy is often 
associated with the Christian heritage in popular discourse, and evidence 
of economic or military stagnation is referred to in rhetoric calling for 
deeper commitment to the churches.

The alternative view is more synchronic. It emphasizes the multilateral 
nature of contemporary world order rather than American hegemony. If 
the United States emerged from World War II as leader of the free 
world, this view suggests, it nevertheless emerged with partnership 
commitments to Western Europe and Japan and in competition with a 
strong Soviet bloc. In this scenario, core power in the contemporary 
world has remained divided to a much greater extent than it was, say, 
during the nineteenth century under British rule. At least three 
implications follow for the analysis of American religion. First, the 
qualities of American civil religion must be seen in terms of their 
boundary posturing functions in relation to other dominant world 
powers. That is, civil religion not only reflects our past and serves (as 
Durkheim might have argued) to promote domestic cohesion but also 
serves to differentiate us from our competitors and buttress our identity 
within the wider global culture. Second, we must understand and 
emphasize the universalistic aspects of American civil religion in order 
to reckon with the pluralism of world power; we cannot assume that 
American culture is simply generalizable to the rest of the world. And 
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third, religious establishments are likely to be influenced more by the 
placement of their constituencies in relation to the heterarchic structure 
of world order than by simple upswings or downswings in the American 
economy.

This last point needs greater explication. In an upswing-downswing 
scenario, the fate of religious establishments, it is likely to be argued, 
will depend chiefly on the countercyclical functions of religious 
compensations. During downswings, fundamentalist commitment is 
likely to grow; during upswings, liberal religion and/or secular 
humanism is more likely to grow. There is, incidentally, little 
convincing evidence that either supports or refutes these arguments.

In the multilateral world power scenario, a dual economy is envisioned: 
one part depends more on domestic markets, autarky, and protectionism; 
the other part depends more on international markets, stable diplomatic 
relations, and free trade. The composition of these two sectors, of 
course, varies constantly, as does the relative prosperity Of the two, 
because of shifting currency rates and foreign competition. 
Nevertheless, sociopolitical attitudes are likely to be rooted in one set of 
interests or the other. And modes of religious identification will at least 
partly reflect these attitudes and interests as well.

For example, sectors of the population whose prosperity is linked to 
protectionist, domestic, or autarkic policies may well emphasize 
traditional morality, American particularism, and the localistic-familial 
values of Protestant fundamentalism. Specific groups in this sector 
might include the petit bourgeoisie or small merchant class, farmers 
(insofar as protection against foreign competitors and government 
policies aimed at selling freely in protected overseas markets are 
relevant), members of the military, and those who work in threatened 
industries such as steel production and heavy manufacturing. In 
contrast, sectors of the population linked to international trade, 
occupying a dominant position in world markets, and depending on 
open diplomatic channels might well find themselves more in sympathy 
with lower defense budgets, higher education outlays, cosmopolitan 
values, and liberal religious institutions whose theologies favor 
universalism and whose moral teachings favor relativism and discretion. 
Specific groups in this sector might include scientists, employees of 
multinational corporations and the international service sector, artists, 
media and entertainment specialists, and those with advantageous levels 
of education.
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Little has been done to test these ideas either, it should be noted. But 
they would buttress the argument that the important development in 
American religion in recent decades has not been simply the rise or 
decline in religion generally or the relative rise of fundamentalism and 
the relative decline of liberal mainline institutions but rather the 
consistent and widening gap between liberalism and conservatism itself. 
Neither side is so consistently related to America’s position in the larger 
world economy that its progress depends on the policies of a particular 
administration. For example, religious conservatism during the 1980s 
may have grown partly through reinforcement from a regime that 
championed a strong military defense, the protection of domestic 
markets through low taxes and limited social services, and the values of 
small-town America, even though this same administration was also 
firmly committed to free trade and international markets.

The point, though, is that both sectors are integral features of the 
American economy, and the multilateral shape of the world order is 
such that it necessitates continuous realignments of policies favoring 
one or the ocher. The religious orientations associated with the two, 
therefore, are each likely to gain periodic reinforcement from 
government, and, at the same time, divisions of opinion in the wider 
policy arena are likely to reinforce the tensions between these 
orientations.

Conclusion

Clearly, more research needs to be done to assess the merits of 
arguments such as these. But more theorizing is also needed to guide 
this research. How we think about world order, and how we view the 
United States’ position in the world order, will greatly affect the kind of 
theorizing we do.

It also bears mentioning, in closing, that the gains from thinking about 
religion from a broader global perspective accrue not only to the 
academic researcher in pursuit of recondite problems to study but also to 
the practitioner of religion and to those whose interest in world affairs 
resides simply at the level of informed citizen. They do so partly by 
tempering the ways in which we think about assertions that frequent the 
public realm. These assertions often do not differ markedly from the 
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kinds of theoretical and explanatory arguments prevalent in the social 
science literature, but they serve as rhetorical appeals aimed at shaping 
the way we think about our world, the ways we vote, and the policies we 
support.

For example, the arguments advanced by public officials, and especially 
by candidates during political elections, often invoke causal statements 
aimed at influencing our assessments of public responsibility, and these 
assessments in turn influence how we think and vote. Indirectly they 
also support or conflict with the positions taken by our religious leaders. 
When Republicans, for instance, damn Democratic leaders for high 
prices and inflation, some individuals may be led to blame the 
Democratic Party and vote Republican despite misgivings about 
Republican preferences for the wealthy at the expense of the poor. 
Others may dismiss the Republican assertion, attributing high prices and 
inflation during the 1970s to the turmoil in the Middle East rather than 
the Democratic administration. Similarly, when Democrats take credit 
for promoting higher education through tuition credits and payback 
plans, some will dismiss their rhetoric, recognizing the pressures that 
world affairs place on both parties to advance science and technology. 
There is no simple relation between this kind of analysis and one’s 
political or religious preferences, but it does provide a broader context 
in which to speculate about responsibilities and the constraints of social 
circumstances.

The other practical implication comes from recognizing that 
responsibility itself is closely linked to the ways in which we understand 
sovereign authority, and our understandings of authority are closely 
linked to ways of experiencing the divine. When there is no higher 
authority than man, it has been said, man becomes God. Similarly, when 
there is no sense of any unit more powerful than the nation, national 
sovereignty becomes divine. But when individual and national authority 
are understood — and relativized — in the context of social relations 
that affect all of humanity, then a broader, more encompassing, and 
even more transcendent sense of the sacred becomes necessary. This 
sense of the sacred may encompass nothing more than a triumphal 
vision of humanity itself. But it may also point toward a sacred 
dimension that is even more powerful than the global order we have 
inherited.
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