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Abstract
Surveys tell us involvement with mainline churches is falling but the proportion of the population that is spiritual is growing.  What is this spirituality?  What are the effects of dropping numbers on operation of the churches?  The two parts of this paper look at these two questions.

Spirituality comes across as a journey taken in many different ways.  A cradle-to-grave association with one church works for some; others follow a searching path.  

The churches operate in the public arena promoting their version of social justice, influencing topical issues, providing services.  They need resources – are these secure?  

Some members of religious groups do not agree with official positions and they are frustrated in their attempts to provoke debate and reassessment.  A trigger for drift!

The interplay of these issues is the concern of this paper.  It continues work reported in previous Spiritual Development symposia and follows analyses used there.  

Note that the comments made apply to North America and Western Europe;  they may not be relevant elsewhere.
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Spirituality

The white-water kayaker exhilarated at the end of a passage through rapids, the figure on the beach at sunset marvelling at the beauty of the scene before him, the mother holding her new-born baby for the first time,  the gallery visitor enraptured by a painting – all these people are lifted out of their normal reality.  Their spirits are effected;  they have an experience of the spirit.   

Spirituality concerns the spirit.  Our spirits can be touched in many ways.  The touch can come ‘in unlikelihood, in particularity, in chance illumination’ (Henson, 2009).  Effects are often transitory, but they may not be;  the short-term experience can trigger something that persists!   But there is always a change – ‘[t]he experience can change, ever so slightly, our experience of the world forever’.  Is there a spiritual dimension to encounters such as those of the first paragraph?  Henson asks ‘[c]ould there not be?’
It may be our own spirits that lift;  we may be led to help others;  those others can be so inspired that their spirits lift.  A spiritual experience can flow-on and impact many.  Spirituality goes beyond the day-to-day;  it contrasts with the material, the temporal, the earthly, the regular structures.  (Wiki, 2009)

Gash speaks of:

‘spiritual experiences coming from some mysterious place unexpectedly when our existing cognitive structures (our thinking) is inadequate ... to capture the moment we are in.  Part of this … may be due to internal issues and ways we have of coping, and another part comes through reflection on religious experiences we meet through organizations we come into contact with’. (Gash, 2009)

Many associate the term spirituality with religion (Wuthnow, 2002) but this connection is not necessary – experiencing wonder, lifting out of ourselves is what it is about.  
Once spirituality and religion were of a piece;  in the 1950s we shopped for spirituality in the organised churches or synagogues. Now, we go to the local bookstore, retreat centre or New Age centre, we order CDs, or go to a concert.  Other parts of society supply some of our spiritual needs.  (Wuthnow, 2002)  As organized religion lost its monopoly over spirituality, the distinction between religion and spirituality blurred.    
In much of this paper I think about spirituality in the religion-associated way.  I refer to surveys, to results of interviews, to requirements statements by leaders.  This is the management end of matters, a numbers view.  At the outset I emphasise that spirituality is more than numbers.     
It helps to distinguish the experience and the organisation.  Tisdell  comments:  ‘[S]pirituality tends to focus on finding meaning in life, or meaning–making, and personal experience. Religions are organized communities of faith that … nurtur[e] a sense of spirituality in their members, [and] have … many more aspects involved in them.’ (Tisdell, 2007)  

Spirituality can come with the doctrinal / dogmatic faith of a mature religion or with a faith that is more personal, more open to new ideas, more pluralistic.  (Wiki, 2009)  The spiritual dimension of things, from school education to business practice, is being recognised more and more. This is distinguished sharply from adherence to specific religious tradition and community. The number of people who say they are spiritual but not religious is growing;  also they report the impact of religion on their lives as diminishing.  Actually the last statement is not as simple as it first seems (vide infra).    

Spiritual experience is personal but it can develop when interacting with others.  Joint ways of coping (Gash’s phrase) stimulate.  The interaction with a group may be a one-off or persist.  Benefits come from being in groups, and from having been in a group.  But there are obligations – group membership entails !  

Williams sees being in a religious group : 

‘tak[ing] responsibility for corporately-held teaching and discipline, [and with] religious allegiance … making over some aspect of myself to others in ways that may compromise both my liberty and my integrity.  I may be … committing myself to practices that mean little, or subjecting myself to codes of conduct that don't connect convincingly with my sense of who I am or what is creative and life-giving for me.’.  (Williams, 2008)

Writing a decade ago Wuthnow referred to two manifestations of spirituality.  Up to the mid- 20th century there was the cradle-to-grave spirituality of tradition, reinforced by family rituals;  this is akin to today’s spirituality of dwelling with its known sacred space where one feels at home.  Now we also have spirituality of seeking – negotiating amongst competing glimpses of the sacred, seeking knowledge and practical wisdom.  New spiritual vistas are explored, possibly with negotiation between complex meanings of spirituality.  Again there is a sacred space, this time sufficient for contemplation and possibly for reconfiguration of the equilibrium between self and the other.  (Gash, 2005)

Dwelling and seeking are but two positions in the spectrum for affiliation
.  They are distinguished in several ways  –  
 *
security is one :

One form of spirituality seems more secure;  the other appears less constraining.  This difference does not make one more desirable than the other.  ….  Both offer freedom but that freedom is different.  Places that are familiar offer the freedom of not having to worry. ….   A spirituality of dwelling can provide healing [and support] ... because of sharing with others.  In contrast processes of seeking provide the kind of freedom that comes from not worrying about any particular objective, of determining … not to be bound by the inexorable result … .  (Wuthnow, 1998, p5),

*
subscribing to a set of values is another :

[Today] we generally prefer to be patrons rather than subscribers: in our affiliations we reserve our liberty to commit ourselves to regular and unquestioning support. This shift in attitude impacts on regular church attendance.  Another of the substantive cultural changes we have seen in our lifetimes has been the gradual spread of the 'patron' mentality in [classic religious] environments. The patron remains in control and his or her relation to the community of affiliation is one in which questions will regularly be asked about how well the patron's needs are being recognized and met. The subscriber characteristically considers himself or herself bound by the needs of the community or organization. (Williams, 2008)

Parenthetically we note Williams refers to values.  Organisational practices are also important.  (vide infra)
Read quickly the above suggests dwelling and searching are alternatives.  Not so simple.  The two can coexist.  The rules of a religion may address much, though not all.  Some teachings may be questioned;  seeking illumines gaps as it offers ‘a credible reservoir of material on which … to draw [to] put together a chosen identity’.  

Prior experience is important.  

‘Even for the many that move away from their childhood religious tradition, that tradition will remain the foundation of their spiritual development, and clearly will always have an impact on the development of their beliefs and values.’
(Tisdell, 2007)
The nature of the religious commitment has altered as its practice has reduced.

In short, spiritual development is a journey.  Some of us will spend it all with the one religion;  for others there will be periods with formal groups and times in more ad hoc arrangements;  some will never experience formality.  In all cases development builds on what has preceded it;  it is a learning process in the technical sense of that term.  In economicspeak:  the status quo is important and the marginal utility for loss is greater than for gain – there is a disposition to stay where one is, to see matters in terms of known structures.  This status quo is a distillation of all prior experience.  For many who no longer practise in a public way, their views can be those of formal religion.  Arguably, they are religious.
Gash speaks of understanding coming from existing categories of knowledge.  When these are not adequate for a new situation, we are challenged.  The issue may be one of culture, a different set of assumptions, a different context.  Different points of view allow different perspectives of what we observe or experience.  Resolution comes from incorporating or coming to terms with another view.  Maybe that means looking again at the bases for our current views.  A group can provide those other views and help us form or revise our own. (Gash, 2005)

Membership and Groups
This section is about operation of groups and their members;  principally groups for mature religions.   
We start with the relation of the group to society and the interaction between groups.  Later,  the individual in the group is the focus.  There Williams’ comment on obligations and entitlements gives a starting point.   
Groups, their Interrelationships and Society.
The individual religious group can interact with many.  There are the others in the same area – both the religious and commercial groups supplying social services.   There are the developers of new techniques where ethical and moral issues arise.  There are those who provide funds.  And also there are elected representatives who overview the community as a whole.  Religious groups receive multi-faceted scrutiny.    Roles need to be distinguished.  (Comments here link with work reported at the 2008 Spiritual and Personal Development Symposium, (Hiller 2009).)
Religious groups support their members by providing the opportunity to grow spiritually and to engage in ‘good works’.
  It is in the latter that the relationship between organisations and between individuals comes in.
‘Social Capital’ is important.  This refers to connections among individuals – social networks – and the norms of reciprocity that arise from them.  It has ‘externalities’ that affect the wider community.   Putnam comments:
‘[C]ivic virtue is most powerful when embedded in a dense network of reciprocal social relations.  A society of many virtuous but isolated individuals is not necessarily rich in social capital.’ (p19)  
‘A society characterised by generalised reciprocity is more efficient than a distrustful society.’ (p21)  
‘Social capital can be simultaneously a “private good” and a “public good”.  Some of the benefits from an investment in social capital go to bystanders while some of the benefit redounds to the immediate interest of the person making the investment.’  (p20)
Social capital comes about in linking
 through the friendships of congregations and their families, coalitions formed to help the homeless, the unemployed, those with dependency problems, offering counselling, … .  These links serve the community well in good times and they come to the fore in emergencies like floods, fire, storms. 
The activities of church groups are important as above but they serve other community purposes that may not be immediately obvious. Putnam (and others) remark on the way their members are fitted for community roles.  
The most systematic study of civic skills in contemporary America suggests that .. voluntary associations and churches provide the best opportunities for civic skill building … .  Voluntary associations may serve not only as forums for deliberation, but also as occasions for learning civic virtues, such as active participation in public life.  ….  Regular connection with my fellow citizens doesn’t ensure that I will be able to put myself in their shoes, but social isolation virtually guarantees that I will not.  (pp339-40)
A last comment on the basics of social capital – bridging and bonding:  The former is inclusive, providing linking to the external and fostering information dissemination;  the other reinforces the exclusive and mobilises solidarity.  (Putnam, 2000, pp21-24)   Many church communities concentrate on activities that bond (eg. scripture study groups) and place little emphasis on those that bridge (eg. those with a social justice focus).   (Baggett, 2009, Chapter 6)   Inclusion is valued by the community;  exclusion, less so.

Social capital and funding are related.  Traditionally churches receive public funds directly through grants for building projects et al, and indirectly through taxation concessions.  They still need such support but the drop in church membership can lead to charges of ‘special treatment’ for a narrow section of the community.  The real measure is not congregation size but the value of the organisation as seen by the community, ie. its social capital. Low involvement with the community may be unfortunate.
Providing moral leadership and helping those in need can be mutually supportive.  A group that contributes significantly will be listened to when it offers moral comment!    

Wuthnow interviewed pastors and other religious leaders on the importance of ‘worldly engagement’.  Many retreated from this;  he cautioned ‘those who do not build their social capital do this at their peril’.  (Wuthnow, 2005, pp230-31, 344)

Part of community involvement is injecting advice into public discussion.  The community generally, and legislators in particular, need to recognise social justice and other ethical issues.    The churches clearly have a role.  
Public presentation of a religious position needs to convince by force of argument rather than through pressure.  Efforts to persuade legislators often amount to pressure.  There can be tension between an individual’s personal moral view and the position adopted as a representative.  It has been argued elsewhere that there are two personæ here, each with its own distinctive requirements.  (Hiller, 2009)  These become confused when religions refer to ‘their’ politicians as religion-labelled politicians.  This is a pressure tactic – legislators are not elected to represent the views of a religion.  

Given that there will be public presentation of the viewpoints of the religious sector, how should this be done?  With care !  Language is important;  stark language is common.  For example, we hear about pro-abortion politicians when pro-choice is the more accurate term.  Of course, the former gets attention !   Going too far is counterproductive.  Advice from Catholic prelates on how not to vote in the 2008 US Presidential election was excessive and was largely ignored;  subsequently the bishops’ advocacy has been weakened.  (Kennedy 2008,  Palmo 2008)
Churches provide many extra-religious services.  Some that were once their near-exclusive responsibility now come commercially.  Business procedures and business accountability norms apply.  Support for charities is being questioned.  (de Bertodano,  2009)   Maintaining current funding levels for religious organisations is not a given.
Society and the churches do not always agree on what is ‘moral and ethical’.  The UK adoption scene illustrates: 

Catholic agencies used to operate adoption services in the public sector.  They wanted to limit their clients to married couples and not consider homosexual couples.  This was in conflict with legislation and they are now withdrawing from providing the service.  Consequent loss of funding will limit charity work. (Tablet, 2009)  

Again in the UK recent legislation narrows the role for organised religion.  (Lamb, 2009).  Again, wide implications.  Again, others are expected to follow this lead.
Provision of medical services has been a traditional area for the churches.  Once more, there are differing views.  An instance from Australia:   

Victorian legislation on legality of abortion practices contains the requirement for doctors with a conscientious objection to refer a woman seeking an abortion to another doctor known not to have a conscientious objection.  Society (represented by the legislation) may require medical practitioners and nursing staff to engage in actions they regard as immoral.  (Brennan, 2008)  
Discussion of this legislation raised the prospect of closure of maternity departments in church hospitals. (Hart, 2008)  The debate on differences between the conscience positions of members of medical teams continues.  The Obama administration is wrestling with what they call ‘robust conscience’ clauses. 
Seeking funds from society while not abiding by its wishes is fraught !  

Some words on collaboration between churches conclude this section.  

Cooperation between religious groups is an aspiration of many.  More is possible with a group of like-spirited folk than with individuals or small groups acting alone.  Wuthnow’s studies revealed an unwillingness to collaborate between significant religious sectors even when there was agreement on the policies proposed or on a form of worship suggested on a one-off basis.  (Wuthnow, 2005, Chapter 8)    The comments he received suggest proposals for conversation were interpreted to be a prelude to conversion.  
Churches need to be identifiable in their communities.  A difficulty with collaboration is that it blurs recognition of the group by those who are not members.  Identifiability applies locally, nationally and internationally – these may not be the same. Events that are unexceptional at the local level have been stopped due to possible misinterpretation by a wider audience.  (Illustrated in Wingate-Pearse, 2008)  Again numbers are important.  Identifiability and potential confusion are about reaching a critical size.  What is ‘critical’, depends on the issue.    

Enough of the external relationship of religious groups;  now to look internally.  

Within the Group
Distinction of roles and responsibilities, coping with development and the position of conscience are major topics.  The idea of a contract can embrace the first two;  the latter two are often associated with withdrawal from membership and the well-documented drifting and lapsing.

Mainstream religions have many activities and wide interests.  Responsibilities are distinguished and allocated to different members.  There are limits on what can be done within particular roles.  For example in the parish, preaching is typically the job of the pastor and this is to be based on the ‘official view’.    
There is a place for debate about church teaching and discipline, however, the parish can never be the setting for such debate … when it involves established doctrine that … cannot change.  …  While there may be questions on a church teaching, it only makes sense to expect all catechists and parish members to faithfully impart the teachings of the church … avoiding any compromise due to personal opinions.  (Quoted in Switzer-Beckman, 2009)
There is the notion of a contract here.  People accept responsibility for a task and undertake it within nominated limits.  For example, significant deviations from dogma are not expected when preaching or teaching.  Likewise there are acceptable protocols in religious hospitals;  collaboration with others in worship can be limited.

Limits apply at all levels of membership / responsibility.  Bishops agree to follow the teaching of the magisterium;  teachers in religious schools abide by certain codes of conduct.  Even the ordinary member joining a church as an adult is asked to profess belief in all the church believes, teaches and proclaims.  

‘Contracts’ lead to predictability and they work well for those seeking the reassurance of an  approach, rooted in past practice and teaching.  They have a place in Wuthnow’s spirituality of dwelling.  (Wuthnow, 1998)   

This does not satisfy all.  Contracts of compliance slow reactions to developing issues and to inclusion of new knowledge.  Seeing the light shed by established dogma is important but it may not show all.  Developments change contexts and what once was effective may not remain so.  A relativism of context.  

‘Relativism’ is not a favoured word in many church circles (Ratzinger, 1996) but many see it as reality.  Religions that recognise the primacy of individual conscience
 admit there can be disagreement between the individual’s conscience and official teachings.  Parts of dogma may not ring true.  Often one disagrees in silence and maintains membership of the group. 

Finally note the difference between issues of value and matters of practice.  Having values accommodate new issues requires nuancing, while changes to practice are (can be?) comparatively straightforward.  The difficult situations are those where there is disagreement on whether it is values or practices that are involved.

Conclusion

Understanding was the goal of this paper.  The spirituality section started with broad ‘experiences of the spirit’ and moved to the narrower ‘religion’ usage.  It looked at the variety of experience and expectations revealed in the surveys and interviews by Wuthnow, Baggett and others.  Membership provided a ‘business-oriented’ review of issues that reflected changing support for areas that were was once the sole province of the churches.  

The spectrum of spirituality is broad and, over one’s life, can range from growing up in a mainline church to involvement in discussion groups, looking for help with a personal issue, individual study and reflection, participating in a secular ethics-focussed activity.  The spirituality of dwelling and spirituality of seeking are but two of many ways of looking at things.  They help to contrast what one may expect from the mature churches and the need to look elsewhere.  A variety of associations would be useful but the idea of a church ‘providing all’ is the basis of current organisation.  Taking the ‘package as a whole’ is what is on offer;  affiliate membership is not available.  

Membership was about the mainline churches.  It thought about public capital and coping with change.  The former allows influence in society;  the latter goes to development.  There was illustration of the tension between the status quo with its preoccupation on continuity and with a need to react.  The difference between these two is reflected in polarisation within church groups and is a cause of drift.

A final observation on searching and changing association:  There is tension between what is best for the individual and what may be best for the community.  Moving in and out of mainline religions has downsides of not making it clear what the particular church stands for, and of reducing the opportunity of building links.  There is not a long-term commitment.  
The cafeteria approach has its place but so too does finding a ‘home’.  In most of life we make choices that are best in the broad though not always on an item-by-item basis.  Those words of Archbishop Williams bear re-reflection: 

‘tak[ing] responsibility for corporately-held teaching and discipline, [and with] religious allegiance … making over some aspect of myself to others in ways that may compromise both my liberty and my integrity.  I may be … committing myself to practices that mean little,  or subjecting myself to codes of conduct that don't connect convincingly with my sense of who I am or what is creative and life-giving for me.’.  (Williams, 2008)
The topics discussed are but selections from the menu of issues. The treatment has been technical as befits a meeting of system scientists.  However, as per the observation made above, spirituality is about something that can be magical;  it is not all technical !
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1	How constant is the spirituality of dwelling?  We can think of it as fixed at the spirituality 	known in youth or it can include to the slow development in official positions of the formal 	religions.


2	These are the obvious returns.  Much more can come (Baggett Chapter 7, Putnam Chapter 21) 	but it needs more than affiliate status.


3	A technicality:  ‘Social capital refers to networks of social connections – doing with.  	Doing good for others, however laudable, is not part of social capital.’  (Putnam, 2000, 	Chapter 7).  In this paper the term social capital will be used to embrace both doing with and 	doing for.  The thrust of the argument here is that a group expecting support from the 	community needs to be seen contributing to it.


4	There are also cases where individual conscience has no role and it is only the state,  possibly guided 	by a particular religion, that determines positions.  This last is particularly important with apostasy.  	(Kirby, 2008)


5	Putnam is regarded as the classic on public capital.  It was published in 2000 and many of his 	statistics refer to tests done in  the 1980s and before.  His points need to be considered but the 	numbers may need validation in the changed environment of the 2000s.
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