Searching for the Sacred:  Toward A Non-Reductionistic Theory of Spirituality

Kenneth I. Pargament

Department of Psychology

Bowling Green State University

Bowling Green, Ohio 43403

kpargam@bgnet.bgsu.edu

Preprint: Pargament, K. I. (2013). Searching for the sacred:  Toward a non-reductionistic theory of spirituality. In K. I. Pargament (Ed.-in-Chief), J. J. Exline & J. Jones (Assoc. Eds.), APA handbooks in psychology: APA handbook of psychology, religion, and spirituality: Vol 1. Context, theory, and research (pp. 257-274). Washington, DC: American Psychological Association.

Traditionally, theorists in the social sciences have assumed that religious beliefs and practices are expressions of something presumably more basic, be it the need for emotional comfort, relief from the terror of dying, control of human impulses, social connectedness, evolutionary advantage, or meaning and purpose (see Part II, Volume 1). Although these explanations help to clarify the workings of religion and spirituality, they overlook a simpler possibility – that spirituality reflects a distinctive, in some ways irreducible human motivation, a yearning for the sacred.  This chapter will present a growing body of evidence which suggests that spirituality may be a distinctive human motivation and process, one that contributes in unique ways to health and well-being. Building on this perspective, the recent theoretical and empirical work of Pargament and his colleagues (e.g., Hill & Pargament, 2003; Mahoney, Pargament, & Hernandez, in press; Pargament, 2002; Pargament, 2007; Pargament, Magyar-Russell, & Murray-Swank, 2005; Pargament & Mahoney, 2005), and the seminal work of other theorists and researchers (e.g., Allport, 1950; Emmons, 1999; Haidt, 2003; Piedmont, Volume 1; Piedmont, Ciarrocchi, Dy-Liacco, & Williams, 2009), this paper will offer a theoretical framework for understanding spirituality as a “search for the sacred,” the cornerstone of religion, and a natural and normal part of life.
Religion as a Multi-Purpose Phenomenon

How do we explain religion? Since the founding of the social sciences, psychologists and other scientists have posited a variety of answers to this question in the effort to account for the persistence and power of the human concern with spiritual realm.  Freud (1927/1961) explained religion in two ways. First, he described religion as a bromide, a soothing response to the child’s sense of fundamental anxiety when confronted with the powerful and uncontrollable forces of nature.  Second, he asserted that religion arises out of the need for protection from human impulse itself, those destructive instincts that pose a threat to oneself, others, and civilization as a whole.  More recently, theorists and researchers have elaborated on Freud’s two-fold explanation of religion.  Speaking to the first of Freud’s explanations of religion, terror management theorists have maintained that religion offers a way to mitigate the anxiety associated with the awareness of human finitude (Greenberg, Volume 1; Vail et al., 2010).  Addressing Freud’s second explanation, McCullough and colleagues (Volume 1; McCullough & Willoughby, 2009) have underscored the role of religion in self-regulation, including the management of undesirable thoughts, feelings, and behaviors.           
Others understand religion differently.  Durkheim (1915) maintained that religion is rooted primarily in social rather than psychological needs.  Religious beliefs and rituals, he argued, function to unite individuals into a common faith. “If religion has given birth to all that is essential in society,” he wrote, “it is because the idea of society is the soul of religion” (pp. 432-433).  More recently, theorists and researchers have extended Durkheim’s argument by emphasizing the role of religion in facilitating social attachment (Granqvist & Kirkpatrick, Volume 1), binding people into moral communities (Graham & Haidt, 2010), and fostering social identity (Ysseldyk, Matheson, & Anisman, 2010).  
Still other explanations for why people are religious have been proposed.  Working from the perspective of evolutionary psychology, Kirkpatrick (2005) rejects the idea of a specific “religious instinct” but instead asserts that religion is a by-product of systems that evolved to help people understand and deal with the world. For instance, beliefs in supernatural beings can be understood as one by-product of an “agency-detection” mechanism that evolved to help people distinguish animate from inanimate objects in the environment (Barrett, Volume 1).  Another group of theorists have emphasized the meaning-making function of religion (Geertz, 1966; Park & Folkman, 1997; Park, Volume 1).  Geertz (1966), for example, insisted that a minimal definition of religion would entail not only a belief in God, but a belief that God is not mad.  Religion, he said, ensures that life’s greatest problems – bafflement, suffering, injustice – are not ultimately incomprehensible.   
How do we sort out these competing explanations?  Perhaps there is no need to do so. Although theorists have engaged in debates about which is the most compelling explanation of religion, an alternate possibility is that each explanation is true, at least in part.  There is, after all, empirical evidence to support each of these explanations of religion.  According to Pargament, Mahoney, Exline, Jones, and Shafranske  (Volume 1), religion is a search for significance that occurs within the context of established institutions that are designed to facilitate spirituality.  The concept of significance refers to a virtually limitless set of valued objects – material, physical, psychological, social, and/or spiritual. These classes of significant objects are not necessarily exclusive of each other. For example, as we will see shortly, spiritual significance can be attached to a wide range of tangible and intangible objects.   
It is important to note that the term “significance” overlaps with the concept of “meaning” (e.g., Park & Folkman, 1997; see Park, Vol. 1).  However, the concept of meaning is often used in a narrower sense than significance to refer to a particular kind of cognition or understanding.  Baumeister (1995), for example, defines meaning as “shared mental representations of possible relationships among things, events, and relationships” (p. 15). In contrast, significance is defined more broadly here to refer to valued objects that may take a variety of forms.  Although the valued objects may be cognitive (e.g., meaning), they may also be social, emotional, biological, and/or spiritual in nature.   

Religion, Pargament maintains, can be directed to the attainment of any of these values and goals.  In fact, part of the power of religion lies in the fact that it can respond to the diverse needs of its adherents by offering them sacred pathways to reach a myriad of destinations – from peace of mind, identity, and self-control to intimacy with others, social justice, and a higher sense of purpose.  In this sense, religion is a multi-purpose phenomenon.  Thus, each of the major explanatory frameworks of religion may speak to an important religious function.  

As a group, however, these social scientific explanations are vulnerable to the problem of radical reductionism or the “nothing but” fallacy – that religion is nothing but an effort to find emotional comfort, nothing but a way of controlling wayward impulses, nothing but an attempt to allay the fear of dying, nothing but a way to form identity and community, nothing but an evolutionary byproduct, or nothing but a source of meaning in life (Pargament, 2002a).  The “nothing but” fallacy is not justified by the data. Even though empirical studies indicate that religion serves a variety of psychological and social functions, the magnitude of these effects is not large enough to indicate that these psychological and social factors fully account for religious involvement.  
Consider a few examples.  In one study of a well-constructed measure of meaning in life in a sample of undergraduate students, intrinsic religiousness was significantly associated with the reported presence of meaning in life, but the effect size was modest (R2 = .09) (Steger, Frazier, Oishi, & Kaler, 2006).  Extrinsic religiousness was unrelated to the presence of meaning in life, and neither intrinsic nor extrinsic religiousness were associated with higher levels of reported searching for meaning in life.   Harding, Flanelly, Weaver, and Costa (2005) found that beliefs in God’s existence (R2 = .07) and belief in the afterlife (R2 = .06) were both significantly associated with lower death anxiety, but again the effect sizes were small. In a meta-analysis of 75 samples, Sedikes and Gebauer (2010) reported significant relationships between measures of self-enhancement and two measures of religiousness:  intrinsic religiousness (R2 = .079) and global religiousness (R2 = .012). Extrinsic religiousness was unrelated to self-enhancement.  The small size of these effects suggests that no single motivational factor is sufficient to account for religiousness.  Of course, it could be argued that the sum total of various psychological and social explanatory variables may eventually provide a comprehensive accounting of religiousness, but it is also possible that something else is going on with religion, motivationally speaking.  We should not be too quick to explain religion away (Pargament, 2002a).        
In spite of the energy that has gone into understanding why people are religious, one potential explanation has been largely overlooked by social scientists – that people are seeking something spiritual, a source of sacredness in their lives. Psychologist Paul Johnson (1959) captured this basic yearning by stating, “it is the ultimate thou the religious person seeks most of all” (p. 70).  Rather than treat the search for the “ultimate thou” as a surface expression of more basic psychological and social phenomena, this chapter considers the possibility that spirituality is an important, irreducible motive and process in and of itself.  As a prelude to this presentation, it is necessary to consider the meaning of the term spirituality.

Spirituality as a Search for the Sacred

Elsewhere, I have defined spirituality as a search for the sacred (Pargament, 1999; see Pargament et al., Vol. 1).  There are two key terms in this definition:  sacred and search.  
Sacred

The term “sacred” refers not only to concepts of higher powers and God, but also to other significant objects that take on spiritual character and meaning by virtue of their association with the divine (Pargament & Mahoney, 2005).  In visual form, we can imagine the sacred as consisting of a core consisting of traditional notions of divinity (e.g., God, Jesus, Allah, Vishnu, Lord, higher power), and a surrounding ring of significant objects that become sanctified; that is, imbued with spiritual character and meaning (Pargament, 2007).  Sanctification can occur in one of two ways (Mahoney, Pargament, & Hernandez, in press; Pargament & Mahoney, 2005).  In theistic sanctification, a significant object is linked directly with God or a higher power.  For instance, some individuals perceive that God has blessed or is an intimate part of their marriage.  In nontheistic sanctification, a significant object is assigned divine-like qualities, such as transcendence, boundlessness, and/or ultimacy.  Writings about love, for instance, are often replete with references to divine-like qualities (e.g., eternal, truthful, mysterious, extraordinary).      
Any object can become imbued with spiritual character. As Durkheim (1915) pointed out, “By sacred things one must not understand simply those personal beings which are called gods or spirits; a rock, a tree, a pebble, a piece of wood, a house, in a word anything can be sacred” (p. 52).  Although the notion of perceiving sacredness in seemingly everyday aspects of life may seem farfetched, survey research indicates that a majority of people in the United States attribute sacred qualities to their marriages (Mahoney et al., 1999; Mahoney, Pargament, & Hernandez, in press), the environment (Tarakeshwar, Swank, Pargament, & Mahoney, 1991), and life in general (Doehring et al., 2009).  Moreover, these studies show that people appear to sanctify both theistically and nontheistically.    

Note that because any part of life can be assigned spiritual character, this definition of the sacred broadens the domain of scientific inquiry in the psychology of religion and spirituality beyond traditional conceptions of divinity and religious practice. The sacred as defined here encompasses not only a sacred core of divine entities, but also a wider ring of seemingly secular aspects of life that have been sanctified -- from loving relationships, work, and the virtues to parenting, self-development, and social justice.  

It is also important to note that nontheists as well as theists can perceive spiritual qualities in various aspects of life.  Consider, for example, how an atheist from Sweden describes the sense of boundlessness (with hints of transcendence and ultimate reality) she perceives in nature:  “Whatever happens in the world for me or others, nature is still there, it keeps going. . . the leaves fall off, new ones appear, somewhere there is a pulse that keeps going. . . It is a spiritual feeling if we can use this word without connecting it to God” (Ahmadi, 2006, p. 73).  Thus, placing the sacred at the center of the definition of spirituality opens the door of social scientific investigation to people with diverse orientations toward religion and spirituality.  Before continuing, it must be stressed that I am referring to an empirical approach here.  Psychologists have nothing to offer the debate about the ontological validity of the sacred.  We can, however, examine perceptions of the sacred and emotions, cognitions, and behaviors that precede, accompany, and follow these perceptions
The Search for the Sacred  
According to Pargament’s (1999) definition, spirituality does not refer to static beliefs, feelings or behaviors centered on the sacred.  Instead, spirituality is best understood as a process, a search for the sacred which evolves and changes over the course of life (see Figure 1).  This definition of spirituality rests on the assumption that people are motivated to discover something sacred in their lives, hold on to or conserve a relationship with the sacred, and when necessary, transform their understanding of the sacred.  We turn our attention now to these three processes – discovery, conservation, and transformation – and a general theoretical framework for understanding spirituality (for an extended review see Pargament, 2007).
Discovery.  Although childhood is often thought of as a period of spiritual dormancy, there is evidence from cognitive-developmental studies that children come into this world with spiritual abilities, including the capacity to think about God as unique rather than humanlike, and the ability to conceive of immaterial spirit and an afterlife (Barrett, Vol. 1; Boyatzis, Vol. 1; Johnson & Boyatzis, 2006).  Anecdotal accounts also point to an intense interest in spiritual matters among many children, as we hear in the words of one nine-year old interviewee: 
I’d like to find God! But He wouldn’t just be there, waiting for some spaceship to land!  He’s not a person, you know!  He’s a spirit.  He’s like the fog and the mist.  Maybe He’s like something – something we’ve never seen here.  So how can we know?  You can’t imagine Him, because He’s so different – you’ve never seen anything like him. . . I should remember that God is God, and we’re us.  I guess I’m trying to get from me. . . to Him with my ideas when I’m looking up at the sky! (Coles, 1990, pp. 141-142). 

Reports of spiritual interest of this kind have often been viewed as derivative—that is, as reflections of more basic motivations, such as a desire for comfort, predictability, or attachment.  Other theorists from diverse backgrounds, however, have asserted that there may be something more fundamental to spiritual motivation.  For example, Allport (1950) acknowledged that higher order motives such as spirituality may develop much of their initial power through associations with more basic motives. But he also insisted that with maturity, spirituality can become “functionally autonomous” of initial motivating fears, hungers, and desires.  This mature faith “behaves no longer like an iron filing, twisting to follow the magnet of self-centered motives; it behaves rather as a master motive, a magnet in its own right, by which other cravings are bidden to order their course” (p. 64).  Working from a psychodynamic perspective, Loewald (1978) asserted that the spiritual propensity is an intrinsic part of human character, not simply a defense mechanism  In the primary process of even the youngest child, he believed, we find spiritual experiences that are marked by a sense of unity and timelessness, and the capacity to enrich everyday life.  Similarly, Jung (1938; see Corbett, Volume 2) maintained that the most basic of all drives is not sexuality, but rather the desire to recover and integrate the various levels of the self, including the spiritual dimension.  More recently, Jones (2002) has argued that psychologists do not need to limit their analyses to the psychological and social functions of the sacred; they can broaden their focus to include the sacred as a primary desire that “lures us forward,” grounding our efforts to know the world (p. 111).  Neuroscientists have also suggested that people may be, in some respects, “hard-wired” for spirituality. Newberg and Waldman (2002) maintain that “We are biologically inclined to ponder the deepest nature of our being and the deepest secrets of the universe. . . born to believe” (p. xvii-xviii).  Along similar lines, cognitive psychologists have found that young children may be predisposed to perceive powerful and caring figures in their lives, including gods. Barrett (Vol. 1) reviews several studies which indicate that it may take longer for children to learn about the limitations in the minds of people in their worlds.  They conclude that:  “Theological ideas about super-knowing and super-perceiving gods may be closer to the early-developing default assumptions” (p. 8)

The literature contains numerous examples of individuals who reportedly discover something sacred, even at an early age (e.g., Hardy, 1979), either through revelation, socialization, or a more active searching process.  Perceptions of the sacred can also be elicited through experiences later in life.  Religious wedding rituals, for instance, are designed to imbue the marriage with a sense of sacredness through several ingredients, including verbal behaviors (e.g., vows, prayer), non-verbal behaviors (e.g., exchanging blessed rings), and religious legitimation (e.g., presence of clergy) (Mahoney, Pargament, & Hernandez, in press).  In this vein, Lambert and Dollahite (2008) conducted a qualitative study of religious couples who described how the wedding ceremony fostered the sense that God was an active party in their marriage.     

Whenever it occurs, the discovery of the sacred has several noteworthy implications, according to empirical studies. First, people invest more of themselves in the pursuit of those things they hold sacred.  For instance, individuals who view the environment as sacred are more likely to invest personal funds in environmental causes (Tarakeshwar, Swank, Pargament, & Mahoney, 2001).  Similarly, workers of various occupations who define their work as a “calling” have fewer absences than those who define their work as a job (see Carroll, Vol. 2; Wrzesniewski, McCauley, Rozin, & Schwartz, 1997). 
 Second, perceptions of the sacred appear to act like an emotional generator.  Consistent with the writings of Rudolf Otto (1928) who described the mysterium, the fascinating and overpowering feelings that accompany consciousness of the divine, empirical studies have tied perceptions of the sacred to a variety of spiritually-related emotions, including elevation and awe (Haidt, 2003) and gratitude (Emmons & Crumpler, 2000).    
Third, people derive more support, strength, and satisfaction from those parts of their lives that they hold sacred.  For example, in a study of adults in steady dating or cohabitating relationships, greater belief that God was at the center of the relationship was associated with higher levels of satisfaction with the relationship, even after accounting for the effects of kindness, consideration, and criticism between partners (Henderson et al., 2010).  In a longitudinal study of recently married couples, greater sanctification of sexuality was predictive of greater sexual and marital satisfaction as well as more frequent sexual intercourse one year later, after controlling for initial levels of marital satisfaction (Hernandez & Mahoney, 2009).  A sample of working mothers who sanctified their jobs reported more positive affect, less inter-role conflict, and greater satisfaction with their work (Hall, Oates, Anderson, & Willingham, 2012).
Fourth, sacred objects are likely to become organizing forces that lend coherence to other lower-level goals and motivations. This point is illustrated by the work of Emmons (1999), who examined spiritual motivation within the larger context of research on personal goals and strivings. Emmons had participants generate lists of their goals, and in the process found that spiritual strivings regularly appeared.  Spiritual strivings pertained to “ultimate concerns” or a transcendent level of experience (e.g., “discern and follow God’s will for my life”; “be aware of the spiritual meaningfulness of my life” (pp. 89-91).  Emmons maintained that these spiritual motives are unique not only in their content, for they alone refer to a transcendent realm, but also in their “primacy within a person’s overall goal hierarchy” (p. 90).  Consistent with his assertion, Emmons found that, in comparison to other goals, spiritual strivings correlated more strongly with measures of well-being.  Moreover, these strivings were uniquely linked to less conflict and greater coherence within the individual’s goal system. 
Conservation.  The search for the sacred does not end with discovery.  Once people discover something they perceive as sacred, they engage in efforts to hold on to or conserve it.  Toward this end, individuals can take a variety of conservational spiritual pathways, traditional or nontraditional.  These include the pathways of spiritual practice (e.g., ritual, music), spiritual knowledge (e.g., study of sacred texts, scientific inquiry), spiritual experience (e.g., meditation, walks outdoors), and spiritual relationships (e.g., church involvement, social action).  What religious scholar Martin Marty wrote in the 1960’s still applies today: 

In search of spiritual expression, people speak in tongues, enter Trappist monasteries, build on Jungian archetypes, go to southern California and join a cult, become involved ‘where the action is’ in East Harlem, perceive ‘God at work in the world,’ see Jesus Christ as the man for others, hope for liberation by the new morality, study phenomenology, share the Peace Corps experience, borrow from cosmic synthesis, and go to church (cited in Roof, 1993, p. 242).  
Clearly, people can follow any number of spiritual pathways in search of the sacred.  One way to think about these pathways is as an orienting system, a relatively stable set of beliefs, practices, relationships, and emotions, that help guide the individual’s attempt to develop a relationship with the sacred (Pargament, 1997).  Ralph Piedmont has made a similar point.   Drawing on a significant body of theory and research, he suggests that religiousness and spirituality can be understood as dimensions of personality and motivation that are distinctive from established personological frameworks, such as the Five Factor Model of personality (see Piedmont, Mapa, & Williams, 2006; Piedmont & Wilkins, Vol. 1).


Spiritual pathways can serve a number of psychological, social, and physical purposes as well as spiritual purposes.  In this vein, reviews of the now voluminous empirical literature on the links between spirituality and health indicate that various spiritual beliefs and practices are generally associated with better health and well-being (e.g., see Koenig, Vol. 2; Koenig, King, & Carson, 2012; Smith, McCullough, & Poll, 2003). However, it is important to add that, even though theorists have posited a variety of psychological and social mechanism to explain these effects, empirical attempts to test these potential mediating variables have not been particularly successful, with some exception (e.g., Carrico et al., 2006). For example, Ironson, Stuetzle, and Fletcher (2006) studied HIV-positive individuals over a four-year period.  They found that those who reported increases in religiousness/spirituality after diagnosis had significantly greater preservation of CD4 cells.  They were unable to explain these effects statistically through the mediating pathways of hopelessness, optimism, secular coping, or social support.  Working with a longitudinal data set from a community sample from the San Francisco Bay area born in the 1920’s, Wink, Dillon, and Larsen (2005) found that greater involvement in religious institutional life buffered the effects of depression associated with poor physical health. These effects could not be explained by differences in levels of general social support in the sample.  Ellison and his colleagues studied the relationships between religious involvement, psychological distress and well-being in a large scale study of adults in Detroit (Ellison, Boardman, Williams, & Jackson, 2001). The connections between the religious variables and the measures of distress and well-being were not mediated by psychosocial resources, including self-esteem, mastery and social support.  Ellison et al. concluded:  “The salutary effects of religious involvement cannot be explained away in terms of social or psychological resources, at least insofar as these constructs are conventionally conceptualized and measured. . . Religious groups and traditions may foster distinctive sets of spiritual or psychosocial resources” (p. 243).
The conclusion of Ellison and his colleagues raises the simpler possibility that religion and spirituality have direct effects on various indicators of well-being.  After all, spiritual pathways are designed first and foremost to sustain an individual’s relationship with the sacred.  For example, to the spiritually minded, rituals are not meaningless repetitive actions or devices primarily designed to achieve non-spiritual ends.  Rather they re-create a world which the individual can re-enter, re-play, and re-experience ultimate life dramas.  In this sense, rituals are ways of “reactualizing sacred history” that keep people “close to the gods” (Eliade, 1957, p. 202; see also, Idler, Vol. 1).  
Empirical studies suggest that people who follow spiritual pathways are, in fact, more likely to conserve their relationship with the sacred.  For instance, according to one national survey, 95% of those who pray feel that their prayers have been answered (Gallup & Lindsay, 1999).  Similarly, other studies show that those who attend religious services more often, pray more regularly, and engage in more spiritual study score higher on measures of closeness to God, spiritual growth, and spiritual  well-being (e.g., Ellison & Smith, 1991; Pargament et al., 1990).  Furthermore, people are more likely to preserve and protect those aspects of their lives they perceive as sacred (Mahoney, Pargament, & Hernandez, in press; Pargament & Mahoney, 2005).  Among college students, stronger perceptions of one’s body as sacred were associated with more health-protective behaviors, such as getting enough sleep, eating better, wearing a seat belt, and avoiding illicit drug use (Mahoney et al., 2005).  In a study of married couples, higher levels of sanctification of their marriage were tied to reports of less marital conflict and dysfunctional communication (Mahoney et al. 1999).  As a group, these studies suggest that the effects of spiritual pathways on health and well-being may be irreducibly tied, at least in part, to their spiritual design and function.
The effort to conserve the sacred is not invariably smooth and easy. Major life crises and transitions arise that can challenge, threaten, or damage the individual’s significant objects, including sacred objects.  Events that cut to the core of the individual’s spiritual values, beliefs, and practices may be especially problematic.  For example, in a study of community members who had experienced a major stressor (e.g., illness, accident, natural disaster, divorce) in the past two years, 38% perceived their stressor as a loss of something they perceived as sacred and 24% perceived their stressor as a sacred violation (Pargament, Magyar, Benore, & Mahoney, 2005).  Furthermore, perceptions of sacred loss and violation were associated with significantly higher levels of emotional distress.  In the interpersonal realm, perceptions that others are intentionally violating one’s sacred values may have potentially powerful consequences.  In this vein, Christians who saw Jews and Muslims as desecrating Christianity were more likely to hold anti-Jewish and anti-Muslim attitudes respectively (Pargament, McConnell, Mahoney, & Silverman, 2007; Raiya, Pargament, Mahoney, & Trevino, 2008). 

In times of stress, however, people can draw on a variety of distinctive spiritual coping methods to sustain themselves not only psychologically, socially, and physically, but spiritually as well.  These include spiritual support, benevolent spiritual reframing, church-based support, and purification rituals (see Pargament, 1997, for review).  Coping methods such as these have been linked to greater health and well-being (e.g., Ano & Vasconcelles, 2005; see Gall, Vol. 1; Pargament, 2010).  Again, with some exceptions (e.g,. Ai, Park, Huang, Rodgers, & Tice, 2007; McIntosh, Silver, & Wortman, 1993), attempts to account for these effects through a variety of explanatory psychosocial mechanisms have not been largely successful.  For instance, Tix and Frazier (1998) studied patients undergoing kidney dialysis and their loved ones. Higher levels of religious coping, they found, predicted greater life satisfaction 12 months and 30 months post-transplantation after controlling for cognitive restructuring, internal control, and social support. They concluded that “religious coping adds a unique component to the prediction of adjustment to stressful life events that cannot be accounted for by other established predictors” (p. 42).  Similarly, Krause (2006) studied a national sample of elders and compared the role of emotional support received from church versus support received outside of the church as buffers of the effects of financial strain on self-rated health. Church-based emotional support emerged as a buffer, but secular support did not.  In a study of a community sample of divorced individuals, Krumrei, Mahoney, and Pargament (2009) found that positive religious coping methods were predictive of greater post-traumatic growth following divorce, even after controlling for the effects of secular coping methods.
How do we make sense of these findings?  Once again, the key may lie in the spiritual design and function of these coping methods.  Perhaps moreso than other methods of coping, spiritual coping methods are tailored to provide solutions to problems of human finitude and insufficiency (Pargament, 1997).  In spiritual coping, people can find support when others forms of social support are hard to come by, ultimate explanations when the events of the world seem incomprehensible, and a sense of control when life seems out of control.  And it is important to reiterate that, like other spiritual pathways, spiritual coping methods are designed to conserve and sustain the individual’s relationship with the sacred.  Empirical studies indicate that spiritual coping activities are successful in this regard.   In times of major crises, many people turn to their faith for help in coping, and, as telling, faith for most people remains resilient.  For instance, in one survey study of Jewish Holocaust survivors, 61% reported no change in their religious behavior from before the Holocaust to the present time (Brenner, 1980).   In another study of people who had experienced multiple traumas, only 8% reported a decline in their religiousness (Falsetti, Resick, & Davis, 2003).  
Transformation.  At times, however, life events and transitions can push people beyond their resources.  During these periods, many people experience spiritual struggles. Spiritual struggles refer to tensions, questions, and conflicts centering on sacred matters (see Exline, Vol. 1; Pargament, Murray-Swank, Magyar, & Ano, 2005).  We can distinguish among at least three types of spiritual struggles:  interpersonal struggles involving conflicts and tensions with family, friends, clergy, or church around spiritual issues; intrapersonal struggles that focus on internal questions and doubts about matters of faith as well as intrapsychic conflicts between higher and lower aspects of oneself; and divine struggles that involve negative emotions toward God, such as anger, anxiety, fear, and feelings of abandonment.  Listen to how one 14-year Nicaraguan girl voices her own struggles with God:
Many times I wonder how there can be a God – a loving God and where He is . . . I don’t understand why He lets little children in Third World countries die of starvation . . . I believe in God and I love Him, but sometimes I just don’t see the connection between a loving God and a suffering hurting world. Why doesn’t He help us  -- if He truly loves us?  It seems like He just doesn’t care?  Does He?  (Kooistra, 1990, pp. 91-92).  

Survey studies indicate that these kinds of struggle are not uncommon. For instance, only 35% of a national sample of Presbyterians reported that they never had any religious doubts (Krause, Ingersoll-Dayton, Ellison, & Wulff, 1999).  Empirical studies have also demonstrated robust relationships between spiritual struggles and distress, including poorer psychological functioning and poorer physical health (see Exline, Vol. 1; Exline & Rose, 2005, for review).  Spiritual struggles have even been tied to a greater risk of dying.  In a longitudinal study, Pargament, Koenig, Tarakeshwar, and Hahn (2001) followed a group of medically ill elder patients and found that spiritual struggles at baseline were predictive of higher levels of mortality two years later, even after controlling for selective attrition, demographic variables, and baseline physical and mental health.  Divine struggles in particular were associated with a 22-33% greater risk of dying.  

The effects of spiritual struggles have not been fully reduced to other explanatory variables.   Pearce, Singer, and Prigerson (2006) studied 162 informal caregivers of terminally ill cancer patients, and found that struggles were tied to more burden, poorer quality of life, less satisfaction, and greater likelihood of major depressive and anxiety disorders. The effects were partially but not fully mediated through social support, optimism, and self-efficacy.  Similarly, working with a sample of women dealing with panic disorder, Trenholm, Trent, and Compton (1998) found that intrapsychic spiritual conflicts predicted psychological distress after controlling for conventional explanations (e.g., state anxiety, irrational thinking, hypochondriasis).  Higher levels of spiritual struggle have also been predictive of increases in depression among divorced individuals, after accounting for the effects of secular struggles (Krumrei, Mahoney, & Pargament, 2009).    
Those unable to find compelling ways to resolve their spiritual struggles may disengage from the search for the sacred, temporarily or permanently.  In this vein, Exline and Martin (2005) found that, while most college students who experienced negative feelings toward God reported that their feelings decreased over time, 9% decided not to believe in God.  Of course, these students might also choose to take up the spiritual quest once again at a later point in their lives.  In other instances, spiritual struggles lead to a third spiritual process, transformation; that is, profound changes in the individual’s understanding of or approach to the sacred.  To facilitate this process, people can draw on several transformational methods of spiritual coping, such as rites of passage, forgiveness, and conversion.  A small but growing body of research suggests that spiritual transformations are not at all rare and often have long-lasting impact on the individual’s health and well-being (e.g., Freedman & Enright, 1996; Miller & C’de Baca, 2001; Paloutzian, Richardson, & Rambo, 1999; see Sandage, Vol. 1). 
As with other elements of the search for the sacred, the process of spiritual transformation may be distinctive in some respects.  In one of the few studies in this area, Cohen, Gruber, and Keltner (2010) used survey and narrative methods to compare experiences of spiritual transformation with those involving a profound sense of beauty.  Both types of experience were associated with high levels of awe and were quite positive in nature.  However, spiritual transformational experience differed from experiences of profound beauty in several ways. Consistent with the notion that spiritual transformation grows out of spiritual struggle, experiences of spiritual transformation were  tied to reports of greater uncertainty, problems, turmoil, and obstacles as well as negative emotions, including sadness, worry, guilt, and pain.  In comparison to experiences of profound beauty, spiritual transformation was also associated with signs of more deep-seated changes in the ways participants understood themselves and the world, and in a greater sense of purpose in life.   
Once a spiritual transformation takes place, the individual typically returns to the process of conservation and the effort to sustain a relationship with the newly transformed understanding of the sacred.  Thus, viewed from this perspective, spirituality is a dynamic process that evolves in diverse ways over the lifespan.   
Implications
In spite of their differences, psychologists and spiritually-minded individuals share an assumption: There is more to life than meets the eye.  Beneath the surface of human behavior, psychologists see deeper forces of personality, environment, genetics, physiology, the unconscious, and evolution at play.  Spiritual individuals also see a deeper dimension in life, but this is a dimension of a different kind, one marked by terms such as karma, divine will, devils, angels, miracles, and transcendence.  Perhaps because psychologists tend to be skeptical about the reality of divine forces (see Shafranske, Vol. 2) and because these forces cannot be measured directly, they have largely ignored the interpretive phenomenology of spiritual people themselves and, instead, presumed a deeper psychological or social basis to religious and spiritual expression. Certainly, there is merit to the effort to understand religion and spirituality at other levels of analysis, psychological, social, and/or physical, but a purely reductionistic analysis is necessarily limited. In its most radical form, a reductionistic approach can lead researchers and practitioners to minimize or even ignore the religious dimension.  After all, why focus on religion when it can be fully explained by secular mediators?  One psychologist articulated this perspective:  “The psychological processes by which religion affects subjective well-being and psychological and physical health are interesting and important, and research on them is easily justified; however, they have very little to do with religion per se, and there is nothing that necessarily leads from an interest in these processes to a focus on religion” (Funder, 2002, p. 214). 

This chapter offers a caution against efforts to “explain religion away” (Pargament, 2002a).  I have asserted here that there are some good reasons to treat spirituality as a significant motivation and process in and of itself.  True, psychologists have no tools to measure God or to confirm or disconfirm the existence of a higher power.  We can, however, examine perceptions of sacredness, reports of spiritual motivation, and the process of spiritual evolution over the lifespan as they affect human functioning.  By doing so, we place these distinctive spiritual phenomena where they belong – at the center of the psychology of religion and spirituality.  I conclude by discussing some of the theoretical, practical, and empirical advantages of treating spirituality as a distinctive motive and process. 
Theoretical Implications

 Theoretically, this non-reductive perspective on spirituality offers one way to resolve the tensions that have arisen in conceptualizations of the terms “spiritual” and “religious.” Over past decades, the notions of spirituality and religion have become polarized (see Pargament et al., Vol. 1).  The phrase “You can be spiritual without being religious” has become almost a mantra today, at least in academic circles.  Spirituality is increasingly viewed as a highly personal, subjective, positive process, while religion in contrast is increasingly seen as an institutional, restrictive and negative phenomenon (Zinnbauer & Pargament, 1999).  From the perspective of this paper, spirituality represents the core function of religious life.  Certainly, religion serves other purposes as well, but to reduce religious motivation purely to psychological, social and physical functions overlooks the raison d’etre of religion – the yearning for a connection with the sacred.  This is not to say that spiritually-oriented individuals cannot and do not pursue the sacred outside of traditional religious pathways.  However, any attempt to understand spirituality as a purely individual, context-free process is bound to be limited, for spirituality always unfolds within a larger field of religious, institutional and cultural forces, including those in the United States which encourage individualism and privatization.  The individual who defines his/her spirituality in reaction to traditional religious pathways is nonetheless affected by that larger context.  Thus, the perspective in this paper locates spirituality squarely within the province of the psychology of religion. 
It does not follow, however, that spirituality has a narrow and limited set of implications.  Defined as a distinctive motivation and process, the construct of spirituality may contribute to a broader and deeper understanding of many other aspects of human functioning.  Many of the chapters in this Volume have highlighted ways that religion and spirituality can be understood through the perspective of mainstream psychological theories.  However, consistent with the integrative paradigm of this Handbook (Pargament et al., Vol. 1), these same chapters have also demonstrated ways in which theory and research on religion and spirituality enrich mainstream thought in psychology, including theories of attachment (see Granqvist & Kirkpatrick, Vol. 1), cognitive development (see Barrett, Vol. 1), coping (see Gall, Vol. 1), personality (see Piedmont, Vol. 1), modeling (see Oman, Vol. 1), marital and family functioning (see Mahoney, Vol. 1), and culture (see Loewenthal, Vol.1)    
Practical Implications

The present approach also has implications for the ways psychologist evaluate and approach spirituality in their applied work.  
Evaluating Spirituality.  As defined here, spirituality is a natural and normal part of life.  But no theory of spirituality would be complete without attending to its capacity to elicit both the highest and lowest of human expressions (see Zinnbauer, Vol. 2).  Elsewhere, I have proposed the concept of “spiritual integration” to help guide evaluations of spirituality in ways that are grounded in the character of spirituality itself (Pargament, 2007).  A well-integrated spirituality is not defined by a specific belief, practice, emotion, or relationship, but by the degree to which the various spiritual ingredients work together in synchrony.  Thus, we can imagine a variety of effective spiritualities. What they share is a high degree of integration, marked by breadth and depth, responsivity to life situations, flexibility and continuity, and a concept of the sacred that is large enough to encompass the full range of human potential and luminous enough to provide the individual with a powerful guiding vision.  At lower levels of integration, spirituality is characterized by a lack of breadth and depth, an insensitivity to life demands, rigidity or instability, and concepts of the sacred that misdirect the individual in the pursuit of spiritual value (see Figure 1).

Consider an example.  Empirical studies have shown that people who passively defer the responsibility for problem solving to God generally manifest poorer mental health than those who view God as more of a partner or collaborator in problem solving (e.g., Yangarber-Hicks, 2004).  And yet, this seemingly straightforward finding obscures a more complex, yet vital point: The value of passive deferral to a higher power varies from situation to situation.  Passive deferral in response to situations that call for action and initiative on the part of the individual, such as the discovery of a lump in the breast, may have deadly consequences (see Baider & DeNour, 1987).  Equally problematic, however, is the stubborn insistence on personal initiative in situations that are beyond human control, as in exhaustive and futile self-directed efforts to cure a terminal illness (see Bickel et al., 1988).  The most effective spirituality – a well-integrated spirituality – may rest on spiritual discernment, the kind of wisdom embodied in Reinhold Niebuhr’s Serenity Prayer:  “God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change; courage to change the things I can; and wisdom to know the difference.”       
Drawing on Spiritual Resources. A non-reductive approach to spirituality can also alert practitioners to the possibility of distinctive spiritual resources that can be drawn on to facilitate health and well-being. For example, Goldstein (2007) developed an intervention in which participants were taught to “cultivate sacred moments” in their lives by focusing on a sacred, precious, or special object (e.g., heirloom, childhood memorabilia, something from nature) for a minimum of five minutes a day, five days a week, over three weeks.  Participants in the intervention experienced significant improvements in subjective well-being, personal well-being, and daily spiritual experiences over the course of the intervention and again six weeks later.  Participants also commonly reported experiencing qualities and emotions related to the sacred, such as interconnectedness, sweet-sadness, gratitude, and humility.  Moreover, the intervention was equally effective as a daily writing task.  Avants, Beitel, and Margolin (2005) developed and tested an eight-week therapy for cocaine- and opioid-dependent clients that was designed to help them replace an “addict self-schema” with a “spiritual self-schema” through the use of spiritual resources, such as prayers and affirmation, spiritual reframing, meditation, and training in spiritual virtues.  Participants manifested significant reductions in drug use and HIV-risk behaviors.   They also experienced significant shifts toward a spiritual self-schema, and these shifts were, in turn, associated with declines in drug use and HIV-risk behavior.     
If spirituality represents a distinctive resource, then we might expect spiritually integrated forms of treatment to be equally, or even more, effective than their secular counterparts.  An emerging empirical literature provides some initial support for this conclusion (e.g., Pargament, 2007; Smith, Bartz, & Richards, 2007; Wachholtz & Pargament, 2008; see Worthington et al., Vol. 2).  For example, Richards, Berrett, Hardman, and Eggett (2006) compared the effectiveness of three treatments for women with eating disorders in an inpatient setting:  a spirituality group that read and discussed a spiritual workbook; a cognitive group that read and discussed a cognitive-behavioral workbook; and an emotional support group that discussed nonspiritually related topics (e.g., nutrition, self-esteem).  Although participants in all three groups reported positive changes, the members of the spirituality group manifested greater declines in symptom distress, relationship distress, and social role conflict, and more improvement in eating attitudes and spiritual well-being.  Similarly, Wachholtz and Pargament (2008) randomly assigned chronic headache sufferers to groups that were taught to meditate to a spiritual mantra, meditate to nonspiritual mantras, and progressive muscle relaxation.  In comparison to the other groups, those who were taught to meditate to a spiritual mantra showed significantly greater improvements in pain tolerance, headache frequency, headache self-efficacy, and mood.         

Empirical Implications

Finally, the present approach to spirituality raises points to new directions and questions for empirical study. As noted earlier, in the effort to uncover explanations for the links between indices of religiousness and health and well-being, researchers have proposed and tested a variety of psychological, social, and physical mediating variables, with limited success.  In addition to these explanatory candidates, it might be worth considering more fine-grained spiritual variables as potential mediators in future research (e.g., Fincham, Lambert, & Beach, 2010).  Studies of the church attendance – mortality connection offer a case in point.  Frequent church attendance has been consistently linked with a significantly lower risk of mortality (e.g., McCullough, Hoyt, Larson, Koenig, & Thoresen, 2000).  However, attempts to account for these effects through psychological and social mechanisms (e.g., better health practices, social support, coherence) have not proven very successful.  An alternate possibility is that the effects of church attendance on mortality are mediated through more proximal spiritual variables.  For instance, people who attend church frequently may be exposed to a more regular “dose” of spiritual emotions, such as uplift, awe, and gratitude, through the mechanisms of religious music, sermons, testimonies, rituals and so on (see Idler, Vol. 1).  Or they may be more likely to view their bodies in spiritual terms (e.g., sacred vessel, carrier of a divine spark). These explanations may also account for the greater church attendance – longevity benefit of African Americans in comparison to white Americans (McCullough et al., 2000). African-American churches may be particularly effective in promoting spiritually uplifting experiences in their members and encouraging their members to see themselves and the world through a sacred lens.  
To extend this line of questioning, is it possible that some effects of secular treatments are in fact mediated through spiritual variables?  This turns the reductionistic question (i.e., whether spirituality can be explained in terms of presumably more basic phenomena) neatly around on its head; here we consider whether the critical ingredients of effective treatments may be spiritual in nature.  The idea may not be farfetched.  Indeed, there is evidence that secular treatments impact people spiritually as well as psychologically, socially, and physically.  For instance, Tisdale et al. (1997) evaluated the effects of a psychiatric inpatient program.  The program was secular, consisting of individual, group, milieu, and psychotropic interventions.  It was not surprising to find that the program was effective in improving the personal adjustment of the patients.  What was surprising was the finding that patients also reported significant changes toward more positive images of God.  Furthermore, shifts in image of God were linked with other personal improvements in the lives of the patients.  Similarly, one study of women in treatment for eating disorders found that improvements in spiritual well-being were associated with positive changes in body image, healthier attitudes toward eating, reduced conflict in relationships, and reductions in psychological symptoms (Smith, Hardman, Richards, & Fisher, 2003).  These findings are quite preliminary in nature, but they raise the intriguing possibility that spiritual variables may be important ingredients of change that occurs through even ostensibly secular psychological interventions.

Other important questions that grow out of a non-reductive approach to spirituality center on perceptions of the sacred as a phenomenon of interest.  For example, how do perceptions of the sacred differ from other aspects of life that may be seen as important but not sacred?  How do people develop their understandings of sacredness in their lives?  What leads to the growth of broad and deep conceptualizations of the sacred as opposed to narrow and shallow conceptualizations?  What factors foster the development of tolerance or intolerance to representations of the sacred that are different from one’s own?  What determines whether struggles in the search for the sacred lead to spiritual transformation, disengagement, growth or decline?  More generally, what promotes high rather than low levels of spiritual integration?     
Conclusion
In this chapter, I have cautioned against efforts to fully reduce religion and spirituality to purely psychological, social, and physical processes.  I have marshaled some evidence in support of a simpler possibility, that spirituality is a distinctive human motivation and process in and of itself.  This perspective has significant theoretical, practical and empirical implications.  More generally, I believe it contributes greater depth, breadth, and balance to the study of religion and spirituality – dimensions of life that may be at least partially irreducible and at least partially responsible for our distinctiveness as human beings. Of course, the “jury is still out” on this parsimonious yet provocative perspective.  Yet, even if additional studies succeed in identifying a set of explanatory factors that fully account for the effects of religion and spirituality, a reductionistic approach to these phenomena would remain problematic.  Why?  Because a substantial portion of the world’s population looks at life through a sacred lens, a lens which colors, filters, and clarifies their view of reality.  Psychologists who encourage people to replace their glasses with psychological prescriptions are unlikely to meet with a great deal of success.  Instead, they are likely to encounter active resistance or, even more often, dismissive shrugs which convey the message “You just don’t understand.”  A non-reductive psychology of religion and spirituality lends itself to a more collaborative, respectful and productive relationship with diverse individuals and communities because it takes seriously their own visions of the world.
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Figure 1: Search for the Sacred
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