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trends now in place among members of this generation may be transforming the most 

basic conceptions of religion and spirituality, our interpretations of historic religious 

beliefs and symbols, and even our understanding of the sacred itself.  By exploring 

various levels and spheres of influence and change, a clear picture is drawn for future 

interactions between youth and religion.  Wade Roof Clark described religion in 

America as a s and dictates the structure 

and continuity of society.   However, with the lines continually blurring between 

appearing on display.  This paper will show that with this pull of religion into the 

public sphere that believers will become steadfast and increasingly loyal in their 

beliefs instead of caving to societal pressures.  
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

Altering the Religious Terrain: An Examination of Previous Generations –  
The Baby Boomers and Generation X 

 
 

 Ever since the development of a separation of church and state, there has been a 

concern of losing religion as an important factor in the lives of individuals and 

communities and the concern is not completely unfounded.  With the recent increase of 

publicity that current church-state issues – such as the supposed mosque on Ground Zero, 

the media attention concerning the religious backgrounds of elected officials – the 

question of whether or not religion matters to the masses is a topic of great interest.  An 

obvious shift has occurred in Americans’ attitude toward religion in the public sphere, but 

the recent events have highlighted a unique turn of events, an increasing loyalty of young 

Americans to religious beliefs and actions.   The religious landscape is changing as the 

younger generations strengthen their own personal beliefs and seek to find a place where 

they belong.   

 The notion of secularization encompasses a variety of facets, each adding an 

interesting twist to the future of America.  Scholars developed the secularization theory 

as a way to describe religion becoming overrun or marginalized by the modernization 

process.  Ahmet Kuru defines this process with 3 prongs: (1) industrialization, (2) 

urbanization, and (3) mass education.  Each prong offers an explanation of how religion 

eventually becomes marginalized by modernization.1  The idea of secularization can be 

viewed from the individual level with an emphasis on an individual’s religious viewpoint 

1 Ahmet t. Kuru, Secularism and State Policies Toward Religion: The United 
States, France, and Turkey (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 1. 
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of perspective or from the social institution level by focusing on the tug-of-war between 

church and state.  Scholars who have taken the individual approach often conclude that 

an individual’s religious fervor does not decline in response to forces of secularization;2  

while scholars who accept an institutional level of analysis, often emphasize that religion 

is losing the battle to other secular spheres of influence such as political, economic, and 

scientific.3  This discrepancy leaves room for further analysis for the future of religion in 

American society.   

 One way to determine the trajectory of the changing role of religion is to 

determine the path set by preceding generations.  Generational studies done by scholars 

such as Wade Roof Clark and Robert Wuthnow support the notion that displays of 

religiosity will decline as the country becomes more modern.  They insist on a definite 

and permanent shift from religious to spiritual, but that these shifts are not uncommon in 

historical analyses.  The element of sacred is always present, just appears in different 

forms as generations evolve.  This creates a religion in America that is not only dynamic 

and fluid, but it also absorbs and changes to accommodate new surroundings and 

cultures.  Wade Roof Clark summarizes the idea best by concluding, “Religion in the 

United States is like a brilliantly colored kaleidoscope ever taking on new configurations 

2 Rodney Stark and Laurence R. Iannaccone, “A Supply-Side Reinterpretation of 
the ‘Secularization’ of Europe,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 33, no. 3 
(1994): 230-252. 
 

3 Jose Casanova in Ahmet T. Kuru, Secularism and State Policies Toward 
Religion: The United States, France, and Turkey (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 2009), 1. 
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of blended hues.”4  If we accept the idea that religion is ever changing, it must be 

acknowledged that religion is continually reproduced by each generation.  Handed down 

from generation to generation, religious symbols, beliefs, and acts are given to the next 

generation like clockwork, but it is up to the new generation to determine how to interpret 

the material given; therefore, while most in this modern era take religion for granted, it is 

actually the sum of a complex process driven by institutional and individual curiosity and 

conditioning.  Robert Wuthnow explains, “First, individual, communities, and 

organizations are indeed in some ways responsible for the continuing existence of the 

sacred in our society,” and he continues with his second point, “…it is not just religion 

about which we must ask, especially if religion is regarded as a bland, gray-suited 

creature already, but also the sacred, that is, the symbolic frameworks that are set apart 

from everyday life, giving a sense of transcendent, holistic meaning to life.”5  Figure 1.1 

presents a visual image of how generational shifts in religiosity have affected church 

attendance over the last forty years.  Each line in the graph traces the religious trajectory 

of people born in a given decade, from those who came of age before 1949 to those 

presently coming to age.6  While the graph is used to represent the overall decline in 

religion, a slight rise in each line can be seen.  This reflects the life cycle effect of 

gradually increasing observance as a given group aged.  The vertical displacement  

4 Wade Roof Clark, Spiritual Marketplace: Baby Boomers and the Remaking of 
American Religion (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999), 4.  

 
5 Robert Wuthnow, The Restructuring of American Religion: Society and Faith 

since World War II (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1988).  
 
6 Figure 1.1 is based on the General Social Survey, 1972-2008 as deduced by 

Robert Putnam.  He notes that the same patterns appears in the independent National 
Election Studies achieves, 1952-2008, which allow reasonable confidence that the 
patterns are robust and valid.   
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Figure 1.1. Trends in Religious Attendance, by Decade in which Respondent Reached Adulthood (1972-
2008).  Data from General Social Survey as found in Robert D. Putnam and David E. Campbell, American 
Grace: How Religion Divides and Unites Us (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2010), Figure 3.1. 
 

between each successive line reflects generational differences where each successive 

cohort began its ascent upwards due to the life style affect, or the gradual generational 

decline in religious observance.   

 
Baby Boomer Generation 

 The post-World War II Baby Boomer generation grew up in the 1960s and 1970s 

and the decisions made by this larger than life generation still affect society today.  More 

often than not they are the driving force behind moral and political reform.  This group is 

ever changing the religious terrain they tread upon.  There is no question as to the 

growing interest of the spiritual realm of their generation, but there is a question as to 

how this generation became so passionate about the search for the spiritual over the 

religious.  Wade Roof Clark gives the notion credence by first discussing the generation’s 
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interest in spirituality, then how they develop and are provided with the information to 

become spiritual, and finally how their spirituality become legitimized.   

 Clark suggests that the overall culture shift in the sixties, seventies, and eighties 

paved the way for a religious overhaul to occur.  They developed a culture bent on the 

quest - quest for truth, justice, or peace.  The Baby Boomer generation grew up in this 

trend during their formative years, forever shaping their outlooks on personal and public 

matters.   At the time, spirituality was in vogue, but no one quite knew how to define 

spiritual; all they needed to know was that it was not religious and that was good enough.  

Their distain towards religion stems from an overall distain for anything resembling an 

institution.  The traditional types of religion or organized religion were no longer 

favorable; instead, a love for the experimental aspects of religion grew in favor.  Those at 

the time might not have described what they were doing as spiritual, but the term 

religious does not quite fit their beliefs and actions.   

One term that did get entered into everyday jargon is the term, journey.  The 

journey fostered ideas of a self-authored search or an inward looking mantra with a 

yearning to grow.7  This was the age of alien abductions, near-death experiences, and the 

healing power of magic and potions.  Clark set out to determine and discriminate between 

a ‘seeker’ mentality that is open to other possibilities and eager to learn and in direct 

contrast to one who is loyal to a particular religious tradition.  He posed the question in 

his poll: “Is it good to explore many different religious teachings and learn from them, or 

should one stick to a particular faith?”  The results were overwhelmingly in favor of the 

7 Wade Roof Clark, Spiritual Marketplace: Baby Boomers and the Remaking of 
American Religion (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999), 82. 
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“seeker” mentality with sixty percent preferring to explore and only twenty-nine percent 

preferring to stick to a particular religion.8   

The notion of the journey and of self-discovery led to a culture that took pride in 

having a religious relativism.  This belief leads a wide definition of religious truth; it 

holds all paths to the ultimate truth on equal footing.  Clark is able to measure this again 

through his survey.  Forty-eight percent of those participating agreed, “All the religions 

of the world are equally true and good.”  This figure is significant because it speaks to the 

divided nature of their culture and the struggle to abandon a religious tradition that had 

been embedded in their minds since youth.  This statistic also speaks to how the 

generation views the religious institution.9 

The growing notion that all religions have equal footing combined with the desire 

for a quest led to an overall dislike for religious institutions.  According to Clark’s 

survey, fifty-four percent of those polled agreed that “churches and synagogues have lost 

their real spiritual part of religion,” and thirty-three percent stated that “people have God 

within them, so churches aren’t really necessary.”10  These responses demonstrate a clear 

dissatisfaction with religious institutions that will eventually carry over to their offspring.  

Figure 1.2 shows a snapshot of how adolescent religious observance has fared over the 

last forty years.  Unlike figure 1.1, this figure is examining people of the same age group 

over the entire period, in affect excluding the life cycle change factor.  This figure also 

8 Wade Roof Clark, Spiritual Marketplace: Baby Boomers and the Remaking of 
American Religion (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999), 83. 
  

9 Ibid., 84. 
 

10 Ibid., 85. 
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shows a period when “youthful disaffection accelerated,” the 1960s through a period of 

relatively no change in the 1970s.   

 

 
Figure 1.2. Decline of Adolescent Religious Observance (1968-2009). Data from General Social Survey as 
found in Robert D. Putnam and David E. Campbell, American Grace: How Religion Divides and Unites Us 
(New York: Simon & Schuster, 2010), Figure 3.1. 
 
 

The distrust or distain for religious institutions in America left a void only to be 

filled by other less formal groups.  Also the fact that religion in America operates as a 

voluntary association, it lends itself to adopt the less formal aspects of religion.  It 

recognizes pluralism and competition as integral to the overall success of various 

religions, and now various spiritual groups.  However, as Peter Berger observed, anytime 

a group comes together in a world where the old assumptions of religious certainty are 

ignored or thrown out the window, there exists a reasonable level of “fragileness.”11  The 

question therefore becomes how did America take this fragile concept of transformed 

11 Peter L. Berger, “Protestantism and the Quest for Certainty,” The Christian 
Century, no. 3 (August to September 1998): 794. 
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religion into spirituality and create a widespread, successful movement that helped shape 

the country, as we know it?  The answer lies within the generation’s self-reflexive 

qualities.  Instead of discounting centuries of taken for granted notions of religious 

foundations the spiritual movement instead embraces the unknown or uncertain and 

fosters a community of humility toward religious privileges.  In fact the spiritual side of 

religion almost proves a stronger and more stable function of society for two reasons: it 

forces individuals to trust in something beyond themselves and reorients the idea of 

spiritual strength away from the institution and puts it back to the individual.12 

Formally known as the “protestant principle,” the idea of removing the institution 

of the church in guaranteeing the right to enter heaven, gained more credence from the 

Baby Boomer generation as they too decided to reject the institutional authority.  Niebuhr 

offers an interesting viewpoint on this issue – the Baby Boomer generation might not 

always see the “God behind the gods,” but they do understand that their Gods are just 

that, gods.13  This means that while the Baby Boomer generation understands and 

validates the existence of gods in the universe, they are not willing to accept the 

overarching power that religious individuals tend to attribute those gods.  The multitude 

of options on the marketplace prepare for a mindset that can ask and entertain questions 

that poke at the heart of religiosity with a sense of honesty and humility.   

12 Wade Roof Clark Spiritual Marketplace: Baby Boomers and the Remaking of 
American Religion (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999), 309-314. 
 

13 Richard Niebuhr in Wade Roof, Clark Spiritual Marketplace: Baby Boomers 
and the Remaking of American Religion (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999), 
309-314. 
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The idea that religious strength and fervor can evolve outside of the religious 

institution is novel to this generation and allows for a greater focus to be placed on one’s 

own life and personal success (i.e., individualism).  The reflexive nature of the generation 

placing the responsibility back onto the individual, forcing tough and complicated 

decisions and committing to their decisions, is one particular quality that will be seen in 

subsequent generations and will give credence to their eventual loyalty to religion.   

Jurgen Habermas believes, “Every continuation of tradition is selective and precisely this 

selectivity must pass through the filter of critique, of self-conscious appropriation of 

history.”14  This filter of critique will ultimately lead to a culture of modesty concerning 

faith proclamations.15  We will see this modesty becoming a way of life through the next 

generation.  Religion will continue to remain absent from the public square after the Baby 

Boomers, but this absence will cause a loud and very unrestricted backlash from the 

Religious Right causing a greater loyalty to the religion left in the public square. 

 
Generation X 

 Members of Generation X, born between 1965 and 1980, came of age somewhere 

around the year 2000, leaving them open to make independent conclusions about 

monumental events such as the Y2K crisis in particular, the prevalence of the Internet in 

14 Jurgen Habermas, “The Limits of Neo-Historicism,” in Peter Dews, ed., 
Autonomy and Solidarity: Interviews with Jurgen Habermas, rev. ed. (London: 
Routledge, 1992), 243. 

 
15 Wade Roof Clark, Spiritual Marketplace: Baby Boomers and the Remaking of 

American Religion (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999), 311. 
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general, and the events of September 11, 2001.16  These events were life-shattering, life-

shaping, and ultimately played a role in molding the future of this generation.  Robert 

Wuthnow endearingly labels this generation as the “Generation of Tinkerers.”17  He 

makes this distinction chiefly on their majority approach to religion, “A tinkerer puts 

together a life from whatever skills, ideas, and resources that are readily at hand,” he 

continues, “Their approach to life is practical.  They get things done, and usually this 

happens by improvising, by piecing together an idea from here, a skill from there, and a 

contact from somewhere else.”18  While the description tinkerer yields the image of 

someone who is trying to fix or piece back together whatever they are working on, it also 

assumes a world of chaotic confusion in which the tinkerer is trying to create some type 

of order.  The world of uncertainty and chaos will eventually have an effect on the 

younger members of the generational cohort, but in the meantime the older members are 

forced to develop coping methods. 

 Robert Wuthnow, through several studies and research methods has come with 

several aspects that separate Generation X from previous generations.  He stresses the 

importance of the media, and a cultural information boom that the Internet provided 

16 For further clarification on generational classifications see “Religion among the 
Millennials,” Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life, http:pewforum.org/Age/Religion-
Among-the-Millennials.aspx (accessed June 15, 2011).  The classifications used by the 
Pew Forum are congruent with the classifications used by Robert Wuthnow.  While it is 
atypical to assume the coming-of-age to occur at the age of forty, Wuthnow makes an 
argument for doing just that in his discussion “Coming of Age at Forty,” After the Baby 
Boomers: How Twenty- and Thirty-Somethings are Shaping the Future of American 
Religion (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2007), 9.   

 
17 Robert Wuthnow, After the Baby Boomers: How Twenty- and Thirty-

Somethings are Shaping the Future of American Religion (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2007), 13. 

 
18 Ibid. 
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while Generation X came of age.  The ease of access to information not only allowed for 

people to gain access to a wider range of possibilities than previous generations, but it 

also blurred the lines between an individual’s spheres of influence.  Whereas the Baby 

Boomer Generation came of age around the Civil Rights Movement and therefore had 

more liberal views, Generation X tends to carry the similar liberal views, but tend not to 

separate their liberal political views from their liberal religious views.  This blurring 

between political views and religious views will ultimately lead to Generation Xers 

becoming first more loyal to a particular political group, which in turn will lead to a 

greater loyalty to a religious tradition.  Recovery from their long held lives of chaos does 

not occur overnight and must happen in small increments and adjustments.   

 Scholars agree that young adults in Generation X are “no more monolithic” than 

previous generations; however, they do have the availability of the religious/spiritual 

marketplace at their fingertips.19  They use this marketplace to freely associate with 

whatever beliefs and actions suit them best.  In essence, they are able to shop around, mix 

and match beliefs and traditions to their liking.  Up until this point, church-goers have 

been content with living the ‘moderate’ lifestyle, comfortably in the middle, straddling 

the issues, but it is this lethargic attitude that frightened many on the fringes and during 

the peak of the Generation X. It is the fringe constituents that become the most vocal over 

time.  While the majority of the Baby Boomer Generation was comfortable keeping 

19 Robert Wuthnow After the Baby Boomers: How Twenty- and Thirty-Somethings 
are Shaping the Future of American Religion (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
2007), 157. 
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religion out of the public square, it can be noted that the rise of the extremist may be the 

lasting legacy of the Generation X and had the most impact on later generations.20 

 The question becomes then where and how does Generation X fit into the 

previous model with a wide middle ground and few on the peripheral?  Are they more 

prepared to gravitate to the ideological extremes, to pick a side, or are they going to 

remain neutral?  Studies done by Robert Wuthnow and his associates show that 

Americans have become increasingly divided among political conservative-liberal lines 

and combined with the hazy religious-political spheres, lines are being drawn between 

conservative and liberal religious viewpoints as well.  Testing subjects in 1984 and again 

in 1999, Wuthnow was able to determine a polarization to the opposite ends of the 

spectrum over the fifteen-year period.  They were asked to describe their religious views 

along a six-point scale.  While there remained a clustering around the middle or moderate 

viewpoints in both years the test was run, a significant amount of Americans had self-

identified as very conservative or as very liberal.  Wuthnow concludes that the evidence 

suggests, “Young adults are more divided in their religious orientations now than they 

were in the early 1980s.”  The study also discusses other factors to help gauge how 

religious a person may truly be and the study proved that those who rated religiously 

conservative were much more active than those who considered themselves religious 

liberals.   

20 Robert Wuthnow After the Baby Boomers: How Twenty- and Thirty-Somethings 
are Shaping the Future of American Religion (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
2007), 159. 
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Conclusions 

 While it can be seen that the generational analysis done by Wade Roof Clark and 

Robert Wuthnow both support the standard secularization theory that with modernization 

comes secularization, both analyses also offer glimpses of change occurring from 

generation to generation.  Clark suggests a growing religious relativism will surely to 

continue to change and enhance future generations’ opinions of religion in the public 

sphere.  This relativism has already been seen to affect Generation X as they work to 

‘tinker’ and attempt to fix the world of uncertainty and chaos surrounding them at every 

turn.  The self-reflexive qualities of the Baby Boomer generation have also fed into this 

notion of individuals taking on the world’s challenges without the aid of institutional 

support.  Both the religious relativism and the self-reflexive qualities will aid the younger 

generations to adapt and mold religion in line with their own expectations.  Without a 

central authority or institution in place to regulate, individuals will be able to develop 

their own coping mechanisms, potentially relying on their own charisma to guide their 

quest for spiritual stability.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

Social and Cultural Trends that have Helped Create a Spiritual Rather than Religious 
Culture in the Late 20th through the 21st Century 

 
 

 While many differences can be spotted between different generations, several 

trends can be traced though the 20th and 21st centuries that help shape religious actions 

and beliefs in America.  

and claims that since the midcentury religious symbols and imagery have undergone a 

quiet transformation.1  These undercurrents can affect a wide variety of circumstances 

from shift in public discourse and dialogue to changes in behavioral habits and 

motivations.  Wuthnow explains that these soft currents of religion are the most crucial 

since they influence interpretations of our lives and experiences.2  This chapter will 

follow the undercurrents that have affected both the actions and beliefs of multiple 

generations: technology, the religious marketplace, and politics. 

 
Technology 

 There is no doubt that the advances in technology these days are mind boggling  

it seems like every week a new phone, television, or computer comes onto the market and 

becomes the new must-have for the season; however, how the advances in technology 

With the growth of cable television networks and faster Internet connections, Americans 

                                                                                                                      
1 Wade Roof Clark, Spiritual Marketplace: Baby Boomers and the Remaking of 

American Religion (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999), 3.   
 

2 Ibid.  
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have become exposed to a multitude of options and information, some desired and some 

not expected.  The cultural boom of the 20th and 21st centuries has not only introduced 

new ideas, but it has also insisted that individuals harden and become firmer in their 

beliefs and rituals.   

 One of the most significant advances in technology has been the development and 

implementation of the Internet.  The Internet took the public sector by storm and now the 

internet is an integral segment of everyday living.  With the liberties of free speech and a 

new mode of discourse, the options of what can be published online are endless.  This not 

only pertains to recipes for apple pie and how- o provides great 

opportunities for smaller denominations and religious sects to expand their target 

audience and increase their amount of followers.  Not only has the information boom 

benefitted the religious institution; it has made an even greater impact on the individual.  

This impact can be seen in the differences in how each generation best utilizes the 

Internet and its information.  In recent decades information has become more accessible 

to the typical person through the mass media  not only has the amount of textual 

information increased dramatically, but the advancement also includes images and sound 

files.  This influx of information into young minds means they no longer have access to 

only factual information, but access to a plethora of the arts as well.  Computers and the 

Internet became an integral aspect of every day.   

Wuthnow explains the envelopment of the individual into the World Wide Web as 

the same type of revolution as the introduction of the television in the 1950s.3  The main 

                                                                                                                      
3 Robert Wuthnow After the Baby Boomers: How Twenty- and Thirty-Somethings 

are Shaping the Future of American Religion (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
2007), 46. 
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difference being of course that the television was restricted mostly to the home-

environment whereas the computer and the Internet has worked its way into every day 

life.  The Baby Boomer Generation had to cope with the changes while the Internet 

became a pa ational, and professional life.  The 

Internet began to emerge into society at the cusp of the Baby Boomer generation coming 

of age; their computer use limited to the few who chose to partake in courses intended to 

educate them on the new technology, but whose advancements were still slow and in the 

making.4  Wuthnow also gives credit to his analysis by citing a 1984 poll where only 8 

percent of households had home computers where as in 1993 the number had risen 23 

percent.  Internet access to those household computers was an even more recent 

development where in 1997, 18 percent were able to surf the web but jumped to 42 

percent of household with the capability over the next three years.5   

One of the clearest indications of the generational differences in respect to the 

computer and the Internet is that education to operate and utilize these novel essentials in 

the home and office place was often learned earlier and therefore more easily by the 

younger members of society.  Generation X had the advantage over older generations 

because they grew up with computers in their schools and Internet in the homes.  This 

realization can be quantified using results from the same survey that showed that over 50 

percent  of adults in their twenties had used either the computer or the Internet before 

1988; these figures were higher by ~10 percent among adults between the ages of 46 and 

                                                                                                                      
4 Robert Wuthnow After the Baby Boomers: How Twenty- and Thirty-Somethings 

are Shaping the Future of American Religion (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
2007), 46. 

 
5 Ibid. 
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64.  The survey was repeated in 2002, and the results mirrored the previous conclusion.  

Adults in their twenties expressed that they sent an average of 16 emails a day in 

comparison to their older counterparts who only composed an average of 9 emails a day.  

Both these studies can be visualized by analyzing another response from the same 2002 

survey asking people to rate themselves on Internet skills in Figure 2.1. 

 

 
Figure 2.1. Self-Rated Internet Skills. Data from the General Social Survey, 2002, as found in Robert 
Wuthnow After the Baby Boomers: How Twenty- and Thirty-Somethings are Shaping the Future of 
American Religion (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2007), Figure 2.15. 
 
 
Those in their twenties rated their skills highest, and with each successive age group, the 

The greater aptitude of 

younger adults to the Internet than their older counterparts is an indication of how the 

younger Americans gravitate to the Internet over other means as their main source of 

information.   
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 he advancements in computer technology 

inadvertently created a world dominated by advertisements.  Wuthnow explains that this 

exposure to an increase in advertisements and promotions has in essence allowed society 

to develop a throwaway mentality.6  Ideas and opinions are fleeting and the ability to 

increases as the opportunities to switch channels and surf the Web 

flourish.  These notions and almost imperceptible shifts in consciousness have influenced 

how young Americans think, and may also be affecting their thoughts and actions toward 

religion.  The Internet has affected both generations quite differently, but has also leveled 

the playing field in the religious marketplace. 

 
Religious Marketplace 

 The religious landscape was once dotted with a few major religions and mainline 

denominations with plenty of subscribers.  Followers united under charismatic leaders 

with national appeal such as Billy Graham.  However the times have changed and with 

the increasing amounts of information and media attention available to smaller religions 

and churches that once flourished through the 20th century are now showing steep 

declines in membership and participants.  Churches that hold on to traditional values and 

beliefs are now struggling while those that cater to the changing cultures are growing 

exponentially.  Reverend Buquor describes the religious marke

and does not delve into the depths of religious curiosity.  He continually worries about 

                                                                                                                      
6 Robert Wuthnow, After the Baby Boomers: How Twenty- and Thirty-Somethings 

are Shaping the Future of American Religion (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
2007), 47. 
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the competition that neighboring churches pose and claims his flo

7  He is not alone in his concern for the 

future of his church and those in similar situations.   

 

post-1960s 

marketplace.8  Continuity rests in the prevalence of individuals eager to organize and lead 

l 

9  While discontinuity rests with the extent to which the middle class of 

America was affected by before mentioned eager individuals.  He continues to argue that 

because of this discontinuity, the marketplace was allowed to flourish during the peak of 

the Baby Boomer Generation.  The religious beliefs and traditions had to be reworked by 

different groups to target a specific clientele and adjusted to meet their particular needs.  

Clark acknowledges in reference to the Baby Boomer Generation eligion in any age 

exists in a dynamic and interactive relationship with its cultural environment; and in our 

time we witnessed an expansion and elaboration of spiritual themes that amounts to a 

10 

 Robert Wuthnow also notes the importance of the Baby Boomer generation to the 

religious marketplace by referring to them as at one ,  but 

                                                                                                                      
7 Robert D. Putnam and David E. Campbell, American Grace: How Religion 

Divides and Unites Us (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2010), 43. 
 

8 Wade Roof Clark, Spiritual Marketplace: Baby Boomers and the Remaking of 
American Religion (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999), 77.   

 
9 Ibid. 
 
10 Ibid., 78. 
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as they began to leave their congregations in favor of more spiritual options, they became 

the 11  Wuthnow claims that as the large cohort of the Baby 

Boomers begins to age, their impact on society will continue to dwindle and that the 

future now lies with the next generation, Generation X.  This generation is extremely 

well-versed in the use of the Internet as a means for social gatherings and as means for 

information gathering.  They have a level of ingenuity that unless tapped by the religious 

marketplace will be unutilized or put to use in other venues.   

 The ingenuity exhibited by Generation X is not a new characteristic; instead, it 

was developed by the religious marketplace.  Early American churches emphasized self-

government for congregations and voluntary affiliations for individuals; therefore the 

system encourages Americans to value their autonomy and to distrust hierarchy.12  

Americans find religion comfortable because it fits in well with their deep-seated cultural 

values about freedom of choice and individual initiative.  Denominations have had to 

master the very latest techniques in persuasion and recruitment as they reach out to 

potential followers.  They continue to use refined means of communication, marketing 

skills, and information technology to entice individuals through their doors.13  The 

emphasis on attracting members from the religious marketplace has also prompted the 

                                                                                                                      
11 Robert Wuthnow, After the Baby Boomers: How Twenty- and Thirty-

Somethings are Shaping the Future of American Religion (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2007), 1. 

 
12 Seymour M. Lipset in Kenneth D. Wald and Allison Calhoun-Brown, Religion 

and Politics in the United States (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2011), 
digital copy.  

 
13 Kenneth D. Wald and Allison Calhoun-Brown, Religion and Politics in the 

United States (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2011), digital copy.  
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churches a wide range of services that in other countries might be provided by 

governmental institutions.   

One such group that is capitalizing on this marketplace of religious activity are 

the mega-churches.  While their massive attendance rates and membership lists shock 

even the most religious individual, it is important to understand the actions behind the 

curtain.  Mega churches are notorious for holding large congregational services, but in 

order to reach effectively a majority of the audience and not alienate them, the preacher 

must remain neutral on controversial topics or just stick with the religious basics.  The 

mega churches also have other attractions besides the quality and content of the sermon.  

An individual might overlook a sermon they did not agree with because the individual 

likes the convenience of having a coffee shop right downstairs, or the chance to win a 

new car during Easter services.  However, while it may seem that mega churches would 

have a negative effect on the religiosity of the individual, I contend it is the exact 

opposite.  Studies have shown a decrease in numbers of those with a religious affiliation 

deciding to disaffiliate with their congregation.  These mega churches are allowing the 

individual to belong to a larger, but still religious group, while differing on particular 

issues such as gay marriage and abortion.  In essence they are allowing the individual to 

not only unite around a charismatic leader, but also in a way foster the seed of charisma 

in themselves.  When one is surrounded by a multitude of options, one must develop 

strong core beliefs in order not to be swayed by the options.   

 
Politics 

 Despite the uniting force of the mega churches, the country is seeing a blurring of 

the lines between religious and political identity.  This blur is significant for two reasons.  
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First it creates a divide among those who wish to see a separation between church and 

state and those who wish to see the state give accommodations to religion.  Second, this 

division has lead to the development of the extremist viewpoint and ideological beliefs 

continue to strengthen.  Religion is more important to American politics than most people 

care to realize; religious influences are present in various aspects of the political sphere 

ranging from the interpretation of laws to the behavior of politicians.   

 America has a history of separation between church and state and the widespread 

belief that religion was destined to defer to modernity prepared Americans to 

automatically discount religious influences in the political sphere.  The growth of the 

secularization theory led to the neglect of religion as a political force.  Even though 

religion would still be available as a defense for traditional cultures threatened by social 

change, it was likely to lose its political relevance, replaced by arguments more neutral 

and suited for public discourse.  Following this logic, it would make sense that factors 

such as religion and ethnicity would fall to the more modern social factors such as social 

class, occupation, and socioeconomic status.14  What political observers never expected 

to find was an advanced industrial society in which religion exercised a tenacious hold on 

the public mind and strongly influenced the conduct of political life; however, that is 

exactly what is found in the United States.  Differences in generational shifts in 

religiosity can be seen through effectiveness of that hold when it comes to opinions on 

traditionally religious issues most notably, abortion.    

  As one of the most hot-button issues confronting the Baby Boomer generation, 

abortion has been the front-runner in many debates.  For most members of the generation, 

                                                                                                                      
14 Leon D. Epstein, Political Parties in Western Democracies (New York: 

Praeger, 1967), 88. 
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Roe v. Wade embodies the struggles and fights for the individual freedoms of personal 

choice and lifestyle.  One characteristic of this generation that can be seen through this 

issue is that the Baby Boomers are highly divided, but do not fit the typical political 

divisions.15  For example, when asked in 1988 if abortion was ever morally wrong, 25 

percent reported always, 18 percent reported usually, 48 percent reported sometimes, and 

less than 10 percent reported never or were unsure.16  The varied reports for a singular 

question reflect the generation s inherent aversion to specific political parties based on 

their suspicion of governmental affairs during their formative years.  Clark concludes this 

17  This 

divisiveness is further seen as the question was repeated fifteen years later.  While they 

still lean more pro-choice, most questioned waivered from their previous answer.  The 

inability to predict the generation s voting patterns is applicable to other areas of political 

interest and controversy as well.  The only consistency Clark was able to conclude about 

the Baby Boomer generation was that most Boomers were apt to consider issues from the 

neutral position rather than from the extremes.   

 Members of Generation X dramatically differ from the Baby Boomers when it 

comes to political matters in that they are more polarized in their views.  The extremes 

suit them best.  Wuthnow also takes a look at the issue of abortion as a prime example of 

                                                                                                                      
15 Wade Roof Clark, Spiritual Marketplace: Baby Boomers and the Remaking of 

American Religion (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999), 262. 
 
16 Data found in study done by Wade Roof Clark, Spiritual Marketplace: Baby 

Boomers and the Remaking of American Religion (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1999). 

 
17 Wade Roof Clark, Spiritual Marketplace: Baby Boomers and the Remaking of 

American Religion (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999), 262. 
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how the generation takes part in politics.  Within the generation a clear divide is found 

between self-reported evangelicals and non-evangelicals.  The divide has a few potential 

causes, the most influential being an increased education on procedures and technologies 

allowing women to feel more comfortable and confident taking a pro-choice stance.  

However, the pro-life side of the argument has also made headway reaching out to 

members of the generation further separating the generation to the extremes of the 

spectrum.18  

With the two generations equally involved in politics in America, voters are not 

centrally located to one end of the political spectrum; instead they are dispersed within 

the ranks with varying political and religious loyalties. This blurring of religious and 

political views contributed to the institutional separation of church and state for the fear 

that one particular denomination or set would dominate political power.  This separation 

of church and state only contributed to the religious vitality in America by promoting 

religious diversity.  Religious conflict in politics is commonly treated as a throwback, an 

interesting diversion from the real issues of the modern era, but if religion remains a vital 

force in this day and age, then one cannot claim to understand the contemporary era 

without appreciating the role played by religion, especially in the realm of politics.   

 
Conclusions 

 of religion - technology, the religious marketplace, and 

politics - have proven to be a formidable and integral aspect of modern society.  They 

have all affected both the Baby Boomers and the members of s ability to 

                                                                                                                      
18 Robert Wuthnow, After the Baby Boomers: How Twenty- and Thirty-

Somethings are Shaping the Future of American Religion (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2007), 173-174. 
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directly and indirectly interpret religion in their public and private lives.  Technology has 

changed what the individual relies upon; it has even opened new doors for both the 

institution to distribute information and for the individual to collect the information.  The 

religious marketplace has grown from its beginnings with a few dominant religions to a 

collection of options with various belief systems and traditions.  The only segment of the 

marketplace that is seeing a significant growth is the realm of the mega-church, which is 

developing its own form of vague religion.  Politics has changed and evolved as opinions 

allow for greater insight into relations of each generation into the different spheres other 

than the religious sphere.  
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

One Nation Under God? How Religious Symbols are Becoming so Closely Integrated 
into the American Milieu that They are Losing their Religious Significance 

 
 

The cultural trends across America have not only entered the public mentality, but 

have also entered the public record through several court cases.  Symbols that once held a 

purely sacred or religious importance are now found across the American milieu and 

have had their meanings morphed into a secular importance.  The transformation requires 

a two-step process: first the religious, sacred element must be objected to in the public 

realm, and second, the sacred meaning must be abandoned.  Robert Putnam references 

the time period of the 1950s when the Fraternal Order of Eagles and the movie director 

Cecil B. DeMille worked together to promote the upcoming premiere of the movie The 

Ten Commandments.  The group placed monuments resembling the Ten Commandments 

in various locations around the country.  Not a single objection was raised as this was the 

time period when “In God We Trust” was officially adopted on currency and the 

inclusion of “under God” in the Pledge of Allegiance.1  Recently, however, the public has 

begun to take notice of the seemingly government-sanctioned support or displays of 

religion.   

Robert Putnam recognizes the increasing alertness or sensitivity of the American 

public to religious symbols in the public square.  He argues that this sensitivity towards 

religious symbols is in some way related the polarization of the country’s population in 

regards to religious attitudes.  While Putnam makes a valid argument, he misses a key 

1 Robert D. Putnam and David E. Campbell, American Grace: How Religion 
Divides and Unites Us (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2010), 1. 
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and interesting observation.  In cases where sacred religious symbols are questioned in 

the public sphere, the Supreme Court has made it a habit to instead of revoking the state’s 

ability to erect religious symbols; the Court has been suggesting the symbols are not 

religious at all. So by not removing the element physically from the space, the court is in 

essence removing the sacred element from religious symbols by claiming they serve a 

secular purpose.  The degree to which the Court invalidates and removes the sacred from 

the symbol also reflects the sentiment of the public at the time of the decision.  By 

examining the cases of Lynch v. Donnelly (1984), Van Orden v. Perry (2005), and the 

most recent case Salazar v. Buono (2010), a pattern of increasing willingness of the Court 

to remove sacred elements from the public sphere appears.   

 
Plastic Reindeers, Season’s Greetings, and Baby Jesus, Oh My! 

 One of the first cases where the religious aspect of a public display was 

challenged was in Rhode Island.  Every winter the city of Pawtucket put together a 

Christmas display located in the city’s main shopping district.  The display contained 

several seasonal objects including a Christmas tree, a banner declaring “Seasons 

Greetings,” and a nativity scene.  The display had been an intergral part of the town’s 

holiday celebrations for over 40 years, including the crèche.  Daniel Donnelly took 

offense to the presence of a nativity scene on government property and raised an 

objection to the city’s display by bringing action against the Mayor of Pawtucket, Dennis 

Lynch.  Lynch v. Donnelly was subsequently heard and decided by the Supreme Court in 

1983.2  The question placed in front of the Court was whether or not the inclusion of a 

2 Lynch v. Donnelly, 465 U.S. 668 (1984). 
 



29

nativity scene in the city’s seasonal display violates the Establishment of the First 

Amendment. 

 In a five to four decision, the Court held that notwithstanding the religious 

significance of the crèche, the city had not violated the Establishment Clause.  In the 

majority opinion delivered by Chief Justice Burger, the Court made the ruling based on a 

test developed in the 1971 case of Lemon v. Kurtzman.  The test requires that the 

government’s actions must have a legitimate secular purpose, must not have primary 

effect of advancing or inhibiting religion, or result in the excessive entanglement of 

government with religion.3  The test was the standard used to determine government 

involvement in religious affairs and vice versa throughout the early 1950s to the 

early1970s, or a period known as the Separationist Era.  The Court’s actions reflected the 

public mood and desire to restrict the scope of state action to encourage religious activity, 

but as this time period was on the verge of change, the court found that the display, 

viewed in the context of the holiday season, was not a purposeful effort to advocate a 

particular religious message.  The Court found that the display merely depicted the 

historical origins of the Holiday and had “legitimate secular purposes.”4  The Court held 

that the symbols posed no danger of establishing a state church and that it was “far too 

late in the day to impose a crabbed reading of the [Establishment] Clause on the 

country.”5  The majority had no issue with acknowledging the Christian origin of the 

crèche, but the Court nonetheless consider it a passive endorsement of religion by 

3 Lemon v. Kurtzman, 403 U.S. 602 (1971). 
 
4 Warren E. Burger, Chief Justice, Majority Opinion, Lynch v. Donnelly, 465 U.S. 

668 (1984). 
 
5 Ibid. 
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ultimately considering the display to be a symbol of cultural and historical importance.    

This shift from no religious displays to neutral religious displays was the beginning of the 

Court’s shift from the Separation Era to the Era of Accommodation.   

 
Ten Commandments 

The Era of Accommodation firmly took hold in 1986 with the appointment of 

William Rehnquist.  With a majority, judges favoring accommodation could now urge the 

Court in the direction of recognizing religion as long as it remains neutral among 

religions.  This shift made it much harder for cases to be brought claiming violation of 

the Establishment Clause.   

Referenced above, the case Van Orden v. Perry, made headlines in 2001 as 

Thomas Van Orden filed a lawsuit contending that a monument depicting the Ten 

Commandments at the state capitol violated the First Amendment establishment clause.6   

Thomas Van Orden sued the State of Texas and the governor at the time, Rick Perry, 

arguing that a Ten Commandments monument on the grounds of the state capitol 

building represented an unconstitutional government endorsement of religion.  Orden 

argued this violated the First Amendment’s Establishment Clause.  The question brought 

forth for the Court to answer was whether or not a monument depicting the Ten 

Commandments near the state capitol building violated the First Amendment’s 

establishment clause which bars the government from passing laws “respecting an 

establishment of religion.”7 

6 Van Orden v. Perry, 545 U.S. 677 (2005). 
 

7 U.S. Constitution, amend. 1 
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 In a five to four decision and a four-justice opinion, the Court held that the 

establishment clause did not bar the monument on the grounds of Texas’ state capitol 

building.  The plurality deemed the Texas monument part of the nation’s tradition of 

recognizing the Ten Commandments’ historical significance.  Though the Ten 

Commandments are clearly religious, the plurality argued, “…simply having a religious 

content or promoting a message consistent with a religious doctrine does not run afoul of 

the establishment clause.”8 

 While in subsequent similar cases, i.e. McCreary County v. American Civil 

Liberties Union of Kentucky9, the Court ruled that the prominent display of the Ten 

Commandments violated the First Amendment; the distinction was made on pragmatic 

grounds.   Justice Breyer cast the pivotal vote in each case that formed a bare majority 

and reasoned that while the Texas monument had stood unchallenged for forty years, the 

Kentucky displays sparked an immediate uprising.  The Supreme Court had come to the 

realization that a monument depicting the Ten Commandments was never questioned on 

the grounds of the State Capitol of Texas.   

 
A Secular Cross? 

 Erected in 1934, the cross at Sunrise Rock in the Mojave Desert has been part of 

the Veterans of Foreign Wars memorial to the deceased of World War I.  Sixty years later 

the section of land where the cross was positioned became part of the Mojave National 

Preserve, under control of the National Park Service and therefore the federal 

8 William H. Rehnquist, Majority Opinion, Van Orden v. Perry, 545 U.S. 677, 
(2005). 

 
9 McCreary County v. ACLU of Kentucky, 545 U.S. 844 (2005). 
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government.  The cross came under scrutiny in 2001 when Frank Buono, a former 

assistant superintendent of the preserve, filed suit to demand the immediate removal of 

the cross claiming the religious symbol had no place on federal lands.  The National Park 

Service attempted to appease all parties involved by transferring ownership of the 

property to private ownership, but the Court was not satisfied with the solution as 

Constitutionality is in play.  The Supreme Court then heard the case as Salazar v. Buono 

and continued the precedent of removing the sacred from a uniquely religious symbol.10   

 The US Supreme Court ruled in a five to four decision that the “Mojave Cross,” a 

contested war memorial located in the desert of California, may remain at its current 

location.  The majority opinion and dissenting opinion for this case best depict the 

transformation occurring in the American consciousness.  While the case includes several 

issues, Justice Anthony Kennedy for the majority and Justice John Paul Stevens in a 

lengthy dissent, express the principle issue most succinctly.  Justice Kennedy on the 

surface won the hearts and minds of many religious citizens by broadening the meaning 

of the cross in his response while in effect secularizing it.  He claimed it was wrong to 

see the cross as solely a religious symbol, “one Latin cross in the desert evokes far more 

than religion.”  Kennedy viewed the case as a victory for religious citizens because they 

would be able to keep their religious symbol on public property by viewing the symbol 

with a multi-faceted lens.  Justice Stevens on the other hand, in his dissent opinion, upset 

the same citizens by arguing that the Court must insist on the removal of the cross and 

restoration of the sacred element to the symbol.  He claimed the government was 

endorsing “a starkly sectarian message,” that he believed all citizens, religious or non-

10 Salazar v. Buono, 559 U.S. ____ 130 S. Ct. 1803 (2010).  
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religious would affirm.  He was responding to the lawyers who claimed that the Mojave 

cross must be constitutional because it represents a secular symbol intended to honor 

those who died while in the nation’s service during World War I.  Albert Mohler 

explains, “…arguments for the constitutionality of religious language and symbolism 

based in the supposedly secular character of the speech or imagery may win in the 

courtroom, but the arguments are devastating to authentic belief.”11  This ruling, as with 

the rulings previously mentioned, should make the religiously dedicated citizens nervous, 

not rejoice.  

 
Conclusions 

By briefly exploring a few cases spanning not only a shift in judicial ideology, but 

also a shift in public mentality, a clearer picture can be drawn of the communal nature of 

religion and how religious associations can influence political identity and engagements.  

The notable shift from Separationist to Accommodation does more that trace the judicial 

ideology, but allows a glimpse into a public mentality that is experiencing a shift from 

religion chiefly being a faith tradition to a means to convey a growing subculture.12  From 

the Baby Boomer Generation’s separationalist ideas to Generation X’s pull towards 

accommodation, the instances where religion significantly interacts with public ideology 

and policy positions are on the rise, as demonstrated by the plethora of cases submitted to 

the Supreme Court. With the Accommodation mentality, the Supreme Court is hoping to 

11 R. Albert Mohler Jr., “The Cross of Christ is Not a Secular Symbol,” 
http://www.albertmohler.com/2009/10/06/the-cross-of-christ-is-not-a-secular-symbol/ 
(accessed May 21, 2011). 

 
12 Kenneth D. Wald and Allison Calhoun-Brown, Religion and Politics in the 

United States, 6th ed. (Boulder: Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc., 2011), 
Kindle e-book.   
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organize religious symbols into a form that can be utilized by all in a society, in fact turns 

the sacred into the mundane, or desacralizes the religious traditional norms of the society.  

As the Court continues to enforce this standard in decisions, the religious American 

citizens are beginning to take notice and defend the integrity of religious symbols as part 

of their inherent religious belief.  As the government slowly claims what it means to be a 

Christian for the secular society, members of Generation X must focus and harden their 

beliefs in order to preserve their value.   
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

Estimations into How the Shifts in Religiosity will affect the Youth of America 
 
 

In a lecture given at Baylor University in early 2011, scholar Peter Berger 

assuaged concerns by declaring that the increase in religious discussion in the public 

realm could only lead to increased loyalty for one’s religion instead of entirely collapsing 

one’s plausibility structure.1  This means that the individual no longer considered religion 

to be a mere opinion; instead, religion had found its way into the unique plausibility 

structure of each individual.  With the religious marketplace continually having new 

religions remerging onto the scene, mingling with previously established religious 

institutions, the options often seem endless; however, in a world where certainty is not a 

given, individuals choose to cling to what they know – remain loyal to a particular 

religious faith.   At this point the pragmatic research done by scholars Wuthnow and 

Clark seems at odds with this notion.  How can a group be heading in the direction of 

becoming more spiritually diverse, while also becoming more loyal?  A study developed 

by Philip Schwadel may just provide the information to aid a conclusion.  Even more 

interesting, the ever-changing pendulum of American religiosity may be beginning to 

switch direction and that begins with a leveling off, a firming of the foundation.  First, a 

case must be made for increasing loyalty; then an explanation of religion among the 

newest generation, the Millennials, must include how they are less religiously active, but 

much more traditional that previous generations leading to the conclusion that religion in 

1 Peter L. Berger, “Dialogue between Religious Tradition in an Age of Relativity” 
(University-wide Lecture at Baylor University, Waco, Texas, March 30, 2011). 
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the public sphere has shifted greatly from the skeptical nature of the Baby Boomers, the 

cautious but accepting nature of Generation X, to the traditional values of the Millennials.   

 
Age-Period-Cohort Analysis 

 Schwadel recently published an article in the Social Science Research Journal that 

compared the religiosity of members of Generation X to that religiosity of the Baby 

Boomer generation and other previous generations.2    In the study he introduced an 

interesting way of analyzing data sets from the 1970s to the present.  By distinguishing 

between period and cohort effects instead of just age, one is able to understand the 

sources of social change.3  Major social and cultural events occur on a continual basis and 

often lead to a changes of belief and activity.  These changes would occur no matter what 

age or year the subject was born.   For example, the events of 9/11 may not have the same 

effect on a woman in her 60s and a junior high student at the time of the catastrophe, but 

it is reasonable to assume that the events impacted the lives of both, either directly as in 

the woman attending a church service to give her strength in the face of fear or indirectly 

as a mother insisting the young adolescent attend the church service with her.    

Along the same path, an individual’s birth cohort also may also play a role in the 

development of belief and activity.  Birth cohorts are characterized by socialization 

processes specific to their historical era, which often influence social change.  For 

example, Generation X has had the luxury of growing up in a technological era, with easy 

access to information, where as previous generations were limited by the point-of-views 

2 Philip Schwadel, “Age, Period and Cohort Effects on Religious Activities and 
Beliefs” Social Scientific Research 40 (2011) 181-192. 

 
3 Ibid, 182. 
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of their parents and surroundings.  Theories of religious change tend to predict declines in 

religious practice and belief across birth cohorts due to differences in cohorts such as 

education, urbanization and other attributes that influence religion,4 but relying on birth 

cohort data alone can be misleading and should rather rely on a combination of age, 

period, and birth cohort to contend valid results.   

 By using data from the 1972-2006 General Social Survey, Schwadel is able to 

examine closely the changes in religious activities and beliefs.  He tested key indicators 

of religiosity to measure the decline of religious beliefs and activities; to determine belief 

he used data measuring belief in afterlife and biblical literalism and to measure activity 

he used data measuring religious service attendance and prayer. By separating the three 

factors of age, period, and birth cohort Schwadel was able to make determinations key 

indicators of religion have declined while others are stable across periods and birth 

cohorts.   

 In order to measure effectively the religious activity Schwadel chose to examine 

institutional and individual forms of religious activity; he chose religious service 

attendance and prayer respectively.  Likewise, in order to measure religious belief 

accurately Schwadel found two variables that would encompass all of society – biblical 

literalism as it ties into conservative Christianity and belief in the afterlife as a standard 

across all faith traditions.  The analysis establishes gross age, period, and cohort effects 

on religious activities and religious beliefs.  His results are depicted in Figure 4.1.   

4 Robert Wuthnow, The Consciousness Reformation (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1976). 
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Figure 4.1. Gross Age, Period, and Cohort Effects on Regular Service Attendance, Weekly Prayer, Belief in 
the Afterlife, and Biblical Literalism. Data found in Philip Schwadel, “Age, Period and Cohort Effects on 
Religious Activities and Beliefs” Social Scientific Research 40 (2011) Fig.1. Figure graphs results from 
binary logic regressions with no constant; each line represents a separate model (i.e. age, period, and cohort 
effects modeled independently). 
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The figure shows separate age, period, and cohort regressions for each of the four 

dependent variables.  This figure 4.1a also shows that three out of the four religious 

indicators are positively associated with age; only the belief in the afterlife seems to have 

no correlation with age.  Subsequently, figure 4.1b illustrates a decline in church 

attendance and biblical literalism across the time periods, while belief in the afterlife 

steadily increases.  Figure 4.1c depicts the most significant differences.  Prayer, church 

attendance, and biblical literalism decline by considerable amounts across the cohorts 

while belief in the afterlife is most favorable among the young and old.  By considering 

the sum of the result, Schwadel concludes that his data supports both a religious decline 

as well as religious stability.5  He will use this data to make further conclusions about 

disaffiliation and non-affiliation.   

 
Disaffiliation versus Non-affiliation  

Using the same research data, Schwadel found that Baby Boomers are 40 to 50 

percent more likely to ‘disaffiliate’ from their faith than the newer generations.6  What 

does this trend mean for the future generations of America?  It means stability among its 

populations.  Using the same data from the 1973-2006 General Social Survey and the 

intrinsic estimator age-period-cohort model, Schwadel focused on two main areas, non-

affiliation and disaffiliation.  Non-affiliation referring to the total percentage of American 

not involved with any particular religion; and disaffiliation referring to those who have a 

5 Philip Schwadel, “Age, Period and Cohort Effects on Religious Activities and 
Beliefs,” Social Scientific Research 40 (2011) 184. 

 
6 Philip Schwadel, “Period and Cohort Effects on Religious Non-affiliation and 

Religious Disaffiliation: a Research Note,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 49 
(2010): 311-319. 
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religious affiliation while they were adolescents but then had no affiliation at the time 

they were surveyed.  He concludes in the article “the proportion of Americans with no 

religious affiliation doubled in the 1990s and had continued to rise in the 21st century7,” 

and continues, “With the decline in religious disaffiliation among post-Boomer cohorts, it 

is possible that this growth in non-affiliation may soon level off”8.  The question still 

arises: why is Generation X so remarkably different from their predecessors?  Schwadel 

refers to an interesting statistic that religious non-affiliation in the United States grew 

from between 6 and 8 percent in the 1970s/1980s to almost 16 percent in 2006. 9  This 

statistic notes a dramatic shift in young adult mannerisms.  He attributes this increase in 

non-affiliation to what he terms the “1960s effect,” where Americans who were children 

and young adults in the 1960s were disproportionately likely to disaffiliate with religion 

compared with previous generations.   

 Though this still has not quite answered the previous question: why now?  Why is 

this generation marking a tipping point in the pendulum of religiosity in America?  For 

Schwandel the answer lies within American culture itself.  The American religious scene 

is more dynamic and textured than when previous generations were coming of age in the 

1960s and 1970s.  The newer generations have a greater multitude of options and not just 

religious options.  More options means the younger generation does not have to 

7 Michael Hout and Clause S. Fisher, “Why More Americans have No Religious 
Preference: Politics and Generations,” American Sociological Review 67 (2002): 165-
190.  
 

8 Philip Schwadel, “Period and Cohort Effects on Religious Nonaffiliation and 
Religious Disaffiliation: a Research Note,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 49 
(2010): 311-319. 
 

9 Ibid. 
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completely abandon religion altogether, just find a close substitute in another religion.  

The options amount to what the scholars call the “religious marketplace” which has only 

expanded over recent decades.10  Schwadel makes the case that “Historically, it was 

thought that this religious pluralism was detrimental to the vitality of American religion.  

While many still hold this view, others suggest that more choices lead to greater religious 

affiliation and commitment.”11  This increase in religious discussion and relations not 

only allows for the spread of ideas, but also allows for individuals to come to concrete 

conclusions about their own religiosity.  Schwadel claims “While this trend is good news 

for those who worry about declining religious adherence, the Boomers’ enmity toward 

organized religion is still evident in the relatively large proportion of their children and 

grandchildren who are raised with no religious affiliation.”12  The ever slowing swing of 

the pendulum to the far extreme, just on the cusp of heading the other direction, will not 

reach maximum influence until the younger generations are the ones leading the 

country’s decision making processes.   

 A recent study done by the Pew Forum introduces the newest generation, the 

Millennials, into its calculations concerning various religious belief, activities, and 

10 Wade Roof Clark Spiritual Marketplace: Baby Boomers and the Remaking of 
American Religion (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999). 

 
11 Steve Smith, “Study: Gen-Xers only Half as Likely as Boomers to ‘Lose their 

Religion’: an Interview with Philip Schwadel” University of Nebraska-Lincoln Online 
Journal, http://ascweb.unl.edu/newsblog/blog.aspx?tID=402&tN=philip%20schwadel 

 
12 Ibid. 
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traditions.13  This study presents an interesting dichotomy in that while the new 

generation is considerably less religious than older generations, they remain fairly 

traditional in religious beliefs and actions.  The study cites a set of questions intended to 

determine young adults’ belief concerning the afterlife, the existence of heaven and hell, 

and the possibility of miracles.  The results show a great similarity to previous 

generations.  When questioned about their prayer habits, the results demonstrated that 

while the number of young adults that pray is dramatically lower than previous 

generations, those that reported praying do so in quantities that rival their older 

counterparts.  The same pattern occurred when questions about their belief in God.  The 

amount of young adults who believe in God is significantly lower than older adults, but 

specifically, the Millennials report they believe in God with absolute certainty at rates 

similar to when Generation X were questioned over a decade ago.  These results 

demonstrate a strengthening of personal identity in the Millennial generation that speaks 

volumes to their loyalty. 

 
Conclusions 

 This paper has argued that a shift has occurred in the degree of religious loyalty 

among Americans and the shift can most clearly be witnessed through an analysis of 

generations.  Americans are somehow able to combine their growing religious loyalty 

with an equally growing diversity and carry on the most characteristic qualities of 

previous generations: the journey of the Baby Boomers demonstrates a desire to learn, 

grow, and change; the “tinkering” of Generation X demonstrates a desire to fix, establish 

13 Pew Research Center, “Religion among the Millennials” The Pew Forum of 
Religion & Public Life, http://pewforum.org/Age/Religion-Among-the-Millennials.aspx  
Note: The report is based on data from a variety of sources.  While the surveys explore 
similar topics, exact wording and results may vary from survey to survey. 
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order, and practical approach; and the loyalty present in the Millennial generation.  All 

three create religious tolerance in a volatile world and a sense of fluidity that allows the 

country to grow and future generations to succeed.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 

The Charisma Factor: Creating the Atmosphere for Extremes 
 
 

The notion of an increasing loyalty among young Americans to religious 

traditions and ideals allows for projections to be made about the future of religion in 

America.  So far, this paper has noted the differences and similarities between two 

generations, the Baby Boomer Generation and Generation X, and how the two have 

progressed and developed in relation to religious activity and belief.  It has also noted 

overarching trends spanning across generations such as technology, the growth of the 

religious marketplace, and politics.  Politics has taken an interesting turn in the past 

decade with an official stand being taking by the United States Supreme Court on several 

typically religious and extremely sacred symbols, the Ten Commandments, the nativity 

scene, and the cross.  While this stand of removing the sacred from the religious symbols 

may be a sign of growing secularization in America, the Age-Period-Birth Cohort 

Analysis done by Philip Schwadel provides a glimpse into the notion that young 

Americans are beginning to demonstrate signs of reversing the previously established 

trends.  This loyalty in the religious beliefs and traditions of the young Americans is 

significant as it would suggest a reversal in trends and that the pendulum may begin to 

swing in the direction of increased religiosity in young Americans.   

 
Charisma from the Perspective of Max Weber and Peter Berger 

While Weber introduces the idea of charisma during his discussions of social and 

economic organization, he spends some time focusing on the aspect of community and its 
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relation to the process of rationalization.  Weber defines charisma in two types: (1) a gift 

that is inherited in an object or person simply by the virtue of natural endowment; and (2) 

the type that may be produced by artificial means.1  From this distinction, he is able to 

conclude that even the earliest forms of religion are inherently present in society through 

the doctrine of grace.  This notion contradicts the founding ideals of sociology.  When 

Comte coined the term sociology he anticipated the new study to eventually replace 

religion as “the basis for moral judgments and thus to be the culmination of the 

secularization process.”2  However, the idea that charisma is an inherited virtue of natural 

endowment is significant to the study of generational shifts in religiosity because it 

allows for the idea that each generation to make religion their own.   

Weber introduces his detailed process of “abstraction” which allows for the basic 

and inherent charisma to be extruded from the individual and into viable religious 

traditions.  It is through the conception of the charismatic by abstraction that the soul is 

conceived and the idea matured in society.3  With the process of abstraction fully defined 

and articulated, the same process can be applied to the analysis of generational shifts in 

religiosity.  The question becomes, does each generation go through the cycle of 

abstraction?   If assumed that each generation comes up with a unique version of religion 

to fit the needs of their society and lifestyle through the process of abstraction and birthed 

from the inherent charisma found in each individual, then it can be concluded that young 

1 Max Weber The Sociology of Religion, trans. Ephraim Fischoff (Boston: Beacon 
Press, 1993): 2. 

 
2 Rodney Stark and Laurence R. Iannaccone, “A Supply-Side Reinterpretation of 

the ‘Secularization’ of Europe,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 33, no. 3 
(1994): 249. 

 
3 Max Weber The Sociology of Religion, trans. Ephraim Fischoff (Boston: Beacon 

Press, 1993): 4. 
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Americans are also going to shape religion, but that religion will also influence the 

development of the generation. 

This path of abstraction can be applied to the societal level by considering a few 

milestones noted by Weber.  First, he discusses society’s ability to develop a particular 

mode of thinking which in turn allowed the individual to blame himself and his behavior, 

rather than the outcome or response from the God.  He articulated, “Once knowing how 

the spirits operate, one can predict their behavior from symptoms or omens that make it 

possible to surmise their intentions, on the basis of previous experience.”4   This 

development answers the ever-changing questions of how the cosmos is ordered and how 

should society order itself?  By creating a template by which the society can operate 

within, the ordering of the cosmos allows for structured growth and boundaries to form.  

The boundaries can also be seen as a religious ethic that will later develop into religious 

law, potentially influencing secular law as well.  However, as the boundaries become less 

stable, chaos is allowed to develop.  Generation X and young Americans find themselves 

in a world where chaos is an ever-present danger. 

The second milestone in the process as applied to the generational shifts in 

religiosity is the development into a community of those who share a common 

understanding of the balance and interplay between good and evil, stability and chaos.  

Weber claims this step of the evolution of society leads those in the group to rally around 

an individual who seems to possess an unnatural, almost magical, ability to predict the 

actions and moods of the gods above.  The separation of the ruler from the ruled created 

another level of structure within society and also created several challenges for those in 

4 Max Weber The Sociology of Religion, trans. Ephraim Fischoff (Boston: Beacon 
Press, 1993): 34. 
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charge.  Often those in power would use religion to dictate their rule among their people.  

Weber points out that religion can best be utilized when trying to pacify a conquered 

region or when trying to create authority amongst a group.  But as religion became almost 

an intrusion in the public sphere, the group mentality became to restrict the presence of 

religion and banish it to the private lives of individuals.   However, by doing so, the 

characteristic of charisma also shifted from one potential individual being able to foster 

the mentality, to a plethora of individuals fostering the ability to attain characteristics of 

charisma and use them in society.   

Peter Berger uses this analysis of charisma and modernizes the term by 

conceptualizing the idea with modern society in mind.  He claims that individuals tend to 

feel more confident in their decisions when amassing numerous spheres of influence 

behind a singular decision.5  So by uniting their religious views with their political views 

they end up with stronger convictions that can be portrayed in the public sphere.  While 

the desire to have a legitimizing force behind one’s actions is not a new consideration, the 

public use of those forces is novel.  Berger articulates that this need for legitimization 

“supports Weber’s insistence on the autonomy of religious ideas even more than the 

previous individualistic conception,” and continues, “charisma may also be a trait of 

individual fabric in question, a power of ‘radicalization’ from within rather than of 

challenge from without.”6  This trait found within an individual’s nature and character 

6 Peter L. Berger, “The Charisma and Religious Innovation: The Social Location 
of Israelite Prophecy,” American Sociological Review, 28, no. 6 (December 1963): 940-
950.     
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has become more common in recent years and perfectly speaks to increased amount of 

religion returning to the public realm.   

 
Charisma: A Growing Force 

Berger realized that modernity did not secularize America; instead it pluralized 

American society.  This develops a society where individuals are in constant contact with 

beliefs, values, and lifestyles that differ their own.  Berger delineates that on an 

institutional level “this means that different communities of meaning (religious or 

otherwise) have to find ways of living together unless they want to embroil their 

society.”7  He also concludes that on an individual level it means that they can no longer 

take on the perspective of their elders and apply them to their lifestyle.  While these two 

levels of characterization of society are important and extremely significant, based on the 

Age-Period-Cohort analysis done by Phillip Schwadel and trends in American society, it 

is important to offer up a new level of characterization: the generational analysis of 

charisma.   

The ability of young Americans to not only cultivate their own levels of charisma 

in society, but also to benefit from society’s influences of imparting charisma onto 

individuals create a unique outlook for this youngest generation, the Millennials.  They 

have the unique opportunity to flourish in society.  While they remain loyal to their 

religious convictions, they can calmly and rationally discuss religious affairs in the public 

square.  They can put forth religious reasoning to political discussion while not wavering 

in their own opinions when confronted.   

7 Peter L. Berger, “Dialogue between Religious Tradition in an Age of Relativity” 
(University-wide Lecture at Baylor University, Waco, Texas, March 30, 2011). 
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Charisma has not also been the uniting force that it is in the young Americans.  

Previous generations have focused their energy and attention upon a few charismatic 

figures and relied upon those individuals for guidance and advice.  Those few individuals 

were able to cultivate their charismatic trait to benefit society, while the rest of society 

depended on them instead of cultivating their own inherent charisma.  However, as 

society has developed, young Americans are becoming more reliant upon their personal, 

inner charisma rather than following a central, national leader.  The Baby Boomer 

Generation removed religion from the public sphere out of respect and modesty.  

Generation X brought religion back into the public sphere as a legitimizing force behind 

political claims which often led to conflicts and polarization of the generation along 

conservative and liberal lines.  Young Americans have followed this pattern by keeping 

religion in the public sphere, but doing so with the respect and concern of the Baby 

Boomer Generation.  By doing so, they have nurtured and cultivated their own inherent 

charisma which allows them to enter discussions and negotiations in the public sphere 

without fear of compromising their own faith or the faith of those around them.  The 

same charisma is found in those with non- or dis- affiliations with religion.  The same 

tolerance is present and expected between those entering discussions with different 

religious backgrounds or no religious backgrounds.   

The explosion of charisma among young Americans also gives them the rare 

opportunity to be confident in their own interpretations of religious and other matters.  

While they may have the wide-range of information, and arguably easier access than 

members of Generation X, they remain firm in their beliefs and convictions; however, 

these convictions may not always hold true to the traditional convictions held by older 
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generations. It this charisma factor, originated by Weber and extended by Berger, which 

is the originating force behind the development of this youngest generation.  Their 

understanding of personal or inherited charisma has led them to become a society of 

unimaginable goals and aspirations, but has also allowed them to develop their own 

plausibility structures, or system of beliefs and morals.  Young Americans are also 

increasingly tolerant of varying religious opinion in the public sphere.  This in turn does 

not create a tug-of-war between two polar opposites, but instead a wide spectrum with 

levels of belief and religiosity scattered sporadically along the line.  Robert Putnam 

reaches a similar conclusion, but does so by analyzing American’s polarization. 

 
Putnam’s Polarization 

 According to Robert Putnam and David Campbell, America has developed from a 

country united against foreign evils into a country seemingly obsessed with polarization 

and where extremes have become the norm.8  They argue that in the public sphere 

individuals are more likely to become more extreme in their actions and beliefs than in 

their personal conversations.  This is supported by their fear that religious polarization 

has dire consequences beyond the religious sphere because “being at one pole or the other 

correlates strongly with one’s worldview, especially attitudes relating to such intimate 

matters as sex and the family.”9  Because a majority of American politics currently 

revolves around such issues, their fear can be demonstrated just by witnessing partisan 

politics on Capitol Hill to the local town hall.  Putnam and Campbell suggest that while 

Robert D. Putnam and David E. Campbell, American Grace: How Religion 
Divides and Unites Us (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2010), 3.

Ibid.
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the landscape of religiosity has changed, the change is based on a political backlash from 

counter-cultures.  While Putnam makes a valid point, I would instead argue that instead 

of seeing the shift as a backlash, that instead it is a firming of one’s own plausibility 

structure.   

Putnam makes the case for polarization based along religious lines.  He claims 

that Americans are increasingly concentrated at the opposite ends of the religious 

spectrum and that the moderate middle is continually shrinking.  However, one benefit of 

the Charisma Factor as a mode of analysis is that it explains what his research cannot: 

With all this polarization and extremes at the poles, what is keeping America from 

ripping itself apart?  Charisma is not only strengthening an individual’s plausibility 

structure, but by doing so it creates an individual more willing and more confident to 

constantly encounter other religious traditions, beliefs, and values without fear of being 

swayed or losing control. 

 
Overall Conclusions about the Future of Young Americans 

 Based on all the information deduced throughout this thesis, I am only left to 

conclude that while the religious landscape is changing and evolving into land where 

extremes are commonplace, America is not going to rip apart along its ideological lines, 

but instead strengthen as a group as its individuals continue to grow and strengthen core.  

By examining the ever-changing religious terrain and its place among members of this 

generation, it can be concluded that the most basic conceptions of religion and spirituality 

have in fact influenced and impacted the shaping of generations.  There is a reason why 

an overwhelming amount of media attention is given to the passing of gay marriage laws 

in New York and the freedom of religious free speech in elementary schools in Texas.  
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The reason is that while Americans are entering the public sphere and getting involved, 

they are doing so with stronger, firmer core beliefs, unlikely to be swayed by opposing 

opinions.  While the Baby Boomer Generation chose to quietly remove religion from the 

public sphere and become more spiritual in nature, as Generation X begins to enter the 

public sphere they are doing so with a new understanding of religion and a voice to be 

reckoned with.  Religious identity has in fact changed and evolved with the times, but 

while the complex identities may be in direct conflict with each other, individuals have 

developed mechanisms to deal with the overlapping ideals.   

 The unique sacred factor in American society has stood the test of continuous 

shifts in religiosity and this element of the sacred has never truly been understood.  By 

building upon the charisma factor developed by Max Weber and Peter Berger, a glimpse 

was made into the sacred as it applies to the individual in society.  It is this charisma 

factor that allows for the individual to not only shape their surroundings, but also have 

their surrounding shape them.  Wade Roof Clark called religion in the United States a 

“brilliantly colored kaleidoscope ever taking on new configurations of blended hues.”10  

While this statement holds value, one cannot discount the stability created by the 

charisma factor that will continue to drive religion as a dominating force in young 

Americans.  

Wade Roof Clark, Spiritual Marketplace: Baby Boomers and the Remaking of 
American Religion (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999), 4. 
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