
Religious Trends in America
Mark Chaves

This article describes 13 religions trends, using the General Social Survey 
and National Congregations Study: increasing religious diversity, fewer lib-
eral Protestants, softening involvement in religious congregations, declining 
belief in an inerrant Bible, declining confidence in religious leaders, tighter 
connection between religiosity and political conservatism, more disapproval 
of religious leaders’ political involvement, increasing diffuse spirituality, 
more technology use by congregations, more informal worship services, 
aging clergy and congregations, increasing ethnic diversity within congrega-
tions, and increasing concentration of people in the largest churches. One 
summary conclusion is that no indicator of traditional religious belief or 
practice is going up.

In this article I offer an overview of recent trends in American 
religion. I describe trends in the general population and also trends 
within religious congregations, drawing mainly on two sources of 

information. One source is the General Social Survey (GSS), a survey of 
the American adult population that has been conducted at least every 
other year since 1972. The other primary source is the National Congre-
gations Study (NCS), a national survey of local religious congregations 
from across the religious spectrum. The NCS surveys, which I directed, 
were conducted in 1998 and 2006-07. These congregation surveys do 
not go back in time as far as the GSS, but they offer the best information 
we have about congregational change since 1998.1

Before I talk about trends, it is important to note that there is a lot 
in American religion that is not changing. The range of religious beliefs, 
attitudes, experiences, and practices which show continuity rather than 
change is impressive. The percentages of Americans who know God 
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exists (64 percent), who ever had a born-again experience (36 percent), 
or who pray at least several times a week (69 percent) have remained 
steady from the 1980s to the present. The percentages who read the 
Bible at least weekly (31 percent), who watch religious television (28 
percent), who feel extremely close to God (31 percent), who consider 
themselves very or extremely religious (26 percent), or who believe in 
heaven (86 percent) or hell (73 percent) have not changed notably dur-
ing the 7-to-17 year periods over which they were measured by the GSS. 
There is much continuity, then, in the American public’s basic religiosity. 
Moreover, by world standards, Americans remain remarkably religious 
in both belief and practice. Americans are more pious than people in 
any Western country, with the possible exception of Ireland.

Considering the continuing high levels of American religiosity, it is 
tempting to treat any signs of change as mere footnotes to the main story 
of continuity. But American religion has changed in recent decades, and 
it is important to clarify what is changing and what is staying the same. 
Recent religious trends mainly are slow-moving—even glacial. But slow-
moving does not mean unimportant, and long-term, slow social change 
still can be profound social change. We should not overstate change, but 
we also should not allow the considerable continuity in American religion 
to blind us to the real change that has occurred and is occurring. 

Thirteen Religious Trends

I will briefly describe 13 changes, eight relating to individual beliefs 
and practices and five relating to congregations.

Trend 1: Increasing Religious Diversity

The United States is more religiously diverse than it was even 
in 1972. This increasing diversity has several aspects. Perhaps most 
dramatically, the proportion of Americans who claim no religious affili-
ation has increased. This increase is most noticeable beginning in the 
1990s, when it quickened, but it is a long-term trend. In 1957, three 
percent of Americans said they have no religious affiliation; by 2008, 
17 percent said so.2

That increase in religious “nones” is coming mainly at the expense 
of Protestantism. The percent of people who identify with a Protestant 
denomination has declined from the low 60s in the early 1970s to just 
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over 50 percent today. Probably within a few years, the United States 
will no longer be a majority Protestant nation.

The percent of Hindus, Buddhists, and Muslims still is very small, 
but recent waves of immigration have increased it. The number of 
people claiming a religion other than Christianity or Judaism more 
than doubled from about 1 percent in the 1970s to between 2.5 and 3 
percent today.

Religious diversity could increase in a society without having much 
impact on people’s day-to-day lives. If different religious groups were 
completely concentrated in different parts of the country, or if differ-
ent groups were otherwise socially isolated from each other, then the 
country could become more religiously diverse even though most people 
still live in religiously homogenous social circles. But this is not what 
is happening. On the contrary, people’s families and friendship circles 
also are more religiously diverse than they used to be. 

It is not just that American society has become more religiously 
diverse. A cultural trend has accompanied this demographic trend: 
Americans have become more accepting of religious diversity and more 
appreciative of religions other than their own. Increasing religious inter-
marriage probably is the best indicator of this increased tolerance and 
even appreciation, but it shows up in other ways as well. The percent-
age of Americans who say they would vote for an otherwise qualified 
Catholic, Jew, or atheist who was running for President has increased 
dramatically since the middle of the twentieth century, to the point where 
today almost all say they would vote for a Catholic or Jew, and about half 
say they would vote for an atheist. In Muncie, Indiana, the percentage 
of high school students who agreed with the statement, “Christianity is 
the one true religion and everyone should be converted to it,” dropped 
from 91 percent in 1924 to 41 percent in 1977. Today, three quarters of 
Americans say “yes” when asked if they believe there is any religion other 
than one’s own that offers a true path to God; 70 percent say that religions 
other than their own can lead to eternal life. Not only is the United States 
more religiously diverse than it was several decades ago; Americans also 
appreciate religious diversity more than they once did.3

Trend 2: Fewer Liberal Protestants 

Among Protestants, there is a decades-long shift in the center of 
gravity away from liberal or mainline denominations to conservative 
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and evangelical denominations. Today there are almost two conservative 
Protestants for every mainline Protestant. Note that the overall percent 
of evangelicals is not rising; this trend occurred because the percent of 
mainline Protestants has declined sharply. This shift is more a story of 
liberal losses than of evangelical gains.

This is a trend that we understand fairly well, and it is important 
to note that the causes have very little to do with people switching 
from mainline to conservative groups. Instead, a large part of this shift 
is produced by differential fertility rather than by religious switch-
ing—conservative Protestants have more children than mainline Prot-
estants, and this has been true for a long time. Religious switching is 
relevant here, but not in the way many people think. The most important 
recent trend in religious switching is that conservative denominations 
lose fewer people to liberal denominations than they used to because 
upward social mobility no longer prompts switching from, say, Baptist 
affiliation, to Presbyterian or Episcopalian affiliation. Conservative 
denominations also do a better job of hanging on to their youth, losing 
fewer people to secularity. 

So in recent decades evangelical denominations have held their 
ground while mainline denominations have declined. But it seems likely 
that the trajectories of conservative and liberal Protestant denomina-
tions will not be as different over the next several decades as they have 
been over the last several decades. Evangelical birthrates remain higher 
than liberal birthrates, but they are declining, narrowing the fertility gap 
between liberal and conservative Protestants. Conservative Protestant 
denominations continue to lose fewer people to the ranks of the unaf-
filiated than do more liberal denominations, but they are losing more 
than before. Indeed, several major conservative denominations have 
reported membership losses since 2007.

Trend 3: Softening Involvement in Religious Congregations 

The third trend I want to mention concerns involvement in religious 
congregations, which mainly means attendance at worship services. 
This is the most studied and debated trend in American religion. The 
bottom line is that worship attendance clearly is not increasing, but 
reasonable people can disagree about whether the overall trend in re-
cent decades is stable or slightly down. The most prudent conclusion 
is that attendance declined markedly from the 1950s to 1990, and it is 
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either stable or very slowly declining since 1990. The weekly church 
attendance rate, by the way, is closer to 25 percent than the 35 or 40 
percent often reported, which we know from research documenting 
substantial over reporting when people are asked about their worship 
service attendance.4

Although weekly attendance rates have been relatively stable since 
1990, the percent of people who never attend religious services has 
increased from 13 percent in 1990 to 22 percent in 2008. Perhaps most 
strikingly, generational differences in childhood religious socialization 
are appreciable. More recently born individuals are increasingly likely 
to say they had no religion when they were 16 years old and, beginning 
with people born after 1940, the percentage increases at a faster rate 
with each generation. The childhood weekly attendance rate reported 
by GSS respondents declines from nearly 80 percent among people born 
before 1910 to approximately 60 percent for those born after 1970. Most 
striking of all is a steady decline in the percentage of people who report 
growing up with religiously active fathers—from nearly 70 percent for 
those born before 1900 to about 45 percent for those born after 1970. 
There can be little doubt that Americans are increasingly less likely to 
grow up in religiously active households.

Putting all of this together, there seems to be softening involvement 
in American religious congregations over recent decades. Aggregate 
weekly attendance at worship services is either stable or very slowly 
declining since 1990, but it declined in the decades before that, and the 
percent of people who never attend is steadily increasing. Moreover, 
each new cohort of individuals attends religious services less than did 
earlier cohorts at the same age, and each new generation of Americans 
is less likely to be raised in a religiously active family than were earlier 
generations.

None of this decline is happening fast, and levels of religious in-
volvement in the United States continue to remain very high by world 
standards. Calling this a softening rather than a decline in religious 
involvement strikes an interpretive balance between acknowledging 
the signs of changing religious involvement while also recognizing the 
still high levels of involvement with American religious organizations 
evident in the data.

religious trends in america
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Trend 4: Declining Belief in an Inerrant Bible

There is a long-term, gradual, slow but discernible, decline in belief 
in an inerrant Bible. Over the last 30 years, the percentage of people 
who say they believe that the Bible should be taken literally declined 
from approximately 40 percent to just over 30 percent. Connecting 
this trend with the increase described earlier in tolerance for, and even 
appreciation of, religions other than one’s own, we might say that even 
in the midst of high levels of religious belief and practice in American 
society, there is declining confidence in the special status of one’s own 
religion.

Trend 5: Declining Confidence in Leaders of Organized Religion

A fifth trend is declining confidence in organized religion. The 
percentage of people who say that they have a great deal of confidence 
in organized religion has declined from about 35 percent in the 1970s 
to about 25 percent today.

This declining confidence is not unique to religious organizations. 
Americans are less confident in the leaders of many kinds of institu-
tions than they were in the 1970s. Still, confidence in religious leaders 
has declined faster than confidence in the leaders of other institutions. 
Between 1973 and 1983, 35 percent of people, on average, expressed 
a great deal of confidence in the leaders of religious organizations, 
compared with only 29 percent, on average, expressing a great deal of 
confidence across all of the other institutions about which they were 
asked. Between 1998 and 2008, only 25 percent expressed a great 
deal of confidence in religious organizations—the same percentage 
expressing a great deal of confidence, on average, in the other kinds of 
institutions. In the 1970s, religious leaders inspired somewhat greater 
public confidence than did leaders of other institutions, but their rela-
tive position has since declined. People now express as low a degree 
of confidence in religious leaders as they do, on average, in leaders of 
other major institutions.

A related point: a career in religious leadership is less attractive 
than it used to be, especially among young people. About 1 percent (10 
in 1,000) of college freshmen expected to become clergy in the 1960s, 
declining to 0.3 percent (3 in 1,000) in the late 1980s, and remaining 
at about that level since then. That means that the level of interest in a 
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religious career among today’s college freshmen is less than half what 
it was in 1970. This decline continues a very long-term trend. At the 
time of the Civil War, about 1 in 5 college graduates became clergy, 
declining to 6 percent by 1900.5

Trend 6: Tighter Connection Between Religiosity and Political 
Conservatism

A sixth trend is the increasingly tight connection between religi-
osity, on the one hand, and political and social conservatism, on the 
other hand. That is, the political differences between regular church-
goers and other people are larger now than they were several decades 
ago. In the 1970s, 9 percent of weekly attendees said that they were 
strong Republicans, compared to 7 percent of less frequent attendees. 
The comparable numbers in the 2000-08 surveys are 19 percent and 9 
percent, respectively. Weekly attendees have moved from being nearly 
indistinguishable from others in their political party affiliations to being 
nearly twice as likely as others to call themselves strong Republicans. 
This is a significant change over a 30-year period.

Church attendance also is now more tightly connected to one’s 
opinions about several key social issues, such as abortion and homo-
sexuality. There is, however, an important difference in the underlying 
dynamic when it comes to views about homosexuality. As we saw in the 
previous paragraph, the connection between religious service attendance 
and Republican party identification has tightened because the most 
religious people have become more conservative over time. The same 
is true for attitudes about abortion. When it comes to homosexuality, 
however, both the most and the least religious Americans are trend-
ing in a liberal direction, but the most religious people are liberalizing 
more slowly than others: 85 percent of 1970s weekly attendees said that 
homosexuality is always wrong compared to 67 percent of infrequent 
attendees, while since 2000 the comparable numbers are 79 percent and 
48 percent, respectively. On this issue, both groups are liberalizing, but 
the less religious people have liberalized faster.

All in all, it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that the attitudinal 
distance between the most and least religiously active people in U.S. 
society has increased in recent decades. These attitudinal differences 
may not warrant being called a culture war, but differences of opinion 
now line up with religious differences more than they did previously.6 
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Trend 7: More Disapproval of Religious Leaders’ Political  
Involvement

At the same time that we see an increasingly tight connection 
between religiosity and political conservatism, we also see increasing 
disapproval of religious leaders’ political involvement. The number 
of people who strongly agreed that “religious leaders should not try 
to influence how people vote in elections” increased from 30 percent 
in 1991 to 37 percent in 1998, and it increased again to 44 percent in 
2008. The number who strongly agreed that “religious leaders should 
not try to influence government decisions” increased from 22 percent in 
1991 to 31 percent in 1998 and to 38 percent in 2008. Are these trends 
related to the increasingly tight connection between religiosity and po-
litical conservatism? Was public appreciation of religion dampened by 
1990s political activism that was explicitly proclaimed, and sometimes 
celebrated, as religiously motivated? We cannot be sure. Still, it seems 
clear that the American public has become less enamored of at least 
some kinds of explicit religious involvement in the public sphere.

Trend 8: Increasing Diffuse Spirituality

The “spiritual but not religious” phenomenon in American society 
is well known, but it should not be exaggerated. The vast majority 
of people—approximately 80 percent—describe themselves as both 
spiritual and religious. Still, a small but growing minority of Americans 
describe themselves as spiritual but not religious. In 1998, 9 percent of 
GSS respondents described themselves as at least moderately spiritual 
but not more than slightly religious. That number rose to 14 percent in 
2008. This increase is not because people are less likely to say they are 
religious. It is because nonreligious people are increasingly likely to say 
they are spiritual. And this trend is more pronounced among younger 
people. Almost one in five people under 40 now describe themselves 
as spiritual but not religious, up from about one in ten in 1998. If what 
people mean when they say they are spiritual but not religious is that 
they are generally concerned with spiritual matters but they are not 
interested in organized religion, then there seems to be a small but grow-
ing minority of the population whose spiritual inclinations do not lead 
them to become involved in conventional religious organizations.

On a similar note, there is an increase in the number of people 
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who say they believe in life after death, but that increase has occurred 
especially among Jews and among those who say they have no religion. 
Putting this all together—increasing interest in spirituality among the 
nonreligious, and increase in belief in the afterlife among Jews and 
among the less religious—it seems that there is a small but noticeable 
increase in a generic and diffuse spirituality.

Before I shift to trends within congregations, let me offer a way 
to summarize what we have seen so far: no indicator of traditional re-
ligious belief or practice is going up. There is much continuity, there is 
some decline, there are shifting fortunes for liberal and conservative 
Protestant denominations, and there is a tighter connection between 
religious service attendance and political, social, and religious conser-
vatism. There is more diffuse spirituality, but this diffuse spirituality 
should not be mistaken for an increase in traditional religiosity. On 
the contrary, every indicator of traditional religiosity is either stable 
or declining. Increasing spirituality may provide a growing market for 
certain kinds of religious products, such as self-help books with spiritual 
themes, but even if it continues to rise it probably will not provide a 
solid foundation for new kinds of religious institutions or new forms 
of religious collective action.

Let me turn now to trends among congregations. I will mention 
five.

Trend 9: More Technology

The first congregational change I want to highlight is the increas-
ing use of computer technology. Of everything that we measured in the 
National Congregations Study (NCS), far and away what changed the 
most is the use of computer technology by congregations. The number 
of congregations with websites increased from 17 percent in 1998 to 
44 percent in 2006-07. The number using email to communicate with 
members increased from 21 percent to 59 percent. And the number us-
ing visual projection equipment in their main worship service increased 
from 12 percent to 27 percent. These are very large increases. They imply, 
for example, that each year since 1998 another 10,000 congregations 
created a web site. Seventy-four percent of churchgoers are now in 
congregations with websites, 79 percent are in congregations that com-
municate with members via email, and 32 percent are in congregations 
using visual projection equipment in the main worship service.
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It is not surprising that congregations, like everyone else, are em-
bracing these new technologies. I expect these numbers to climb even 
higher in the coming years, probably reaching the saturation point 
before too long. The important question here is not whether congrega-
tions will continue to embrace the latest information technology—they 
will—but how the technology will shape congregations. Will it make 
congregations more efficient and effective, or will it impose new costs 
without providing clear benefits? Will it change how people choose 
congregations? Will it change how congregations operate? It is too soon 
to answer these questions definitively.

Trend 10: More Informal Worship

Increased informality in worship is another congregational trend 
evident since 1998. More worship contains drums, jumping or shouting 
or dancing, raising hands in praise, applause, calling out amen, and, 
again, visual projection equipment. This trend towards informality is not 
occurring at the same pace and in the same way within every religious 
group. Still, there is a fairly general trend here, probably reflecting a 
broader trend in American culture towards informality. People dress 
more informally than they once did at work and social events as well as 
at worship services. When talking with each other, even with people we 
do not know well, we are less likely to use titles like Mr., Mrs., Doctor, 
Professor or, for that matter, Reverend, Pastor, Father, or Rabbi. We are 
more likely to use first names, or even nicknames, even when children 
address adults. It makes sense that worship within an increasingly 
informal culture would become increasingly informal.

Trend 11: Aging Clergy and Congregations

The increasing number of second-career clergy, the increasing age 
of seminarians, and a decline in the number of young people going into 
the ministry, are combining to shift the demographics of the American 
pastorate. The median age of head clergy in American congregations 
increased from 48 in 1998 to 53 in 2006—the average head clergyperson 
is 5 years older now than in 1998. By way of comparison, the average 
age of the 25-years-and-older American public has gone up 1 year since 
1998, from 47.5 to 48.5. And the percent of people in congregations 
led by someone under 50 has declined from 48 to 39 percent since 
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1998. This aging is happening across the religious spectrum, though it’s 
happening faster for Catholics and mainline Protestant congregations 
than for others. It is worth pondering what this demographic shift may 
imply about the changing status of the clergy, the changing nature of 
this occupation, the changing relationship between pastors and people, 
and the changing place of congregations and congregational leaders in 
people’s lives.

People in the pews also are getting older. Older people long have 
been over-represented in American congregations, but this over-rep-
resentation has been exacerbated lately. In the 1970s, frequent church 
attendees were about 3 years older, on average, than the general popu-
lation; today they are about 5 years older. People are living longer, and 
the U.S. adult population as a whole has grown older during this pe-
riod, but the churchgoing population has aged even faster. The average 
churchgoing adult in the United States is now 50 years old.

Trend 12: Increasing Ethnic Diversity

Congregations have become more ethnically and racially diverse 
even since 1998, but in a particular sort of way. There is no increase in 
what we might call deeply diverse congregations, meaning congrega-
tions that have, say, equal numbers of blacks and whites, or a relatively 
equal mix of black, whites, and Asians, or even a sizeable proportion 
of African Americans or Latinos in a predominantly non-Latino, white 
congregation. There is, however, a significant increase in the presence 
of some minorities in predominantly white congregations. Among con-
gregations that are at least 90 percent white, 36 percent now have at 
least some African American attendees (up from 27 percent in 1998), 
32 percent now have at least some Latinos (up from 24 percent), and 
20 percent now have some Asians (up from 17 percent). A majority 
of those who attend predominantly white congregations now attend 
congregations with at least some African Americans and Hispanics in 
the pews. Fewer congregations, in other words, are 100 percent white 
and non-Hispanic. In 1998, 20 percent of church attendees were in 
congregations that were completely white and non-Hispanic; in 2006-
07, only 14 percent were.

This increased diversity is partly driven by recent immigration, but 
there also is more African American presence in white congregations, 
so immigration is not the whole story. Increasing interracial marriage 
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also contributes to increasing ethnic diversity within congregations. 
Increasing educational attainment among African Americans also con-
tributes to this trend because highly educated people are more likely to 
be attracted to the worship styles (and shorter services) more typically 
found in predominantly white churches.

I do not want to overstate the significance of this trend. It certainly 
is too soon to discard the old saying that 11 a.m. Sunday is the most 
segregated hour of the week. The vast majority of American congre-
gations remain overwhelmingly white or black or Hispanic or Asian 
or whatever—but there also has been noticeable change in a positive 
direction.

Trend 13: Increasing Concentration of People in the Largest 
Churches.7

The final congregational trend I want to describe concerns size. 
Most congregations are small, but most people are in large congrega-
tions. The median church has fewer than 100 regular participants, but 
the median churchgoer is in a congregation with 400 regular partici-
pants. Even though there are relatively few large congregations, these 
large congregations contain a disproportionate share of the churchgo-
ing population. The biggest one percent of Protestant churches, for 
example, contains approximately 15 percent of all the people, money, 
and staff. The biggest 10 percent contains half of all the people, money, 
and staff. People and resources are heavily concentrated in the biggest 
churches. This has been true of American religion for a long time, but 
there is a new twist: religious concentration is intensifying. Beginning 
in the 1970s, more and more people are concentrated in the very larg-
est congregations.

The most obvious sign of this trend is the increasing number of very 
large Protestant churches across the country, but this trend goes beyond 
proliferating megachurches. Data limitations make it difficult to assess 
whether or not this is happening within American Catholicism—and 
it does not seem to be happening among synagogues. But across the 
Protestant spectrum people are increasingly concentrated in the very 
largest churches. This might not be surprising for denominations that 
grew since the 1970s such as the Southern Baptist Convention or the 
Assemblies of God, but the same trend also is evident in declining de-
nominations such as the Episcopal Church, the Evangelical Lutheran 
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Church in America, and the United Methodist Church, among others. 
Denominations vary in how concentrated they are, but all of them—
small or large, conservative or liberal, growing or declining—show the 
same trend towards increasing concentration since about 1970.

Explaining this concentration trend is more difficult than establish-
ing it. As I noted earlier, religious service attendance has not increased 
since 1970, so concentration has not increased because megachurches 
have figured out how to attract the unchurched. Suburbanization surely 
is part of the story, but American society became steadily suburbanized 
throughout the twentieth century, with the fastest suburbanization 
occurring between 1945 and 1970, whereas the religious concentra-
tion trend began rather suddenly after 1970. Cultural, economic, and 
technological changes all may play a role, but it is difficult to say defini-
tively what is behind this trend. Whatever is driving it, the movement 
of people into the largest congregations represents a significant change 
in American religion’s social organization.

There is more that could be said about these 13 trends, and there 
are other religious trends besides these. But I will stop here and leave 
you with the challenge to ponder these trends’ implications for the 
profession of social work and for the integration of religious life and 
social work practice. v
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Response to Mark Chaves:
Trends in Congregational 
Life Create Challenges  
and Leadership  
Opportunities for  
Christians in Social Work

Diana R. Garland

No name in congregational studies is more respected that 
that of Mark Chaves. His groundbreaking national surveys of 
congregational life in America have provided the first reliable 

description of what is normative and what is not in congregations. He 
has documented the trends that are shaping congregational life for the 
future. Those of us who work in and with congregations find his research 
invaluable in understanding the changing landscape of church life. 

As I listened to Dr. Chaves’ address, his findings that point to im-
plications for social work practice jumped at me. Most of those implica-
tions apply to social work across practice settings, not just practice in 
religious settings. Here are the findings that set me to pondering. 

The Majority Still Believe: All Social Workers Need Competence in 
Dealing with Religion and Spirituality

Dr. Chaves reports the majority of Americans still believe in God, 
in life after death, and in heaven and hell. These facts suggest that 
knowledge about religious beliefs and practices, and skill in addressing 
those beliefs and practices, are necessary for all social workers, not just 
Christian social workers. Social workers care for people in crisis, and 
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crisis almost always creates questions about the meaning and purpose 
of human life. Did we cause our own suffering? How can a loving God 
let children get cancer? How can I be depressed if I believe in a loving, 
graceful God? And on and on—for every crisis there is a question, 
a belief system that may be under siege. Social workers who do not 
know how to reach for the questions and the struggles of faith in times 
of crisis are not equipped to provide culturally competent practice for 
most Americans, whether the setting for practice is a congregation’s 
counseling center or a public mental health center, a Christian nursing 
home or a public hospital. 

It is more significant to the work we do to know what clients 
believe about God and how they experience God intervening in their 
lives than it is to know what religious group they would check on an 
intake form. How do they understand God’s involvement in what they 
are going through right now, or is God absent or nonexistent? Do our 
clients have a relationship with God that strengthens them in their times 
of crisis? Or do they fear the crisis is a symptom that they lack enough 
faith? Spiritual assessment should be a dimension of any assessment 
in the process of determining professional response to a client’s needs, 
whether religious words are used or not. 

Congregational Involvement Is “Softening”: Loss of Community 
May Be an Issue for Both Neighborhood and Congregational Social 
Work Practice

Chaves reports that Americans’ involvement in congregations is 
“softening.” A few weeks ago, I was consulting and preaching in a very 
large congregation in another state. The pastor was in his fortieth decade 
of pastoring congregations, and he had been in his current congregation 
almost half of that time. Shaking his head, he said, “You just can’t count 
on people to be there anymore; I can’t preach a sermon series because 
even the ‘regulars’ are only here half the time.” In many communities, 
weekly attendance at congregational worship and weekly programs is 
no longer the norm for the majority, even though the majority of the 
attenders are religious people. Instead, to the terms “religion” and “faith” 
have been added the term “spirituality,” a term that in common parlance 
refers to the relationship of the individual to the transcendent. What is 
left out in our popular understanding of “spirituality” is the community 
of faith. Americans’ understanding of religion and faith is being shaped 
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by the “bowling alone” collapse of community about which Robert 
Putnam wrote a decade ago (Putnam, 2000). 

Americans have experienced a massive loss of community as a so-
cial context for family life. We have lost the informal sharing of work, 
recreation, resources, and help in times of need. We have also lost the 
spiritual sense of belonging to something larger than one’s own small, 
separate family unit. People need to contribute to the lives of others 
beyond their own circle; they need to belong somewhere besides their 
couch in front of their television. Congregations are one of the last 
communities in American life where multivalent cross-generational 
familial and friend relationships are nurtured. Their softening should 
concern us from the perspective of the importance of communities in 
the resilience they support in the lives of individuals and families. We 
need to put our knowledge and skills as social workers to the task of 
strengthening congregational communities as we have neighborhood 
communities. 

Confidence in Religious Leaders Is Declining:  Social Workers Can 
Make This Decline an Opportunity for Needed Advocacy

Chaves reports a rather startling decline in American confidence 
in religious leaders. We expect religious leaders to be more ethical and 
above reproach than leaders in the government and corporate sectors, 
and when those expectations are not met, disillusionment and anger 
result. 

Although the decline in confidence may seem worrisome at face 
value, perhaps due to perennial high profile scandals, this trend may 
reflect a theologically realistic appraisal of leaders. Our leaders are hu-
man and subject to temptations to abuse the power the communities 
they lead give them. Chaves and I recently conducted the first study 
of the prevalence of clergy sexual misconduct with adults, and the 
startling finding was that it happens too frequently to be the result of 
a few predators seeking access to vulnerable others through the venue 
of congregational life. It is so common that I have estimated that in 
an American congregation of 400 people, there are on average seven 
persons, virtually all women, who have experienced sexual harassment 
from a religious leader sometime in their adult life (Chaves & Garland, 
2009). It is so common that as I studied the first-hand accounts of 
clergy sexual misconduct, I suggested that the lack of religious leaders’ 
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accountability and our lack of understanding of sexual misconduct as 
abuse of power rather than a “consensual” relationship have allowed 
victimization of vulnerable congregations to occur and continue (Gar-
land & Argueta, 2010; Garland & Argueta, 2011). 

Because of the research findings on clergy sexual misconduct, I find 
the declining confidence of the American public in religious leaders to 
be an opportunity. Perhaps we can use this lessened confidence to point 
out the need for guidelines in congregations for addressing power and 
abuse of power, and for codes of professional ethics for leaders. Social 
workers, with our historic strength in addressing ethical issues, have 
the opportunity to help congregations shape policies and practices that 
keep congregants and leaders safe, perhaps even laying groundwork for 
restoring reasonable confidence.

The Connections between Religiosity and Conservatism are Tight-
ening: NACSW Can Be a Place Where Conscientious Diversity among 
Christians in Social Work Can be Acknowledged and Explored

Within the social work profession, and particularly in social work 
education, there are stereotypes that mirror those in the larger society. As 
a consequence of the tightening correlation of religiosity and conserva-
tism, Christians who are moderate or liberal in their political views are 
increasingly marginalized and even “invisible” in many conversations 
and presentations I have heard at social work professional conferences, 
especially those Christians who are religiously conservative and politi-
cally liberal. Such marginalization flies in the face of social work’s valuing 
of human diversity. Some Christians believe that they should support 
civil rights and rights to union for persons who are gay/lesbian. Some 
Christians are themselves gay or lesbian. Some believe women should 
have access to abortion services. Some are radical environmentalists and 
vegetarians because of their commitment to stewardship of the earth. 
Some are pacifists. Some would choose to pay more taxes to strengthen 
the public schools. And the diversity goes on. My point is not simply 
to add a left to the right; I suggest that the relationship between politi-
cal/ideological viewpoints and Christian beliefs and practices is complex 
and gloriously varied up and down many spectra. NACSW can offer 
a corrective view of the relationship between religiosity and political 
ideologies, celebrating the diversity of Christians’ politics, worldviews, 
and first causes. The trend of increasing correlation between religios-



137

ity and conservatism can be a challenge to recognizing a diversity of 
Christian minority viewpoints. 

Religious Leadership Is a Less Attractive Profession than in the 
Past: There May Be Implications for Women in Leadership and So-
cial Work as a Christian Calling

It started with the decline in the number of men choosing the 
priesthood in the Catholic Church; now Protestant denominations find 
a declining number of men choosing to serve in traditional pastoral 
roles. The number—and proportion—of women seminary students has 
increased dramatically. What leadership roles will they assume in the 
church? We have long talked about the stained glass ceiling, borrowing 
the image of a glass ceiling that kept women out of top leadership in 
the corporate world. In the congregational world, women could get a 
seminary education, and perhaps even a position on a church staff, but 
they bumped their heads on that ceiling that kept them from rising to 
the position of pastor. Perhaps the decline in the number of men avail-
able for pastoral posts will at last open the hatch and make a way up 
for women in pastoral leadership. 

The decline in male leaders may even make room for social work-
ers in positions of congregational leadership. For more than a century, 
one of the major routes women have had into church service has been 
in social work. Many of the first schools of social work were actually 
training schools for missions and ministry for women (Scales, 2000). I 
have been fascinated with recent movements in cross-denominational 
and nondenominational congregational life that focus on community 
engagement, volunteer service as Christian discipleship, and growing 
“missional” and “externally focused” congregations (McNeal, 2000, 
2009; Rusaw & Swanson, 2004; Swanson & Rusaw, 2010; Swanson & 
Williams, 2010). What might the declining numbers of traditionally 
educated men for the clergy mean for those called to social work as their 
Christian vocation? What might be the outcome of a confluence of this 
missional church movement, the decline in traditionally trained men, 
and women (and men) with dual degrees in social work and divinity? 

In sum, I am grateful to Mark Chaves for his rigorous research. He 
has told us what way the winds appear to be shifting in American congre-
gations. We can drift along, or we can set the sails to catch them. v
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Response to Mark Chaves:
Practical Interventions to 
Assist Social Work Students 
in Addressing Religious and 
Spiritual Diversity

Amelia C. Roberts-Lewis

Mark Chaves provides a thoughtful and provocative 
overview of religious trends in the United States. He reports 
that Americans continue to have a strong interest in religion 

and that in recent years there has been a trend toward greater religious 
diversity. These trends signal the importance of integrating spirituality 
into the BSW and MSW curriculum and providing an inclusive learn-
ing environment that fosters respect for religious diversity (Hodge, 
2006a).

The Council of Social Work Educators (CSWE) in the 2001 edu-
cational policy mandated that schools of social work integrate the topic 
of spirituality into the social work curriculum. Hodge (2006a) reports 
that there have been gains in courses offered in social work schools. 
However, addressing spirituality and religion in the classroom poses 
some challenges. Discussions related to religion and spirituality often 
evoke strong emotional reactions from students (Sahlein, 2002). 

In spite of student and faculty interest, there are several barriers 
that hinder social workers from integrating spirituality into clinical 
practice. Factors which may increase fear and discomfort in address-
ing this topic include: 1) lack of knowledge of particular religions 
and religious traditions (Hook, Hugen, & Aguilar, 2001); 2) personal 
counter-transference issues (Sahlein, 2002); 3) sense of privacy of 
religious beliefs (Derezotes, 2006); and 4) fear of over-stepping client 
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autonomy (Hodge, 2006b). In spite of these potential fears and pitfalls, 
recent literature indicates that social work students and practitioners 
are eager to increase their knowledge in this area (Hodge, 2006a). In 
order to counteract these fears, social work educators must provide a 
safe classroom environment so that culturally appropriate interventions 
and skills can be taught so students and practitioners can address this 
topic with relative sensitivity and competency. 

In response to two of the trends reported by Chaves—Increasing 
Religious Diversity and Increasing Diffuse Spirituality—I suggest two 
practice-based interventions: Spiritual Assessments and Ethnographic 
Interviewing. Both strategies will be beneficial in assisting students to 
competently address spirituality across diverse belief systems. In ad-
dition, I pose a caveat for social work educators who seek to integrate 
this topic, often charged with emotions, into their classrooms. 

Practical Interventions for Social Work Students to the Trends 
toward Increasing Religious Diversity and Diffuse Spirituality

Spiritual Assessment

Why conduct a spiritual assessment? Clinical assessment skills 
are foundational direct practice skills taught to social work students in 
BSW programs and year one of any MSW curriculum. With the grow-
ing diversity of religious and spiritual traditions in the United States, 
assessing religion and spirituality as part of the initial client assessment 
is critical (Hodge, 2001). Conducting a spiritual assessment enables a 
practitioner to 1) discern some of the strengths and negative aspects of a 
client’s spiritual belief system; 2) inquire about other possible resources 
in the spiritual or religious system; 3) assist in clarifying the level of 
need to address in the counseling process (Richards & Bergin, 2000); 
and 4) increase understanding of how spirituality impacts other aspects 
of the client’s daily functioning (Sahlein, 2002). Spiritual assessments 
assist students and practitioners to gather and organize information 
into a coherent framework that leads to the development of sensitive 
and appropriate interventions (Hodge 2001). 

Pargament (2007, p. 211) lists several questions that students can 
use to provide a beginning understanding of the salience of spirituality 
or religion in the client’s life: 1) Do you see yourself as a religious or 
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spiritual person? If so, in what way? 2) Are you affiliated with a religious 
or spiritual denomination or community? If so, which one? 3) Has your 
problem affected you religiously or spiritually? If so, in what way? 4) Has 
your religion or spirituality been involved in the way you have coped 
with your problems? If so, in what way? Adding questions to assess and 
address spirituality while conducting person-centered assessments are 
essential steps needed to provide a well-rounded holistic intervention 

Ethnographic Interviewing Technique 

Learning about different religious and spiritual belief systems is 
critical for the development of competency for social work students. 
Chaves reports that our society is more accepting and appreciative 
of this diversity, and notes as one example the increase in intermar-
riages across religious systems. In addition, Chaves notes that there is 
a small, but growing number of individuals in the United States who 
report that they have no religious belief system, and another group 
who report diffuse spirituality, (i.e., I am spiritual, but not religious). 
Ethnographic Interviewing is one tool that can be used effectively to 
prepare students and practitioners to discuss issues of spirituality with 
a measure of competency. 

The Ethnographic Interview Technique, based on the research para-
digm of ethnography, was developed by James Green (1982), a cultural 
anthropologist. Green’s focus was to increase the competency level of 
child welfare workers to engage and provide competent practice with 
ethnically diverse populations (Green, 1982; Green & Leigh, 1989). 
This technique, Ethnographic Interviewing is a deceptively simple, yet 
profound way, of understanding the client’s worldview, including the 
aspect of spirituality from the viewpoint of an individual, family, or 
community system that is different from oneself. The four components 
of this technique—1) using your client as a ‘Cultural Guide’, 2) Asking 
‘Global Questions’, 3) listening for ‘Cover Terms’, and 4) asking for ‘De-
scriptors’—are deceptively simple to present. Yet, one must intentionally 
and deliberatively practice these skills in order to become comfortable 
in discussing this sensitive topic. 

Using one’s client as a Cultural Guide, and taking the role of a 
learner, is the first component. Green stressed the need to understand 
the client’s perspective by taking a learner’s role and allowing the cli-
ent to become the educator. Using the client as a Cultural Guide must 
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be intentionally expressed to the client. Social workers should use 
statements such as “I want to learn from you so that I can understand 
your point of view.” Or, “I don’t understand much about your religious 
tradition. As we work together, I would appreciate you educating me so 
that I will have useful information about your practices.” 

Asking Global Questions, the second component, is a useful 
means for obtaining large amounts of information from the client about 
something important, or professionally puzzling. Global Questions 
can be planned in advance or asked extemporaneously. Regardless of 
planned or spontaneous asking, the responses typically provide a wealth 
of information that gives insight into the interviewee’s world. Global 
questions will always provide more than a one word answer such as a 
‘yes or no’ when an inquiry is made. Asking questions such as “Could 
you help me understand how your religious or spiritual beliefs help you 
cope with these life challenges that you are reporting?” Or, “Would you 
please tell me a little about how your spiritual traditions shape your 
holiday season?” Or, “Could you share with me when you realized that 
you were not connected to any religious or spiritual belief system?” 
Asking global questions will enable clients to share information that is 
particularly salient to their worldview. 

Green recognized the importance of language and conceptualized 
language as a cultural product. He described a Cover Term, the third 
component, as a “linguistic label used by the interviewee to identify 
some important aspects of his or her experience” (Green, 1989). Cover 
Terms are words used by the client that have particular cultural meanings 
in his or her worldview. Examples of cover terms from some Christian 
religious traditions would include words such as baptism, Holy Com-
munion, child dedication, or honoring your pastor/priest. Practitioners 
should listen intently to the client’s language in order to identify Cover 
Terms. Once Cover Terms are identified, then practitioners should ask 
for Descriptors. 

Descriptors, the fourth component, are culturally meaningful 
information associated with a cover term used by the client. The De-
scriptor enables the interviewee to explain what that particular word 
means from their cultural perspective, in other words, from an ‘insiders’ 
viewpoint.’ Descriptors of Cover Terms such as those mentioned in 
the previous paragraph may have very different meanings, depending 
on which Christian tradition the client is a part of, whether Catholic, 
Methodist, Baptist or some other. If you ask someone about their diverse 
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‘spiritual belief system’ …just paying attention to those words provides 
opportunity to ask about the Cover Term ‘spiritual.’ Asking for a De-
scriptor will also bring a wealth of information about the meaning of a 
particular Cover Term. In whatever manner that the client responds, the 
practitioner will have a greater understanding of what those words mean 
from the worldview and perspective of that particular client. Utilizing 
the Ethnographic Interviewing technique enables one to sensitively and 
empathetically discuss a client’s spiritual worldview. 

A Caveat for Educators: Toxic Spirituality  
or Spiritual Abuse

Toxic spirituality or spiritual abuse can be manifested in a va-
riety of ways or present with numerous spiritual faces. A simple way 
to conceptualize spiritual abuse, modified from Pia Mellody’s (1996) 
work “is when a child, adolescent, or adult, has spiritual experiences 
that distort, retard or otherwise interferes with one’s spiritual develop-
ment or leads to spiritual misunderstanding” (p. 181).  Educators who 
lecture about spirituality or religious traditions must become sensitive 
and aware of students who have experienced spiritual abuse or church, 
synagogue, or mosque ‘woundedness’ (aka as church hurt). One form 
of spiritual abuse or ‘church hurt’ may manifest when spiritual leaders 
misuse their power and engage in inappropriate physical, sexual, or 
emotional activity with members of the congregation. Stated differently, 
spiritual abuse occurs when a religious representative (minister, priest, 
rabbi, deacon, Sunday school teacher, choir director) abuses a child, 
adolescent, or adult in any way. 

Mellody (1996) also discusses several ways in which a parent replaces 
a child’s higher power, another form of the spiritual abuse of children. 
The abuser’s (parent’s) attitude is one that presents a lack of power for 
the child, and communicates that the parent is more powerful than they 
are. Mellody also reports some not so obvious examples such as parents 
who are over-controlling, demanding perfection, providing an inhuman 
set of rules, and addicted to religion. Mellody notes that children may 
experience emotional abuse from parents who hold these ideals. 

Educators must be consciously aware of students who sit in their 
classes who may have a history of spiritual abuse or ‘church hurt’ that 
has never been resolved. In addition, students must be helped to address 
their own counter-transference reactions as discussions about church 
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hurt, spiritual abuse, or toxic spirituality are raised in classroom or 
counseling sessions. Many students may have been wounded or abused 
by men and women with religious or spiritual authority or from parents 
who have been in a role of a ‘god like’ individual. Educators must provide 
a safe environment for students, as well as learn to side-step or avoid 
student ‘mine fields’ due to some aspect of toxic spirituality. 

Conclusion

Spiritual Assessment and Ethnographic Interviewing are two prac-
tice-based interventions to assist students and practitioners in beginning 
the discussion of spirituality. Students and practitioners will be pleased 
with the depth of information obtained from spiritual assessments 
and from the Ethnographic Interviewing Technique. Utilizing these 
interventions consistently, intentionally, and deliberately will lead to a 
greater comfort level and greater competency over time. The caveat to 
educators about toxic spiritual experiences and spiritual woundedness 
is provided to increase awareness of ‘mine fields’ that could occur as 
professors raise these issues. Developing a safe environment for students 
is a mandate. v
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