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ABSTRACT 

This case study of the New Age movement uses ethnographic methods to 

acquire and analyze data on a sample of movement participants in a large 

Southwestern U.S. city. The study provides an ecology of the local manifestation of 

the larger movement, looking at multiple New Age institutes, periodicals, radio 

broadcasts, churches, commercial expositions; participants; and rituals, beliefs and 

experiences of participants. The study contributes to scholarship in the sociology of 

religion, social movements, and general sociological theory. 

This study elaborates empirically and theoretically several key principles and 

processes in the sociology of religion. First, participants engage in five main types of 

rituals—regarding material recognition, healing, group-focus, spirit connections and 

psyche reorientation. Second, participants' most significant belief is that of 

"perfectionistic monism," with derivative beliefs diagnosing ego as humans' problem, 

prescribing awareness to ameliorate ego's ill effects, and implying that desirable results 

(concerning efficacy, morality, wellbeing) arise firom believing along these lines. 

Third, participants emphasize experiences over doctrine, positively experience almost 

all stimuli in their lives, and benefit firom a significant overlap between their 

movement's ideal and real cultures. 

This study examines rituals, beliefs and experiences to ask three questions 

social movements scholars sometimes neglect: How does ritual action contribute to 
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movement persistence? How do movement participants see themselves and the world? 

How does movement involvement affect participants? It finds rituals to contribute to 

"religious value," the "perfectionistic monism" belief and the "religious logic" of the 

movement to contribute to participant identity, and all three of these things to 

contribute to movement persistence. At a more general level, the study of the 

interrelatedness of rituals, beliefs and experiences expands analytic possibilities for 

social movements scholars. Moreover, the inclusion of religious movements in the 

study of social movements can refine theorizations of the concept of social movement. 

Finally, the study suggests further questions for general sociological theory via 

its finding that New Agers are explicitly aware of the part they play in the social 

construction of reality. This finding should spur sociologists to further examine the 

relationship between actor awareness and sustainability of institutions that self-aware 

actors build. 



CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCnON 

14 

Significance of the Study 

There have been a number of empirical studies in recent years in the social 

sciences literature (e.g. Greil and Robbins 1994, Roof 1998) suggesting that both the 

nature and social context of American religiosity are changing, with U.S. religions 

moving toward a "spirituality" that emphasizes wholism, the sacralization of science, a 

concern with the practical, a preoccupation with the interpersonal, and a disdain for 

rigid institutional forms. However, there have been few case studies looking at how 

this presumed new spirituality manifests itself in local contexts in the lives of 

adherents. This study seeks to address this empuical shortfall by examining the 

character of the New Age movement' in a Southwestern city of the U.S., looking at 

how the movement is organized and how it is experienced by its participants. 

Crucial to a project of understanding social life are the tasks of describing and 

situating social phenomena, such as religious sensibilities. Before we can theorize, we 

^ I use Phillip C. Lucas's (1992) definition of the New Age movement as my woridng definition. 
Lucas calls the movement an American social and religious phenomenon that has four major 
distinguishing characteristics: First, there is the belief that the earth and its peoples are on the verge of 
a radical spiritual transformation. This transformation will occur at the level of human consciousness 
and will entail a dawning awareness of the oneness of the human family and the intimate relationship 
that exists between the human species and the entire fabric of the natural world. Second, there is the 
eclectic embrace of a wide array of healing therapies as well as spiritual beliefs and practices. These 
include, among others, yoga, various forms of meditation, crystal healing, macrobiotics, reincarnation, 
the Western esoteric tradition, tantra, and trance channeling. Third, the New Age involves the adoption 
of an ethic of self-empowerment, which focuses on the realization of individual goals and aspirations as 
a prerequisite for efficacious societal transformation. Fourth, there is the desire to reconcile religious 
and scientific worldviews in a higher synthesis that enhances the human condition both spiritually and 
materially. 
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must first describe, make a map of the social territory in which we find ourselves. 

That is the primary thrust of this work: to describe. Delineating the characteristics of a 

social phenomenon, the form it assimies and the variations it displays all need to be 

established before examining a social phenomenon's causes and consequences (Lofland 

1971). 

The descriptions offered in this work are meant to be of use to sociologists of 

religion, to sociological theorists, and to social movements scholars. This study 

wrestles with issues of the nature of the New Age movement, providing for 

sociologists of religion interested in the movement the empirical groundmg that they 

currently lack. This study uses observational data to illuminate the nature of the social 

construction of reality and thus may be of use to scholars of general sociological 

theory. And this study's data analyses shed light on issues relevant to sociologists 

studying social movements. 

This study's three main empirical findings could potentially be of use to any of 

its three target audiences: sociologists of religion, sociologiced theorists or social 

movements scholars. This study finds the religious rituals of the New Agers to be 

generative of religious value for participants, making possible group solidarity for this 

eclectic and individualistic movement This study finds the beliefs of the New Agers to 

act as good medicine against participants' experiencing vicissitudes of daily life as 

troubling. This study finds the daily experiences of the New Agers to be quite 

markedly positive, and posits that this is most likely due to the nature of the "religious 
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logic" of the movement, which involves positive synergies among the rituals, beliefs 

and experiences of movement participants. 

Sociology of Religion Uses of the Stucfy 

This study's descriptions are provided with a recognition that we need to come 

to know the new religious movements of our time before using them as instructive for 

understanding, e.g., what is going on outside the member-hemorrhaging mainline 

churches^, or for understanding why non-institutionalized religious activities have the 

appeal they do, or for understanding the significance of the type of sensibilities that 

seem to be coming to the fore on the American religion scene^. 

^ In a sweeping study of American religious life, Roof and McICinney (1987) showed that near the end 
of the 1980s, there had been a 155% increase among Americans who are no longer afTiliated with 
mainstream religion. This shift involved, for the most part, those in the 25- to 55-year-old age group 
who were among the nation's most educated and moneyed citizens. Where did these people "go," then, 
religiously speaking? Roof and his assistants (1999) conducted a massive longitudinal survey, interview, 
and observational study spanning some 10 years to find out. They classified Hve main religious and 
spiritual identities in the contemporary religious climate of the early twenty-first century: dogmatists 
15%; bom-again Christians 33%; mainstream believers 26%; metaphysical believers and seekers 14%; 
and secularists 12%. I recognize in Roofs descriptions of "metaphysical believers and seekers" the 
beliefs and ways of living of my study's New Agers. A number of factors lead me to wonder if the 
New Age movement is one of the places in social space that exiles fh)m the mainline have clustered. 
Studying the New Age movement, then, could give us clues about what is going on outside the 
mainline churches—something much understudied. 

^ With its emphasis on wholism, the sacralization of science, a concern with the practical, a 
preoccupation with the interpersonal, and a disdain for rigid institutional forms, the New Age 
movement is emblematic of the direction U.S. religion may be headed. Thus sociologists wishing to 
understand the U.S., religious change, and the religion-society relationship would do well to develop at 
least a familiarity with the New Age movement As sampled in Dustville, New Agers are the paradigm 
case of people who pursue what Wade Clark Roof (1998) calls "patchwork spirituality," going to 
confession on Saturday, consulting a medium on Monday, studying a spirituality self-help book on 
Wednesday and engaging in guided meditation on Thursday, for example—thus weaving together 
strands of theology or just stylistic elements from a variety of faith traditions as they "grow their 
own" for spirituality and exemplify what may be on tap, religiously, for the coming decades. 
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Part of this study's contribution to the sociology of religion is its attempt to 

wrestle with defining the New Age movement. Little in the way of systematic 

scholarly literature exists on the "New Age" movement. And yet the New Age 

movement is spoken of as though it exists, in its own right, as a durable, defined 

social phenomenon. Due to a lack of field work, researchers have been unable to agree 

on a characterization of the movement. Consequently, data have failed to cumulate to 

the end of a better big-picture understanding of the movement. As Heelas notes 

...very few New Age organizations or activities-their teaching or their 
practices-have been studied by way of sustained participation/observation. 
We-academics~simply do not know much, if anything, about the great 
majority of the thousands of different things which are going on. (1996: 7) 

This study, it is hoped, will provide a data-driven, wholistic, apt 

characterization of the movement as a whole via sampling as many as possible of the 

many different things that are going on in a specific outpost of the movement, as well 

as sampling movement rituals, beliefs and believers' experiences. Such a sampling is a 

preliminary step toward defining the movement. 

One problem for scholars who have tried to know the movement's nature or 

define it is that the New Age movement is difficult to track. Many people engaged in 

prototypical New Age activities have come to back away from the label New Age, 

despite continuing to do and believe things in sync with the spirit of the movement. 

Some of my co-participants from this study called their project New Age, while 

others called it "the modem metaphysical movement" Still others, when I asked them 

to label the "integrative medicine/human potential-influenced businesses/healing the 
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planet/metaphysical churches scene" that I was studying, sometimes struggled to name 

the "scene," grimacing and tentatively suggesting and then laughingly retracting labels 

such as "alternative," "wholistic," and "new thinking." But to a person, they all nodded 

their head vigorously in recognition at "the scene" I was talking about and said they 

"know what you mean" and that "yeah, that's us," even if they could not provide a 

succinct and apt label they felt comfortable with. 

Lewis and Melton (1992) note that the movement has embraced different fads 

over time (e.g. Eastern gurus in the '70s, channeling in the '80s, Native American 

spiritual themes in the '90s). And so it has. But a shift in emphasis, or even several, 

does not mean a movement has ceased to exist or has ceased to be important for our 

understanding of the future of spiritual practice in the West. 

In a time when scholars bemoan the difficulty of studying modem voluntaristic 

religion because too many people are doing too much choosing, moving between one 

and then another religious affiliation or willy nilly combining elements of different 

traditions (Marler and Roozen 1993), it is true that it is difficult to make sense of what 

is coming up &om the grass roots. And scholars of every stripe do characterize the 

New Age movement, whatever else they say about it, as being "grass roots," or "anti-

institutional," or even a very slippery "quasi-religion." I prefer to think of it as extra-

institutional. 

Studying extra-institutional religion is difScult. But the task is particularly 

important in a time when a repeated theme in survey research is that Americans are 
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doubting societal institutions generally, religious ones in particular, and looking for 

"flexibility" in religious expression. As Anunerman notes (1997) the younger the 

cohort, the more participants seem to insist on personal autonomy in forming their 

religious selves. In fact, a good deal of what is most exciting and significant on 

today's religious scene is not occurring in churches. 

By describing the beliefs, rituals and general outlines of a group of local New 

Agers' experiential states, this dissertation will begin to lay an empirical groundwork 

whereby scholars of religion might come to better understand an important new 

religious movement. 

General Sociological Theory Uses of The Study 

This study's descriptions are provided with an eye toward contributing to other 

scholars' projects in general sociological theory. Studying the rough and tumble 

exploratory behaviors, perceptions and experiences of a group of actors who are, 

outside the constraints of more staid American religious organizations, building their 

own social world provides an opportunity to take a data-grounded approach to learning 

of the nature of social construction. In fact, the three core chapters of this work (on 

rituals, beliefs and experiences) correspond to the three moments in the social 

construction of reality, as theorized by Berger and Luckmann (1967). Such processes 

have not always been studied via close attention to patterns in rich observational data. 

And in fact, this study finds the New Agers to differ firom mainline churchgoers in 
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their level of awareness about the very processes of social construction they are 

engaged in, with this awareness having some interesting consequences. 

By describing some particulars of the interplay among New Agers' rituals 

(extemalizations), beliefs (objectifications), and experiences (internalizations), this 

dissertation will contribute to an understanding of the nature of the social construction 

of reality, a fundamental social process that sociological theorists have sought to 

understand. 

Social Movements Scholarship Uses of the Study 

Extra-institutional collective behavior and grass roots attempts by 

counterculturally minded groups to model new ways of living have usually been of 

interest to scholars of social movements-except in the case where such activities are 

"religious." In those cases, social movements scholars have been, typically, less 

interested. The dominant tendency in the social movements literature today is to focus 

on the state and political grievances. Less heard are the voices of social movements 

scholars advocating a broader conception of social movements, scholars who see 

movements that are trying to change hearts and minds, also, as social movements. 

Social movements can consist of actors pressing grievances against the state, 

but that is not the whole picture. Not all types of social movements have political 

grievances as their main object of concern. The New Age movement, for instance, has 

broader cultural concerns. It is a movement trying to change hearts and minds so that 
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change within individuals can lead to changes in social life generally (cf. Aberle 

1966). 

Acknowledging the New Age movement as a social movement (albeit a 

religious social movement) allows us to notice things about its nature we otherwise 

might not, and—ideally—even refine definitions of what constitutes a social movement. 

Broader, more inclusive, and therefore more apt definitions of "social movement" are 

needed if we are to be able to better theorize the causes, nature of, and consequences 

of social movements (Snow et al, in progress). 

This dissertation's examination of the New Age movement in order to answer a 

few key social movements questions is meant as a theoretical extension of social 

movements theory. It is hoped that asking three key questions about the movement that 

would be of interest to social movements scholars-questions of movement persistence, 

questions of movement ideology, and questions of micro-level movement impacts—can 

help shed light on frequently understudied issues in the sociology of social movements. 

In sum, this study makes three general claims. It says that studying the specific 

social processes of a group of New Agers in a delimited metropolitan area gives us 

purchase on issues germane to the sociology of religion, to general sociological theory, 

and to the sociology of social movements. Data from this study ought to reveal the 

nature of the movement itself, thus providing the empirical grounding that sociologists 

of religion interested in the movement currently lack. Data from this study (and the 

analyses thereof) ought to give us leverage for better knowing the nature of the social 
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construction of reality, processes not always studied via close attention to patterns in 

rich observational data. And finally, data firom this study ought to shed light on issues 

relevant to scholars studying the sociology of social movements. 

Research Design: The Value of a Broad-Span Case Study 

I argued above that this study's provision of concrete particulars would be the 

way in which it served the interests of sociologists of religion, sociological theorists 

and social movements scholars—providing them an empirical ground from which to 

work in understanding entities and processes of interest to them. Case studies, of 

which this dissertation is one, are known for their value in providing concrete 

particulars. However, the way in which concrete particulars are uncovered matters for 

the worth of the scholarly ends to which this knowledge is used. In the case of the 

New Age movement, concrete particulars are sorely needed for our understanding of 

the movement and our understanding of the movement's implications, but not just any 

concrete particulars will be helpful to scholars. For a study to help scholars understand 

the nature of the New Age movement, especially, it must report on concrete particulars 

firom a broad spectrum of New Age groups and these particulars must be discussed in 

terms of how they are interrelated. 

The New Age movement is a diffiise, permeably-bounded, highly eclectic 

congeries of beliefs, practices and hopes—ahnost more of a sentiment or sensibility, in 

fact, than a movement Because the groups that populate the movement differ quite 
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markedly from each other in assumptions, emphases, size, number of years in existence 

and key practices, it is inappropriate to study any single New Age group to get a 

handle on the nature of the movement as a whole. Some scholars have engaged in such 

limited research projects—for example, studying communards at the Ananda 

cooperative village (Nordquist 1976), studying participants of the Spiritual Frontiers 

Fellowship (Wagner 1983), or gardening practices and beliefs at the Findhom New 

Age commimity (Clark 1992). These scholars have turned up some interesting concrete 

particulars, but these particulars are not helpful to understanding the movement writ 

large. Studying a single New Age group does not capture how many New Agers 

diversify their religious goods portfolios and get spiritual support from multiple groups 

or sources—with this pastiche approach, in its own right, being a notable way that 

movement participants behave. In fact, this pastiche approach to spirituality is key to 

the spirit of the New Age movement, and what suggests the New Age movement can 

be understood as exemplary of what is coming to the fore (Roof 1998) on the 

American religion scene. Studying any single New Age group, therefore, to try to 

understand the nature of the movement or the movement's significance, would be 

inadequate. The movement must be studied broadly, wholistically. 

Other scholars have tried to get a big-picture view of the movement, and thus 

were probably trying to take a wholistic approach (e.g. Melton, Clark and Kelly 1991). 

Most of the big-picture characterizations of the movement have offered some 

generalizations about the movement as a whole, noting such things as the movement's 
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diffuse nature and blurry boundaries (Kyle 1995), its lack of a recognized top-dog 

leader (Ferguson 1980), and some of the movement's key emphases—such as healing 

and holism (Beckford 1984) or meditation rituals (Bird 1979). But typically scholars' 

attempts to characterize the movement overall have done so without the type of 

observational and interview data that would allow them to understand what writings, 

utterances and behaviors mean to the participants. This has limited these studies' 

usefulness. Studying the movement without listening to the voices of the participants 

means scholars will not know why movement participants do what they do, what their 

down-on-the-field understandings of movement beliefs are, or what significance 

scholars should assign to participants' actions. 

In sum, previous research on the New Age movement has committed one of 

two errors. It has analyzed the behaviors, beliefs and contexts of New Agers, but only 

a single group thereof and thus would give us a distorted picture of the nature of 

movement participation and the movement as a whole-were we to assume the single 

group studied could somehow represent the entire movement. Or the research has 

offered some generalizations about the New Age in general without learning how 

specific beliefs or practices or experiences are understood down on the ground by 

everyday participants who make elements of the movement part of their lives in a 

particular social context. Thus, the latter strand of research (the vague generalities 

approach) fails to help us understand New Age beliefs as a social product and the 

former strand (the one group at a time approach) fails to help us understand the 
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wholistic nature of the New Age movement writ large: how its practitioners and their 

ideologies interrelate—sometimes synergistically and sometimes incommensurably. 

By contrast, the present study attempts to be both broad and data-driven, a 

broad-span case study, so that it can uncover social processes, contexts that shape 

those processes and the interpretations actual participants assign to those processes—all 

of which seem to be assumed as given, sans data, or simply left as unspecified in 

many theorists' claims about the latest developments on the scene in U.S. religion. 

This dissertation uses ethnographic methods in the style of the Chicago School 

to conduct observations and interviews among a sample of New Age spiritual seekers 

living in the greater metropolitan area of a large Southwestern city (which I call 

Dustville), theorizing the nature of the interrelations among as many of the elements of 

the movement as possible: organizations, periodicals, individuals, rituals, beliefs, 

experiences—analyzing how all these elements relate, and how this context shapes the 

processes whereby participants construct their spirituality. 

In this sense, the current study is a case study in the spirit of Lynd and Lynd's 

(1956) Middletown. It manages the breadth it achieves via delimiting the study of the 

phenomenon in question to a single geographic area. By focussing on only one 

geographic area, it is able to flesh out a picture of the phenomenon quite fully, looking 

at exemplars of all the key elements to consider. 

If there is any substance to the claim that there is a "New Age" religion, there 

should be evidence for such a religion in the form of a discernible set of practices. 
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beliefs and even characteristic ways of experiencing the world that are peculiar to a 

given set of participants who report being part of some project for living that differs 

from the default project of mainstream Americans. 

This study, then, asks if we can detect, measure and describe-in one locale— 

any traces of the purported national, maybe even global "New Age" movement. Is 

there measurable activity in a sample city? What does this local manifestation of the 

New Age movement look like, sound like, feel like? Description, case studies' 

strength, is crucial. 

This study looks at the processes of extemali2ation, objectification and 

internalization, in a local context, via situating the study's participants in the local 

setting and then describing their actions (extemalizations), their beliefs 

(objectifications) and their experiences of everyday life (intemalizations~or how they 

take with them and live out the influence of social forces in their lives). 

As a broad-span case study looking at actions and beliefs and experiences, this 

project takes a wholistic and data-driven approach to smdying the movement, more so 

than most other extant scholarly treatments of the movement. 
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Current Scholarly Literature on the Movement 

1 argued above that much current scholarship on the nature of the movement is 

inadequate because it either a) makes vague generalities sans data, or b) looks at only 

a single New Age group at a time. But there is some scholarly literature that begins to 

approximate the "breadth and depth" approach so necessary to studying the movement. 

It is these works of literature that I discuss in this section. I divide the works by their 

main focus, whether it be practices, beliefs or "outcomes." 

My own study looks at rituals/practices, beliefs and experiences (micro-level 

movement impacts or "outcomes") among the New Agers, all three, because I believe 

these three elements to be the most important for grasping the nature of any social 

phenomenon that is fundamentally about sense-making~as religion is. Other scholars 

recognize the importance of these three elements, as well, even if their studies have 

not tried to study all three at once, as a system. 

Rituals-focussed Literature on the New Age Movement 

Meredith McGuire's 1988 study of alternative healing practices among middle-

income New Jersey suburbanites provides analytic depth on types of action/rituals that 

would be of interest to scholars studying the New Age movement. McGuire's four 

years worth of data collection was broad enough to enable her to classify into five 

broad groups the diverse approaches to alternative healing she observed. Many of the 

healing practices McGuire mentions are "modalities" I saw in vogue among my study 
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participants, who, in their quest for "transformation," seemed in some cases to make a 

veritable experimental lab out of their bodies, sampling one healing modality after 

another. 

McGuire noted the presence of Christian healing groups; Eastern meditation 

and human potential groups (e.g. TM, Tibetan Buddhism, rebirthing, est, and Arica); 

traditional metaphysical groups (e.g. Christian Science, Unity and Religious Science); 

psychic and occult groups (e.g. Eckankar, Great White Brotherhood and Spiritual 

Frontiers Fellowship); and manipulation/technique practitioners (e.g. shiatsu, iridology, 

acupimcture, reflexology, rolfing, Alexander and Feldenkrais methods, homeopathy, 

naturopathy, organotherapy, etc.) 

Most significant for resonance with the current study is McGuire's finding that 

four out of five of these broad types of healing groups center on practices embraced 

by current-day New Agers. One can look at this as a mere reflection of the fact that 

the broad, amorphous New Age movement is not shy about appropriating/absorbing 

almost any technique that "works." Or, one can ponder the implications of alternative 

health techniques acting as carriers for New Age ideas, and the concomitant exposure 

to New Age ideology that alternative health dabblers receive. 

McGuire's demographic data are in sync with my data in the variation they 

show with regard to participation in various venues by particular demographic groups. 

McGuire notes a general predominance of women, mostly white and usually middle 

class in her healing groups, overall. And her findings on age match with my data as 
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well, in that the traditional metaphysical groups attract a marked number of the 

elderly, the psychic-occult groups attract the middle-aged, and the 

manipulation/technique groups' practices seem to have an all ages appeal. 

Michael F. Brown's (1997) study of New Age channels is able to elucidate the 

behind-the-scenes aspects of the ritual of channeling: subtle struggles over spiritual 

turf, tensions between autonomy and dependence, the influence of modem gender 

relations on the way channeling occurs and is perceived, financial and logistical issues 

facing the channels and the humorous aspects of live channellings one would never 

know about firom just reading books of chaimelled material. 

Of particular importance for the present study is Brown's conclusion that most 

chaimels "are sincere in their beliefs and genuinely committed to spiritual growth as 

they understand it." This is in sync with what I understand to be the case with my own 

study participants, which is that they value their contact with spirits for the 

metaphysical lessons and therefore personal growth the contact provides them~as 

opposed to a divinatory or fortune-telling boost. As with McGuire, Brown's 

demographic data seem to match my own. He reports that his chaimels stand near the 

top of the nation's households with respect to income and educational attaiimient, with 

a disproportionate nimiber being Baby Boomers (which is true of my Dustville co-

participants). And he explains (1997: 8) that though they may engage in a practice that 

to the mainstream seems bizarre, most chaimels "succeed in weaving their unusual gift 

into the fabric of lives that are otherwise fairly conventional. They hold jobs, dress 
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presentably, establish stable loving relationships, and pay their taxes." 

Jorgensen's 1982 study of tarot readers and seekers in a large urban area in the 

Southwest is the most similar to mine, in that he attempts to study several elements of 

the "cultic milieu" (which some scholars have said the New Age movement is an 

updating and synthesis of) in a given locale, although he focussed on the practice of 

conducting psychic readings. He faced one of the key difficulties confronting scholars 

of the New Age movement, his movement's broad-ranging and seemingly disparate 

array of beliefs and practices. He writes that the beliefs and practices 

...included bodies of knowledge derived from the cosmologies of the ancient 
Middle Eastern world (Egypt, Mesopotamia, and Persia—especially in the forms 
of astrology and Zoroastrianism), Indian and other Eastern religions (Taoism, 
Buddhism, Sufism, variants of Hinduism, and so on), Greek mythology and 
philosophy, Jewish mysticism, heretical versions of early Christianity, and a 
host of folk and commonly pagan practices. Other identifiable bodies of belief 
included the occult (astrology, alchemy, numerology, palmistry, magic, 
witchcraft, the tarot, and other ideas associated with the Hermetic-Kabalistic 
tradition), psychic phenomena (telepathy, clairvoyance, or generally "psi"), and 
research (psychic, psychical or parapsychological). Spiritualism, mystical or 
esoteric forms of Christianity, folk and esoteric medicine, anomalies (monsters, 
UFOs, Atlantis, pyramids and the like), quasiscientific or religious interests in 
developing human potential (est, TM, Scientology), and a host of related but 
largely syncretic teachings. (1982: 386) 

I have shared here his ruminations on the variegated "parts" of his object of 

study because all of these same parts are beliefs or practices I And among my co-

participants, and hope to give the reader a feel for the mood of the Dustville New Age 

movement with the "parts" list that Jorgensen has created. His list has the virtue that it 

eruditely cltmips into at least a few larger categories those beliefs and practices that 



31 

fall into what he refers to (above) as "identifiable bodies of belief," unlike some of the 

"topics lists" I created while visiting Dustville's rather overwhelming New Age 

bookstores. 

Jorgensen may be erudite in his understanding of the history of religion and the 

occult, but his study falls somewhat short sociologically and ethnographically. It does 

not elaborate on the nature of the network connections among the "approximately 300 

people and about 35 groups linked through complex social networks" on whom he 

gathered data. And though his study is impressive in that it identifies "distinctions 

between insiders and outsiders, codes of ethics, informal norms, and common 

activities" of his "esoteric community" participants, it rarely allows the reader to hear 

the voices of these commimity members. Reading his 1982 study and other studies 

drawing on the same data, I had some difficulty deciding for myself if the "cultic 

milieu" of which he writes is or was an element of or significant context for the New 

Age movement—because one of the chief ways I know the New Age movement when I 

see it is through the distinctive talk of its participants. 

Plus, as broad as the study appears to be at first glance, actually, he focusses 

almost exclusively on the group to which he developed an "in," the psychics. I am 

disturbed by his using observational and interview data firom psychics, who are in 

some sense leaders, to capture the way the cultic milieu operates and is experienced. 

Far more people involved in the cultic milieu, and for that matter the modem-day New 

Age movement (which rests within and/or subsumes the cultic milieu, depending on 
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the scholar's analysis), are dabblers or neophytes or people who regularly attend 

milieu/movement events but do not earn their living in milieu/movement occupations. 

Surely the experience of dabblers, neophytes and "regulars" is crucial for our 

understanding of phenomena as broad as the cultic milieu or New Age movement. 

In the end, I concluded there is significant overlap historically and 

demographically between Jorgensen's study participants and my own. He notes that his 

study participants' beliefs and practices "varied but shared a common marginality" or 

lack of respect from the larger society. This is true for some of the more bizarre 

practices of my participants, though as Heelas (1996) notes, many of the beliefs and 

practices of New Agers are going mainstream to the point that they are becoming 

unmarked, as it were. Jorgensen notes his participants express disdain for "the 

dogmatism of exoteric science and religion" (accompanied by participants nonetheless 

borrowing elements from these sources), which definitely is true of the people in my 

study, as is another factor Jorgensen identifies, which is that "Their strategies for 

changing the world vary considerably but they believe they are on the vanguard of a 

spiritual revolution in America..." And finally, his demographic data (as with McGuire 

and Brown) seem to match mine, in that the denizens of the cultic milieu, as well as 

my New Agers tend to be white, middle-aged, educated and moderate to liberal 

politically but not usually active in particular causes. 
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Beliefs-focussed Literature on the New Age Movement 

Bednarowski's 1989 work, which compares the beliefs of New Agers to beliefs 

held by participants in some other new religious movements (i.e. Church of Jesus 

Christ of Latter Day Saints, Christian Science, Theosophy, Unification Church, and 

Scientology), is particularly systematic and insightful. For instance, it disentangles the 

apparent conundrum of the New Age theological imagination's taking "God" to be 

both transcendent and immanent. Bednarowski explains the nuances of the movement's 

theological claims, showing how they are not contradictory. 

Making sense of what might to the novice scholar seem a welter of 

incommensurable factions' emphases in belief. Hurst's 1981 piece examines several 

New Age groups, detecting a commonality in belief concerning the inseparability of 

person and planet, as well as a belief that a transformation of individuals will 

eventually usher in a new era of consciousness for the planet. 

A much-cited work by Albanese (1993) analyzes New Age movement belief as 

having roots in early nature religions of the U.S. as well as in 19th century cultural 

currents emphasizing the unity of spirit and matter, particularly the ideas of the 

Theosophical Society. Albanese notes the continuity between the nature religions' 

emphases on healing and the corresponding emphasis on healing in New Age strands 

of belief today. 
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Impacts-focussed Literature on the New Age Movement 

The New Age movement's impact on society seems to be an appealing topic 

despite the fact that, for the most part, scholars have failed to adequately define what 

is meant by "New Age movement" and to adequately describe the movement. 

Ahlstrom's 1978 article explains how many of the new religions (e.g. neo-

gnosticism, '60s-style mysticism. Eastern-influenced reinterpretations of older 

religions) forged in the turmoil of the '60s are acting to ameliorate the manner in 

which monolithic institutions and materialistic striving tend to dehumanize the social 

order. 

On a related note, Bloch's 1998 article reexamines the religion/magic 

distinction, noting how much of what New Agers do could be described as magic-and 

therefore might be presumed to have an individualizing effect. But, he notes, his data 

indicate that actually, individuality as expressed through "communication codes" 

(rather than overt political action) paradoxically becomes a source of solidarity, with 

magic's enactment actually dealing with many of the same social strains as religion or 

other social institutions. And articles by Devall (1995) and Smith (1998) examine how 

contemporary spiritual assumptions, as influenced by the New Age movement, have re

shaped the debates about global ecology and animal rights, respectively. 

Analyses of New Age practices' impacts in the business world are provided by 

Heelas (1992), who—with his data on New Age transformational management training 

seminars in the corporate world—argues that New Age practices and beliefs (e.g. those 
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promoted in est and Exegesis) teach that the self is ultimate, and in so doing end up 

offering ways for acolytes to pursue expressivist goals while performing efficiently as 

capitalists. This, he notes, contrasts to some of the original Human Potential movement 

strands of thought, which emphasized overcoming one's admiration of capitalist 

acquisition to facilitate one's self-realization. 

Ivakhiv's (1997) article looks at how adherents to an alternative New Age 

spuituality in Sedona, who elaborate an environmentally aware agenda, fail to translate 

their objections into actual action against rapid urban growth, including freeway 

bridges being built near sacred lands, for example. And Enrique Larana Rodriquez-

Caballo (1998), noting the seemingly peaceful and non-competitive ways New Age 

organizations seem to articulate with each other and the culture at large, wonders if 

participation in New Age associations and events might have something to show us 

about the nature of economic activity and/or how we ought to reconceptualize the role 

that conflict (or lack thereof) plays in social movement activity. 

Focal Questions and Overview of Subsequent Chapters 

Methods Chapter Overview 

In this chapter I identify the circumstances leading to the initiation of this study 

and describe, each in turn, the analytic strategies used for studying ritual action, beliefs 

and experiences of the local participants. 
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Context Chapter Focal Questions and Key Findings 

In this chapter I explain that social relations, generally, impinge on actors' 

actions, interpretations and experiences—as do demographic traits of those same actors. 

With that in mind, I ask what the nature of the local context is in which this branch of 

the movement is being studied. I describe how social relational factors of the city 

generally (such as its cosmopolitan nature, wage profile, political ethos, etc.) may be 

shaping participants' actions and perceptions. 

I ask what the organizational structure of movement-relevant venues, as a set, 

is. I ask what the nature of organizational linkages among these venues or other sites 

of relevance to the movement suggests to us about the nature of this local 

manifestation of the movement. I find the arms of the local New Age-movement 

specific media (including metaphysical bookstores), as well as "church effects" (such 

as a high rate of crosscutting memberships) significant in allowing the movement some 

coherence. 

I ask what the general contours of a few key ascribed traits of movement 

participants are, wondering how these demographic traits might shape participants' 

interests and actions. I compare my very preliminary findings with those of other 

researchers and comment briefly on the nature of age-graded, class-differentiated, 

ethnicity-differentiated, and sex-differentiated variation in Dustville New Age 

participation patterns. I note that while there are more retirees and educated Baby 

Boomers at New Age church services, there are typically more former hippies and 
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Generation Xers with "alternative" jobs in attendance at the New Age-friendly 

commercial events such as service-provider expositions, psychic fairs and paid-

admission channeling events. I note that while overall the New Agers of Dustville 

seem to be upper middle class (or at least well-off by Dustville standards), there seem 

to be no significant clusterings of New Age churches or New Age happenings in the 

ritzier parts of Dustville. Rather, New Age institutes and activity sites seem to be 

dispersed across the city. I note the underrepresentation of Hispanic people at New 

Age events and church services. I note the surprisingly equal sex ratio of participants 

at many Dustville New Age events, but find a notable dominance of women in 

leadership roles in Dustville's New Age churches, as compared to the leadership norms 

of Dustville's mainline churches. 

Rituals Chapter Focal Questions and Key Findings 

In this chapter I begin an exploration of the first of the three main elements of 

the Dustville New Age movement I felt it most important to describe: action/rituals. I 

define ritual, identify ritual as exemplifying the type of action (i.e. "extemalization") 

Berger and Luckmann (1967) theorize in their tripartite schema of the social 

construction of reality, and propose the use of March's (1988) theoretical construct of 

"alternative rationalities" to elucidate the means whereby rituals in the local movement 

take the effect they do: producing "religious value." 

It is in this chapter that I ask how New Age beliefs are brought to life in the 
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actions of movement participants. I identify five main types of rituals common among 

Dustville New Agers, rituals of "having," "healing," "holding," "hearing," and 

"harnessing." 

I ask what the fimctions of these rituals are in the life of the movement. 

I explain how ritual action generates religious value for individual New Agers by 

inculcating preferences for the movement. I explain how ritual action generates 

religious value for the local movement as a whole—i.e. group solidarity~by binding 

together the disparate organizational parts (mcluding believers and beliefs) of the 

movement, locally. In discussing my findings about the five major types of rituals key 

to understanding the New Agers' social world, I explain how these rituals fimction to 

generate both micro- and meso-level "religious value," leading to both synergies and 

disjunctures between needs of the individual and of the group. 

I ask how it is that rituals generate religious value, whether at the individual 

level of preferences for New Age religion or at the meso-level of religious value in the 

form of group solidarity. I ask by what processes rituals knit together the 

organizational elements of the movement. I explain that the material-recognition rituals 

provide for acquisition and circulation of resources in the movement, that the healing 

rituals inculcate the movement worldview, that the group-focus rituals are part of 

organizational reproduction in the movement, that the spirit-connections rituals 

contribute to uncertainty reduction for movement participants and that the psyche-

reorientation rituals may help increase participants' chances for experiencing 
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integratioa into U.S. culture at large. 

The main finding of this chapter is that rituals lead to movement solidarity in 

this eclectic, individualistic movement. 

By discussing ritual's generation of religious value, this chapter speaks to issues 

of interest to sociologists of religion, but particularly to those interested in Rational 

Choice theory, the dominant theoretical paradigm operative currently in the sociology 

of religion. 

By discussing ritual as exemplifying Berger and Luckmann's "extemalization," 

this chapter speaks to issues of interest to sociological theorists interested in the social 

construction of reality. 

By discussing ritual action as central to ensuring movement solidarity and 

movement persistence, this chapter speaks to issues of interest to sociologists 

concerned with social movements. As Wamer (1997) has noted, scholars have little 

attended to the effects of rituals in religious and social movements. 

Beliefs Chapter Focal Questions and Key Findings 

In this chapter I move to an examination of the second of the three main 

elements of the Dxistville New Age movement I felt it most important to describe: 

beliefs. I define belief, identify belief formation as exemplifying what Berger and 

Luckmann (1967) would theorize as "objectification," and explain the relevance of 

Snow and Benford's (1988) schema of diagnostic, prognostic and motivational frames 
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for my classification of New Agers' beliefs. 

I ask what the core beliefs of the New Age movement, as understood by 

everyday rank-and-file participants, are. I discuss my findings on the basic messages 

associated with New Agers' diagnostic, prognostic and motivational claims, 

commenting on the relative balance among the different types of belief frames. 

I ask what the functions of these beliefs are in the life of the movement. To 

answer this question, I presage a later chapter's discussion of the "religious logic" of 

the movement, and note how a meta-belief about human divinity affects the formation 

of subsequent beliefs and how it ultimately makes possible ail the subsidiary beliefs 

that shape participants' perceptions about the significance of daily events. 

I ask by what processes are movement participants socialized into movement 

beliefs. I identify factors spatial, literacy-related, network configurational, reward-

related and cognitive that affect the viability of participants' socialization into beliefs 

and explain the processes whereby participants take on movement beliefs-noting these 

to be such processes as sharing experiences and interpretations face to face, sharing 

morning messages, and sharing ideas through popular media. 

I ask what similarities and differences there are between New Age beliefs and 

other current-day families of religious belief (That is, where is the New Age 

movement located in social space/religious space of the current-day U.S.?) I locate the 

New Age movement in the social space of U.S. religious denominations, sects and 

groups—comparing its ideological and experiential make-up with that of a few other 
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key groups, some growing and some declining in membership. 

The main finding of this chapter is that the beliefs of the New Agers act as 

good medicine against dissonance participants otherwise might experience while 

encountering the vicissitudes of daily living. 

By discussing New Agers' beliefs as a system rather than just cataloguing the 

beliefs, this chapter attempts to respond to a need in the sociology of religion (cf Snow 

and Machalek 1982) for understanding ideological elements of religious movements 

analytically, and not just descriptively—but particularly systemically. 

By discussing New Agers' belief-formation as exemplifying Berger and 

Luckmaim's "objectification," this chapter speaks to issues of interest to sociological 

theorists interested in the social construction of reality. 

By discussing participants' beliefs as a system and paying attention to how 

diese beliefs fxmction in the movement, this chapter attempts to respond to a need in 

the study of social movements (cf Snow and Benford 1988) for understanding the 

relationship between ideological factors and participants' identification with and action 

in social movements. 

Experiences Chapter Focal Questions and Key Findings 

In this chapter I analyze the third of the three elements of the Dustville New 

Age movement I felt it most important to describe; experience. I ask what it looks like 

and sounds like, walking on "the path" with current-day New Agers, and thus open the 
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chapter with an illustrative vignette meant to give a bit of the flavor of life in the 

Dustville outpost of the New Age movement. I follow up by explaining what this 

vignette highlights about the four major arenas of experience I subsequently analyze in 

the chapter: interactions, actions, beliefs and values. 

I provide a definition of experience, and identify experience as exemplifying 

what Berger and Luckmann (1967) theorize as "internalization," the third of their three 

moments in the social construction of reality. I posit freedom and order to be two 

things religions may provide for adherents, locating the New Age movement far 

toward the freedom end of said spectrum and hypothesize a few factors possibly 

responsible for New Agers' emphasis on freedom/experience itself over order/doctrine 

in their religion. I discuss what I call the "religious logic" of the New Age movement, 

theorizing the nature of the connections among interactions, actions, beliefs and values 

in the movement—elucidating the effects of the meta-belief of perfectionistic monism. 

I ask, how do New Agers and New Age-influenced people talk about and 

experience personal relationships (e.g. with significant others, fnends, clients, 

strangers, aliens, angels), their own actions (e.g. in the realms of paid labor, leisure, 

worship, meditation, family activities), their beliefs and their values? 1 share a four-

part phenomenological schema meant to organize these experiences of interactions, 

actions, beliefs and values in the movement. 

Having asked what overarching themes there are in the talk and experience of 

movement participants and what the sociological implications of these patterns are, 1 
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share the two major findings emerging from extensive coding of New Agers' shared-

about, sermonized-about and affirmed experiential states. 1 explore the rather high 

degree of overlap between the movement's ideal and real culture as well as the pattern 

in the way participants react to four major arenas of life ("alters," their own "actions," 

their "beliefs" and their "values")—that pattern being that the overwhehning 

preponderance of participants' reactions to everything is positive. 

The main finding of this chapter is that the New Agers of Dustville report 

positive experiences with the vast bulk of what they encounter in life. I attribute this to 

the powerful positive synergies operative among New Agers' rituals, beliefs and 

experiences, these synergies being part and parcel of the "religious logic" of the 

movement. 

By discussing New Agers' experiences, I provide for sociologists of religion an 

important window into understanding the movement. As Stark and Clock (1968) note, 

of the five dimensions of religion (beliefs, practices, experience, knowledge and the 

intellectual dimension), the experiences dimension is one of the most central for many 

religions. And Roof (1998) notes that in recent decades, the tendency has been for 

established sects to place greater primacy on experience (as opposed to beliefs, 

practices, knowledge, and so on) than previously. 

By discussing New Agers' experiences as exemplifying Berger and Luckmann's 

"internalization," this chapter speaks to issues of interest to sociological theorists 

interested in the social construction of reality. 
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By organizing New Agers' experiences into a phenomenological schema, I 

potentially provide for scholars of social movements a model for mapping elements of 

social movements that have typically been neglected: the experiential elements, or what 

the micro-level outcomes of social movements are—that is, how movement 

participation affects participants. 

Conclusion Chapter Overview 

In this chapter I ask what the implications of this study's findings are for the 

sociology of religion, sociological theory, and the study of social movements-the three 

areas of sociological scholarship the study was intended to serve. 

Thus, with sociologists of religion in mind, I recapitulate the main findings of 

the study as regards the nature of the New Age movement, its concrete particulars. I 

identify some questions Rational Choice theorists would like to answer about religion 

but that they cannot always satisfactorily answer given theur approach to understanding 

"rationality," and their lack of attention to certain concrete particulars. I discuss how 

findings from my study (and others like it) may help sociologists of religion answer 

questions Rational Choice theory either does not ask or does not ask in the best way. 

These questions concern matters such as what kinds of people are attracted to various 

kinds of religious "products," what exactly is going on outside the mainline Protestant 

churches of the U.S., and how "religious value" is created. 

With sociological theorists in mind, I recapitulate the main findings of the 
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Study as regards extemalization (e.g. rituals), objectification (e.g. belief fonnation), and 

internalization (e.g. experiences), the three moments of the social construction of 

reality. I provide a grand synthesis of these three key elements of the movement, 

explaining how the "religious logic" of the New Age movement flmctions in 

recruitment, participants' security in their beliefs, participants' integration of their 

experiences and the nature of the way the movement manifests itself organizationally. I 

explain what light these machinations shed on our understanding of the social 

construction of reality. 

With social movements scholars in mind, I discuss the relevance of the study's 

findings for the study of social movements, noting how conceiving religious 

movements as social movements has the potential to help social movements scholars 

refine their theorizations of the nature of social movements. 

Having asked what the New Age movement's character suggests about the 

nature of social life in the U.S., I close the chapter and the work with a brief 

discussion of implications of the study's findings for possible effects both positive and 

negative of the New Age movement for race/ethnic relations, gender relations and class 

relations. 



46 

CHAPTER 2. METHODS: DATA SOURCES AND ANALYTIC STRATEGIES 

Starting the Study 

This study began a little over four years ago when a project on social 

movements I was working on with my advisor required data about religious movement 

activity. I was assigned the task of providing an overview of Dustville's New Age 

groups and their activities. Having had a strong interest in sociology of religion up to 

that point, I found this task appealing, even if a bit daunting, as I knew little more 

about the New Age movement than the average person on the street. And, having been 

raised by theologically conservative Protestants, I had been taught as a young person 

that the New Agers were "Satanic." I no longer believed in Satan, exactly, but the taint 

of that criticism still lingered in my mind associated with the movement. Nonetheless, 

I dove into my task with gusto, certain that at least I would not be bored. My initial 

schema for organizing data was so appealing to my advisor that he suggested I try 

fashioning my analyses into a dissertation. I was excited, but now faced the dilemma 

the other scholars had: how to demarcate and describe this complex and unwieldy 

subculture. 

Not knowing quite where to begin, my first inclination was to check the 

Yellow Pages for an "occult" bookstore in town. Luckily for me, there was an entry 

for a bookstore that advertised itself as "New Age," Rainbow Energies Bookstore. 

I thought I would ease into the data by getting a feel for topics of interest to 
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New Agers by browsing at Rainbow Energies. On my first few trips, not all of the 

shelf labels at Rainbow Energies struck me as "New Agey," but at the time I didn't 

know what an eclectic and broad-ranging movement I was dealing with. I dutifully 

recorded all the categories into which books were labelled/shelved at Rainbow 

Energies. I also did this at the other bookstores in Dustville recommended to me by 

Rainbow Energies proprietors as "New Age" or "metaphysical." 

In the first chapter of this work, I have shared Jorgensen's (1982) list of typical 

shelf/genre classifications from the occult bookstore where he gathered data, and my 

list is strikingly the same, with the addition of a few more categories of books dealing 

with Native American spiritual themes and ceremonies, such as "Native American 

Peoples," "Ceremonies—Cultural/Tribal History," "Shamanism," and "Medicine Wheel." 

Of the other book categories that struck me as particularly New Agey were the 

following: VisuaIi2ation, Affirmations, Edgar Cayce, Channeled Info, Goddess, Auras, 

Chakras, Meditation, Astral Travel, Soul Mates, Deepak Chopra, Louise Hay, Bemie 

Siegal, Gnosticism, Huna, Mystical/Metaphysical, Theosophy, Power of Mind, Ecology 

and Earth Healing, Earth Energies/Power Spots, Planetary Ascension, Earth Changes, 

Dolphins, Quantum Physics, Regional Guides to Sanctuaries, Bodywork, Energy 

Balancing, Crystals, and I AM books. 

Recording these book categories allowed me a familiarity with terms I would 

hear tossed around over the next few years, but more helpfully, several of the larger 

New Age bookstores had either bulletin boards or three-ring binders chock fiiU of 
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business cards and activity flyers advertising the work of local healers, groups, 

institutes, and so on. Though I feared it was somewhat non-normative to do so, I stood 

at the bulletin boards or sat with the binders at all of the stores, for hours at a time, 

copying down names, addresses and basic descriptions of all the groups, individuals 

and organizations that struck me as central to the spirit of the movement as I then 

understood it. This yielded a list with over 260 different individuals, events, and 

groups. I supplemented that list with listings for activities, schools, institutes, 

organizations and events from local and semi-local New Age publications and AM 

radio programs. I divided the data into the following three broad categories: 

"Collective Life of the New Age Movement in Dustville," "Individual Experiences of 

the New Age movement in Dustville," and "Miscellaneous Ways to Be New Age in 

Dustville." Examples of items that made the "Collective Life" list are such things as 

the following: "free introduction to A Course in Miracles by Cara Dunlap," "Prosperity 

Consciousness Group at Desert Oasis Body-Mind Center," "Swami Shuddhannanda 

speaking engagement at St. Gerard Church," "Full Moon Healing Service at Uedala: 

Church of the New Age." Examples of items that made the "Individual Experiences" 

list were such things as the following: "Reiki with Katarina Nowell, Member ABMP," 

"Personalized Instruction in Neo-Shamanism with Shaman Riddy Oot-nee-an," 

"Spiritual counseling, healing, past lives, dreams, spiritual emergence with Sara 

Camby-HaU, MS, CHT." 

My initial lists showed no particularly interesting patterns in the geographic 
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distribution of events and groups around town, but they provided me helpful names to 

drop and sites to visit. I began searching the sociological literature at this time to see if 

there were guidance as per what activities and beliefs count as representative of the 

New Age movement. I began attending some events as a participant-observer. 

I wanted to maximize variation in the types of organi2ations and events I 

experienced, but because my time, money and energy were limited, my forays into the 

field were selective. I could not make contact with each of the hundreds of individual 

counselors, or attend even one representative class of each of the types of "bodywork" 

available in Dustville, for instance. I tended toward the events that had regular meeting 

times and places—so that I knew there would be multiple co-participants in attendance 

for me to talk with while I was in the field. Church venues provided multiple 

advantages along the lines of being time-efficient, low cost and co-participant dense. 

(But I was conscientious in sampling non-churchly venues as well, again, to maximize 

variation in the types of contexts I observed my co-participants in.) 

I did focus on church ritual early on, reasoning that at least for starting out, the 

churches would provide the most explicit articulations of the beliefs and aspirations of 

movement members. I conducted participant-observation field work at 11 of 

Dustville's 13 New Age churches. I also conducted extensive observations at two of 

Dustville's mainline churches that are "New Age-suffused," (churches wherein 

significant New Age activities occur, openly receiving the parent church's approval). 

The New Age churches were so identified via snowball sampling. I first visited 
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a church that classified itself as "New Age." Its newspaper advertisement as well as the 

sign out front heralded it, "Uedala: Church of the New Age." I asked members of 

Uedala to tell me the names of other churches in town that taught the same things 

Uedala does, and confirmed that these other churches shared similar Yellow Pages 

designations with Uedala. 

My initial foray into the literature indicated that a book of channeled material 

by the title A Course in Miracles was central to interests of many in the New Age 

movement. Interested in the diffusion of New Age ideas into mainline churches, I felt 

it particularly appropriate to attend an ACIM workshop that was being held at one of 

the mainline denomination churches that advertised services in Dustville's premier 

New Age newspaper, Mind Bodv Spirit Journal. I attended six of these ACIM study 

group sessions, cultivating informants with chit-chat before and after meetings. 

I attended a live chaimeling session with a well-known channel (renamed here 

"Stan Nelson") of Seth. I attended a psychic fair being held at a local hotel, the 

Waterbridge Inn. I listened to broadcasts of locally-produced/hosted AM radio shows, 

two broadcasts of "Awareness Radio," and one broadcast of the program hosted by 

movement extrovert and factotum Carl Tovey, "Path of Celebration." These radio 

m^azines explored issues of interest to movement participants and aimounced or 

advertised local New Age events. 

Some of my most extensive sessions of informal interviewing and interviewing 

by comment occurred as I attended large-scale expositions centered on wholistic 



health, ecological concerns and new spirituality: the "Natural Choices Expo," and the 

"Hands-On Healing Expo," both held at the Dustville Convention Center. The Natural 

Choices Expo was sponsored by Mind Bodv Spirit Journal and the Hands-On Healing 

Expo by Awareness Radio. 

Finally, I attended two events focussed on planetary healing, one of the 

hallmark concerns of the movement. The first is a regular Dustville event occurring the 

twelfth day of every month at 12:12 PM, the "Cosmic PEACE Healing Circle" at the 

Center for Divine Healing Love. This event is regularly advertised in the Mind Bodv 

Spirit Journal, but drew only three other participants the day I attended. The other 

event was a week-long retreat sponsored by Wisdom of Avatars, a Dustville group 

with apparently global reach, who have organized a number of large-scale planetary 

ascension events since the harmonic convergence of 1987. The World Congress on 

Illumination was held at a posh resort north of town, with daily schedules featuring 

such things as yoga, an "activity of light," musical presentations, meals, presentations 

on planetary ascension, solar light body preparations, and so on. 

I attempted to maximize variation in the type of mformants with whom I 

spoke. I forced myself to be more gregarious than I felt, speaking with not only co-

participants who looked as though they wanted to talk to me, but also some who did 

not look so open. I tried to talk to as many different types of people (yoimg, old, 

male, female, new, seasoned, leader, non-leader...) as I could in each setting, while 

maximizing "deep connections" where they seemed to occur naturally. 
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To ensure the most accurate recording of gestures, talk, facial expressions, 

attire, number and demographic characteristics of participants, I carried with me to all 

church services, expos, and other events a small jottings notebook, in which I wrote 

openly, later expanding the jottings into detailed, word-processed field notes. Over the 

course of 25 worship service observations, I was only once questioned about my 

writing in the notebook, at which time I explained that writing things down helps me 

to learn. This seemed to satisfy the questioner at least marginally. (At many of the 

churches, writing in a notebook, at least during the "morning message," is normative 

and therefore unremarkable.) 

Taking notes during my 13 observations of service-provider networking events 

(i.e. expos and psychic fairs) and other non-church events was less normative, but at 

these events-unlike at the churches~I revealed my researcher status to potential 

informants from the get-go. 

Because certain types of data can be gathered only if subjects are unaware they 

are being studied, for the church observations, I kept secret my status as a researcher 

for as long as possible. This allowed me to pose as a co-participant, "on the path," the 

same as the other church attendees and as having the same relationship to church 

leaders as any other member or guest When I felt that "under-cover" techniques such 

as interviewing by comment and naive questioning had yielded adequate amounts of 

the data that only they could provide (concerning my co-participants' experiences, 

opinions, etc.), I revealed my researcher status to the given church leader, requesting 
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an interview with him or her, with the interviews yielding otherwise inaccessible 

biographical and network ties data on the leader, as well as church membership data. 

In only one case did I experience any dissonance upon revealing my researcher 

status to a co-participant, and in that case, I feel I may have been overly sensitive. The 

church leader who seemed miffed at my asking for an interview later revealed to me 

that she was not at all uncomfortable with my research project, but rather that I had 

asked for the interview inmiediately following the service-which is when she tends to 

be at her most drained and crabby. In all other instances, I was on high alert for co-

participants being miffed at learning of my researcher status, but it seems not to have 

happened. Multiple co-participants, in fact, gasped in near elation upon learning about 

"Mary Kris, who is writing a book," some of them even asking to see dissertation 

chapter drafts, and some volunteering to be interviewed. 

Because of the breadth of understanding attempted by this study, it is true that I 

paid each church only a few visits at most. However, 1 feel that church participants 

perceived my presence as nonthreatening and behaved as they normally would have in 

the presence of any other visitor. On multiple occasions, after attending some of the 

churches for the second or third time, I was even asked if I would be willing to deliver 

spirit messages, provide healings or take on other leadership roles, which indicates to 

me that my co-participants felt they could trust me. I politely refused these requests, so 

as to better be able to unobtrusively observe the goings-on "from the pews." 

I refused these requests for ethical reasons, as well, feeling it would be 
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inappropriate for me to engage in behaviors that would, to others, suggest that I 

believe in the channeling of the energies of universal love for healings, that I believe 

spirit beings speak from other planes to provide humans guidance, etc. I remain 

agnostic about these matters. At no time did I feel I was presented with an ethical 

dilemma concerning my co-participants' privacy or well-being. Though 1 discussed 

many issues of a highly personal nature with some of them, 1 have here used 

pseudonyms and changed details to protect their privacy. At no time did 1 press co-

participants to share with me more than they seemed to feel comfortable with; nor am 

I aware of having inflicted any emotional trauma upon any of my fellow co-

participants. If anything, many of them sought me out as a sympathetic listener who 

"asks interesting questions," often sharing, providing food, etc., with me more than I 

had time and energy for. 

1 did extensive interviewing and interviewing-by-comment at the non-church 

events, as well, bringing my informant total to some 80 movement regulars, dabblers 

and leaders. Data in the form of field notes totalled over 844 pages, reflecting some 94 

hours in the field. 

Data were coded using Glaser and Strauss's (1967) open coding method, and 

initially organized into "general cultural domains" as suggested by Spradley (1980). 

(I.e. acts, activities, events, places, objects, relationships, time, actors, motives, 

feelings, goals and talk) In this way, key themes of the movement emerged, as 

follows, in Table 1. However, as the study progressed, I eventually narrowed the focus 
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to an examination of New Agers' rituals, beliefs and day-to-day experiences. 1 next 

provide a few notes on how data on these elements were coded. 

TABLE 1 
FOCAL CULTURAL DOMAINS* 

1) avenues into the movement (biographical accounts) 
2) beliefs 
3) churches 
4) commercial/service provider networking events 
5) conflictual encounters and disdainful assessments 
6) family background and relations 
7) healing rituals 
8) healing the planet 
9) health and health talk 
0) justifying rhetorics: adjudicating disparate beliefs 
1) metaphysically significant colors 
2) ordainment 
3) paid labor experiences 
4) personal possessions: favorite books, crystals, clothing, accoutrements 
5) ritual objects 
6) self-realization: desired states and how they are thought to be attained 
7) social relations 
8) spirit communications 
9) worship rituals 

'Categories of meaning, activities, and problems central to the social world and 
lifestyle of New Age participants which were derived from observations of and 
encounters with them and the institutions and community activities that affect them. 
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Studying Rituals 

The New Age movement is marked by a blurring of the boimdaries between 

secular and sacred. Multiple times during the study I found myself in what I thought 

were "secular" contexts, even commercial contexts, only to find my co-participants 

engaging in what seemed to me like prayer or other religious rituals. I witnessed 

"workshop" meetings where participants lifted up the planet in the name of divine 

universal love, and "seminar" activities where participants invoked divine healing 

energy with the laying on of hands. Even at one of the commercial expositions, a 

sizable group of participants closed out the day of vendor networking activities by 

standing, hands clasped, in a circle and singing a song I had typically heard at New 

Age church services, "...with God as mother-father, united all are we. Let there be 

peace on earth, and let it begin with me." 

Some of the same rituals enacted in non-church contexts also go on in the 

churches. In fact, I never saw any rituals in non-church contexts that I had not also 

seen at the churches. Also, there is more ritual activity in the churches than in the non-

church contexts. In fact, there are types of rituals I saw at the churches that I was able 

to see only at the churches, rituals peculiar to church contexts, whereas the opposite 

was not the case. There appeared to be no rituals that could be witnessed only via 

access to non-church contexts. 

Thus, I felt justified in using the churches as the venue whereby I would see 

rituals. The rituals chapter describes church ritual, which at first might sound narrow. 
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But for the reasons noted here, I believe church-related ritual to well represent rituals 

common to the movement at large. 

Studying Beliefs: Two Codings 

Research Design 

There is a difference between what a researcher will pick up about a group's 

beliefs via reading the group's documents (which I have done) versus what the 

researcher may come to understand via talking to group members day to day and even 

observing and interacting with group members (which I have also done). My talking 

with and interacting with group members provides the data on statements of belief 

analyzed in the beliefs chapter and the appendix. 

My main activities in the field were observations and interviews. Because the 

interviews were often informal (sometimes not even known to the informant to be an 

interview), I was able to get at what my fellow co-participants think is most important 

about their movement. I did this by letting my fellow co-participants take the lead in 

conversations. 

Thus, my data differ from those gathered by researchers who have relied solely 

on written documents of movement members or even on secondary sources for their 
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understanding of what New Agers believe, and believe to be important.' 

What movement members use as day-to-day beliefs to get themselves through 

life are the beliefs most important to know about if we want to understand the nature 

of this movement and how it works in participants' lives, what it does for participants. 

By talking to movement participants in casual conversations and by eavesdropping or 

observing them live, I was able to pick up on the beliefs members use day to day, the 

beliefs they have made a part of their lives. For instance, as I describe in later 

chapters, fundamental for researchers' understanding of the "religious logic" of the 

movement is a familiarity with New Agers' belief in the divinity of humans. The "we 

are God" belief shapes how movement participants interact with each other, how they 

feel about themselves, how they undertake the activity of forming further beliefs, and 

so on. 

There is a disparity between "ideal culture" and "real culture." What movement 
members may write about in books is all fine and good, but the beliefs expressed therein are 
more likely to be the ones members wish they had a better understanding of or ones they only 
think "ought" to be important in their lives. 

On the other hand, talking to participants live, and watching them live, I was able to 
pick up on the beliefs members have a working knowledge of, the beliefs that are so central to 
participants' lives that they come up naturally in conversation. It is these beliefs that really 
matter because they better represent what the New Agers are likely noticing about the world 
and the assumptions from which they proceed. The day-to-day beliefs of movement members 
are more centi^ to how the movement plays out than what one reads about in New Age 
celebrity-authored books or in official church documents that movement participants may not 
even be familiar with. 

What movement members use as day-to-day beliefs to get themselves through 
life are the beliefs researchers should pay the most attention to. It is those beliefs that 
help us understand the nature of the movement, how it works in participants' lives, 
what movement involvement does for participants, and how involvement shapes 
participants. 
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Analytic Strategies 

The data presented in the beliefs chapter and the appendix are based on 423 

statements of belief I extracted from my field notes. 

Drawing on the entire set of the larger project's field notes, I culled some 423 

statements of belief, recording each one onto an index card with the name of my 

fellow co-participant who uttered the statement, his/her institutional affiliation or 

context at the time of the utterance, as well as the date of the utterance. 

From there I began the first wave of coding, in which 1 proceeded according to 

Glaser and Strauss's reconmiendations for "open coding" (1967). This open coding 

yielded 17 thematic categories for participants' statements of belief 

I had enough familiarity with my data going into the sorting of the statements 

to know that participants had made multiple statements on certain topics: God, Jesus, 

the truth of the world's religions, our planet, the coimectedness of all beings, and so 

on. Thus, when I initially ran across beliefs on these topics I started stacks for those 

topics, declaring some "categories" of belief early. 

Some other categories emerged quite a bit later, only after I was able to discern 

more subtle commonalities in the "feel" or "mode" that existed among seemingly 

disparate expressions on different topics. So, for instance, the largest category of belief 

is that of "tips for living." What all these statements had in common was not so much 

any topical theme, but rather that all of these statements implied some need for or, 

more often, benefit from taking a specific action—in accord with the belief so 
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expressed. 

For example, one of the "tips for living" statements of belief was as follows: 

"If things are not flowing for you, you have only to look within. Nothing external is 

your source. You have to take action, yes, but it is all within you." Notice here there is 

both a pronouncement about how things are (a belief statement in its own right) and, 

in conjunction with that claim, a suggestion for behavior. Of course, implied in the 

suggestion for behavior is a belief as well—that the prescribed action will be 

efficacious—for instance, that turning inward for guidance is appropriate, and that it 

works. 

But in terms of parsimony as well as the effort to understand the New Age 

movement as a social movement as well as a religious movement, this thematic coding 

of the data proved inadequate. I give further details on this first wave of coding, as 

well as information on the 17 thematic categories, in the appendix, for the reader 

interested in what was perhaps a more grounded coding of the data. But I continue 

here with a few notes necessary to understanding how I proceeded with the second 

coding of the data, the coding in which statements of belief were sorted according to 

whether they represented frames common to social movements; diagnostic frames, 

prognostic frames or motivational frames (Snow and Benford 1988). 

Diagnostic framing involves identifying some problem and attributing causality 

for it. Prognostic framing involves suggesting strategies and tactics whereby the 

problem could be solved. Motivational framing involves providing a rationale for 
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action—implying why anyone would want to engage any of the suggested strategies for 

the supposed problem. 

As I attempted to code statements of belief along these lines, I developed ways 

of thinking about what I was listening for in the beliefs statements in order to sort 

them in this manner. 

New Agers rarely acknowledge problems of any sort in the world. Thus, when 

trying to find diagnostic statements, I had to be on the lookout for statements that 

perhaps only implied the existence of some problem. But I did not want to take too 

many liberties reading the minds of those who had made the utterances. 

Finding statements of a prognostic sort proved difficult, as well. Any tips for 

how to best work around implied problems tended to be phrased as descriptions rather 

than prescriptions. They tended to be phrased as axioms or laws, rather than as 

strategies or tips. For instance, consider the statement, "We can't get acceptance from 

others unless we accept who we are." There is a prescription here for how to run one's 

life. What one should do is accept him or herself. (There is also an implied problem, 

which is that we sometimes lack a feeling of being accepted by others.) But notice 

how the prescription is phrased. It is phrased sounding a bit like a law of physics. If 

one accepts him or herself, then others will accept that person. Cause, effect. Is it 

really a prognosis? 

Coding motivational statements of belief involved many judgement calls, as 

well. What counts as a statement of belief clearly trying to motivate hearers to take up 
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a similar line of action to what the given utterer has? Here again, statements of belief 

are so often phrased in the form of grand pronouncements about the way things are, 

with all things being quite wonderful, that it is hard to pick out which statements 

describing wonderfiilness might actually, in spirit, be meant to inspire others to get on 

board with New Age ways. As I read through the beliefs statements looking for 

motivational-frame beliefs, I kept an eye out for statements that tell "what's in it for 

us" if we do certain New Age activities. E.g., "If you fill yourself with God's power, 

you will be surrounded by love, joy and peace." 

But to pick up on more subtle manifestations of motivational frames, I also 

kept alert for statements that reminded me of politicians' inspirational utterances—that 

is pronoimcements about wonderfiilness that seemed, in their phrasing, indicative that 

the utterer was trying to sell hearers on the given line of action. E.g., "We can heal 

ourselves. We don't have to die before we're ready." I guess ultimately, I was more 

likely to code a statement of belief as "motivational" in nature if upon reading it, 1, 

myself, felt inspired to take up New Age lines of action extolled in the statement. For 

instance, "Meditation gives you an experience that's so amazing you call it God" made 

me feel motivated to try this meditation thing that my fellow co-participants were 

always talking about. 

Of the original 423 statements of belief, only 117 (28%) ended up being 

codable as diagnostic, prognostic or motivational in nature, strictly speaking. 

The low number of diagnostic statements, I attribute to the fact that New Agers 
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statements of belief that would strictly qualify as diagnostic. The few (39) that were, 

strictly speaking, diagnostic in nature seemed to center on the theme of the ego being 

a problem. The claim is that ego prevents us from recognizing the perfection we are 

actually living in.^ 

There were 45 statements of belief codable as motivational in nature, and 33 

codable as prognostic in nature. Notice, then, that of the three types of frames common 

to social movements, diagnostic, prognostic and motivational, there is a slight 

dominance of the motivational frames. 1 hesitate to overinterpret, but this is consistent 

with the mood of the New Age movement as I have come to know it among my co-

participants in Dustville. They are an enthusiastic crowd, eager to engage with the 

project of being on the path of self-discovery and eager to share with others why 

others would enjoy it, too. 

Prognosticating, prescribing what should be done about any sort of problem, 

comes in last. This, too, is consistent with what I know of the New Agers I have met. 

They are reluctant to prescribe, in whatever form. They share what has worked in their 

~ If we re-cast di^ostic frames to connote statements made about conditions 
generally, rather than about problematic conditions, then the bulk of my Dustville co-
participants' statements are diagnostic, 338 statements, which is 80% of the beliefs 
statements. Using a non-strict definition of what could count as a diagnostic statement 
would mean seeing such statements as the following as diagnostic: "We are not 
victims. We make choices." 'If you don't love yourself, you don't love God because 
you are God and God lives in you." "We have physical, mental, etheric, astral and 
spiritual bodies." "Spirit is supreme over matter." "Sensory perception is the least 
reliable source for truth." 
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own life willingly, but they are reluctant to tell anyone else anything approaching a 

"should." Most of the statements of belief in some way make claims about the 

wonderflilness of how things are in the world and sound, then, like joyful descriptions: 

not identification of a problem, and certainly not a prescription for solving a problem. 

A reading of the appendix might suggest some contradiction here. Was it not 

the case that "tips for living" (prognostic frames, surely) was the most dominant 

category present in the original coding of beliefs statements? "Tips for living" was 

indeed the category with the highest number of hits in that original coding, but it is 

important to note that statements in that category were still one group of minority-

percentage statements among nothing but minority-percentage categories. The original 

"tips for living" category comprised only 6% of beliefs statements. 

In sum, there were two codings of statements of beliefs. The so-called thematic 

coding stayed very close to the data and its results are reported in Appendix A. The 

tripartite framing coding of beliefs statements is the basis for most of the discussion in 

the chapter on beliefs. That coding allowed for more parsimony: three main themes in 

beliefs. It also highlighted the ways in which the New Age movement tackles tasks 

that other social movements do: diagnosing, prognosing and motivating to action. 

Studying Experiences 

Data on Dustville New Agers' experiential states were gleaned firom a coding 

of the field notes, wherein there were a grand total of 1,305 mentions of experiential 
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states of any sort. A complete listing of these experiential states follows below, in 

Table 2. 

Table 2 
Experiential States Associated With Dustville New Agers 

awareness/awake* denial harmony* release* 
acceptance* depression hope relief 
abimdance* dislike/dissatisfaction inspired relate/recognize* 
amusement doubt integration (of responsibility 
amazement* disdain internal states) resistant/reticent 
anger difficulty interested* restlessness 
alone/loneliness energized/energy imbalance sense spirit* 
balanced enthusiasm in flow self as sacred* 
bodily health estrangement love* skepticism* 
busyness ecstasy light* seeking 
boredom fear* learning* separateness 
belief frustration material needs surprise 
burdened focused needed stilkiess 
blessed fighting/struggling opeimess suffering/sad* 
connectedness* freedom oneness* stress/worry* 
constrained forgiveness power* tired 
cleansed fiin peace* temptation 
certainty grateful/thankful* pain (physical or triumph 
career desire guided unspecified) transformed 
courage/boldness healing (unspecified) patience uncertain* 
compassion healing of self playful urunindful 
clairvoyance healing of the world questioning unity 
dissapointment/regret hurt feelings relaxed* understanding* 
defiance happiness/joy* radiating* unfocused 

understood 
wholeness 
yearning 

* = experiential state with a high frequency of occurrence 
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Noticing which experiential states occurred with the greatest frequency was a 

start to understanding how New Agers may experience the world. It seemed there were 

certain experiential states that are particularly salient for New Agers, such as 

awareness, connectedness, learning, and so on. 

Experiential States' "Modes" 

But it struck me, as I was capturing mentions of experiential states in the data, 

how the experiential states were appearing there in different modes. That is, an 

experiential state (e.g. love or healing) might appear in a statement of affirmation and 

by that be interpretable as the object of participants' highest aspirations. By contrast, 

an experiential state (e.g. fear) might appear in a sermon and thus be interpretable as 

something the New Agers' think is in need of explication. Or an experiential state (e.g. 

gratefiilness) might appear in utterances by participants as they shared about things that 

had actually happened to them and thus be interpretable as indicative of what daily life 

consists of for the given participant. 

When an experiential state is affirmed, it is held up as something profoundly 

aspired to, that is assumed—in tune with principles of positive thinking~to have 

already occurred. Here are examples of affirmations uttered in some Dustville New 

Age churches during my observations. "Something wonderful is happening in my life. 

I know it, I deserve it and I accept it." "I bless my gift to this Ministry and I am 

prospered in the giving. Through unconditional love I participate in Nature's bounty of 
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good health, wealth, and happiness NOW!" "I am love and love is me." 

When an experiential state is sermonized about, it is talked about analytically. 

The person who has the floor explains how we ought to think about this experiential 

state and whether we should be working toward it, and if so, how. I called this the 

"ser" mode, for "sermonizing about." A sermonizing about the experiential state of 

"happy" might sound like this: "You can find happiness by looking for it. A lot of 

people wait for things to happen to them before they let themselves be happy. But you 

don't have to wait. Look for that which makes you happy and you will be happy." 

(Stanley Jackson, longtime Dustville New Age church leader, guest-speaking at 

Temple of Wholism) 

When an experiential state is shared about, it is talked about as having already 

happened in a participant's life. I called this the "share" mode, to connote states my 

co-participants "shared about" as having been experienced by them. An example of a 

shared-about state would be as follows: "I felt sad when my husband couldn't 

understand the value of feminism for me." 

These three modes in which experiential states appeared, "affirmed," 

"sermonized about" and "shared about" seemed the most significant modes to pay 

attention to. Experiential states were also sung aboiit and read aloud about, but I used 

the read about and simg about experiential states data only to contribute to the overall 

big-picture of what consists of salient states, generally. (I.e., in making Table 2, 

above.) 
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I paid attention to whether experiential states were affirmed, sermonized about 

or shared about because I could see that doing so would provide clues as to what New 

Agers value, what they wrestle with enough that they think it needs explaining, and 

what they actually experience, respectively. These seem like key parameters of New 

Agers' experience: what they value, what they wrestle with and what they go through 

day to day. 

We can know what New Agers value. We can know it by looking at what they 

affirm. We can know what New Agers wrestle with. We can know it by seeing what 

gets talked about m sermons. We can know what New Agers actually experience. We 

can know it by listening to what they say they have experienced. Thus, coding New 

Agers' mentions of experiential states by mode proved quite fruitful. 

Constructing a Phenomenology of the New Agers' Lifeworld 

But I went still further. I considered how experience occurs in contexts. For the 

shared-about states, which were so important to understanding what New Agers 

experience day to day, I wanted to keep track of what the stimuli for these actually 

experienced states were. 

After attempting to capture all that the New Agers experience by recording all 

"shared-about" states, I went back and did another wave of coding on the shared-about 

states. In this second wave of coding, I recorded what seemed to be the stimulus 

provoking the given shared-about experiential state. 
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I noticed that the things stimxilating New Agers to have experiences fell into 

four broad categories of life arenas. Other people in New Agers' lives caused them to 

experience various states. The New Agers reacted to, assessed and critiqued their own 

actions in various ways-experienced their own actions. The New Agers reported how 

holding various different beliefs made them feel. And the New Agers reported how 

they experienced their assessments of what ought to be: whether for the world at large, 

or for their lives individually. That is, they reported experiencing some aspects of their 

individual lives as in need of change and some aspects of the world as in need of 

change, some aspects of the world as "fine" and some aspects of their lives as "fine." 

Thus, I identified four major arenas of stimuli that lead humans generally, but 

the New Agers particularly, to have experiences: alters in our lives (e.g. spouses), our 

own actions (e.g. doing errands or worshipping), our beliefs (e.g. God is in charge of 

the universe), and our cognitions about hypotheticals (i.e. what could be or should be 

about us or the world). See Table 3, below. 

Once I was satisfied that there was no sort of experience that could stem from 

some stimulus I had forgotten to specify in the "Arenas of Experience" table (see 

below), I set about creating a list of all the shared-about experiential states, this time 

paired with their concomitant life arena stimuli. This coding allowed me to create a 

rudimentary phenomenology of the New Agers' world: how they experience 

everything in their lives. 
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Table 3 
Arenas of Experience: 

Stimuli to Which Dustville New Agers React 

FOLKS/BEINGS IN NEW AGERS' LIVES 

family 
significant other 
friends 
self 
colleagues in the same "field" 

authorities/facilitators/ieaders church folks 
clients Spirit 
scholars spirits 
acquaintances aliens 
strangers 

NEW AGERS' OWN ACTIONS 

work/paid labor logistics/errands family happenings 
leisure worship/collective spiritual happenings entrepreneurialism 
-arts meditation/individual spiritual happenings altruistic action 
-nature self-improvement 

drugs/death/sleep/dreams 

BELIEFS NEW AGERS HOLD ABOUT WHAT IS 

New Age beliefs non-New Age beliefs 

COGNITIONS NEW AGERS HAVE ABOUT WHAT COULD OR SHOULD BE 

concerning themselves (i.e. my co-participants) concerning the world 
-materially -materially 
-spiritually -spiritually 
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Experiential States: Positive, Negative and "Change-state" 

One more note is in order as to how I approached this most difficult task of 

dealing with experiential states. It concerns the nature of experiential states themselves. 

As I attempted to make the list of all the different experiential states my co-

participants had actually experienced and what caused them to experience these states, 

I became ever more aware how incomparable to each other the experiential states 

seemed to be. There were experiential states such as happiness, sadness and other 

clear-cut emotional conditions. But there were also experiential states such as 

"clairvoyance" and "needed." These clearly are not mere emotions. There was 

something more relational about them, wherein they implied some larger system of 

stimuli: in the first case, some physical world to "see," and in the second case, some 

other being whose experiential state can engender a state in a second experiencer. 

Thus, I felt a need to classify experiential states in terms of their nature (e.g. 

crass/bodily versus etherial, or emotional versus cognitive, or reflective of the 

relational self versus the self conceived of independent of others). However, 

classification schemas for the experiential states themselves proved exceedingly 

difficult to devise, and in the end only one proved robust across multiple coders, as I 

sent it through reliability trials. That classification scheme is the least imaginative and 

least theoretically satisfying, ultimately, and amounts to a simple tri-partite system as 

follows: states that are positive/desirable to experience (e.g. happiness), states that are 

negative/undesirable to experience (e.g. fear), and states that imply that change is 
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wished for and tiiat the current status quo is unacceptable but the experiencer is 

focussing on a positive, more-desired state (e.g. forgiveness, busyness, desire, 

seeking).' 

In simi, all mentions of experiential states of any sort were captured from the 

field notes. They were categorized according to whether they were positive, negative 

or somewhere in-between in terms of their desirability to experience (positive, negative 

and "change-state.") It was recorded what "mode" any given experiential state occurred 

in (e.g. affirmed, sermonized about or shared about), which allowed me to discern 

what New Agers value, what they feel is in need of explication and what they actually 

experience. The most important of the experiential states mentioned, those shared 

about as having been a part of New Agers' lives, had a second coding performed on 

them, in which they were paired with their respective stimuli. This allowed me to 

generate, as the reader will see in chapter six, a sort of phenomenology of the New 

' My efforts with checking inter-coder reliability on schemas that classify 
experiential states ultimately led me to have confidence in my decision to reject some 
of the schemas that phenomenologists (e.g. Scheler 1980) have proposed for 
experiential states. 

In Scheler's work, for instance, he talks about a way of classifying "values" 
into a hierarchy, showing how emotions follow from values, with the values at the top 
of the hierarchy being rarefied, difficult to fathom states that are quite different in 
nature firom the other types of states lower in the hierarchy. I do recognize the worth 
of what Scheler is saying about there being "higher" and "lower" types of experiential 
states. However, Scheler fails to specify the nature of the relationship between higher 
and lower states and what it is that makes one state higher than any others across the 
levels of the schema. Further, inter-coder reliability was quite low when I tried to see 
if other coders could arrange experiential states along Scheler's lines. In the end, then, 
I decided that my own schema for classifying experiential states was more defensible. 
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Agers' world: how New Agers experience other people in their lives, how they 

experience their own actions, how they experience their beliefs about the world (e.g. 

being made happy or sad by those beliefs), and how they experience their thoughts 

about how the world could or should be (e.g. what fires them up or repulses them and 

so on, as they consider the overlaps and diqunctures between the is and the ought). 

Coding experiential states along these lines allowed me to be systematic about 

discerning the nature of experience for this movement, a particularly important task 

when studying a religious movement that prioritizes not doctrine, but experience itself. 

In chapter six, I discuss patterns in ideal versus real culture the coding schema allowed 

me to uncover as well as general tendencies in New Agers' experience. 

Chapter Summary 

In this chapter I have discussed how it is I came to study the New Agers, and 

how I systematized the capture, recording, coding and analysis of their rituals, beliefs 

and experiences. 

I have here explained my basic approach in capturing data; given a rationale for 

my focus on churchly ritual; have explained how I went about recognizing frames 

diagnostic, prognostic and motivational in New Agers' statements of belief; and how I 

organized and distinguished among the welter of experiential states mentioned by New 

Agers in any form or fashion in constructing a preliminary phenomenology of the New 
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Agers' world. 

In the next chapter, I turn to an exploration of the context in which my co-

participants and I were embedded: Dustville, including an analysis of the 

organizationai structure of the movement therein as well as the demographic traits of 

my fellow co-participants. 
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CHAPTER 3. THE MOVEMENT'S LOCAL ORGANIZATION 
AND DEMOGRAPHIC CONTEXT 

In the previous two chapters I laid out the theoretical and methodological 

approach I have taken in producing this study. I now turn to a description of the 

setting in which my study took place. 

Chapter Aims 

Social relations, generally, impinge on actors' actions, interpretations and 

experiences-as do demographic traits of those same actors. So, to contextualize the 

analyses that follow in the substantive chapters, I provide in this chapter a) a 

description of Diistville itself (focussing on general social relations factors therein) b) 

a description of the organizational structure of Dustville's manifestation of the New 

Age movement and c) a rough description of movement participants' demographic 

traits. 

Dustville 

Dustville is a city of about 800,000 in the Southwest of the United States. I call 

the Southwestern state that Dustville is located in Southwestia. 

Dustville is a cosmopolitan city with a Zeitgeist influenced by the presence of a 

large state university. Quite a few of the Dustville New Agers are products of the local 
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state university or know people who are. They speak with deference about the 

university. They make references to "us as educated people," knowing perhaps that 

their co-participants, whether at church or in secular venues, are, typically, part of that 

segment of the U.S. population with some college experience. 

Dustville is home to not only an air force base but also a large high-tech 

manufacturer of military defense devices. In fact, the university and this military 

defense devices firm are the two major employers in Dustville. More than a few of the 

New Agers I have spoken with revealed either a present or previous employment with 

one of the two military entities. And I have never heard criticism of the activities of 

these establishments. In fact, I was somewhat taken aback one day listening to 

Reverend Uzalanski of the Temple of Wholism as she prayed aloud before the 

congregation, mentioning we ought to call down blessings of Universal Law in 

Pakistan, where people are seeing fit to create "weapons of great destruction." She 

made no mention of these same blessings being needed right here in Dustville. 

Dustville is a low-wage town, by U.S. standards. The primary means for 

revenue to enter the city is through tourism, meaning that low-wage, dead-end service 

sector jobs are the bulk of the jobs for the non-professional living in Dustville. 

Although there is not the degree of grinding poverty visible upon visiting "certain" 

areas of town as there would be in Oakland or East St Louis, there are areas of the 

city that are, to any casual observer, home to people living in conditions significantly 

less comfortable than those enjoyed by Americans earning the median household 
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income. When I have pressed my co-participants to address issues of poverty, they 

make Dustville-specific references and use Dustviile-specific examples to make sure 

they and I are in agreement over what we mean by poverty. The shape of poverty in 

Dustville, I would argue, surely shapes what comes to mind when my co-participants 

think of poverty and perhaps even the degree to which they perceive it as a potential 

problem. (Dustville New Agers have told me that all of us choose our parents. And, 

further, that people living in poverty have chosen that route for this incarnation, 

wanting for reasons of their spiritual evolution, to experience that facet of life on this 

go-round.) 

The climate of Dustville is notable for shaping interactions and perceptions as 

well. As a city in the Southwest, Dustville receives little in the way of rainfall. It is a 

very warm city, with outdoor activities possible year-round. The weather is cheery and 

sunny about 95% of the time during the year, and I think this is partly responsible for 

the somewhat remarkable, even by U.S. standards, norms with regard to what counts 

as casual versus dressy attire. People in Dustville are casual dressers, even by U.S. 

standards overall. I note this because in some cities, hard core New Agers are thought 

to be identifiable via their peculiar dress—for instance Caucasians wearing "Indian" 

moccasins in conjunction with flowing purple dresses, large crystal necklaces, 

handicraft hemp-fiber woven handbags and perhaps even head gear reminiscent of 

popular conceptions of what Native Americans wore during firontier times. I have seen 

such attire on people visiting New Age bookstores in New Age-hotspot city Taltipia, 
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but these get-ups are rare among New Agers in Dustville. I wonder if it might not 

partly be due to the extreme blandness and low-key nature of the baseline for what is 

normal (versus just too "over the top") attire in Dustville. The New Agers I know in 

Dustville, whether I see them at church or run into them at secular events or even just 

on the street, they usually dress "normally," given Dustville norms. 

Population turnover in Dustville is high, with about 2.5 years as the median 

duration of time for people to have lived in the city. Property crime is somewhat 

higher than the national average, with auto theft being a particularly notable threat. I 

mention these factors to suggest the degree to which the overall context, with the 

prevalence of weak social ties, may be anomie-producing. 

Dustville's schools are decent but not notable, to the best of my understanding. 

Due to libertarian strains in state politics they are chronically underfunded, partly due 

to low tax rates period, but especially low property tax rates, in sync with the interests 

of the state's substantial retiree population. Southwestia has one of the highest teen 

pregnancy rates of any state in the nation. I do not perceive Southwestia overall to be 

a very child-friendly place and cannot help but wonder if the type of people drawn to 

live in Southwestia may be a factor in the phenomenon I have noticed in Dustville's 

New Age churches, which is that other than at Unity Church of Dustville, one almost 

never sees children present 

Dustville is one of only some 25 cities in the U.S. to have a community radio 

station. Not to mention an "alternative" (read; critical of big business and big business-
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friendly media) weekly newspaper. There is a sense among Dustville residents of 

Dustville being more politically and culturally liberal than the larger, more dominant 

city, Cementville, to the north. 

There are some 445 churches, mosques or synagogues in Dustville, with 19% 

of these churches being Baptist in some form or other, 6.5% of churches being 

Lutheran in some form or other, 6.5% of churches being Catholic in some form or 

other, 4.5% of churches being Assemblies of God, and 3.8% of churches being 

Methodist in some form or other. These are the most dominant denominations, 

percentage-wise, with New Age churches coming in at 3.1% of churches and Latter 

Day Saints churches (Mormons) coming in at 2.9%. (These figures were obtained by 

compiling a list of churches from Yellow Pages listings, supplemented with scouting 

trips made around Dustville in a passenger car.) 

As for events, groups and individuals specifically geared to serving New Agers, 

I counted some 260. Several of the larger New Age bookstores had either bulletin 

boards or three-ring binders chock full of business cards and activity flyers advertising 

the work of local healers, groups, institutes, and so on. Though I feared it was 

somewhat non-normative to do so, I stood at the bulletin boards or sat with the binders 

at all of the stores, for hours at a time, copying down names, addresses and basic 

descriptions of all the groups, individuals and organizations that struck me as central to 

the spirit of the movement as I then understood it. This yielded a list with over 260 

different individuals, events, and groups. I supplemented that list with listings for 
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activities, schools, institutes, organizations and events from local and semi-local New 

Age publications and AM radio programs. I divided the data into the following three 

broad categories: "Collective Life of the New Age Movement in Dustville," 

"Individual Experiences of the New Age movement in Dustville," and "Miscellaneous 

Ways to Be New Age in Dustville." 

Examples of items that made the "Collective Life" list are such things as the 

following: "free introduction to A Course in Miracles by Cara Dunlap," "Prosperity 

Consciousness Group at Desert Oasis Body-Mind Center," "Swami Shuddhannanda 

speaking engagement at St. Gerard Church," "Full Moon Healing Service at Uedala: 

Church of the New Age." Examples of items that made the "Individual Experiences" 

list were such things as the following: "Reiki with Katarina Nowell, Member ABMP," 

"Personalized Instruction in Neo-Shamanism with Shaman Riddy Oot-nee-an," 

"Spiritual coimseling, healing, past lives, dreams, spiritual emergence with Sara 

Camby-Hall, MS, CHT." 

In short, I tried to take all of it in: bookstores, churches, institutes and training 

centers, publications, electronic media, service-provider networking events such as 

expos and psychic fairs, worship events, planetary healing events—anything that 

seemed geared to serving the New Agers of Dustville. 

Below is a table listing the most significant of the settings I considered as I 

tried to gain a sense of the context of Dustville, as it speaks to, serves and/or shapes 

the New Agers. 
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FOCAL SETTINGS* 
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(1) Mercy St. Peter Episcopal Church (site of "Mass For the Third Millennium") 

(2) St. Gerard of the Foothills United Methodist Church (New Age-friendly mainline 
church, also site of an ACIM discussion group) 

(3) Fort Morton Office Park (site of Center for Divine Healing Love and its "12:12 
Cosmic PEACE healing circle") 

(4) Temple of Healing (meets in the all-faiths chapel on the campus of Research State 
University) 

(5) Celebration of Oneness Center (townhouse site of rogue Science of Mind worship 
group, plus Conversations With God discussion group) 

(6) Science of Mind Center (meets in the Dustville Boys Chorus Building) 

(7) Unity Church of Dustville 

(8) Cosmic Christ Chapel 

(9) Church of Infinitude 

(10) Temple of Wholism (meets in conference rooms of hotels and business parks on 
the east side of town) 

(11) Universalistic Church of Truth (meets in conference rooms of a posh north-side 
resort) 

(12) Uedala: Church of the New Age 

(13) My Church/My Spiritual Center (recently closed due to retirement of its leaders, 
progenitor of most of Dustville's current New Age churches and leaders) 

(14) Community radio AM 770 (broadcasts New Age talk shows "Path of Celebration" 
and "Awareness Radio") 
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Table 4: Focal Settings, Continued 

(15) Mind Bodv Spirit Jnumal (Dustville's only all-purpose, large circulation New Age 
newspaper, recently renamed and expanded) 

(16) Dustville Convention Center (site of various commercial lightworker expositions 
and networking events) 

(17) Mann's Escondido Canyon Resort (site of the World Congress on Illumination) 

(18) Rainbow Energies bookstore (also Seth charmellings site), Unity Church 
Metaphysical Bookstore, Cahn Within Bookstore 

(19) Healthy Cravings Food Co-op 

(20) Sisters' Coffeehouse (metaphysically-themed hangout with aura photography 
alcove. New Age books, now closed) 

* Major institutions, organizations, commercial establishments and territorial niches 
relevant to the habitual activities and lifestyle of New Age movement participants 
living in or visiting Dustville. 

Organizational Structure of the Movement Locally 

As the focal settings table above suggests, there are different types of 

organizational "pieces" to the Dustville version of the New Age movement. There are 

bookstores, churches, institutes, centers, service providers, arms of the media, 

hangouts, and so on. In fact, at first I felt a bit overwhelmed just taking in the sheer 

number of and diversity of different types of organizations. 
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Over time, my immersion in the movement allowed me to conceptualize the 

movement as an ecosystem of sorts, and see how the organizations are competing for 

as well as sharing resources with each other. Individuals, I noticed, can be carriers of 

both practices and information, helping organizational innovations diffuse across 

organizational boimdaries. But to understand these processes, one has to have some 

familiarity with the general organizational lay-out of the movement in the local 

context. That is what I will attempt to discuss here. In this section, I will discuss the 

organizational structure of the Dustville manifestation of the New Age movement. 

At first glance, it appears there is no pattern to the Dustville New Age 

movement. There are lots of people involved, plenty of organizations, but how is there 

any coherence to this eclectic, leaderless network of networks, one might wonder. 

When I first began studying the movement in Dustville, I plotted the locations 

of all the different organizations I knew about. Did they cluster in the wealthier parts 

of town, for instance, I wondered. They were more or less evenly dispersed throughout 

the city. I had hoped there might at least be some interesting pattern, geographically, 

for the distribution of movement organizations. And the first several people I spoke 

with claimed to know very few others involved in the movement, only their own little 

clique. 

My first clue that there was some mechanism or set of mechanisms producing 

coherence in the midst of seeming fragmentation involved rituals. 

As I visited one after another of Dustville's "metaphysical" churches and 
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secular venues, I noticed an identifiable set of rituals (e.g. an invocation and a closing 

song) had found its way into many different parts of the movement—both sacred and 

secular. That suggested to me something about the degree of organization of the 

movement above and beyond the level at which the rituals themselves take their effect 

(which I will discuss in the next chapter). I realized there must be meso-level factors 

in the Dustville movement operating to provide movement-level coherence above and 

beyond what the rituals can achieve. 

Media's Effects on Local Organizational Structure 

Although in chapter four I discuss the coherence-producing effects of rituals for 

Dustville's network of New Agers, it is true that the organizational "pieces" of 

Dustville's New Age movement cohere to some extent through non-ritual means, as I 

eventually came to understand. Here are two of the factors I uncovered that seem 

responsible for the coherence that actually does exist for the movement in Dustville. 

The first factor is the media. The arms of the New Age media are what keep 

all the other organizational pieces articulating together. When 1 speak of the arms of 

the media, I am referring to Dustville's New Age newspaper, the Mind Body Spirit 

Journal, and AM 770 radio, which broadcasts at least two different shows produced by 

local New Agers addressing New Age themes. 

The Mind Rodv Spirit Journal was the sponsor two years in a row of the 

Natural Choices Expo, which drew some 80-plus vendors and literally thousands of 
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attendees from Dustville to explore options for wholistic approaches to housing, food, 

reading, purchasing and worshipping. It was not until I visited the other major 

exposition geared toward "alternative" and New Age explorers, the Hands-On Healing 

Expo, where I spoke with radio production assistant Geraldine Veertz, that I learned of 

a rift between the Journal and the radio crowd leaders. While the Natural Choices 

Expo was sponsored by Mind Bodv Spirit Journal, the Hands-On Healing Expo was 

sponsored by "Awareness Radio," one of the locally-produced New Age radio shows. 

At the Hands-On Healing Expo, Geraldine explained to me why I saw no copies of the 

Mind Bodv Spirit Journal there and why the Journal did not have any presence, of an 

official sort, there at all. "I don't know. We asked them to go in on this with us, but 

they wouldn't help us. Just wouldn't help us. We don't know why." 

As near as I can tell, this rifl between the print media crowd and the spoken-

word media crowd is felt only by the movement elites-those heavily involved in 

leadership positions—who do such things as putting on expositions. In terms of what 

the rank and file Dustville New Agers experience, both the Journal and the radio 

shows work to keep them informed of what is going on in the movement. Everywhere 

I went in Dustville, I asked movement participants to tell me how they would "go 

about finding out what is going on in the movement." All but two interviewees said 

they would read the Mind Rodv Spirit Journal. And most of the interviewees at least 

knew of the radio broadcasts, even if they themselves were not regular listeners. My 

point is that rift or no rift among the movers and shakers of the movement, the 
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movement coheres m part, due to the existence and viability of some arms of the 

media, whether print or spoken word media. 

The other non-ritual factor, a meso-level factor, that seems to provide a degree 

of coherence to the movement that it otherwise would not have is the bookstores, 

particularly Rainbow Energies bookstore. The bookstores are key to the dissemination 

of information throughout the movement crowd. This happens through the bulletin 

boards at the bookstores, as well as the three-ring binders with clear plastic holders 

filled with counselors' and other service providers' business cards. The bookstores are 

venues in which live channelings occur, book-signings occur, and so forth, such that 

they are one more set of venues where movement participants can come into face-to-

face contact with each other. But it is via the bookstores, also, that movement 

participants learn about events of all sorts, throughout the city, that they may wish to 

attend. 

So, the arms of the media and the bookstores are clearinghouses for 

information in the movement locally. It is through these means of communication that 

movement participants learn of events of interest, attend some of the largest of the 

large-scale events, meet each other, talk, develop new interests in movement matters, 

and so on. 

But there is still more to the story. As I visited more and more venues, I began 

noticing much more coherence, organizationally speaking, to the movement. I noticed 

that certain rituals, for instance, pervade the entire movement. The same closing song 
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is simg at a majority of the New Age churches. The same hymnal is used by multiple 

churches. The same prayer-like invocation is used in the same way at some 

commercial events as it is at many of the churches. How did that come to pass, I 

initially wondered. 

Churches' Effects on Local Organizational Structure 

As best I can tell, the churches have a coherence-producing effect for the 

movement. The first of these church effects that increases the movement's degree of 

organization is organizational fission. A high rate of ordainment provides a constant 

stream of new reverends into Dustville. This means there is something like a flow of 

fresh blood through the whole system at any given time: in this case, of clergy 

counselors. Each new reverend starting a church or business brings with him or her to 

his/her new church or counseling venture the beliefs and practices s/he acquired at the 

parent church. 

Thus, the frequency with which a churchly ritual (ordainment) is practiced 

affects the structure of the movement itself—the way its organizations share 

information and the way, then, that those organizations become ideologically linked. 

Note that "ordination fever" means not just new church start-ups, but new business 

start-ups as well. Having the credential of reverend allows one extra legitimacy in 

hanging out a shingle as a "counselor," and quite a few of my Dustville co-participants 

engage in this business practice. These start-up businesses can be traced back to the 
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church at which the clergy/counselor/business person was ordained, allowing the 

researcher to chart the flow of credentials and information throughout the 

organizational web in Dustville. 

I was always amused while conducting interviews to leam of any given 

participant's church of origin, usually revealed to me by some other clergy member. 

"Oh, Noralee Tantz? Yes. Well, you know, she's been around for years. She came out 

of Science of Mind Center before she and Martin started Unity here. She didn't hang 

out a shingle for counseling 'til just recently." 

For ideological reasons (i.e. monism), in fact, lines between sacred and secular 

are blurred just generally in this movement. Individuals therefore feel free to suggest 

in sacred venues rituals they have learned in secular venues and vice versa. It is in this 

way that a tenet of the belief system (monism) intersects with practices (the 

performance of whatever ritual, such as the singing of a closing song) to stitch 

together the sacred and secular pieces of the movement. 

The second meso-level factor operating to produce a notable degree of 

organization for the movement as a whole, another "church effect," is that of 

overlapping church participation. Because the New Age churches follow the non-

exclusivist pattern characteristic of what lannaccone (1997) calls "private religion," 

they do not make demands for formal membership. Thus, many participants attend or 

even hold leadership positions in multiple churches. Multiple people in the movement 

attend multiple churches and secular venue events regularly, stitching together for 
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themselves services and goods from multiple entities in diversified portfolios of 

religious goods. The effect of their self-interested actions for the movement as whole 

is that ideas, practices and rituals get transmitted, via individuals, back and forth 

among what would otherwise be realms of the movement that were distant from each 

other in social space. 

The third mechanism by which movement ideologies and rituals keep flowing 

through the body of the movement, suggesting a somewhat surprising degree of 

organization for it, is the practice wherein church leaders act as guest speakers at each 

others' churches. Secular venue experts act as guest speakers at churches, as well. And 

church leaders are invited, too, to speak at secular venue events. Further sacred-secular 

crossover occurs via the behavior of health and counseling practitioners~of recruiting 

new clients while attending church services, as I have witnessed on several occasions. 

In simi, the arms of the media disseminate information about events and even 

sponsor large-scale events. This provides opportunities for like-minded people in 

Dustville to meet each other and establish movement ties. And there are "church 

effects," as well, wherein a high rate of ordination, overlapping memberships and 

guest-speakerships mean links not only among churches but the churches as producers 

of new professionals for the movement crowd generally. 
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Demographic Traits of Participants 

Other researchers collecting data on participants in new religious movements 

have attempting to catalogue the traits of those involved in the "occult milieu" and its 

various subparts. I have noticed my data are in line with what other researchers have 

found, broadly speaking, but also even down to some details such as the greater 

preponderance of senior citizens in traditionally metaphysical churches, and a 

preponderance of the middle-aged in psychic-occult groups, as Figiure 1 is meant to 

show. 

Figure 1 
DIMENSIONS AND VARIETIES OF NEW AGE 

MOVEMENT PARTICIPATION 

Participation Habits 
General Types 
of Participants Church Services Commercial Events 

Retirees + 

Educated, Employed Baby Boomers + 

Former Hippies + 

Generation-Xers With New Age Jobs + 
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"Commercial events" include such happenings as the Natural Choices Expo 

(which was sponsored by Mind Body Spirit Journal, and included not only modules on 

alternative healing, "bodywork," etc., but also a module of "New Perspectives" 

exhibitors composed in part by people affiliated with several of Dustville's 

metaphysical churches); the Hands-On Healing Expo (which was sponsored in part by 

the director of one of Dustville's New Age talk radio shows and was meant to 

introduce attendees to alternative modalities for healing); psychic fairs; and paid-

admission channeling sessions. Tickets for admission and/or services, workshops and 

demonstrations at these events ranged from $5.00 to $28.00. 

But the big picture of the Dustville New Agers, in terms of a few of their 

demographic traits, is more important for hypotheses we might wish to make about the 

intersection of biography and history, how participants' ethnicity, age, and gender 

might affect what they seek out in terms of religion and what it is they get from it. 

Table 5, which follows, was developed from field notes which detailed my 

persistent, careful observations of who was in attendance with me at any given 

movement event. It is, inevitably, based on some guess work. For instance, Hispanic 

people may be of any race, I realize. I coded as Hispanic only those people who 

appeared to be of Mexican origin, which is the majority of Hispanic people in 

Dustville. Obviously I guessed on age, as well. 1 did not query very many of my 

fellow co-participants as to their age, but rather guessed and then reported age data via 

fairly broad year ranges. 
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TABLE 5* 
COMPARISON OF DUSTVILLE'S NEW AGE CHURCHGOERS AND 

INFORMANT SAMPLE IN TERMS OF SELECTED DEMOGRAPHIC VARIABLES 

Demographic Variables Informant Sample Churchgoer Sample 
(N: 75) (N: 466) 

Sex: 
% Female 68.0 63.6 

Age: 
Mean Age 48.6 46.6 
% 12 and under 0.0 3.1 
% 13 to 29 5.3 3.8 
% 30 to 49 58.7 54.5 
% 50 to 69 26.7 26.0 
% 70 and older 9.3 12.5 

Ethnicity 
% Caucasian 93.3 98.5 
% Hispanic 2.7 1.1 
% African American 1.3 .5 
% Native American 2.7 0.0 

Time Associated with Dustville Group 
% less than 6 months 9.3 ~ 

% 7 months to 1 year 5.3 — 

% 1.1 years to 3 years 18.7 — 

% 3.1 years to 10 years 12.0 — 

% more than 10 years 21.3 — 

% missing data 33.3 — 

Nimiber of Research Contacts 118 ~ 
Mean Number 1.6 ~ 

•This table is meant to show the correspondence between the many movement 
participants with whom I had at least passing contact in non-anonymous enviroimients 
("churchgoer sample") and the informants with whom I spoke in some depth 
("informant sample"). 
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A work by Mears and Ellison (2000) on consumership patterns for New Age 

goods shows a surprising dispersion across race and class lines as to who is purchasing 

New Age goods, at least for the state of Texas. In light of those findings, it may be 

notable that my co-participants in this study are mainly white (and based on 

impressions only, I would say, mostly upper middle class). Mexican Americans are 

underrepresented in Dustville's manifestation of the New Age movement, given their 

percentage in the local population—as are people of lower social classes. 

Sociologists of religion have long noted the dominance of female participants 

(even if not leaders) in church contexts of all sorts. Given that general pattern, it is 

particularly notable, in my data, just how balanced the sex ratio really is. There were 

always more men at the research sites, whether church or otherwise, than I kept 

expecting. Periodic mentions of the value of "feminine energy" did not seem to be a 

threat to these males. 

The dominance of women in leadership roles in Dustville's New Age churches 

and secular venues is qmte notably different than what I have seen in Dustville at 

large, whether in its mainline churches (a dozen of which 1 have visited) or its 

businesses. 

Chapter Summary 

Noting that context and what Sherkat (1997) calls "general social relations" 

shape actors' perceptions and decisions, this chapter has sought to sensitize the reader 
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to such Dustville traits as its cosmopolitan nature, the proportion of educated people in 

Dustville, Dustville's military influences, its overall population size, its low wages, the 

visibility and severity of poverty in Dustville and how this may affect participants' 

assessments of poverty's seriousness generally, Dustville's climate and norms for 

attire, its population turnover rate, property crime rate, its schools' nature, issues of 

property taxes/retiree interests, teen pregnancy rates, political climate, the nature of its 

worship venues, and the nature of New Age movement-specific venues and 

opportunities in Dustville. 

The chapter has argued that there is more coherence organizationally to the 

Dustville arm of the New Age movement than might appear at first glance. Print 

media and spoken word media professionals, though not united themselves, do keep 

movement participants abreast of movement activities. Events both major and minor 

provide opportunities for participants to establish ties with each other and further 

develop their thinking on matters relevant to the movement and its ideology. 

The chapter has sketched the outlines of the demographic traits of participants, 

with a view to providing the reader a basis to judge how these traits might shape what 

movement participants find to be interesting, find to have value, what participants' 

economic and political interests are likely to be, and how those might reinforce or be 

in tension with movement practices, ideas and subsequent experiences. 

Dtistville, the organizational structure of the arm of the New Age movement 

therein, and the traits of the Dustville New Agers themselves are all likely to shape 
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how events and the perceptions thereof play out for the local movement. It is with this 

in mind that I have here provided this sketch of contextual factors. In the next chapter 

I begin the actual analysis with a discussion of Dustville New Agers' action, chiefly 

rituals. 
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CHAPTER 4. RITUALS: PREFERENCE AND SOLIDARITY EFFECTS 

In the three chapters preceding this one, I laid out my general theoretical 

approach, clarified methodological concerns, and sensitized the reader to the factors in 

the context of Dustville that are likely to shape movement participants' actions, 

perceptions and experiences. 

I begin my description of the Dustville New Age movement, itself, with a 

treatment of participants' action, specifically ritual action. Rituals, as actions, are not 

only representative of what Berger and Luckmarm (1967) tell us is the first moment in 

the social construction of reality ("extemalization")- Rituals are also the most 

inmiediately observable phenomenon associated with a social group we would like to 

understand. Developing a rapport with co-participants sufficient to query them about 

some of the other parameters of religious life that Stark and Clock say are important 

(participants' beliefs, participants' experiences) takes time, and must come later. Thus, 

I present for the reader in order the types of things I was able to learn about the New 

Agers. And the first thing I was able to learn about was what it is they do. 

Chapter Aims 

This chapter, then, will describe participants' rituals. The chapter will define 

ritual, explain how we might see ritual as one moment ("extemalization") in Berger 

and Luckmann's tripartite schema of the social construction of reality, explain that 
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participants' actions lead to individual- and group-level value being developed in the 

movement (preferences and solidarity), and explore the specific processes whereby 

rituals generate this religious value. The rituals explored are those of "having," 

"healing," "holding," "hearing," and "harnessing." The main finding of this chapter is 

that the rituals enacted in the Dustville manifestation of the New Age movement make 

possible a degree of group solidarity in this eclectic, individualistic movement. 

Theoretical Considerations 

Defining and Observing Rituals 

Bocock (1974) tells us rituals are action oriented toward sacred or charismatic 

entities—that is, things or ideas set apart from the everyday world of routine and 

utilitarian action. Using this definition of ritual, 1 attempted to learn what New Age 

rituals consist of 

As I explained in the methods chapter, 1 focussed on churchly ritual. All the 

types of rituals I ever saw performed by movement participants were enacted, at one 

time or another, in the church venues. There were no rituals peculiar to secular venues 

that were not also represented in the church venues. Thus, focussing on church ritual 

provided opportunities to see all the types of rituals seen in secular venues, church 

rituals, and rituals peculiar to church venues. By attending services at a variety of New 

Age and New Age-suffused churches, watching carefully, and taking copious notes, I 

was able to observe five major types of rituals significant for the life of the movement. 



98 

This careful attention to nonrational action is key to understanding the symbolic 

and subjective aspects of religion, the aspects that influence our interpretations of our 

lives and experiences. This chapter attends to the symbolic actions of the New Agers 

of Dustville before moving on in the next chapter, on beliefs, to "look inside" those 

actions. By examining the content and effects of ritual action, this chapter will attempt 

to link ritual action to other things scholars of religion, social theory and social 

movements care about: the production of "religious value," for instance. This chapter 

will show how ritual action generates religious value at both the level of the individual 

(religious "preferences") and the level of the group (solidarity). 

Rituals Understood as Berger and Luckmann's "Extemalization" 

I take rituals to be an instance of what Berger and Luckmann (1967) identify as 

the first moment in the social construction of reality: "extemalization." Himians create 

social institutional patterns via their actions. Surely ritual action contributes to the 

solidity of human-created social contexts. In this chapter I will try to show what type 

of world the New Agers of Dustville have created for themselves via action (rituals). 

In subsequent chapters I will link rituals with belief and experience, showing how 

social contexts, once created, shape subsequent perceptions about "the way things are" 

(what Berger and Luckmann call "objectification") and will show how the experiences 

hiimans are able to have in the human-created and human-interpreted social world are 

shaped by that world (Berger and Luckmann's "internalization"). 
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This chapter will discuss in some depth what it is New Agers do as they create 

social contexts around themselves. 

Ritual Acts as Generative of "Religious Value" 

How, exactly, does New Agers' ritual action generate "religious value"? It 

seems there are three key relationships that hold between actions and preferences. I 

draw here on the work of James March (1988), who has outlined what he calls 

"alternative rationalities," which he uses to explain how human action shapes human 

preferences. In brief, he theorizes the effects of "context rationality," in which the 

simultaneity of multiple participants' action leads them to have a sense of connection 

to each other, such that they come to prefer these simultaneously-engaged actions, 

come to value them. He theorizes the effects of "process rationality," in which the 

exercise of intention is experienced as pleasurable in its own right, such that 

participants' being able to act, to do something, generates for them a preference for the 

particular action in question because they have been able to exercise intentionality, and 

thus they come to value those actions and things associated with those actions. And 

third, he theorizes the effects of "posterior rationality," in which participants' post-

action discovery of intentions, as part of the process of interpreting action, leads actors 

to positively evaluate their actions and those actions' consequences. 

I argue in the data section that follows that the New Agers are, through ritual, 

creating a social context (Berger and Luckmann's "extemalization") but also that the 
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New Agers are, through rituals, creating for themselves preferences for their own 

movement with that action, via these three tjrpes of alternative rationalities. Once 

individual preferences are created for the movement, individuals continue participating. 

The movement has value for them as individuals. But there is a group-level effect, too. 

Individuals' participation means the movement itself remains populated with 

participants and thus coheres, or at least survives, as a movement. 

The effects of rituals for individual preferences and group solidarity are not 

well understood. Even in the sociology of religion, surprisingly, rituals are an 

understudied phenomenon. Noted sociologist of religion R. Stephen Warner (1997) 

remarks that we simply do not know a lot about how solidarity is achieved in the great 

world religions, which is in large part due to our not having adequately paid attention 

to ritual action. In what follows, I look at five major types of rituals, discussing how 

religious value is being created (both individual- and group-level value) via the 

operation of March's alternative rationalities. 

Findings: Rituals As Preference and Solidarity Mechanism 

Dustville has a lot going on for the New Ager, as I hope chapter three with its 

discussion of the context of Dustville makes concrete. Just as scholars, myself 

included, who have looked at the disparate beliefs of the New Age movement have 

wondered how such an array of ideological elements hangs together, scholars looking 
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at the activities of the New Agers ought to wonder how there exists across time a 

modicum of consistency m New Agers' daily perspectives. Daily perspectives are— 

inevitably—shaped by action, and actions of the New Agers appear at first glance, like 

their beliefs, to be disparate. This section will explain how ritual actions in the 

churches lead to coherence-producing effects for the movement at large in Dustville. 

The churchly rituals I observed, I categorized into five broad groups as follows: 

material-recognition rituals, healing rituals, group-focus rituals, spirit-connections 

rituals and psyche-reorientation rituals. In what follows, I will discuss each type of 

ritual, explaining how the ritual action contributes to coherence in the local movement, 

counter-balancing the effects of the centrifugal force set up by the movement's 

epistemological individualism, free-form theology and vast array of choices for 

activities overall—how these rituals lead to greater movement coherence than would 

otherwise be possible. Not all of the rituals demonstrate the operation of March's 

"alternative rationalities," but at junctures where this is the case, 1 try to highlight how 

the ritual in question does its preference-producing and/or solidarity-producing work 

via alternative rationalities. 

Material-recognition Rituals (Rituals of "Having") 

The main coherence-producing effect of this set of rituals stems from their 

efScacy in allowing the movement to acquire and circulate resources. Examples of 

material-recognition rituals would include the taking up of "offerings" during church 
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services and the giving of gifts. 

In an early version of my interview schedule for New Age church leaders, I 

had a question about funding. I would ask how it was that money came into the given 

leader's church. This question evoked furrowed brows and uncomfortable silences, 

such that I omitted it from subsequent interview schedules, not wishing to alienate 

church leaders who were already being so gracious to talk with me despite their busy 

schedules. 

My point in mentioning this is that talking about money is awkward. Money, 

however, is essential to the viability of the movement as a whole. For group solidarity 

to evolve, there have to be adequate resources for the group, period. The ritual 

marking of the transfer of money from individuals to the group decreases 

awkwardness, allowing these transfers themselves to continue. 

On one occasion during a church service, I witnessed the husband and wife 

leader duo (Sandra and Gerald Sadler) at the Universalistic Church of Truth navigating 

their way, without the benefit of a set ritual, through letting congregation members 

know that Melinda, a congregation member now living abroad, had made a generous 

donation to the church. There was some discussion and nervous laughter about whether 

to read Melinda's letter aloud or not and whether to disclose the amount the donation 

check had been written for. 

Sandra Sadler is standing at the podium with the letter in her hand. "Melinda sends her love 
and says she misses us ail. The letter says nice things about the church and about how we can direct 
divine energy and have a full life if we try. Well, this is just reaiiy a sweet letter. She is in transit right 
now, so I can't ask her if we have permission to read the letter. It is just a reaiiy sweet letter, a really 
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sweet letter." Sandra pauses, laughs a little nervously and looks to the side and lowers the letter as 
though to put it away. She folds the letter and is slipping it back into its envelope. She looks as though 
she would like to move on, but then Gerald queries gently, "Dr. Sandra, wasn't there an enclosure... 
with the letter?" 

Dr. Sandra freezes in position, her hands still on the envelope and says, "Yes, yes there was." 
She furrows her brow, pauses, and then, slowing down and choosing her words carefully says that, 
"There was a check enclosed with the letter, for a very generous donation to the church." Dr. Gerald 
gives a little squeeze to Dr. Sandra's arm as though to reward her for coming through with this 
admission and then shouts, "Hooray!" The church members assembled then smile and clap. 

This church, at least, subsists not only on offering money, but also donations. 

But notice how, without the ritual marking that would normally apply to the taking up 

of an offering, this set of interactions dealing with donated money was awkward for 

participants. 

I was able to observe the regular taking up of offerings at church services, 

often labelled in the bulletin with such designations as "The Sharing of Our Giving" or 

"Prosperity Consciousness Moment." In churches where time is set aside and 

specifically scheduled into the church service for "offerings," there is a degree of 

comfort that smooths the inflow of the money. 

When money is collected at church services, the action is ritually marked with 

prayers of dedication, spoken aloud, usually by whoever is the head leader at the 

particular church. An excerpt from my field notes will give a bit of context, I hope: 

[ am sitting in the fourth row back at the Science of Mind church in one of those uncomfortable metal 
folding chairs... trying to reach over to where Dora is because she is trying to pass me the collection 
plate. It is not a plate, really, but one of those set-ups with the purple velvety pouch and the cylindrical 
polished wooden handles. It is a very sound dampening way to do the offering, I think, this fabric 
pouch. Even if someone did put in a coin or two, the jingling would be muted. Plus, because this is a 
pouch rather than a plate, when the thing gets passed to you, you can't see what other people have 
contributed. That takes your focus off the earthly nature of this process of the money transfer, I guess. 
You just put your money in there and figure it's between you and Universal Law or Goddess or 
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whatever. Not to mention the music they always play during these offering times. That sets a mood 
meant to convey that this is a sacrament, not a transaction. Plus, a nice euphemistic term is used for 
this activity which is the "sharing of our material energies." 

Now I'm watching the church leaders who have come to the front of the room. They're standing at the 
front of the room with the ushers, all holding their hands over the filled collection pouches, palms 
down. They're saying, "Prosperity is ours. We know that as we give, so we shall receive. We attract to 
ourselves all good things in the universe and live an abundant life. We accept abundance and deserve 
it. We now bless these offerings and release them to the law of love in action. So be it." 

Social movement scholars of the resource mobilization persuasion would be 

likely to recognize, along with me, the importance of an adequate level of material 

resources for a movement's coherence. Social movements (or even diffuse ideological 

tendencies or religious sensibilities) function much better in persisting over time when 

they are possessed of the resources necessary to publish materials, hold meetings, 

purchase equipment, and so on. What a group "has," materially speaking (the word 

"has" being the basis of this ritual set's mnemonic), is key to the group's success. 

In the case of New Age churches, the in-flow of money is made to seem less 

raw or crass, via sacralization and ritual marking. Money is embraced with a set of 

afBrmations about bounty and members' desert thereof, as seen in the example above. 

Participants gain from their involvement with the movement things they cannot 

get as solitary individuals: for instance, supportive acquaintances to listen to their 

problems or share in their joys. And for these networks of like-minded others to 

continue to persist as networks, there have to be buildings to meet in, chairs to sit on, 

sound systems for amplifying spoken word communications, and so on. The rent must 

be paid. Thus, the rituals of "having" mark and smooth the transfer of funds from 
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individuals' pockets into coffers of the larger sub-collectivities (e.g. churches) of the 

movement at large, thereby serving individuals' interests and the group's needs, as 

well. 

Healing Rituals (Rituals of "Healing") 

There are multiple preference- and solidarity-producing effects from this set of 

rituals. All three of March's alternative rationalities, in fact, seem to be operating with 

the enactment of the healing rituals. 

Unlike the metaphysical churches' "offering" ritual, which is similar enough in 

form to the analogous ritual of mainline Protestant churches, such that the reader could 

grasp it without a lot of explication, the "guided meditation" or "healing meditation" 

ritual needs a bit of explaining. 

There are two parts to a healing meditation, usually. First, there is the self-

healing part, where members of the congregation sit silently in their seats, eyes closed, 

visualizing whatever the leader describes aloud (e.g. a white light of healing energy 

washing through our bodies cleansing all worries and tensions away). This part can go 

on anywhere from five to twenty-five minutes and always precedes any assisted-

healing component to the ritual. 

The second part of the ritual is the assisted-healing part where "spirit workers" 

stand at the front of the room with their hands resting on the backs of a few chairs. 
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waiting for members of the congregation to quietly slip forward, be seated in one of 

the chairs and have the spirit worker lay on hands or lay hands near—with stylistic 

variations such as quick jerky brushing movements of the hands or smooth flowing 

circular motions—as the spirit worker passes his/her hands through the entirety of the 

energy field of the body (hands held about 3-5 inches away from the body), usually 

focussing on the area of the torso. 

Usually both healee and spirit worker have their eyes closed. At some churches, 

recorded or soft organ music is playing during the healing time, and in about half the 

churches a leader quietly announces the number of chairs currently available so that 

people seated in the congregation area do not have to keep an eye on the healing area, 

but can instead be seated with eyes closed meditating. Sometimes the healer and/or 

healee will have tears running down their cheeks. The healer squeezes the healee's 

shoulder when through, and if the healing has been a particularly intense one, the two 

may embrace before the healee returns to his or her seat in the congregation area. 

A passage firom my field notes should make this vivid: 

It is the last Sunday of the month, so the Uedala folks are having their service at 2:30, rather than 
7;30PM. The extra daylight means that during the healing meditation time, I can see pretty well what is 
going on at the front of the room... We have already been through the guided part of the meditation, 
having visualized ourselves stepping upward, ever higher to blissfulness on some glowing rainbow-
colored stairsteps, ascending into a beautiful sun-drenched sky with fluffy clouds that take us into their 
softness and give us rest. I am feeling pretty peaceful. It is now time for the part where we are ail 
sitting there in the congregation area waiting our turn, if we choose, to come to the front of the room 
and sit in one of the healing chairs. Standing behind each of the four healing chairs is one of the "spirit 
workers," in this case, three women and one man. 

As I squint open my eyes, trying not to be too obvious that I am watching what is going on at the front 
of the room, I can easily make out that Karl has left his seat out here, gone to the front, and is seated 
in one of the healing chairs. He is seated &cing the congregation, his legs apart in a relaxed but not 
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sloppy posture and his feet flat on the floor. He has an expression of "I am open to what is happening" 
on his face: his eyes are closed, but his eyebrows are slightly raised. 

Evelyn Tellers, who seems she is in her late 60s, is standing behind Karl with her hands open, palms 
toward Karl's body. She is one of the spirit workers today. She is tracing the outline of almost his 
entire body (skipping the feet), having to reach around the chair when she gets to his shins, her hands 
about five inches from him, and making slow smooth continuous motions sort of like she would if she 
were putting the finishing touches on a cake she were frosting. 

I can't see who is behind us playing the organ. Meg, I think. Anyway, this hands-on part of the healing 
meditation goes on for a good eight minutes while we hear strains of "Leaning on the Everlasting 
Arms" and "America the Beautiful" (it is July) being played extra-slowly and super, super-softly in the 
background. 

About three minutes have elapsed with Evelyn working on Karl with this healing. I see her put her 
hand on his shoulder finally, and give a little squeeze. He nods, his eyes still closed, then opens his 
eyes while rising to his feet and walks at an appropriately subdued pace back to his chair out here in 
the congregation area. 

Probably all three of March's alternative rationalities are in operation with 

these healing meditations, ensuring that individuals involved are developing 

preferences for such actions, thus being more likely to continue participation in the 

movement. This bears some discussion. 

First, context rationality is in effect. The healing rituals involve group 

interactions. They are not solitary activities but involve simultaneity of multiple actors' 

actions. In the self-healing component, participants rely on the guidance of the 

narrator. In the assisted-healing component, healees rely on the expertise or at least 

aplomb and bedside manner of the spirit worker. 

These two types of social interactions are a real selling point of the movement, 

especially considering the modern-day context of the U.S. generally, as regards the 

state of health care. In these two components of the healing meditation, the healee 
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finds a transfer of affect probably unavailable at the standard hospital or doctor's 

office. In the first part, the narrator is talking the participants through some sensitive 

realms of thought and being: bodily health, spiritual balance, and so on. In the second 

part, the spirit worker not only touches the healee with emotional warmth, but does the 

healing for free, as a gift—which communicates caring in a way that HMO-regulated 

healthcare services typically do not. A healee feeling cared for by other church 

members seems more likely to develop bonds with the church group as a whole, then. 

Second, process rationality is also in effect. The exercise of intention can be 

pleasurable in its own right, and that is the case for the spirit worker performing the 

healing rituals. Consider the spirit worker's positive response to performing the 

healing, in which she or he gets to feel needed, gets to enjoy the exercise of intention. 

This would tend to increase the spirit worker's bondedness with the group, necessary 

for group persistence. 

Thirdly, posterior rationality is in effect, for the healees. I base this claim on 

my own reaction to these healings. In short, I feel better after the guided meditation 

part of the healing ritual, the part where my co-participants and I visualize 

imaginative, colorful, pleasant, powerful events that are said to be ushering in healing 

in our lives. And, following this elevation in my state of wellbeing, I have come to 

congratulate myself on the luck to be engaged in a dissertation project that has built 

into it an occasional session of revivification. If I, the hardhearted agnostic irreverent 

ethnographer feel better after these meditations, it does not seem too much a stretch to 
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im^ine other participants might, as well. In fact, I have heard my fellow co-

participants sigh and say things such as, "Well, that's better! <laughs>" after healing 

meditations conclude and the lights have come back up. 

Many of my co-participants have remarked to me that the healing rituals 

"work." They typically couch such a claim in a disclaimer such as this. "Don't take my 

word for it. Just try it." People value what "works" for them, valuing it after the fact. 

This valuing means an increased chance actors will persist in the action m question. In 

the case of these healing meditations, that would mean further attendance at church or 

other secular venues where these healing rituals are taking place, and thus a movement 

populated by people who have developed a preference for movement activities—and 

ultimately, a movement that continues to be populated. 

Further solidarity- and preference-producing effects from this set of rituals stem 

from their potency in marking for those watching (and therefore solidifying in the 

minds of those watching) some of the values and taken-for-granted tenets of the 

movement—such as that there is "imiversal energy" available to any of us who wish to 

draw it down and channel it for loving purposes. In this way, healing rituals inculcate 

in the minds of those assembled something that is crucial to the whole movement's 

continuance: movement ideology. Even if the healing is not successful or not overtly 

reported to be successful, this enactment of the healing reifies for those watching it 

such things as, "We humans have love in oxir hearts and care for others" and "The 

energy of the universe is a good thing, to be sought out for our benefit." 
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Finally, the healing ritual provides a mechanism for status-marking, stabilizing 

over time group members' conceptions of who is who and where everyone stands vis a 

vis the group—which is perhaps also necessary for group persistence qua group. I have 

noticed how not everyone is one of the "spirit workers." Thus, the spirit workers get to 

feel special. And, the healees probably feel more taken care of because of being healed 

by "spirit workers," people playing a special, demarcated role connoting healing power 

and caring. 

In sum, healing rituals play an important part in generating individual 

preferences for movement involvement, and by those preferences, ultimately, continued 

movement solidarity. Healing rituals do this via context rationality, process rationality, 

posterior rationality, an ideology reification process and a role differentiation/status-

marking process. Thus, the movement maintains the requisite population to continue 

persisting. 

Group-focus Rituals (Rituals of "Holding") 

The main coherence-producing effect from this set of rituals stems from their 

efficacy in providing a common activity for group members and thus a common focus 

for their awareness. This increases the chances that group members can think of 

themselves as being part of a group, increases the chances for group self-recognition. 

In fact, I mnemonicize this set of rituals as "rituals of holding" because it is in these 
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rituals, such as reading aloud together, singing aloud together, taking communion, and 

witnessing ordinations that members are actively doing something as a group and 

therefore enabled to hold in their minds this otherwise more abstract notion of 

themselves as part of a group, their linkage to the other group members. Or, more 

poetically, one could say that it is in these group actions that, even if only for a 

moment, the individual (for once in this highly individualistic movement) feels him or 

herself "held" by the group. 

In any case, singing aloud together and reading aloud together in unison have 

the effect of spurring participants to perceive themselves as being a "we" rather than 

just a collection of "I's," with group self-recognition in any given micro-context 

allowing for a greater chance there might emerge an awareness of a more macro-level 

"we" at the level of the Dustville movement as a whole, with participants participating 

and perceiving themselves as members rather than mere customers in this highly 

"private" religion of the New Age movement. People perceiving they are linked to 

some collectivity, any collectivity, is a first step to their being able to perceive a 

linkage to a collectivity of multiple collectivities. 

It is into the group-focus category that I place the rituals of ordination, 

although unfortunately I never witnessed one of the ordination rituals live, so I cannot 

describe one here. I always seemed to attend the given church a week or two after the 

newest reverends has been sworn in, only hearing references made to "last week's 

ordination." 
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However, in their own right the ordinations perform an important function for 

the Dustville New Age movement, and that is organizational reproduction. The ritual 

of ordainment is the mechanism whereby spin-off churches and service providers may 

emerge. The credential of "Reverend" confers a recognized status on those who wish 

to start their own church or begin providing, for example, "spiritual counseling" or 

other special services. In this manner, new organizations are bom in the movement, 

ensuring that the movement continues. 

Ordination's prevalence is so great that at some of the New Age churches, there 

are more reverends than regular congregation members. This is notable in seating 

arrangements, when there are five people seated up front at the podium facing the 

congregation, which may be composed of only three "regular" people out in the 

forward-facing seats. Also, conversations can sound like this: "Before Reverend 

Uzalanski introduces Reverend Quinn, I'd like to ask Reverend Fassnacht and 

Reverend Dressier if they would provide healings during the meditation today." "Why 

thank you. Reverend Larson. I'd be delighted to serve." "Yes, Reverend Larson. So 

would I. Thank you." 

The point, though, is that rituals of holding, such as ordinations, ultimately lead 

to group solidarity. Those ordained as reverends have a greater stake in the movement 

once they have an exalted title, and so are likely to continue to participate in the 

movement, and if they start their own churches or coimseling service busuiesses, they 

further draw into the orbit of the movement's influence new participants, meaning that 
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the movement maintains population. 

Spirit-connections Rituals (Rituals of "Hearing") 

The main coherence-producing effect from this set of rituals stems from their 

effectiveness in providing a way for group members to articulate and attend to wisdom 

for living in a way that is less volatile than would be direct claims-making from one 

member to another on the claims-maker's own behalf. Perhaps the participants are 

relaying messages to each other from actual spirits or perhaps they are not, but the fact 

that the spirit messages can be framed as what a given discamate third-party has said 

somehow softens the harshness of what might in some cases be difficult messages to 

hear~e.g. that someone needs to be more patient with his or her dependents or get to 

work on a long put-off project. 

Further, though it may seem like an extraneous practice, the sub-ritual routine 

of the spirit worker asking permission to deliver the message to the hearer is actually 

an important part of the spuit-messages ritual. This became clear to me one evening as 

I was seated in the pews at Uedala: Church of the New Age and the service was just 

ending. The organ postlude was playing. A woman whom I had never met, seated in 

front of me and just to my left, turned around in her seat and looked back at me with 

an intent, piercing gaze, leaning toward me. She poked her frnger into the air toward 

me, pointing at my face, almost touching my nose. She pursed her lips and mouthed, 

"You!" I raised my eyebrows and placed my hand to my chest, as if to say, "Me?" I 
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felt flustered. Then the woman began speaking, saying, "I have a message for you. It 

came to me during the service. What is your name?" To me, this seemed like an 

invasive interaction. I did not enjoy suddenly being pointed at and spoken to by this 

woman, or the feeling that spirits were telling her things about me and my most 

personal conditions. 

My point here is that in the discussion below, where I share what it sounds like 

for participants to deliver spirit messages to each other, every aspect of the ritual 

matters for its emotional success. The ritualized behavior of asking, before delivering a 

message, "May I come to you?" is an important part of the process. The asking of 

permission softens what could otherwise feel like an interpersonal invasion. 

My fellow co-participants have told me that the delivering of spirit messages 

(the ritual activity I have categorized here as rituals of "hearing," connoting 

participants' having sacralized the behaviors via which they open themselves to 

guidance from outside the self) is not about divination but about guidance. It is 

through hearing what spirits have to say to us, they claim, that we can lead fuller lives. 

Spirits can tell us things about ourselves we otherwise could not know. And they have 

"metaphysical lessons" to teach us, allowing us to grow. Although it is true that 

sometimes spirit messages take the form of claims of prediction (e.g. you will come 

into some money soon), many times the spirit messages are about what the hearer is 

experiencing right now, but the message frames the experiential state in some clever or 

insightful way that could potentially provide the hearer with a fresh perspective on the 
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problem or a fresh perspective on how his or her current joy fits into the larger 

purpose of his/her life. 

Thus, I see these spirit messages as being a way for participants to think 

through their lives, where they are headed, and what it all means. In this way, spirit 

messages have the effect of reducing participants' uncertainty. Salient matters are laid 

out on the table, talked through, commented on and thus made objects for conscious 

consideration, instead of being left unspoken, inchoate, and ripe for breeding free-

fioating anxiety. In providing uncertainty reduction, spirit messages work to the benefit 

of Dustville New Agers who attend church services to hear them. Spirit messages 

mean a reason for church attenders to continue their attendance. By providing 

guidance, the churches increase chances for continued membership, and with 

membership, at least in the churches, the movement persists as a movement. 

Typically at the New Age churches the congregation is assembled and "spirit 

workers" are standing at the front of the room for the "messages" part of the service. 

The spirit worker calls by name or learns the name of the person sAie has a message 

for (another way this practice helps increase group and therefore movement coherence) 

and says, to the person seated out in the congregation, "Marcie, may 1 come to you?" 

asking permission to deliver the message. Marcie typically will say, "Yes, welcome." 

Then the spirit worker delivers the mess^e, often receiving parts of the 

message while delivering it, right then and there, with the interactions proceeding 

something like this (all parts of the following taken from field notes): 
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Worker Marcie, as I touch in with your vibration I am being shown, well, yes... I am seeing what 
looks like a bathtub. Yes. And I am seeing water draining out Now, metaphysically, we know that 
water represents strong emotions. I'm guessing this message is saying you are coming to the end of a 
period of intense struggling in your life and that things are about to become more even-keeled and 
restful, [pause, looks upward and to the side, cocking head] What? [toward ceiling, listening to a being 
whom I cannot see] Oh, and I'm hearing... [now looking back at Marcie once again] Do you know a 
Peg?" 

Marcie: Yes. 

Worker [with tenderness]: Peg is here. She says she loves you and that you are doing what you are 
supposed to be doing-and I'll leave that with you and say God bless. 

Marcie [whispery, cracking voice]: Thank you. 1 needed that. Thank you. 

Psyche-reorientation Rituals (Rituals of "Harnessing") 

The main coherence-producing effect from this set of rituals stems from their 

efficacy in motivating and guiding group members in activities that put theu* minds in 

a better state. Seeing that at church they are given an opportunity to or even cheered 

on to meditate, say mood-boosting affirmations, or feel at one with the world by 

blessing it, participants come to associate church with a weekly emotional uplift and 

thus wish to return. On more than one occasion at the completion of a "guided" 

(spoken-word, group) meditation, the meditation leader has asked, "Now, don't you 

just feel better?" Enthusiastic responses immediately follow from congregation 

members. I will admit to feeling better, myself, after almost all of these sessions, and I 

do not even subscribe to the theology that underpins the practice. Frankly, it is a 

positive experience to be guided through visualizing a series of images that suggest the 

meditator into seeing him or herself as progressing down a path of growth, awareness. 
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healing and happiness. ("Now picture yourself bathed in that holy white light of pure, 

powerful love. This light envelopes you completely, lifting out all your cares, your 

concerns. You are here now in a state of complete and perfect love, at one with 

yourself and the universe...") 

One of the key claims of the New Age movement is that all peace and all 

power is available to us if we will just open ourselves to such. (Thus, "harnessing," 

strictly speaking, is not the way movement participants would frame this use of 

universal energy. But I use the word "harnessing" in an attempt to keep the elements 

of the set of mnemonic words for the types of rituals consistent, all begiiming with the 

same letter, "h.") The rituals of meditating, saying affirmations and blessing the world 

are said by participants to allow us to get in tune with ourselves and the universe in a 

positive way. And I do think these rituals typically succeed in doing just that. 

The psyche-reorientation rituals seem to have the effect of increasing 

participants' sense of wellbeing, and in that sense, if participants depend on the group 

to motivate them to engage in such experiences, and get the wellbeing pay-off, then 

dependence on and positive evaluation for the group is thus increased—again, with the 

rituals in question leading to increased group coherence. Members keep coming back 

for more. 

A possible micro-meso cormection may be that by blessing the world, 

participants develop a greater positive regard for their fellow humans, meaning they 

benefit from greater integration into at least Dustville, if not U.S. society at large. I 
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remember sitting at Unity Church of Dustville one day during the enactment of a 

world-blessing ritual and thinking how hard it was to feel hatred for any of my fellow 

hiraians as I was passed the "Hug-A-Globe," a spherical pillow silk-screened with the 

image of a political map of the world, all the nations labelled by name in different 

colored inks. What participants are supposed to do during this silent observance is 

place their hand or finger over the "nation of the week" (which on this particular day 

was Romania) and send a blessing to the whole world, yes, but especially to the 

people of that nation. 

Findings Discussion 

The preceding section may have given the impression that it is a 

straightforward process and a foregone conclusion that rituals of all sorts will 

automatically contribute to individuals' preferences for the movement and thus to 

group solidarity. However, things are not that simple and the two levels of social 

action are not always mutually reinforcing. Under some conditions, the very rituals 

that have the potential to contribute to group solidarity set the (perceived) interests of 

the individual against those of the group. Yes, overall, the rituals I described and 

analyzed above do contribute more to group solidarity than they do to rancor or 

fragmentation. But there are a few coimtervailing tendencies I would like to note. 

In the case of the material recognition rituals, the offerings, some churchgoers 
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have, at times, felt a discomfiting pressiire during the enactment of the ritual, with this 

pressure acting as a deterrent to their returning to church. I know this because 

Maryanne Jackson of My Church mentioned it one day when she was explaining the 

origin of the practice of putting out the "angel box" at her church. The angel box is a 

lacquered wooden box decorated with reproductions of Raphael's paintings of cherubs. 

It is placed, now, every Sunday on the altar (a folding table at the front of the church 

room), so that attendees can contribute, or not, as they wish, at the conclusion of the 

service. Says Maryarme, "We started the angel box because some people don't like to 

have the service interrupted with taking up an offering. And it doesn't put pressure on 

people, you know, to feel like they have to give something like when there is a plate 

being passed around. It has worked out for us." 1 remember leaving My Church one 

day, after a service, and looking back into the room to see a woman of about 29 

squatting with one knee on the floor, braced against the altar, writing out a check, 

which she then folded and placed in the angel box. 

Material recognition rituals can work, and can work well for allowing the 

transfer of flmds to occur in a manner that is non-alienating enough that participants 

continue participating, but ensuring this often takes sensitivity and flexibility. Funds 

must be ritually marked as they are transferred into movement coffers. This ritual 

marking ensures the transfer is non-alienating, and thus solidarity remains at an 

adeqxiate level. 

In the case of the healing rituals, something to consider is the question of what 
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happens if the healings are perceived specifically not to have "worked." Such a 

perception could potentially introduce doubt in the mind of the participant who had 

this perception and in that sense the healing rituals are perhaps a higher "risk" ritual as 

far as preferences and solidarity are concerned. Those for whom they work, they will 

persist in involvement. Those for whom these rituals do not work, I imagine, they are 

less likely to persist in involvement. Overall, the healing rituals do lead to a sense of 

wellbeing for participants, as far as I can tell. Further, healing rituals are probably the 

most important of the movement's rituals. Whatever their failure rate might be, they 

seem to succeed often enough to have some important effects—beyond just group 

solidarity—that 1 will discuss later in the section on the "religious logic" of the 

movement. 

In the case of group focus rituals, the reader will recall that one of the most 

important end results was "ordination fever," a high incidence of ordainment, with the 

production of many reverends. Quillah Ostrum explained to me that the results of the 

frequent enactment of the ordainment ritual are ones she has come to accept, but that 

she wishes, "...sometimes... Yes. Sometimes I wish people would just stay put. We 

have all these ordainments and people start their own church. This happened a few 

years ago here in [Dustville]. Sehna Grier—you don't know her—started her own 

church, coming out of ours. I tithed 10 members to her, at the time. We're supposed to 

do that, but you know... It felt a litde... I would like the tithing to be joyful. I'm not 

sure how joyful it was." These rituals of "holding" provide for information and 
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practices to flow throughout the organizational web of the movement, but apparently 

have their downside as well. 

In the case of the spirit connections rituals, there is some sense in which the 

role differentiation of "spirit workers" in their role, over against the non-elite, the 

"message hearers" in their role, makes for a situation of hierarchy that is antithetical to 

the radically democratic ethos of the movement. Though I have never heard complaints 

from people who feel they were passed over for getting to enact the "spirit worker" 

role. My impression is that whoever wishes to deliver spirit messages would not be 

turned down if they asked to do so. I am, as a researcher, somewhat ignorant of the 

behind the scenes processes whereby any given service's or church's spirit workers are 

chosen. I mention here the spirit connections rituals' potential affront to the democratic 

sensibilities of the movement only as a logical possibility. 

Finally, in the case of the psyche-reorientation rituals, I posit no potential 

solidarity-threatening effects or other complicating factors. There are none that I can 

imagine at present. 

Chapter Summary 

This chapter defined ritual and explained how ritual may be understood as 

representing the first moment in what Berger and Luckmann identify as necessary in 

the social construction of reality: action or "extemalization." The chapter discussed 

ritual as potentially generative of what Rational Choice theorists would call "religious 
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value," that is, the development of individual preferences for movement involvement, 

which would in turn lead to population for the movement and, in the case of effective 

rituals, an end result of group-level value: movement solidarity. In this sense, the 

chapter answered a question sociologists of religion, sociological theorists and social 

movements scholars may have an interest in. How do people come to prefer the social 

groups they are involved in? The chapter pointed out the aptness of James March's 

notion of "alternative rationalities" for beginning to answer this question. 

This chapter discussed the ways in which the five key types of New Age 

movement rituals contribute to (or in some cases, potentially threaten) individual 

preferences for movement involvement and movement solidarity. Whether it is through 

the material-recognition rituals in which the movement sacralizes the processes 

whereby it acquires ftmds, or through the healing rituals whereby healer and healee 

gain affective rewards—spurring them to return to movement venues, or through group-

focus rituals in which participants are spurred to see themselves as part of something 

larger than themselves, or through spirit-connections rituals in which participants gain 

the utility of getting their lives sorted out and thus keep returning to their respective 

congregation for more guidance in this very personal process with trusted others, or 

through the psyche-reorientation rituals in which participants come to depend on their 

group to motivate them to engage in activities that end up recalibrating them 

emotionally and spiritually, the movement has ways of ensuring membership across 

time. The movement as a whole, with its organizations flush with members, persists. 
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As any anthropologist would notice, the movement coheres and persists because of the 

important functions its rituals fulfill for it. 

The rituals of the New Age movement, whether those of having, healing, 

holding, hearing or harnessing, make vivid for New Agers the legitimacy, values, 

group nature, benefits or just plain joy of group membership, respectively. Rituals are 

the means by which this eclectic, amorphous, leaderless, individualistic religious 

movement hangs together. 
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CHAPTER 5. BELIEFS AS A SYSTEM AND THE 
PROCESSES OF TAKING ON MOVEMENT BELIEFS 

The previous chapter looked at five basic types of rituals common to Dustville 

New Agers. Rituals, it was argued, work to create religious value, and also increase 

movement solidarity. Rituals were written of as representing the first of Berger and 

Luckmann's three moments in the social construction of reality (that of 

"extemalization," or action). But humans do not only act. They also interpret the 

meanings of their own actions, coming to believe things about the world as they look 

at the patterns they themselves have created via action. Coming to see the world 

around us as "just the way things " is what Berger and Luckmann refer to as 

"objectification," Objectification is a process of belief formation. By necessity, the 

discussion of rituals previewed for the reader what some of the movement's beliefs 

are. This chapter will discuss these beliefs more in depth. 

Although beliefs are the element of the movement that has been studied the 

most (Bednarowski' 1989, Melton 1993, Donahue 1993), most of these studies rely on 

written texts produced by movement spokespeople, rather than talking with movement 

participants themselves. However, I would argue that reading texts to know the 

' Like any body of religious seekers. New Agers seek to answer some of life's bigger 
questions—which all religions have sought to answer What is the nature of the divine or the ultimate? 
How is the divine made known, if at all, in the world? What is the make-up of the cosmos? What are 
the origins of evil and suffering? What does it mean to be human? What are the limits and the 
possibilities of human nature? What is the meaning of death? What happens after death? What must we 
do to lead a moral life? 

The beliefs of the Dustville New Agers fall into thematic categories that mesh with these big 
questions. For a treatment of participants' belief statements along the lines of these themes, see the 
appendix. 
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movement's beliefs is insufficient. With written texts, there is too much room for 

sophisticated impression management to occur via editing, time spent writing, and so 

on. By reading texts about movement beliefs, we are likely to see only beliefs 

movement participants think should be central or important, rather than the beliefs that 

actually are so central to day-to-day life in the movement that they are what 

participants speak of off the top of their heads when interacting live. Beliefs readily 

present in the consciousness of participants are the beliefs that most color the way 

participants perceive the world and how they interact therein. If we really want to 

understand the New Age movement, we need to get at not just its ideal culture (what 

its participants claim the movement is like) but also its real culture (what actually goes 

on day to day in the movement). 

Chapter Aims 

This chapter will define belief, explain how we might see beliefs as one 

moment ("objectification") in Berger and Luckmarm's tripartite schema of the social 

construction of reality, and then explain that participants' objectification takes the form 

of their diagnosing a problem in our world, their positing strategies for ameliorating 

this problem and their implying reasons why anyone should be motivated to undertake 

such a project along with them. Next the chapter will explain how core beliefs 

flmction in the life of the movement, explaining how the system of beliefs acts as 
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good medicine against what might otherwise be dissonant experiences for the New 

Agers. The chapter will then examine the factors that affect socialization into belief, 

detail processes whereby movement members take on beliefs, and contrast the New 

Age movement's location in social space with that of a few other major families of 

belief extant in the United States. 

The main finding of this chapter is that the beliefs of the New Agers are 

particularly apt as building blocks in a vocabulary of motivation that allows 

participants to assign a positive significance to almost any occurrence of any sort in 

their daily lives. 

Theoretical Considerations 

Defining and Capturing Beliefs 

Bem (1970) tells us beliefs refer to presumed relationships "between two things 

or between some thing and a characteristic of it" Using this rather broad definition of 

beliefs, I attempted to learn what New Age belief consists of. This proved to be a 

difficult task, cataloguing New Age beliefs, because one of the tenets of this subculture 

is that fixed beliefs stand in the way of self-transformation. New Age participants will 

not readily recite anything like a version of the Apostles' Creed when asked a direct 

question, such as, "What do people at this church here believe?" In fact, one of my co-

participants' favorite things to brag about has been how, as Reverend Uzalanski notes 
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about her own Temple of Wholism, "This church has no creeds, no dogma!" 

However, participants I spoke with often did make statements of belief in the 

course of conversations with me. By listening attentively and taking volmninous notes, 

I was able to capture some 423 statements of belief of New Agers, as represented by 

participants in my sample. 

This careful attention to the content of beliefs Is key to understanding the 

symbolic and subjective aspects of religion, the aspects that influence our 

interpretations of our lives and experiences. This chapter attends to beliefs, a symbolic 

and subjective aspect of religion, trying to "look inside" the beliefs of the group it is 

studying. By examining the content and effects of beliefs, this chapter will attempt to 

link belief to other things scholars of religion, social theory and social movements care 

about: the production of religious utility-asking, for example, what religion is doing 

for the adherents. 

Beliefs Understood as Berger and Luckmann's "Objectification" 

I take beliefs to be an instance of what Berger and Luckmann (1967) identify 

as the second moment in the social construction of reality: "objectification." Not only 

do htmians act in patterned ways such that social institutional forces come about, 

having taken on a life of their own ("extemalization"), but hvunans also come to 

believe things about that world created by action. Humans' assessment of what is is 
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shaped by the human-created social context they are embedded in. In the previous 

chapter I tried to show what type of world the New Agers have created for themselves 

via action (rituals). In this chapter I link rituals with belief, showing what New Agers 

believe about "the way things are." This chapter will discuss in some depth what it is 

the New Agers perceive as being most important to note about "the way things are." 

Beliefs in Movements: Diagnostic, Prognostic and Motivational 

What, exactly, does this objectification by the New Agers look like? It seems 

there are three key aspects (see Snow and Benford 1988) to New Agers' objectification 

or "framing." The first is diagnostic framing, which involves identifying some problem 

and attributing causality for it. The second is prognostic framing, which involves 

suggesting strategies and tactics whereby the problem could be solved. The third is 

motivational framing, which involves providing a rationale for action—implying why 

anyone would want to engage any of the suggested strategies for the supposed 

problem. 

Not only are beliefs/"objectification" a part of the larger system of processes 

whereby reality is constructed (beliefs bemg the objectification part of "extemalization, 

objectification and internalization") but beliefs also, themselves, act as a system. Snow 

and Benford (1988) point out how action, for instance, is only shaped by beliefs to the 
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extent that the beliefs relevant to the action are adequately interconnected with each 

other, acting as a well-fiinctioning system. Any single one of the three frames 

(diagnostic, prognostic or motivational) can be developed on its own, but that is not 

enough to ensure mobili2ation. All three beliefs must be not only articulated but 

connected to each other in a way that resonates. 

I turn now to a discussion of my findmgs on New Agers' beliefs. First I show 

that all three framing tasks (diagnosis, prognosis, and motivation) are certainly 

covered, and probably linked well enough to each other that the beliefs are ftmctioning 

as a system, but that perhaps there is a slight imbalance toward the motivational 

frames. Second, I discuss how the system of beliefs the New Agers have devised for 

themselves functions to account for bad things that happen to New Agers, and—further-

-allow the New Agers to see these bad things as illusory rather than threatening or 

discouraging. In this way. New Agers' beliefs allow them not to become too excited 

over irksome details of daily life. 

Findings on Dustville New Agers' Beliefs 

Overview: Three Key Beliefs 

Although two of the most important beliefs to understand in getting to know 

the New Age movement, a belief in monism and a meta-belief about humans' divinity, 

are not heavily emphasized in this section, ahnost all of the derivative beliefs relevant 

to any of the basics we need to understand about participants are treated here. In short. 
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three key beliefs of this movement are as follows. The problem is that we himians 

have egos that sometimes mislead us. The solution is to gaze at ego with awareness 

and it will dissolve. The reasons we would want to do this are manifold, with true 

awareness bringing us benefits of an intellectual, moral, emotional, social and material 

nature. 

Diagnostic Beliefs 

New Agers have an extremely positive outlook on life and rarely mention 

negatives of any sort, whether having to do with them and their personal experiences 

or the world at large. However, a central text of the New Age movement, A Course in 

Miracles, does identify a problem of sorts. It is the human ego. Ego tends to mislead 

us, distract us or make us forget such important things as that we are powerful, holy, 

loving beings, all connected to each other and to the earth. 

I heard elaborations of this diagnosis from Ian Quinlan upon my visits to St. 

Gerard in the Foothills United Methodist Church, one of the mainline churches that 

hosts New Age activities on its premises and also welcomes several major New Age 

ideas and practices during its regular Sunday morning services. Wednesday nights at 

St. Gerard, Ian led a "spiritual practices" workshop based loosely on ideas from ACIM. 

sharing with those assembled (typically a group of about 25 adults ages 27-80) such 

insights and claims as the following: "Ego is never going to give you what you want." 

He went on to explain that, "Our ego loves crises and complications, which it 
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uses to disrupt us on the spiritual path." He provided a humorous example to back up 

this point, but nonetheless it was clear he meant to portray ego as a problem, a 

disrupter. 

He shared about experiences he has had being a marriage counselor. Couples 

frequently come to him with the problem that one of them wants to get married and 

the other does not. He spends time talking with them. "And then, over the course of 

several weeks, a furmy thing usually happens. You know what it is?" <pauses, waits 

for those assembled to hazard a guess> "The partners switch places! The one who had 

been wanting to get married no longer does and the one who initially was reluctant is 

now all for it! Crises and complications. That is what the ego wants." 

This quote shows something about the supposed relation between ego and the 

world, in line with how New Agers see things. Their claim is that although ego 

usually focusses our attention on "regular life" (the physical world of cars, clothing, 

spouses, good and bad seats at restaurants, and who got a raise), regular life is 

ultimately an illusion, not what matters. Ian Quinlan explained to us over and over 

again that what matters is the peace of God and we can have that peace no matter 

what, if we can just stop listening to ego. Notes Ian Quinlan, "The ego is what you 

love, or think you love instead of God." 

But Ian Quinlan was not the only one of my co-participants addressing this 

problem of ego and our consequent lack of awareness. This same problem theme was 

elaborated across many different church and secular venues. 
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Explains Native American teacher and shaman Fox Running, whom I 

encoimtered at the Natural Choices Expo holding forth at one of the seminars, "We are 

spiritual beings having spiritual experiences. You get stuck in reality because you think 

it's real." That is, ego focusses on the things of this world and spurs us to fixate on 

them, but things don't have to be that way. 

He went on to tell us about an experiment some animal behaviorists did with 

fish that were natural enemies. Ten fish of each type were placed in an aquarium and 

allowed to swim freely. There were lots of fights. Next the scientists put a clear glass 

panel divider in the middle of the tank, keeping the two different groups of fish 

segregated from each other. This continued for several months. Next the scientists 

removed the glass divider. All the fish continued to stay where they were, since their 

previous experiences suggested to them they just could not cross the mid-line. A few 

weeks later, though, one fish tried to swim across the mid-line and made it to the other 

side. This fish crossed back and forth from her side to the other side freely, then, 

having made a discovery, that she could, hi fact, do whatever she wanted. The 

scientists call fish like this "pioneers," says Fox Running, pomting out that all of us 

humans can be pioneers if we will just open our eyes. We only think there are limits, 

which is ego's message to us. Really there are no limits! 

Our listening to ego rather than looking beyond it and its false limits means we 

sometimes unnecessarily experience alienation, explains Fox Rimning. "Humans 

deliberately disconnect from the earth and forget our purpose, which is to love, share 
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and help," he remarks. Anything and in fact all good things are possible. All that's 

stopping us is our listening to the ego. 

When we listen to ego, we are living a lie. Truth is within us, but we have to 

be willing to see it. Notes Martin Tantz of Unity Church of Dustville, "God carmot 

change the lie you may choose to believe." Dorothy Madderly of Temple of Wholism 

has a similar take on things, framing the problem fairly clearly as stemming from ego. 

She noted in a sermon one Sunday morning, "Ego lies to us and makes us believe we 

are alone, the source of our own support." Over the course of many sermons and one-

on-one conversations in Dustville, I was to hear the claim, "We are given support." It 

was explained that all we need to do is accept this support, God's support. We have 

only to recognize it, so there is hope. 

When I visited Connie Crown north of town one Sunday morning at her 

Celebration of Oneness Center, which she labels as her own "rogue church," I found 

myself wishing that much of what she claims to be true actually were true. I had been 

explaining to her the events and emotional fallout surroimding my break firom 

Christianity in which I had the wrenching experience of feeling God's presence go 

from being in the most central spot in my consciousness to being out of my life 

completely. She leaned forward on the couch, looking me square in the eye through 

the top part of her bifocals and said in a firm tone, "If we feel 'separate' from God, it 

is we who did it." She and I talked for a long time that morning and on into the 

afternoon about the nature of God, where God is, how we know it and what it means 
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for us. 

Everything Connie Crown told me about this problem of us and our awareness 

being central to our oneness with God was echoed in some way, eventually, by all the 

other church leaders and most of the non-leaders with whom I discussed the topic. 

Says Reverend Victor Evicci of Cosmic Christ Chapel, in his charming singsong New 

York Italian accent, "It is possible to allow ego to cut us off from our hook-up to God 

<dramatic pause, then a loud voice> the God within" 

The diagnosis is that ego is the problem. We need to get past the lies of ego 

and know, really know ourselves, which is the same as knowing God, according to the 

New Agers. Ego prevents us from seeing our own Godhood, so we accept limitations. 

Says Sandra Sadler of the Universalistic Church of Truth during a long interview at 

her house, "In the New Age, we'll understand the functions of the mind, being able to 

overturn limiting influences. The New Age is about the age when we're no longer 

imder tribal influences, ethnic differences." When we listen to ego and engage in 

limited thinking, we drag all society down with us. Ego creates even social problems. 

Mind you, the acknowledgement that there even are ethnic differences or tribal 

influences right now, both of which are implied to be undesirable phenomena—such an 

admission is rare. It is rare to hear New Agers acknowledge any problems in the world 

at all. In fact, the first time I attended the Universalistic Church of Truth, Sandra 

Sadler's church, I heard her declare from the pulpit that, "We live in a perfect 

universe." 
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Normally, if problems are mentioned, they are only alluded to, implicit in 

statements about healing. The focus is on the healing we expect, rather than on the 

problems that need healing. 

In sum, the New Agers believe we live in a fantastic world where the peace of 

God is always available to everyone but we are not always tapped into it because we 

are misled or distracted by ego. Our focus on ego and the things of this world leads to 

further problems. What can be done? 

Prognostic Beliefs 

New Agers have a solution to the problem of ego, and that is awareness. The 

solution to the problems brought on by ego's distraction is to look at ego, see it for 

what it is and then, it is said, ego will dissolve. 

Ian Quinlan of the St. Gerard "spiritual practices" group says, in his benevolent 

fatherly tone, "Take God's hand and look caknly at it [ego] and it will dissolve." 

Or consider the take of Fox Running, who advises, "Until you know yourself, 

you'll run into walls... The first thing you have to do is figure out why you chose to 

come to this life." 

The prognosis, then, is awareness. Awareness is the key to working around 

what problems ego implies. Awareness is equated with being in conununion with God, 

including self-awareness—since, according to the New Agers—we ourselves are God. 
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Quillah Ostrum of Dustville's Science of Mind Center talks about this in terms of 

longing, pretty clearly linking hiunans, God, and the need for awareness that linkage 

entails, saying that we have "...a longing for God, a longing to know the deepest parts 

of ourselves." The solution to this longing is right in line with what everyone else in 

the movement seems to say. Quillah lays out the steps in a sermon and they center on 

awareness. 

"This is how to heal the hole in your soul," says Quillah. "Affirm that we have 

power to take charge of life and to give up things that are addictive. Believe that God 

or Goddess or Universal Law awakens in us. Decide to become our authentic selves 

and feel whatever it is, like pain, that truth brings us." 

Awareness, ultimately, is what it takes for self-actualization. Awareness solves 

problems. And because we are all connected, this same awareness allows us to be able 

to cormect with others as well. Says Sandra Sadler, "You must first know yourself to 

be holy before you can acknowledge the holiest in another." 

Not knowing ourselves or others to be God leads to all kinds of problems, but 

fortunately the solution is simple. It is awareness. Says Sandra Sadler, "War, illness, 

relationship pain, all those things are rendered impossible by acceptance of the innate 

redeemer." 

In short, everything pivots on self-awareness when the self is God. Knowing 

God is what solves problems, so that should be our strategy. If we want to know God, 

we must come to know ourselves and all else will follow from there. 
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The self is God, yes, but so is everything else. Thus, awareness, generally, is 

highly prized in this movement. Through awareness, all other good things follow. It is 

the ultimate solution for everything. 

I never heard my fellow co-participants wax more poetic than when talking 

about awareness. Says Keith Omamen, whom I met at the Hands-On Healing Expo 

manning his light body transformation booth, "Our process in life is to wake up, 

realize we are an instrument in the great symphony of life and give our tone." 

Or consider Ian Quinlan's apt and humorous remarks on awareness to much 

laughter, for the ACIM crowd assembled at St. Gerard. "You can die consciously or 

awake, and thus be aware of God, but you can do anything else consciously and thus 

be aware of God. You can do anything awake. You can awaken while cleaning cat 

hairs off the couch." 

Carl Tovey who hosts his own New Age radio magazine sees awareness in the 

bigger picture and is hopeful because of it. He says, "We are having an awakening as 

a planetary being, one being." 

And Connie Crown adds, "As time goes on, more and more people will 

experience cosmic consciousness—so that by the end of the 20th century there may be 

a whole new ball game." 

In sum, though ego can distract us, fortunately there is a solution, and that is 

awareness. Becoming aware is not hard. Quillah, recall, laid out the steps for us. And 

we can be certain of success. "The only way we could fail [at awareness]," says 
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Quillah, "would be to not trust our inner process." 

Why would anyone want to undertake this awareness project? I next discuss 

motivations for getting on board with this way of thinking and being. 

Motivational Beliefs 

So far we have looked at the problem, ego, and the solution, awareness. But is 

that all there is? Why would anyone want to work toward awareness to get past the 

things ego tells us are important? The New Agers make a number of claims, usually in 

the form of implications rather than outright promise, about the benefits of being on 

the path of awareness. These are the movement's motivational frames/beliefs. 

Olson (1965) points out that movements seeking "public good"—indivisible, 

nonexcludable benefits—sometimes have trouble mobilizing action, and so may end up 

generating "selective incentives" such as material, status, solidary or moral 

inducements. With its goal of achieving a planet where cosmic consciousness has 

ushered in love, harmony and limitless happiness, the New Age movement may be of 

that genre. 

New Agers claim there are a number of benefits for individuals along the way, 

should they imdertake the awareness project. I detect the New Age movement's 

motivational firames to include not only the selective incentives Olson has identified, 

but some others as well; emotional/general sense of wellbeing inducements and 

efficacy inducements. In what follows, I will provide examples of five of the most 
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frequently-implied reasons New Agers posit for why we would, in the short term, want 

to be on the path of awareness. 

Efficacy Inducements/Knowing Actions "Will Work" 

The most frequently mentioned short term benefit to movement involvement 

seems to involve efficacy, having a perception that what one attempts to do, one can 

succeed at. 

My fellow co-participants do not use the word efficacy in day to day 

conversations. Nor, probably, wodd they agree with my assessment that they engage 

some lines of action because doing so gives them a sense of control that they may or 

may not actually have. But my fellow co-participants do let me know they like it when 

what they are trying to do actually "works." When talking with me, they have gone to 

great pains to convince me that the mind is powerful and that if we direct our 

thinking, there will be a pay off. And that they are really happy about that. 

Says Theresa Intemeyer whom I met at the Natural Choices Expo, "Just putting 

a wish out makes it happen." Or consider Connie Crown's assertion that, "Mind 

treatments of Science of Mind get results." Both these statements were made with a 

tone of voice on the part of the utterers that let me know they find this "getting 

results" a very desirable thing. 

Ever-present, the theme of healing shows up here, too, in this set of 

motivational frames. With enough awareness, it is implied, our attempts at healing will 
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work. Says Sandra Sadler of the Universalistic Church of Truth, "We can heal 

ourselves. We don't have to die before we're ready." Through the power of mind, 

almost any activity one might want to undertake will work, it is implied. Of course the 

way to leam how to use one's mind is to study New Age teachings and engage in the 

New Age practices of visualization, mind treatment, and so on. But learning to use the 

mind has a pay-off. One can get results. Thus, one inducement for movement 

involvement is the sense of efficacy incumbent with awareness. 

Moral Inducements/Getting to "Live Out Your Purpose" 

The New Agers I spoke with rarely used the word "moral," except in reference 

to old age or old fashioned thinking. But clearly they do have a sense of the moral, 

even if it is not aligned perfectly with what has traditionally been thought to be moral 

in the United States. They are making moral pronouncements, after all, when they 

speak about certain actions allowing us to "live out our purpose," for instance. 

Statements about our being aware as a means to living out our purpose were the 

second most frequently occurring type of motivational beliefs. 

For instance, notice how Connie Crown alludes to fulfilling obligations, duty, 

with her action of expanding her consciousness, having her psyche in order. She says, 

"My job now is to contribute to the energy of individuals who are saving themselves." 

Or consider Natural Choices Expo merchant Shelley Freymiller's assessment. 

"Our purpose is oneness. Our purpose is to be loving." That sounds, to me, like 
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someone convinced she is taking the moral highroad. 

Sandra Sadler even uses the word responsibility, saying, "We are all imbued 

with a responsibility to have that spirituality evolve, that spirit being love." On another 

day she used the word mission, saying, "This healing [of ourselves and the world] is 

our mission." 

In short, it would seem that those choosing a path of awareness can know they 

are taking the moral highroad. For some, this moral payoff is quite an appealing type 

of inducement. 

Wellbeing Inducements/"The Peace of God" 

The third most frequently mentioned reason implied as to why we might find it 

to our benefit in the short run to get on board with New Age awareness is that of 

emotional or general wellbeing. This is quite often framed in terms of "the peace of 

God," as that is a phrase appearing frequently in A Course in Miracles. 

Explains Ian Quinlan, "There are no rewards in this world. Our reward is the 

peace of God, which is with us in every circxmistance. Recognize it." Or consider what 

is perhaps his most memorable pronoimcement on the matter. "No matter how tired 

your body or how crappy your life, you are free to experience ecstasy. It is your 

birthright." 

But there are other wellbeing benefits stemming from an involvement with 

awareness. Meditation, of course, is one of the primary spiritual technologies thought 
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to bring about increased self-awareness, since it is by meditation that we "get in touch 

with our higher facets." But meditation brings us a lot of pleasure in the meantime. 

Connie Crown is one of meditation's most enthusiastic advocates. She exults, 

"Meditation give you an experience that's so amazing you call it God." 

Notice that all of these activities that can give us such an emotional boost 

(increasing our awareness, meditating) are easy. Doing what the New Agers do and 

getting the payoff sounds so very attainable, within easy reach, which is quite 

motivating, in its way. 

Other Inducements: Connectedness and Abundance 

Frequencies for mentions of the benefits to awareness fall off substantially after 

those having to do with efficacy, morals, and general wellbeing. I treat the remainder, 

then, only briefly. 

Though connectedness is a fairly firequently mentioned theme in the movement, 

it is usually mentioned not in terms of theological significance, i.e. in statements on 

motivational beliefs, but rather in contexts of sharings about personal experiences had. 

One of the few statements that could be construed as holding out our connectedness to 

other humans as a motivator for engaging with a project of awareness would be this 

one, by Theresa Intemeyer. "When you start tuning in, the next teacher always just 

appears." 

Contra popular stereotypes of the New Age movement's focussing on material 
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wealth and its desirability, I found only one statement, among the motivational frames 

at least, that would indicate movement participants think of material abundance when 

they reflect on why one might want to be involved with the movement. 

Wendy Torgerson I met at the Natural Choices Expo, as she was standing at 

her table introducing patrons to two programs, one for building a solar oven and 

another for achieving material abundance through a regimen of mind improvement. 

She had long since filled the workshop slots for the solar oven seminar, and was even 

having trouble keeping up her pace with the live demonstrations she was doing that 

day. She remarked to me during a break in the action that, by contrast, she had had 

very few takers on the abundance program, which she thought was a shame. After all, 

she noted, "We can transform our thinking and create success in all parts of our lives, 

including financially." She noted of her finance program's expo sign-up rate, "It's 

tanking." <Iaughs> 

Beliefs In Balance: Diagnosis, Prognosis And Motivation 

The diagnostic, prognostic and motivational frames discussed above capture 

much^ of what is essential to understanding New Age belief. The problem is ego, the 

^ Talking about New Age beliefs in terms of only these three types of frames, though, means several 
central belief themes are neglected: our perfection as humans, God's traits, the nature of prayer, 
spirits' traits, how we ought to understand evil, time/earth changes, the nature of our connectedness, 
Jesus, the power of mind, death, reincarnation, the truth of all religions, and healing. I refer the reader 
to the appendix for a complete report on all the major themes of Dustville New Agers' belief 
statements. 
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solution is awareness, and the benefits of becoming aware are many. 

It seems these three frames work together fairly well. The problem is 

believable. The solution seems appropriate to the problem. And the supposed benefits 

accruing to those pursuing the solution are not hard to imagine occurring, for the most 

part. 

As far as balance, the "strict" coding (described in the methods chapter) 

revealed approximately equal numbers of diagnostic\ prognostic and motivational 

firames, suggesting there is no severe imbalance among types of frames, either. 

Motivational frames slightly outnumber the other two types of frames. I hesitate to 

overinterpret this numerical dominance, but if one does think a 39% dominance of the 

motivational frames is significant, it is interesting to note what this implies about the 

movement's ethos. With their typical exuberance, the New Agers sometimes get the 

cart before the horse, celebrating the wonderful things they see around them and 

letting others know of all the great things that await if only others will meditate. 

^ When a less stria interpretation of the nature of "diagnosis" was used in coding beliefs statements, 
diagnostic beliefs emerged as the type most plentiful, by far—that is, comprising 80% of all beliefs 
statements. Claims in this chapter about the beliefs statements being balanced among diagnostic, 
prognostic and motivational types reflect a coding using a strict interpretation of what counts as a 
diagnosis: that is, statements of belief that identified some conditions as troubling or problematic. An 
alternate coding of the beliefs statements, using a non-strict interpretation of what counts as a diagnosis, 
saw as "diagnostic" any statement of belief that identified what u in the world, some relation that holds 
in the world, some set of conditions—whether positive, negative or neutral. Examples of such non-
strictly diagnostic statements, which composed the bulk of belief statements, at 80% of all statements, 
were such utterances as these; "We are not victims. We make choices." "If you don't love yourself, you 
don't love God because you are God and God lives in you." "We have physical, mental etheric, astral 
and spiritual bodies." "Spirit is supreme over matter." "Sensory perception is the least reliable source for 
truth." 
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become aware, wake up. "Join us! Lot's of good reasons to!" the New Agers seem to 

say. A little less to the liking of participants would be getting a problem of any sort 

defined. And even less to their liking would be prescribing solutions of any sort for 

problems, as this has a tinge of prescriptivism, and that rubs them the wrong way. 

Though it is true that the initial coding of beliefs (see the appendix) showed the 

largest thematic category to be "tips for living," which sounds like prognostication or 

even prescriptivism, it is important to note that a) the phrasing of even those tips for 

living is very often descriptive rather than prescriptive in nature, and that b) those tips 

for living comprised only 6% of the types of beliefs by theme-being thus just one 

among many small, minority categories. The New Age movement is not a movement 

given to outlining rules for living. 

The most important belief one would need to understand if wanting to really 

know the New Age movement is this: Humans, all, are God(s). Inside each of us is a 

silent holy place to which we can retreat at any time. The silent holiness within us is, 

in fact, what makes us human. We are perfect, holy and beautiful. (Ego occasionally 

distracts us from recognizing this.) 

Another meta-belief too large to be readily captured in the 

diagnostic/prognostic/motivational frames schema is that of monism. This is not a 

belief about any specific phenomenon, but rather a belief about the nature of reality 

itself. Monism is the thesis that only one thing exists, which is itself intemally simple 

and lacking in any form of differentiation. The "one" cannot be literally described or 
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comprehended. 

Everything else the New Agers believe and are able to believe follows from 

the monism belief and the human divinity belief. These two beliefs are the most key 

movement beliefs for researchers to understand. 

For effects day to day in the plausibility structure of the movement, the belief 

in hiraian divinity is the most key belief to understand. It is a meta-belief in that it is a 

belief about other beliefs. As I will explain below, the belief that we are God has 

many implications, one of which is that there is no such thing as a wrong belief. How 

can God believe something wrong? 

Functions of Core Beliefs in the Life of the Movement 

The New Agers' belief in human divinity is the belief that seems to most shape 

how the movement exists day to day, how participants see themselves and how they 

interact with each other. Thus, in this section 1 discuss six effects for the life of the 

movement and life in the movement that the New Age belief in human divinity leads 

to. These effects concern the freedom in positing further beliefs that this meta-belief 

allows, the inadequacy for specificity in guidelines for living this meta-belief entails, 

the implications for epistemological assumptions this meta-belief entails, the emphasis 

on valuing diversity that this meta-belief is compatible with, the emphasis on positive 

thinking that this meta-belief is compatible with, and finally—most importantly—the 

placidity for participants this meta-belief seems to ensure. 



147 

First, because the New Agers believe themselves to be perfect (God or gods, in 

fact), they do not hesitate to posit statements about what is true. The belief that, "We 

are Gods" leads to the effect that any individual's pronouncements are assumed by that 

individual to be true. And, any other movement participants cannot question the 

veracity of the individual's claims. 

Another way of saying this is that the belief that "We are Gods" buttresses any 

further statements of belief The belief that "We are Gods" functions as a meta-belief— 

a belief about beliefs. Any statements of belief must be true. They are, after all, being 

uttered by a god, a perfect being, in tune with the universe. 

At the level of the movement locally, at least, I have observed this meta-belief 

to have an interesting effect with regard to individualism: Anyone in the movement 

can believe anything"*. In fact, my fellow co-participants speak enthusiastically to me 

about how the New Age movement has no creeds or dogmas and that that is one of 

the things they like about it so much. Movement participants in Dustville posit beliefs 

The movement is not so individualistic that there is no coherence to the beliefs. There are 
patterns to the beliefs, as can be seen in the discussion of diagnostic, prognostic and motivational 
beliefs, above. There were many belief statements uttered by some of my co-participants that were 
veritable word-for-word repeats of statements made by others of my co-participants. And, further, the 
movement group does not dissolve into separate factions of splinter groups believing contradictory 
things. 

[ believe a self-selection effect is occurring, where like-minded people, predisposed to explore 
deviant ideas, select themselves into these groups of metaphysical seekers. Then, after these similar 
people are co-present with each other, it is little surprise they can come to an informal agreement on 
what the universe is like. It is not hard to imagine any later-joining movement participants who just 
wish to explore taking on the going, sometimes deviant (vis a vis the mainstream) beliefs of the New 
Agers of longer tenure. 
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of both a specific and a general nature at will, and fi'equently—making pronouncements 

about what is. 

Second, because the belief in human divinity implies that each individual is 

capable of deciding for him or herself what is true, there is no overarching master 

principle to say what is a right or wrong course of action to take, usually, in any 

specific instance of daily living. There are general values, such as "being aware" or 

"practicing meditation" but these do not function well as specific guidelines either 

practical or moral. 

I remember one day watching an awkward set of interactions at Uedala: Church 

of the New Age. A red-haired woman of about 45 who had sat in the congregation 

area throughout the whole service had approached both of the music leaders, the 

pianist and the soloist, after the service. The red-haired woman was telling the music 

leaders about something really special that had happened to her. A "teacher" (i.e. 

sphit) had come to her with a very hopefiil message about what is on the road ahead 

for her. She had, in fact, composed an original song about it and wanted to perform 

the song at the next service. She had a rather old and low-quality tape recorder with 

her and a home-made cassette of the song. "You can hear me accompanying myself on 

the piano," she was remarking, with a big, oblivious smile on her face, as she pushed 

"play" on the tape player. 

I could not stand there 12 feet away firom these church members, staring, for 

much longer, as the rest of the church-attendees had adjourned to the other room. I 
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needed to go ahead and either head out the door to the parking lot or go into the room 

where the potluck was occurring. As I was heading out, I could hear the muffled 

strains of some of the most horrible singing and piano playing I have ever witnessed 

coming from the red-headed woman's tape player. The two music leaders were 

standing by with half horrified, half polite expressions on their faces, their shoulders 

tense, fidgeting with their fingers against their cuffs or the backs of their necks, 

looking as though they were wondering how they could ever turn down this woman's 

request to participate in the upcoming week's music. 

My point here is that there is no "spiritual" (or bureaucratic) reason the music 

leaders could call upon to persuade the red-haired woman to forgo the performance. 

Uedala eschews hierarchy of almost any sort, and those who do end up in leadership 

positions are always begging others to do so, to volunteer time to lead hymns or 

organize potluck dinners and so on. The music leaders could not very well tell the red-

haired woman that her participation was not wanted. They certainly could not tell her 

she had not heard from a teacher, a spirit. The whole message of Uedala leaders across 

the past several weeks had been, "Everyone! Meditate! Listen for what the spirits have 

to teach us! Participate!" There are few widely accepted grounds for disagreeing with 

any proposed action when all revelations must be considered valid and desirable. 

Bruce (1996) explores a similar set of dynamics in his treatise on modernity, 

the supernatural, and the new religions. He notes that according to reports he has 

access to, there are many examples of it being difficult, at best, to conduct a life on 
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the basis of New Age beliefs. He describes the shambles that is the personal lives of 

several of the New Age leaders he has reports on, describing in particular the behavior 

of a powerful, glamorous male leader in the movement known for his "love 'em and 

leave 'em" behaviors with young idealistic female neophytes. Bruce remarks that talk 

of loving everyone masks the more commonplace reality that New Age personal and 

sexual relationships are as or more messy than the entanglements of those of us who 

are not in time with our divine selves or the cosmic consciousness. With no 

comprehensive and binding ethical code, Bruce notes, in the New Age there is always 

the danger that pursuing self-growth actually means pursuing self-interest. 

Bruce shares a bit about the work of Judith Boice whose frank account (1989) 

of her sojourns at several Gaian communities includes descriptions of many difficult 

personal encounters. In sxraunary of what Boice uncovered, he writes that. 

Even in the mundane business of managing the work of the communities, the 
avoidance of hierarchical structures and specialization meant that disputes 
simmered unaddressed until they flared up in often extremely childish fracas. 
Rather than reducing the potential for conflict, the insistence that people be 
"authentic" increased what was at stake in any interaction and provided no 
means other than cathartic outburst for handling the trouble that resulted. 
(1996: 217) 

A third effect of the "We are Gods" belief has to do with epistemology. New 

Agers believe that because we are perfect beings, we ahready know everything. Thus 

the value of looking inside oneself for answers. The answers are already there. AH that 

need be done is uncover or unlock them. 
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Fox Running, a Native American teacher I encountered at the Natural Choices 

Expo in Dustville made a remark at a seminar he was holding that is in sync with this 

belief. "You can hold any book to your head and know all that is in it. In fact, you 

already know it!" 

How can all knowledge reside within us, when we just do not usually feel as 

though it does? When I have asked this question of my co-participants they have 

explained that at the beginning of each incarnation, when we are still infants, our 

memory is erased. This has the effect that we do not remember past lives, but it also 

has the effect that we do not remember all that we actually know. We do, they tell me, 

know everything, though. 

Thus, the individual believer is the final arbiter of truth and falsity. There are 

no sectarian disputes over which revelation best embodies the truth. Instead there is 

complete relativism. Because the New Agers believe that all is one and everyone is 

part of everything, they believe that by knowing ourselves, we can know everything. 

All that need be done is turn inward. 

In practical terms, this belief about turning inward shapes believers' actions, 

how they allot their time and energy. Meditating is thought of as a way of knowing 

the all-important self—and therefor as a way of knowing about anything else. It is a 

highly prized activity, conmianding (as best I can tell from self-reports) quite a bit of 

New Agers' time. Reverend Evicci at Cosmic Christ Chapel and I had an extended 

conversation in which I explained to him who I was and what I am trying to do in 
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life. Near the end of our chat, he burst out with something like mild frustration, 

exclaiming, "You are too focussed on rationality. Science is fine, but it can only get 

you so far. You need to just sit [i.e. meditate]." 

A fourth implication of the "We are all God" belief is that of the value New 

Agers feel led to place on diversity. I am thinking specifically of racial diversity, 

mostly. On multiple occasions at New Age churches I have heard my co-participants 

remark that God loves all of us because God is all of us, whatever beautiful color we 

might be. 

This belief would seem to be quite functional for New Agers in the U.S. today, 

where there is a great deal of racial and ethnic diversity. If New Agers feel peaceful 

and accepting about living in a pluralistic context, marked by much racial diversity, 

that could potentially increase the viability of the movement, in part because this 

would put the New Agers in sync with the lines of thinking along which the 

mainstream seems to be heading, as well. Plus, harmony in behavior toward all people 

in a social context, it stands to reason, would promote long-term viability of the 

harmony-valuing group. 

Likewise there is talk among my co-participants about valuing both male and 

female and valuing our anunal friends. (I never heard talk about valuing people of all 

different socioeconomic statuses, however.^) 

' Like most Americans, my New Ager co-participants do not seem to talk very much, 
if at all, about class. In fact, the only time I ever heard the poor mentioned was when 
I asked my co-participants direct questions about the lot of the poor and what 
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Thus, though the New Agers typically claun that everyone is free to decide for 

him or herself what to value, it is clear to me that subsidiary beliefs about what is 

valuable tend to cohere along certain lines. We should value people of all races, of all 

sexes, and our animal friends, precisely because to do so is to be in tune with God. All 

beings, whatever color or sex or species are God. We can recognize this with love and 

thereby love God. 

I occasionally ran in my head a thought experiment in which I volunteered to 

deliver spirit messages at a church service and delivered from a spirit a message that 

was specifically against valuing diversity. 1 surmised that statements supporting racism, 

sexism, hierarchy, or cruelty to animals, for instance, would likely provoke some sort 

of negative reaction. Statements of belief among New Agers are, actually, quite 

conformatory in nature, even though participants would not say that that is the case. 

Fifth, the belief that "We are gods" seems to be connected with a valuing of 

positive thinking. We are gods, and all we have to do is recognize this. There is no 

sense in sitting around dwelling on (only apparently) unhappy things or feeling sorry 

for ourselves. Evil, or separation from God is only an illusion. There can be no 

separation from God, in reality, because God is in us. All we have to do is turn to 

significance we should assign to such. The answer was, in all cases that, "There are no 
victims." My fellow co-participant would open with that claim, worded in each case 
with just that phrasing, and then go on to explain to me that each of us chooses our 
parents and our life. People who in this incarnation are poor are poor because that is 
what they chose to experience on this go-round, so as to fiirther their spiritual 
evolution. 
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God. We can do this via afSnnations, speaking aloud (or silently to ourselves, but 

really, out loud works better) what we know to be the case, even if right now it does 

not look as though it is the case. 

For example, one might affirm, "I am love and love is me," or "Life on earth is 

heaven and all nations are at peace." The power of mind is such, the New Agers 

believe, that whatever we believe and affirm will become so. 

Sixth, and finally, the most crucial effect of the belief in human divinity 

concerns fearlessness or at least placidity. It is ultimately because of their belief in 

human divinity that New Agers are less ruffled by day to day happenings of an 

irksome sort than they otherwise might be, and less concerned about even major crises. 

As I got to know New Agers around Dustville, I was struck by what seemed to 

me a certain fearlessness on their part, even taking into account their motivations 

toward social desirability in reporting to me only the sort of "positive" sentiments the 

movement ideology values. I discuss immediately below New Agers' reactions to some 

of the scariest things I can think of: civilizational meltdown and nuclear war. I connect 

the placidity they expressed about these scary things to theu: belief in humans' perfect 

oneness with God. 

For instance, during a long heart-to-heart talk with Reverend Uzalanski of 

Temple of Wholism, I was questioning her about whether she was scared about 

possible catastrophic outcomes of the Y2K computer code emergency. She said, "Why, 

I'm not worried one bit. Whatever happens is what happens and it will be perfection. 
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There is no other way for us humans." 

Quri Patel, of the Center for Divine Healing Love, too, was unafiraid of Y2K 

panic, disorder or chaos. I never even suggested to her that the computer code problem 

might be troubling. I alluded to the Y2K phenomenon in a neutral way during a 

conversation I was having with her, and she jumped in to say, "Y2K is a beautiful 

metaphor to show people the many possibilities to choose. We can choose fear or we 

can choose love. If enough people choose love, that will lead to a reality that is more 

Uvable." 

I was somewhat taken aback during a heart-to-heart talk with Keith Omamen. 

He had just remarked that, "We're on a fast-track to World War III. If you read 

Nostradamus and see the news, it's almost word for word what Nostradamus predicted 

will lead up to World War III," at which point I said that that sounded scary to me. He 

shared that, "...if that [World War III being imminent] is so, then that is so. If I 

believe it's the hand of God then I'll see it's perfect, whatever happens. If I die, I die. 

It's OK." 

I heard a theological claim at one of the churches one day that seems to 

undergird this fearlessness of the New Agers, making more explicit the connection 

between hiunans' divinity and their consequent lack of need for concern about negative 

happenings. Martin Tantz of Unity Church was explaining who we are and said, "We 

are worthy sons of oneness. We are God's son, and God's son can suffer nothing." 

If we humans really are perfect and really are at one with God, it would make 
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sense that we have nothing to fear. The belief of humans' divinity/oneness with God, 

coupled with a belief that all we see around us (as Ian Qxiinlan says, "houses, cars, 

spouses, good or bad seats at restaurants") is illusion, seems to lead to the New Agers' 

not getting too excited over the vicissitudes of everyday life. In short, two beliefs the 

New Agers hold function as key components in a powerfully uplifting vocabulary of 

motivation. 

A particularly sociologically notable instance of this unflappability concerns the 

New Agers' attitude toward the social construction of reality. The New Agers I spoke 

with are unrattled by their realization that humans construct their own reality. 

It took me a long time in the field to recognize that non-sociologists were 

telling me they had a handle on the fact of social construction. I was resistant to the 

idea that anyone untrained in sociology could possibly understand that human society 

works by collective fictions and agreements thereon. But yet my co-participants told 

me over and over again, "Oiu* beliefs? Yeah. You know, we're just making it up as we 

go along." After hearing maybe 15 statements like that one, or variants of that one 

with more or less elaboration of the nature of the process, I finally realized what my 

New Agers were telling me. 

They recognize and even embrace the processes of social construction. Their 

fearlessness allows them to be at peace with these processes and, further, to enjoy a 

certain playfiihiess connected with actively and consciously taking part in those 

processes. They have, in some sense, gained control over the labor process in cultural 
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production. They not only recognize themselves to be on the shop floor, creating the 

beliefs that are part of culture, but have embraced this very process as non-alienating. 

This is in stark contrast to my students, who in some cases grow panicky upon 

deeply processing sociology's pronouncement that humans construct the social world 

such that whatever goes on in that world is stemming from hiunans' fallible, flawed 

best guesses about what is so, those guesses then taking on a life of their own and 

only seeming to have the solidity of "objective" truth. 

The New Agers' recognition and embracement of the labor process of belief 

construction seems in stark contrast to what I think goes on with mainstream 

Americans, who also make up their beliefs, but obscure the process from themselves 

so that they feel otherwise—so that they feel that what they believe comes to them 

from some safe, external, authoritative source, such as God or the church, for example. 

Mainstream Americans, for the most part, do not recognize, much less embrace, the 

role they play in the social construction of reality. 

The New Agers seem so very unlike members of societies that still have 

"culture," members of societies who create culture and have it act back on them, 

unwittingly acquiescing to culture as though it were something other than a human 

creation that could be changed. Not so the New Agers. Various of my co-participants 

have told me that "We create reality with our thoughts. We create reality and so we 

can change it." 

Of course the New Agers are embedded in a cultural context just as all the rest 
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of us are. But their high level of awareness about the nature of that culture and the 

part they can play in its creation, I argue, sets them apart &om mainline Christians by 

several degrees and from fundamentalist Protestants qualitatively. 

Yes, the New Agers have a high level of awareness about the nature of culture, 

but they are acted upon by it, nonetheless, just as sociologists are. Movement 

members' beliefs and their effects are only part of the story. Socialization into beliefs 

is key to understand. 

Socialization: Taking On Movement Beliefs 

Factors Affecting the Viability of Socialization 

The actual processes whereby local New Agers are socialized into their beliefs 

are not particularly dramatic. However, the socialization processes themselves, being 

embedded in larger social structures, are shaped by and facilitated by a nimiber of 

factors that bear discussion. 

The first of these socio-structural factors that shapes the degree to which 

members can get socialized into beliefs is spatial in nature. There is semi-public space 

in Dustville (and indoor space, at that) where local New Agers are able to be 

physically co-present with each other, ensuring the possibility of live, oral transmission 

of belief content and the on-the-spot recognition of collective and individual reactions 

to that content—with all that implies. At least two of the local groups I studied own 
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their own church building, but all the church groups have the resources to at least rent 

space for weekly meetings. The Dustville Convention Center was the site of several 

multi-group events geared toward New Agers, such that it, too, allowed participants a 

place to be co-present while sharing about beliefs. This was true, also, of two local 

resorts (where conferences were held), a couple of local niche-market coffeehouses. 

New Age bookstores and storefront properties devoted to such activities as yoga. 

The second socio-structural factor shaping the degree to which members can 

become socialized into beliefs is cultural in nature. It may seem overly obvious to 

point out that the United States has, by world standards, a high literacy rate, but the 

fact remains. The important result is that New Agers' use of written documents, in 

addition to oral transmission means the articulation of beliefs is that much more 

effective for socialization into said beliefs because of being multi-modal: spoken and 

written transmissions can cover ground in different ways. 

A third socio-structural factor shaping the degree to which members can 

become socialized into beliefs is that of network configuration. The belief that, "We 

are God(s)" acts as an overarching, meta-belief, a belief about the nature of beliefs. 

The belief "We are Gods" implies that the pronouncement of any single New Age 

participant about what s/he believes must be honored as, in some sense, true. The 

fallout of this is that all the different rank and file participants of the movement may 

talk to and socialize each other into beliefs (as opposed to just a few clergy members 

talking all the followers into beliefs). The implication of this, in network terms, is 
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greater "surface area" for the active transmission of belief Any given movement 

member is a potential socializing agent for any other movement member. Thus, due to 

the nature of one of the movement's meta-beliefs, socialization of some sort can occur 

at a great rate, even if with less coherence than via the clergy-only model. 

A fourth socio-structural factor shaping the degree to which members can 

become socialized into beliefs has to do with members' interests or utilities. Movement 

involvement generally provides quite a few rewards or potential rewards—the 

movement being an arena in which desirable social statuses may be achieved, in which 

people can pursue jobs and money, and an arena in which people can engage in 

sensemaking with the consequent experiences of self-understanding and peace that this 

brings. Thus, participants are motivated to accept the going beliefs of the movement, 

since participation in the movement offers so many rewards, potentially. Motivation to 

believe means fertile ground, then, for socialization to "work." 

A fifth factor shaping the degree to which members can become socialized into 

beliefs is not socio-structural but cognitive in nature. Social psychology literature 

suggests humans have a proclivity toward seeing patterns wherever they look, and a 

tendency to want to believe rather than doubt These facts about the nature of human 

cognition suggest that even cognitive factors apply, and contribute to belief formation 

and the socialization into those beliefs in the local New Age movement. 
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Socialization Processes 

Local New Agers seem to socialize each other into the beliefs of the movement 

in three main ways: sharing about experiences and the consequent beliefs developed 

therefrom, delivering/hearing "morning messages" (a.k.a. sermons) and via 

producing/reading written materials or producing/hearing radio broadcasts. 

In arenas both secular and sacred, my movement co-participants did quite a bit 

of sharing about their experiences. As part of this sharing, they almost always told 

what they had learned from these experiences, often expressing the lesson learned in 

the form of a claim about what we can know or believe. For instance, Lynn Geriatti at 

Temple of Wholism stood up and shared one morning about her eventful morning 

previous to her arrival at church. She had not felt like coming to church, but multiple 

times she had heard God telling her, "Go to church." She noted that she had been 

blessed by the message (a.k.a. sermon) today, and that this is one more indication not 

only that God talks to us, that God has our best interests at heart, takes care of us. 

Such sharing on her part and any similar sharings in other venues have notable 

effects for socialization. Sharing in group settings allows those co-present to learn 

from the reported experiences of others and develop their own (quite possibly similar) 

interpretations of those experiences, forming beliefs about how such experiences and 

consequent lessons apply to their own lives. The hearers present during such sharings 

may develop similar or divergent interpretations of what the sharer's experience 

means, but because as part of the sharing the sharer gives an interpretation, this ready-
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made interpretation (often in the form of a belief-claim) will tend to be a favored 

interpretation in the minds of hearers (because of limited time and energy on the part 

of hearers). Thus, sharing is a significant process in the collective construction of and 

socialization into beliefs. 

An interesting thing to note about the belief in spirits is that New Agers' belief 

in spirits' intervention m our lives is somewhat unconventional by mainstream 

American standards. Thus, New Agers are more prone to share with each other about 

spirit experiences than they are with non-New Agers, who might label the experiences 

strange or perhaps even dangerous or inappropriate. The effect of this is further 

dependence on the group, if spirit experiences continue. Who but the other group 

members can a New Ager find to give a sympathetic listen to these salient 

experiences? The upshot is that as New Agers have more or believe themselves to be 

having more spirit experiences, they are drawn ever more into the company of like-

minded others, thus increasing the contact volume with which socialization into 

movement beliefs and values, generally, is likely to occur. 

Despite the New Age movement's highly democratic nature, there is such a 

thing as privileged interpretations of experience, with all that implies about the way 

the causal arrows are turned with respect to socialization. Whoever is allowed to 

deliver the "morning message" at church services or be a keynote speaker at 

conferences knows ahead of time that s/he will be a featured speaker. Thus, the person 

has a chance to prepare his or her remarks ahead of time. The effect of this is that 
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whatever the remarks may be, they have a cohesiveness that impromptu remarks 

usually will not. This cohesiveness means that those who listen to these messages or 

speeches are afforded a ready-made interpretation of experience (and articulation of 

beliefs) that they will be, because of the statements' cohesiveness, biased toward 

remembering and therefor more likely to accept. Thus, church leaders and conference 

speakers are able to play a key role in member socialization, not due to the authority 

of their positions, per se, but due to the chance to reflect before making their remarks 

about beliefs on given occasions, with all that entails about the style in which those 

remarks will then flow out. (For instance, Dorothy Madderly, one of Temple of 

Wholism's many Reverends, gave a charming morning message one Sunday on God's 

love, using many vivid similes, one of which has stuck in my mind-that God's love is 

like a puppy which follows us around everywhere we go, waiting for us to but notice 

and enjoy it.) 

Movement members are also socialized into movement beliefs via media, 

whether written or spoken. Locally-produced radio shows, for instance, potentially 

socialize movement participants into movement beliefs via participants' hearing belief 

claims, such as the following, over the airwaves. A guest on AD Volker's New Age 

radio magazine. Awareness Radio, spoke briefly about what she believes astrology to 

be: 

If you wanted to leam how to play golf, you'd open a golf book and use that 
as a tool. We have been given astrology so that we may do the same thing for our 
lives. God gave us a manual written in the sky. Astrology is a gift for guidance. 



164 

Thus, there are five factors (spatial, literacy-related, network configurational, 

reward-related, and cognitive) influencing the degree to which socialization into 

movement beliefs will be effective, and three main ways (via sharing experiences and 

interpretations face to face, sharing morning messages, and sharing ideas through 

popular media) that movement participants are socialized into New Age beliefs. 

roEOLOGY AND EXPERIENCE: THE MOVEMENT IN SOCIAL SPACE 

It was initially my reading of Roofs various works on the growth of the spirit-

realm-influenced religious movements that inspired me to create the diagram I will 

share below. Why, I wondered, were the religions that were growing, in our times, the 

ones that emphasized accessing the spirit realm, whether framed in terms of accessing 

the power of the Holy Spirit (as in charismatic Christianity) or framed in terms of 

getting guidance from angels and non-physical energy beings (as in the New Age 

movement)? Surely the stark theological differences between the two movements 

cannot be ignored. 

As I have tried to show in the previous sections of this chapter. New Age 

theology (for example, the belief that humans are God(s)) matters a great deal for the 

perceptions of the followers individually in terms of how they see all of the world, 

knowledge, daily experience. And the theology matters for the movement, what it can 
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and cannot do, as a whole, because of organizational characteristics. 

I would argue that not just in the case of comparing the New Age movement 

and the charismatic Christianity movement, but in general, that when we are trying to 

capture what is significant about different religious movements, we must at minimimi 

attend to two parameters of variation, what Stark and Glock (1968) would call the 

ideological and the experiential. 

The ideological (i.e. theology/beliefs) and the experiential (i.e., "feelings," or in 

this case the experiential emphasis of both the New Age movement and charismatic 

Christianity on connecting with the spirit reahn, which seems to be setting them apart 

from other more institutionally ossified religious bodies) parameters both matter for 

distinguishing religious movements from each other and for comparing movements' 

functions over time as they respond to socio-cultural crises. These two parameters, I 

would argue, are more important for such comparisons and functional analyses than 

are Stark and Clock's (1968) other parameters, the ritualistic (i.e. practices), the 

consequential (i.e. works), and the intellectual (i.e. how people deal with information 

about their religion). I say this because it seems to me that the latter three parameters 

take on the shape they do based on the content of the first two parameters. Actually, I 

would go further to say that the latter four parameters all take on the shape they do 

based on what the religion's beliefs or ideology is. 

For instance. New Agers' belief that spirits speak to us today is what leads to 

their ritualizing (the ritual parameter) spirit communications in "message" sessions 
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during worship services. And it is that same belief that leads them to perceive (the 

experiential parameter) that these messages are genuine and are making an impact in 

their lives. It is the Dustviile New Agers' belief that spirits speak to us today that leads 

them to do acts of charity (consequential parameter) around Dustviile, in my 

experience, when they have been told by a "teacher" to care after delinquent youth, for 

instance. It is belief that spirits speak to us today that leads New Agers to reference 

spirit messages as proof of this or that point in arguments they make about their faith 

(the intellectual parameter) when I have discussed with them the extent to which I 

personally buy or do not buy the tenets of their belief system. I could give a complete 

and parallel set of examples much like this one for charismatic Christianity to elucidate 

the point that the beliefs parameter is primary among Stark and Clock's parameters we 

ought to consider when categorizing religions, showing that the other four parameters 

derive from the religion's beliefs, its ideology-but I hope this single extended example 

suffices. 

The figure below categorizes current U.S. religious groups and/or ideological 

tendencies along these two most crucial Stark and Clock (1968) parameters: the 

ideological and the experiential. I am using the term mysticism here more or less in 

line with how Troeltsch, or at least his interpreter Carrett Paul does. Troeltsch says 

that mysticism refers to a direct, inward and present religious experience that is (a la 

Garrett Paul 1993: 677) something "more internal than external, more individual than 

institutional, more experiential than scriptural." This description of mysticism reminds 
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me not only of what I see my New Agers doing, but also what I see modem 

charismatics doing, which is why I classify both New Agers and modem charismatics 

as mystics. 

Actually, mysticism as I mean it here, for the experiential parameter of the 

typology, refers not only to the inward orientation of the believers, but also to the 

primacy they place on direct communion with the spirit realm. Recall Lucas's noting 

of the nature of both charismatics' and New Agers' concerns with "rediscovery of 

invisible realms of sacred power and each movement's emphasis on ecstatic, emotional 

experience of this power" (1992: 194). For the New Agers, ecstatic experience while 

communing with spirits often comes while they are meditating. Plus, one of my key 

informants, Keith Omamen, says he would describe the New Age movement as 

"modem mysticism." 

For charismatic Christians, ecstatic experience may come during times of 

prayer or worship when the Holy Spirit moves them to speak in tongues or prophesy 

or heal or perform miracles. I have witnessed these things live as a participant-

observer in contexts where a family member of mine, a charismatic Christian, worships 

with other charismatic believers. 

As for the other parameter, ideology, in the figure that follows, I have made a 

somewhat simplistic distinction between conservative versus liberal theological tenets 

characterizing the differing groups. The distinction I make follows the work of Bmce 

Bawer (1997), who notes that denominational distinctions matter less and less these 
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days, but rather there is an emerging distinction® he calls "law" versus "love" themed 

theology that can be seen all over the U.S. today, even within denominations. 

For instance there are some law-emphasis Presbyterian congregations and some 

love-emphasis Presbyterian congregations. That denomination, like many other easily-

recognizable, sizable denominations has both law and love-emphasis congregations. 

Thus, it is not denominational label that tells us what we would most want to know 

about the theology of a given church body, but rather the spirit of the beliefs 

themselves. If one were to ask congregation members of Methodist churches or even 

Baptist churches what distinguishes their denomination of Christianity from other 

denominations, Bawer notes, members would likely be unable to tell you. However, if 

given a questionnaire meant to tap the law versus love distinction, members would 

readily know the mood or feel of their church and its teachings. This law versus love 

distinction is most instructive for those of us trying to come to grips with what is 

Legalistic E*rotestantism, says Bawer (1997), sees Jesus's death on the cross as a transaction by 
means of which Jesus paid for the sins of believers and won them eternal life. Nonlegalistic Protestants 
see the death as a powerful and mysterious symbol of God's infinite love for suffering mankind, and as 
the natural culmination of Jesus' ministry of love and selflessness. 

Legalistic E>rotestantism understands eternal life to mean a heavenly reward after death for the 
"true Christians7the "Elect7the "saved"—who accept Jesus as their savior and subscribe to the correct 
doctrines. Nonlegalistic Protestantism more oflen understands it to denote a unity with God that exists 
outside the dimension of time and that can also be experienced in this life. 

Legalistic I>rotestantism believes individuals should be wary of trusting their own minds and 
emotions, for these can be manipulated by Satan, and that questions and doubts are to be resisted as the 
work of the Devil. Nonlegalistic Protestantism believes that the mind is a gift of God and that God 
wants us to think for ourselves, to follow our consciences, to ask questions, and to listen for his still, 
small voice. 

Bawer provides other summaries of differences, concerning views on the question of all 
religions and truth, views on how we ought to read the Bible, views on the role of aesthetic values, but 
I hope my reporting of his summaries on differences between "Law" versus "Love" churches on the 
crucifixion, hestvco, and epistemology give the reader the basic idea about this important distinction. 
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important on the religious scene of today's society, Bawer argues. 

When Bawer describes the law-emphasis theology, it sounds very much like the 

modem variants of Calvinism with which I am familiar—for example theologically 

conservative Protestant sects such as Southern Baptists. And when he describes the 

love-emphasis theology, it sounds very much like the modem mainline liberal 

Protestant theologies with which I am also familiar—for example all of the churches I 

have attended that operate under the banner of "United Methodist." I mean for the 

poles of the ideology parameter to connote the law versus love distinction, in the form 

of a spectrum, in the form of shades of variation by degree for ideological emphases. 

Note that as per growth, spirit realm emphasis trumps any theological 

distinctions. Whether the theology is more toward conservative (e.g. charismatic 

Christians) or more toward progressive (e.g. the New Agers and related families of 

belief), a "yes" on whether the spirit realm is alive, well and accessible, seems 

associated with the religious movements that are today growing. The religious 

movements that are today growing are charismatic Christianity (Johnstone 1998) and 

the New Age movement (Heelas 1996), the movements that are more toward the yes 

on the question of the spirit reahn being alive, well and accessible. 

Note also that this diagram clearly takes into account Bawer's up-to-date and 

important law versus love dichotomy, helping to succinctly summarize what the key 

difference is to necessitate that in the U.S. there must be two different variants of the 

so-called Presbyterian church. The Presbyterian Church in America is a small, law-
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oriented sect of the larger mainline denomination of Presbyterianism. The Presbyterian 

Church, U.SA. is what most people are referring to when they mention 

"Presbyterians," but the law/love distinction is what prompted the initial break-off sect 

movement of the late '70s, which yielded the revisionist sect known as the 

Presbyterian Church in America. 

Notice that the typology also helps to capture salient differences and 

compatibilities in both "worldview" (i.e. ideology) and "style" (i.e. the experiential 

parameter). While adherents of some of the more staid denominations in the lower 

right-hand comer might find themselves at least marginally tolerant of the theological 

claims made at New Age churches, they might find certain stylistic elements (e.g. 

spirit charmelings) to be a bit unsettling, or, in the wake of the '60s cultural 

contextualization/demystification movement^ that swept U.S. seminaries, laughable. 

On the other hand, denizens of the upper lefthand comer of the typology would 

find New Age theology an utter abomination, "Satanic," perhaps, even, but would at 

The movement I refer to goes by various names, but basically consisted of two things, the first 
of which was seminarians acting on a heightened appreciation for the importance of history and cultural 
context of Biblical times when interpreting Bible stories. For instance, if we know that for the ancient 
Hebrews, the camel signifies an ongoing fight over resources with some neighboring tribe (as opposed 
to just an animal with unusual metabolic qualities, as modem Americans think), we would need to 
assign different nuances of interpretation to Bible stories that include the camel. How did people living 
in New Testament times think about shoes, about candles, about oil for cooking? And how should our 
knowledge about their meanings inform our interpretations of the parables? 

The second part of this same movement consisted of seminarians familiarizing themselves, 
again, with the latest historical and geographical scholarship, but for this task, in an attempt to 
demystify some of the Biblical claims of miracles. For instance, had Red Sea perhaps been a mis
translation of the name Reed Sea? The Reed Sea is in fact dry at certam times of the year, such that 
Moses and the Hebrews could have crossed it without drowning, no miracle needed. 
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least not laugh out loud during a spirit channeling. Rather, diey would think- quietiy to 

themselves, perhaps, that the spirit being channeled was demonic. But Ae authenticity 

of the channeling itself would be less problematic and less stylistically distant for these 

believers. 

Figure 2 
American Religions, Sects and Groups in Social Space; 

Key Aspects of Spiritual Experience and Belief 

EXPERIENTIAL 
Mysticism: i^ow alive, viable and accessible is the spirit realm? 
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Chapter Summary 

It is valuable to "look inside" the beliefs of movement participants we as 

scholars are interested in, noting these beliefs' content and effects. This study has used 

participant-observation methods and groimded theory in line with Glaser and Strauss's 

recommendations to categorize and analyze the significance of New Age beliefs. 

The chapter analyzed beliefs as representing the second moment 

("objectification") of what Berger and Luckmann discern as processes in the social 

construction of reality. Objectification (a process of belief formation) involves three 

tasks of framing the social world: diagnosing a problem, identifying solutions/strategies 

for the problem, and articulating why anyone might want to become involved with 

solving this problem. The New Agers of Dustville exhibit a relatively equal balance 

among diagnostic, prognostic and motivational firames in their beliefs about the world, 

and the three frames seem to work fairly cohesively together. The problem is ego. The 

solution is awareness. The reasons anyone would want to become involved in gaining 

awareness to get past ego's messages are manifold, but among the reasons are that 

there are payoffs in terms of powerfulness, purpose, and wellbeing. 

The New Agers, as sampled in Dustville, have not only an immanent 

conception of God, but believe themselves to be God(s). There are a niraiber of 

important implications of this belief, among them that any individual New Ager's 

pronouncements cannot be questioned—as they have been uttered by a perfect being. 

This resiilts in an extreme form of epistemological relativism within the movement. 
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"Whatever I believe is true for me." A related phenomenon is that science and 

rationality are looked at as just other ways of knowing truths, and not as superior ways 

in any sense. The emphasis on the sacredness of the self and the belief that to be 

human is to be God also means that all answers lie within the human. A person has 

only to look within him or herself to find answers, about his or her life, or for that 

matter, about anything in the universe. As perfect beings, humans have all knowledge. 

They have only to look within to find it. The New Agers' monistic worldview means 

they consider all reality to be of a piece. Everything is God and God is the reality of 

all things. Because God is all things, all races, sexes and species of beings are God and 

therefore beautiful, meaning the New Age movement seems poised to be a force for 

tolerance in our pluralistic society. 

And perhaps most interestingly, the New Agers' fearlessness (based on their 

belief they are divine and that apparent problems of daily life are really just illusion) 

has provided them the fortitude to confront consciously a fact that most non-

sociologists are unable to or, if able, emotionally unwilling to recognize: the fact of 

the social construction of reality. 

Five factors (spatial, literacy-related, network-configurational, reward-related, 

and cognitive) influence the degree to which socialization into movement beliefs will 

be effective. There are three main ways (via sharing experiences and interpretations of 

those experiences face to face, sharing morning messages, and sharing ideas through 

popular media) that movement participants are socialized into New Age beliefs. 
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A diagrani is presented to capture salient features of the New Age movement 

that distinguish it from (and show it to be, in some ways, congruent with) other bodies 

of belief ui the current-day U.S. This diagram is meant to locate New Age belief in 

the "social space" of the modem U.S. religion scene. Parameters of ideology (or 

"theology"~using Bawer's distinction of the newly emergent "law" versus "love" 

dichotomy) and experience ("feelings," or "style"~in this case the New Age 

movement's and other growing movements' emphasis on accessing the spirit reahn) 

are considered. 
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CHAPTER 6. EXPERIENCES: IDEAL AND REAL CULTURE OVERLAPS 
IN A MOVEMENT MARKED BY POSITIVE EXPERIENCES 

Illustrative Vignette 

It is a warm evening in Dustville, mid-May of 1998, and I am sitting about 

three rows back on one of the 40 or so cushioned chairs at Church of Infinitude, 

reflecting on the words of the hjmin we have just sung, "Flow, Spirit, Flow." I scratch 

a few quick jottings in my notebook to get caught up on the number in attendance 

(about 20), what has just transpired (opening remarks by Reverend Naylor, an opening 

hymn, an invocation, and the "greeting"/hugs), and then put the pen and notebook on 

the empty chair next to me. The "healing meditation" is about to begin, and we will be 

asked to close our eyes and let go of distractions in preparation. 

Buena Quirt, a 40-ish woman with dark hair comes to the front of the room 

and says she has "been told" that when the lights go off for our meditation time 

tonight, we will be able to "see a spirit manifesting" here with us if we look closely. 

The lights get turned off, except for a couple of red floodlight-shaped bulbs affixed to 

the ceiling above the foyer, where we all came in when we entered the small 

sanctuary. I'm not sure I really want to see a spirit, but I squint toward the foyer, 

trying to make out our spirit Mend. Before this goes on for much longer, some 

ambient music starts playing over the miniature stereo system mounted on the wall at 

the front of the room and Buena tells us to get comfortable, taking off eyeglasses and 
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shoes if we wish. This is also our cue to close our eyes. 

We start with the breathing. "Take a breath, and hold it now for a moment, and 

picture being filled with golden light..." says Buena. "Then, as you breathe out," she 

says, "picture cares and concerns drifting out. Acknowledge that you have no worries 

and that everything is OK.." 1 am holding and releasing my breath, picturing the gold 

light, the pink light and the other colors of light, trying to get the full effect, as she 

leads us. 

She asks us to picture ourselves walking into a grassy meadow where there is a 

bright white light shining. We step into the light and are told to think about how "I am 

life and life is me." "Affirm to yourself that '1 am love and love is me,'" says Buena. 

She continues, intoning slowly and softly, "I attract to myself all good thmgs and 

deserve the best in life..." 

Next, we envision ourselves directing this light we are standing in to different 

parts of our bodies. She asks us to picture directing pink light to our feet, releasing 

tension from them. The feet symbolize self-understanding, she says. We continue in 

this way, visualizing different colors of light bathing and cleansing different parts of 

our bodies, learning what trait or concept the given body area is a metaphor of. 

The script of this "guided meditation" next transitions into the accompanying 

healing session, doing so in a way that is familiar to me from my experiences at other 

"metaphysical" or New Age chmches. Buena tells us, "Visualize love radiating out 

from your heart to the people around you in this room... now to all the people in 
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Dustville... now to all the people in our state... now to all people in the United 

States... now to Mother Earth... and now finally to all beings in the cosmos." 

There is a brief pause and then Buena says in a soft voice that, "Those who 

desire a healing can come forward at this time. There are four chairs available." I take 

this opportunity to open my eyes slightly and get a peek at the action. I can feel the 

swish of a breeze &om the organist's skirt as she walks past me up the aisle to the 

front and side of the sanctuary where she and three other "workers," all middle aged 

women in this case, stand behind the "healing chairs" under the soft red glow of the 

foyer lights. It is fairly dark, but I can make out four people from the congregation 

area moving quietly and briskly into the four chau:s and then sitting with their eyes 

closed and their hands in their laps. The workers stand behind each seated person and, 

depending on the worker, lay their hands on the shoulders of the healee and seem to 

pray or meditate with eyes closed-or keep their eyes open and move their hands near 

but not actually touching the bodies of the seated, making soft, quick brushing 

motions. The workers spend varying amounts of time healing those seated in the 

chairs, signalling to the healees that the healing is done either by an affectionate 

squeeze on the shoulder or sometimes a very softly whispered, "OK." Healees re-take 

their seats in the congregation area quietly, then, vacating chairs. 

Any time there is a vacant chair or chairs, Buena states softly the number of 

chairs available. Chairs never stay vacant for long, as those gathered are not shy about 

quietly moving forward and seating themselves for healings. About six more iterations 
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occur of Buena announcing how many chairs are available and people going to fill 

them. Finally, when she says that two chairs are available and no one fills them, she 

gently ends the "healing meditation" time by asking us to visualize something we are 

grateful for, holding this awareness in our consciousness for a moment. Then she asks 

us to "bring your consciousness back to this room" and says that we "might want to 

look down, so that when the lights come back on, it is not such a shock." We all look 

down as the lights come back on and the service continues. 

Chapter Aims 

This vignette illustrates several of the key themes (e.g. the assumed relevance 

of "Spirit" or spirits in everyday life, the action of guided meditations, a belief in the 

power of mind/visualization, the value New Agers place on love, their "healing" of self 

and planet) and even a bit of the mood of the New Age movement in the United States 

at the beginning of the 21st century. Despite the fact that a key trait of the New Age 

movement is the high value it places on "experience," few participant-observer studies, 

i.e. experiential studies, of the movement exist. 

Studying "experience" is crucial to understanding the nature of any social group 

we are interested in. How do group members experience the social world created by 

himian action? How do their actions, including rituals, and their beliefs about the 

world channel their subsequent behavior-affecting what they can and cannot 
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experience in life? 

Chapter four looked at some of the social actions (five types of rituals) 

whereby the New Agers create a social world for themselves. Chapter five looked at 

meta-beliefs of the New Agers (monism and the belief in human divinity) as well as 

three key types of derivative beliefs whereby participants frame that world they 

encounter: diagnostic, prognostic and motivational beliefs. Continuing the theoretical 

project of highlighting the three moments in the social construction of reality as 

conceptualized by Berger and Luckmann, this chapter, then, looks at how subsequent 

experience is shaped by the aforementioned actions and beliefs. 

This chapter will sketch the contours of the everyday experiences of Dustville 

New Agers. First, it will explain how we might see experience as the third moment 

("internalization") in Berger and Luckmann's tripartite schema of the social 

construction of reality. Second, it will explain what events and utterances in the 

illustrative vignette-as regards interactions, actions, beliefs and values—reveal about 

how New Agers experience the world. Third, it will situate this chapter's focus on 

experience in the context of another scholar's findings, arguing that New Agers' 

emphasis on experience over doctrine is in sync with key trends in U.S. religion. 

Fourth, it will posit several reasons why New Agers might emphasize freedom over 

order in their religion and experience over doctrine. Fifth, it will explicate the 

"religious logic" of the New Age movement as suggested by what data in this study 

suggest are the connections among interaction, action, beliefs and values. Sixth, it will 



180 

share two main findings, the first being that there is a substantial overlap between the 

ideal and real culture of the movement and the second being that there is a marked 

bias toward positive/desirable experiential states for New Agers across all major realms 

of stimuli. 

The main finding of this chapter is that die daily experiences of the New Agers 

are quite markedly positive, and it is posited that this is most likely due to the nature 

of the "religious logic" of the movement, which involves positive synergies among the 

rituals, beliefs and experiences of movement participants. 

Theoretical Considerations 

Defining/Conceptualizing Experience 

I informally define experience as information obtained externally by means of 

the senses or internally through emotion or cognition. 

Experiences Understood as Berger and Luckmann's "Extemalization" 

I take daily experiences to be an instance of what Berger and Luckmann (1967) 

identify as the third moment in the social construction of reality: "internalization." 

Humans create for themselves a social world via their actions, but then come to see 

those social institutional patterns (e.g. slavery) as "just the way things are." This 

coming to see things as "normal," Berger and Luckmann call "objectification." 
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Objectification, a process of belief-formation, is how humans process the social world 

they have "externalized" or created. Then, together, the social institutional patterns and 

the beliefs held about those patterns shape subsequent behavior and perceptions: 

experience. Humans "internalize" or take with them in all reahns of life parts of the 

social world, which channels their experience of it. 

Interactions, Actions, Beliefs and Values in the Vignette 

In conceptualizing experience, I reasoned that existence precedes experience 

and felt it necessary to specify the scope and nature of New Agers' existence. Table 6 

provides a summary of this specification. 

In line with Table 6, this chapter divides New Agers' experience into four 

broad categories, examining how New Agers react to four types of stimuli. New Agers 

a) react to the other people/beings in their lives b) react to and assess the actions that 

they themselves engage in c) have thoughts or beliefs that they experience in various 

ways and d) have the experience of valuing or desiring things in their lives. This 

chapter attempts to swallow whole all that New Agers could possibly experience, 

whether it be interactions, actions, beliefs or values. I analyze the interactions, actions, 

beliefs and values we see in the vignette for what they reveal about how New Agers 

experience the world. 
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Table 6 
Arenas of Experience: 

Stimuli to Which Dustville New Agers React 

FOLKS/BEINGS IN NEW AGERS* LIVES 

family 
significant other 
friends 
self 
colleagues in the same "field" 

authorities/facilitators/leaders church folks 
clients Spirit 
scholars spirits 
acquaintances aliens 
strangers 

NEW AGERS' OWN ACTIONS 

work/paid labor 
leisure 

family happenings 
entrepreneurialism 

logistics/errands 
worship/collective spiritual happenings 

-arts meditation/individual spiritual happenings altruistic action 
-nature self-improvement 

drugs/death/sleep/dreams 

BELIEFS NEW AGERS HOLD ABOUT WHAT IS 

New Age beliefs non-New Age beliefs 

COGNITIONS NEW AGERS HAVE ABOUT WHAT COULD 
OR SHOULD BE 

concerning themselves (i.e. my co-participants) concerning the world 
-materially -materially 
-spiritually -spiritually 
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Interacting with spirits 

First, notice in the above vignette, second paragraph, how Buena Quirt 

encourages us, along with her to interact with a spirit alter. This is an example of a 

key type of New Age movement interaction. Buena Quirt says a spirit has made a 

promise to appear. We will "see a spirit manifesting" here tonight, if we look closely 

enough. Popular representations of the movement have typically not adequately 

captured the movement's emphasis on seeing and relating to spirit beings. But seeing 

and relating to spirits is a big part of the movement. I witnessed multiple similar 

remarks by other participants on many other occasions and on several occasions 

watched participants interacting live with spirit beings. (See, for instance, chapter 

four's discussion of the live delivery of "spirit messages" at New Age churches. At 

these times, spirit workers actually tell the spirits, "OK, got it, yes... yes..." as they 

are listening to what the spirit wants them to tell their fellow co-participant in the way 

of a message.) 

When I talk with participants, they tell me that one of the reasons they have 

sought out New Age activities is because growing up, they "knew" there had to be 

more, so much more to life than what most other people seem to be experiencing. 

They knew there was more to life, for them at least, than what others seemed to be 

experiencing, because they had been interacting with spirits beings. 

From this, some critics might dismiss New Agers' current-day, adult life 

"seeing" of spirits as mere wish fulfillment Critics might think New Agers are not 
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really interacting with spirits. New Agers, critics might claim, wish for enchantment or 

wish for excitement or for super-hiunan friends who will nurture them and give them 

insights. It is conceivable the critics are correct. But, the important thing is the that 

New Agers at least perceive themselves to be interacting with spirits. 

According to reports of my co-participants, many of them, while they were 

growing up, were having life-changing experiences with the paranormal. This is 

consistent with the findings of Susan Fries Roberts (1989) whose interview data on 

New Ager psychics showed many to have had childhood experiences with the 

paranormal, with respondents citing these experiences as catalyzing their involvement 

with the movement. From the perspective of my co-participants, paranormal things 

happened to them, and this—in many cases—spurred them to seek out answers that 

others might never have thought necessary. Thus, even if New Agers do on some level 

wish to see spirits, the order of events—according to them—is that spirit contact came 

first, followed only later by their having taken an interest in why it is they are 

experiencing the world this way, and finally by their having sought out others who 

may have had similar encounters with the paranormal. 

This is an important thing to note about the movement because not all current-

day religions are marked by their adherents' talking with and interacting with spirits. 

(See Figure 2 in chapter five.) 

Perhaps a spirit really did manifest there that night at Church of Infinitude. I 

certainly did not see any spirit, even though for the purposes of research findings, I 
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really wanted to. No other participants at the service reported to each other or to me, 

that night at least, having seen a spirit. I listened carefully for whispered sharings. 

So, we have looked at a type of interaction, the interaction with the spirit 

world. JCnowing that New Agers experience contact with the spirit world is important 

to our imderstanding of how the New Agers experience life. 

But these interactions reveal something even broader about how New Agers 

experience the world. Their world is one with things seen and unseen, just like that of 

the mainstream-as well as things they see but that mainstream people, they realize, 

typically do not. The New Agers experience themselves as having an atypical 

awareness. 

When I talk with my fellow co-participants about seeing spirits (or for that 

matter seeing UFOs or other such notable entities), they frame their ability to see these 

things as a tuning in. Says Reverend Uzalanski of this wider awareness she has 

developed over time, "I used to only get two frequencies. <laughs> My life really 

changed after I started picking up all the different stations, all the way across the dial." 

New Agers in Dustville tell me that spirits, guardian angels, even aliens are 

present so much of the time. All we have to do is look, be aware. Most people see 

only what they think they will see, which is just the everyday stuff of the mimdane 

world. But once people open themselves up to a greater breadth of experience, as the 

New Agers claim they have, people—anyone really—can be in touch with what is 

always there: angels, spirits and so on. 
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The New Agers see themselves as pushing the boundaries needed to take 

human consciousness to a higher level, and awareness is key. They see themselves as 

having a broader experience of life than the typical person on the street. The typical 

person on the street could do what any New Ager does, the New Agers believe. It's 

just that currently, everyday people on the street are not doing such. All the person 

must do is tune in and be open to the experience. When enough people "wake up," in 

fact, the whole planet will ascend to a higher level of consciousness. Seeing spirits is 

just an artifact of one's having attained an extra measure of awareness. Seeing or 

interacting with spuits is a detail, almost, considering the larger picture of what 

awareness means. Awareness for the New Agers is not just something they value, but 

something they feel that they have already attained. This affects how they experience 

life. They experience themselves as being tuned in to a degree that other, less-evolved 

people are not. They perceive life as exciting, because everything around them is 

whirling around them, stimulating them. It is a delicious sensory (and spiritual) 

overload—the breadth of it all. 

Though I do not know the relative standing between the New Agers and 

myself, as far as fearful moments spent in life, it seems to me sometimes that they 

experience less fear than I do, and possibly less fear than a lot of people 1 know. This 

matter of seeing and interacting with spirits is a good example. 

When I have expressed fear to my co-participants about seeing spirits, they tell 

me that seeing spirits, talking with spirits, stems from an awareness that only comes to 
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those who want it or who are meant to have it—and that it is an enriched way of 

living. There is nothing scary aboiit it, they tell me. My co-participants, usually in 

public forums, discuss the rules that apply to spirits, how spirits are allowed to do 

certain types of things and not others as they relate to us. There is no reason, they tell 

me, to be afraid of spirits. 

This claim that there is nothing to be afraid of with spirits is consistent with 

what the New Agers feel about the universe as a whole. The universe is a kindly, 

nurturing, wonderful place. All reality is of a piece (the belief of monism) and it is all 

good. There is a loving God and God is in charge. 

Thus, spirits are not threatening, spooky, haimted house-style ghosts. Rather, 

spirits are rule-governed beings. For instance, I had a conversation with a woman I 

met at the World Congress on Illumination, an event for planetary ascension. Betty 

told me that our guardian angel wants to help us, but can only do so—in most cases— 

with our permission. She told me a story in which she had asked her guardian angel to 

send a barrier of protection around the taxi she and some friends were riding in. 

Several blocks into the trip, everyone, including the driver, heard a large thump and 

felt a substantial impact. The driver pulled over, stopped the car, ascertained that 

everyone was akight and got out, followed by the others, to inspect the damage, since 

it was sure they had hit something. There was a huge dent in the car, even though no 

other car or animal or anything had been visible at the time of the impact. Luckily, 

said Bet^, her guardian angel had protected her and her friends in this situation. She 
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told me she is sure that her giving permission to her gxiardian angel is what changed 

the outcome of this event. Were it not for her guardian angel, she and the others 

would be dead. Call on your guardian angel, she told me, but you must give your 

permission for the angel to work. 

The New Agers with whom I have spoken again and again emphasize how 

there are very few rules for humans, how free we humans are. I find it a notable 

contrast that spirits, on the other hand, are thought to be following lots of rules (most 

of which work to humans' benefit). Spirits intersect with our lives unexpectedly at 

times, but mainly as functionaries: messengers or protectors. Humans have few rules 

applied to them, but these otherwise volatile spirits have plenty of rules applied to 

them, rendering them if not merely harmless, then~further~at our service. For the 

New Ager, the world revolves around hiunans and their desires and needs. Notice what 

the rule-governed nature of spirits' being tells us about how New Agers experience the 

world. The world is a pleasant place, an enticing place we can enjoy the fulhiess of 

(including seeing spirits) if we develop our awareness, and there is nothing to fear. To 

put it in the words that several of my Dustville co-participants have been known to 

use, "It's all good." 

In sum, there are two points to this discussion of the New Agers' interactions 

with spirits. The first point is that, according to New Agers, spirits are always present, 

but only those with an adequate level of awareness will be able to pick up on this. 

Awareness is a key theme in this movement and New Agers experience themselves as 
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questing after ever higher levels of awareness. They experience themselves as being 

stimulated by everything and everyone around them because of their awareness. 

(Seeing spirits is just one example of this.) The second point is that spirits are a 

positive thing, of course, since everything in the universe is positive. (Contrast this 

idea with sects of Christianity that hold beliefs about different types of spirits; "good" 

angels on the one hand, but "evil" demons on the other hand.) 

An Action—Guided Meditation, and a Beiief~the Power of Mind 

Second, in this vignette, we see a set of actions, the guided meditation, that is 

in accord with the movement's emphasis on the power of mind, specifically the power 

of mind to heal. I specifically note the enactment of the guided meditation, here, 

because this is one of several rituals that is performed at almost all of the New Age 

churches. New Agers' actions are in accord with their beliefs when they enact these 

guided meditations, expending the energy to visualize this, or picture that, all to the 

end of healing themselves and the planet. Guided meditations are but one example of 

New Agers' actions being in accord with this central belief in the power of mind, but 

guided meditations are probably the best example. There is a lot of lip service given to 

the "power of the mind," but in doing these guided meditations, participants 

demonstrate to me they find the belief compelling enough to mark it ritually, to mark 

it with their actions. 

A belief in the power of mind is a happy one. It is a nice feeling to think that 
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the world outside us is somehow ultimately responsive to us, that all we must do is the 

thinking. Thus, the belief in the power of mind, with actions such as guided meditation 

helping solidify any associated intentions, means the New Agers experience their lives 

more happily than they otherwise would. They have a happy belief. The fact that theu: 

actions (rituals) are acting in concert with that happy belief, reinforcing it, means the 

chances for happiness itself are increased. 

There is also an element of how special we are, if this "power of mind" belief 

is true—especially when this belief is reinforced with actions such as these guided 

meditations. Informants have told me that we are incredibly powerful, that we are 

creating reality itself with our thoughts. In fact, my fellow co-participants tell me, we 

must be careful what we dream about, because that which we dream about becomes 

reality. This is consistent with New Agers' claim that "we are Gods" and their claim 

that "we are co-creators with God." By enacting these guided meditations. New Agers 

are, in fact, acting back on themselves, solidifying in their minds that they have this 

power. 

In simi, believing as they do in the power of mind contributes positively to 

New Agers' overall experience of life in two ways. It increases their level of 

happiness, and it increases their sense of efBcacy. The power of mind means we can 

heal the world and that we are just the powerful people to be able to do so. This 

belief, ultimately, is what leads to the regular enactments of these healing meditations. 

The New Agers spend a lot of time using their minds in meditation, whether alone or 
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in groups, focusing their actions, they feel, so as to bring about healing—and, further, 

planetary ascension. Their belief in the power of mind and their using their minds in 

accord with that belief are important things to note in coming to grips with how New 

Agers experience the world. 

Love: a Key New Age Movement Value 

Third, notice how this guided meditation, in the vignette, illustrates for us some 

of the values of this movement, one of which is love. It may sound obvious to say that 

love is good, that the New Agers value love. What religion does not value love? Love 

is such a universally-held value among humans that it is hard to see it as such, as a 

value. Nonetheless, it is just that. Consider, for instance, that some religions value 

discipline over love, or at least frame what they mean by love very differently than the 

way New Agers do, effectively ranking love lower in their hierarchy of values or 

meaning by love something that perhaps not all of us would agree is love. 

What Buena Quirt tells participants to do ui this gmded meditation is to love 

themselves, heal themselves, notice. Many Christian religions preach that self-love is 

the ultimate heresy, so this is a notable contrast between the New Age movement and 

those sects, at least 

At the end, Buena guides participants to love others, as well—not just one's 

self. It is notable that "visualizing" love "radiating" out counts as loving others. This is 

how things work, according to the New Agers. As Coimie Crown told me in an 
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interview, "My blood sweat and tears were wasted in my time as a Marxist, working 

for social justice in the material realm. The thing I can do that most benefits others is 

to have my psyche in order. I've got to have my psyche in order, and that itself helps 

others. And, by the way, all prayer is is visualizing in a perfect state those we wish 

were healed. That is what gets them there." 

This way of conceptualizing love lends the experience of the New Ager a very 

different feel for life overall than what the theologically conservative sects of 

Christianity lend. I feel I can say this, having spent years, now, experiencing both for 

myself*. New Agers believe love is not just accessible, but that it is closer than 

breathing, that they themselves are love. Notice how in the above vignette, Buena says 

we can affirm to ourselves that "I am love and love is me." 

What a far cry that is from, "Well, yes, God loves us, but our sin separates us 

firom God, so we have to confess our sin and cry out for the mercy of Jesus's healing 

There is a really different feel to one's life when the focus is love versus when the focus is on 
God's holiness, one's own sinfulness, and the steps one must take to reconcile one's sinful self with 
this Jealous, holy God~who is said to be "loving," but is ready at the drop of a hat to send to hell 
anyone incapable of mustering the correct beliefs. 

There is a contrast between the experiences of relief that 1 had when 1 was a fundamentalist 
Christian persuaded that the angry God of the universe would refrain from harming me because I had 
finally started playing by "His" [sic] rules-versus the experiences of humble, peacefiil connectedness I 
experience today as a secular humanist who has tried out New Age thinking. 

1 do not know what the New Agers' experience of life is, of course. But triangulating between 
my own experiential states over time and their self-reports, 1 can surmise a few things. The New 
Agers' valuing of love leaves them with something closer to a feeling of connectedness rather than a 
feeling of reliefi'truce that they have finally got the universe on their side because they have made all 
the right moves to allow God to love them. For the New Agers, love just is. All they have to do is 
"turn toward God" and it happens. (Cf. A Course in Miracles, a central New Age text.) There is not, 
for the New Agers, a set of carefully circumscribed rules, God's rules, that they must play by, lest they 
be sent to hell to roast for all eternity. 
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blood in order to be in a right relationship with God," New Agers believe nothing 

even comparable to this fundamentalist belief. Because of what they believe, they 

experience the world very differently than do members of other religious groups or 

people persuaded by other styles of religious sensibility. For fundamentalist Christians, 

the universe is ordered along the lines of God's rules and any one move or lack 

thereof on their part is fateful. For New Agers, the universe is an ordered place as 

well—as religion is, after all, sense-making—but the universe is forgiving. When it is 

time for something to happen, it will happen and there is no bad of any sort, only the 

appearance thereof. 

This monistic belief, that all reality is of a piece and there is no such thing as 

anything other than reality, the nature of which is good-this belief shapes how an 

individual New Ager relates to him or herself and how New Agers relate to other 

people, I would argue. What I think I see happening as far as the individual's 

relationship with him or herself is a tremendous capacity for optimism and security 

produced by this "It's all good" belief If a door appears to close in one's life, well, 

then it must be that this is allowing another door to open, and what is behind that door 

is, by definition, good. 

For instance, in a sermon delivered at Church of Infinitude, Sayer Norani noted 

that, "We control our lives. When we know our power, everything in our lives looks 

different When our hands are empty because something has been taken from us~our 

job for instance~we know our hands are then open to receive. Maybe something newer 
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and better!" It would seem such a belief would energize the individual New Ager to 

keep hanging in there through life's (only apparent) travails. Viewing all life events as 

ultimately positive would tend to increase one's sense of security, too, I would think. 

This ties in with the discussion in chapter five on how the belief in human divinity, 

coupled with the belief that daily life's reality is illusory, means the New Agers are 

protected against feelings of dissonance as they deal with day to day vicissitudes of 

life, even negative events. 

Healing in the Movement 

Fourthly, in the vignette, notice the emphasis in this service on healing. 

Healing, whether construed as an interaction, an action, belief or even value, is a 

central theme of the movement as a whole. Healing is preached about in the New Age 

churches, healing rituals are performed there as well as in secular venues, and many 

different alternative health "modalities" (e.g. iridology, aromatherapy, reflexology, 

colonic cleansing) are employed by New Agers for healing, whether for the body, the 

mind or—ideally—both. 

Bird's (1978) work notes how new religious movements and sects very often 

have a greater emphasis on healing than do the mainline denominations and established 

religions. This should give us pause to consider the question of what new religious 

movements' emphasis on healing suggests about the function of social movements in 
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adherents' lives. Might not new religious movements encompass people who feel there 

is something lacking in their regular lives, such that they sacralize and ritualize some 

new way, some new attempt to achieve healing? 

Some social theorists (e.g. Harris 1994) emphasize religion's political potential 

at the expense of noting its belief and sense-making underpinnings, saying how people 

who form new religious movements do so because it is functional politically to have 

around them a group of like-minded others and the religious rhetoric is just like glue 

for such. According to this line of thinking, it does not matter what the content of the 

beliefs (the "religious rhetoric") is because religion is just epiphenomenal, a means to 

an end for political action. But may I not give the New Agers more credit than that? 

Yes, they are whiter than most, more wealthy than most, more educated than 

most in the U.S., and thereby have privileges few others can ever hope to benefit 

from. From their demographic traits' cohesiveness alone. New Agers have interests 

that are more aligned than not. True. But I do think the emphasis on healing stems 

from the fact that they are feeling the need to be healed from their hurts. 

Some members of the popular media have portrayed the Baby Boomers, who 

form a substantial portion of the New Age crowd, as a bunch of big cry babies. I 

doubt the Boomers have experienced more pain than any previous generation, even if 

they do talk about their pain more. But my perceptions is they are trying to be honest 

with themselves and with others when they pursue their characteristic and much-

maligned self-actualizing tangents. I believe such therapeutic practices to be in reaction 
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to actual hurts from actual life. They find healing in making themselves vulnerable to 

each other in the church sessions/encounter sessions I have witnessed, as they talk 

about their pain—for instance before and during these healing meditations. Sometimes 

when I quietly sneak a peek around the room, during the healing meditations, I can see 

tears running down their faces. And I will admit to some tears having run down my 

own face, at these times, as well. 

This is a long-winded way of saying the New Agers emphasize healing in their 

religious movement. This should spur us to ask, for the purposes of the present 

chapter, "What does this emphasis on healing imply about how New Agers experience 

the world?" What I think it implies about how New Agers experience the world is this. 

They have had plenty of hurts handed to them in life, and instead of engaging in Silent 

Generation-style stoicism, they are deciding to get together (often in groups, which 

ought to temper our panic over the supposed "bowling alone" trend) to see if they can 

come to terms with these hurts. 

So, the New Agers have experienced regular life as hurtful, at least in part. But 

they experience their religion as something that has the potential to take care of that 

and, they have been willing to do something about it—create this new religious 

movement, that, like other NRMs focusses on healing. 

Summary Remarks 

In simi, my analysis of this vignette illustrates several of the key themes of the 
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New Age movement, in an effort to give the reader a feel for how New Agers 

experience the world. New Agers interact with spirits, engage in the action of guided 

meditations—consonant with their belief m the power of mind, value love (including 

self-love), and emphasize healing. The discussion of these themes has traced the 

implications of these emphases for how New Agers experience life, claiming the 

following: 

Interacting with spirits leads New Agers to see themselves as having achieved a 

special awareness. If they have achieved this type of awareness, then, by implication, 

surely others can. Thus, the perception they are interacting with spirits bolsters their 

belief that planetary ascension (based on a critical mass of the earth's population 

"waking up") is possible. 

The action of practicing guided meditation ritually marks for the New Agers 

the salience and viability of their assumption about the power of mind. Visualization is 

thought to be adequate to heal the self and the world. With this belief solidified, the 

New Agers are more likely, I argue, to have a sense of happiness, efficacy, and a 

sense that their life means something. They are capable, after all, of healing the world 

with a very thought. These are significant types of anchoring experiences (happiness, 

efficacy, meaning) for a religion to provide. 

The value placed on love should, in theory, shape the way New Agers relate to 

others. But my own experience with the contrasting theologies of theologically 

conservative Protestantism and New Age thought gives me leverage only to speak to 
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how the valuing of love shapes the way New Agers relate to themselves. It would 

seem that the value placed on love allows the New Agers to love themselves. 

A sense of expansive awareness (with the interactions with spirits being one 

indicator of this), a sense of happiness (stemming from actions that solidify happiness-

generative beliefs), and self-love (stenmning from a value placed on love), are all key 

elements of the New Age sensibility. Making an analytic distinction among four 

different types of experience (New Agers' experiences of their interactions with others, 

their experiences of their own actions, their experiences believing certain things and 

their experiences valuing certain things) allows clarity in analyzing a phenomenon as 

analytically slippery as human experience. Breaking experience down into these four 

categories has allowed for focus on types of experiences among New Agers that I 

otherwise might have glossed over. This four-fold analytic distinction has allowed me 

to more thoroughly answer the question, "How do New Agers experience the world?" 

General Theoretical Considerations on New Agers' Experience 

American Religion: Experience-Emphasis to the Fore 

In his 1998 work on the styles of spirituality now emerging among young 

Americans, Wade Clark Roof notes that Americans are beginning to stress experience 

over doctrine in their religious activities, with a concomitant tendency for mixing 

disparate spiritual themes into frameworks of self-discovery. Roof mentions the New 
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Age movement here and there in this work, but it as a movement is not the focus of 

the work. Though as may be clear by now, two of the chief hallmarks of the New Age 

ethos are a) a stress on experience over doctrine and b) a decided tendency toward the 

mixing of disparate spiritual themes into frameworks of self-discovery. It is in this 

sense that I would claim the New Age movement is emblematic of where religion in 

the U.S. is currently headed. 

Further, Roofs analysis of his data includes the claim that Western spirituality 

has generally been one of two basic types: a spirituality that starts with the experience 

of sin and espouses a spiritual motif of fall and redemption, on the one hand, or a 

spirituality that looks upon life as a blessing and celebrates a creation-centered 

spkituality, on the other hand. It is the latter type of spirituality, he says, in agreement 

with Fox (1981), that "has been neglected and that is so desperately needed today: the 

reaffirmation of a tradition emphasizing humanity's potential and not just its 

fallenness." Figure 2 of chapter five, showing where the New Age movement lies in 

the social space of the U.S., shows the New Age movement as falling into this 

celebratory, creation-centered type of spirituality. 

I will argue in this section that one of the most important things to understand 

about the New Age movement is that it emphasizes experience over doctrine. I make a 

nimiber of claims about how the New Age movement's "religious logic" differs from 

other extant religions' logic and that this positive valuing of experience has a number 

of implications for movement participants. 
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Freedom, Order: Things Religion Can Offer 

In their 1968 work American Pietv: The Nature of Religious Commitment-

Stark and Glock note that all religions comprise five dimensions: that of their 

theology/beliefs, that of their practices (whether collective/ritual or 

individual/devotional), that of their participants' experiences, that of their participants' 

knowledge about the religion itself, and that of the consequences that stem from 

participants' religious involvement. Stark and Glock note how different religions 

emphasize different ones of these dimensions to different degrees. It seems to me that 

the beliefs/doctrine-oriented religions are an expression of their human creators' need 

for establishing a sense of order. And those religions that are more experience-oriented 

are an expression of their human creators' desire to attain a sense of freedom or 

exploration. What more than experience itself can serve to untether us from certainties, 

whether we think of certainties as desirable or not? And what is more liberating than 

an emphasis on "experience" itself—especially if we declare any and all experience 

"valid" or desirable? Contrast this with beliefs-making, an act in which participants 

work to "settle" what is and what is not, tethering themselves to certainties. My claim 

is simple; religions emphasizing experience are more appropriate for those who eschew 

certainty and religions emphasizing (correct) belief are more appropriate for those who 

desire certainty. 

When I talk with Dustville New Agers, it strikes me how utterly 

experimentalist they are. They talk to me about how life for them is this exciting 
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journey of exploration, how there are no rules for us in life and that this is great. (For 

instance, when I asked her about church beliefs, Maryanne Jackson of My Church told 

me, "We subscribe to no creeds or dogmas." Beliefs the New Agers perceive as being 

doctrinal in nature would seem only to be in the way of all this experimentation.) Not 

only is there an absence of rules, but experimentation is actively encouraged. (For 

instance, Connie Crown of Celebration of Oneness Center says proudly, her voice loud 

and firm, "Science of Mind thinking has to be experimented with on an individual 

basis." Or, says Martin Tantz, of Unity Church of Dustville, "If it isn't freedom, it 

isn't true.") 

This emphasis they place on freedom and their positive valuing of experience 

go together. Further, these two aspects of the movement seem to me to be the 

movement's most distinctive and salient aspects. 

On the other hand, when I talk to conservative Christians, they place a lot of 

emphasis on "God's rules for us," explaining how there are some outcomes for 

following the rules and other outcomes if we do not. (Says conservative Christian 

Lorraine, a family member of mine, "There are certain things we are not supposed to 

do. God tells us about these things in the Bible—in the 10 commandments, for 

example, because there are some things that if we do them that will separate us from 

God. That's what sin is.") Notice how the logic of this claim means that if we follow 

what this particular version of conservative Christianity says, we necessarily can/must 

forgo a certain amount of experimentation. It has been decided and laid out for us 
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what constitutes desirable and undesirable experiences, to a considerable extent. 

Doctrine/belief spells it out for us. 

I would even go so far as to say there seems to be a fimdamentai dichotomy 

for types of religion, generally: emphasis on order versus emphasis on freedom. The 

New Age religious sensibility seems to fall into this second camp, to a marked degree. 

An emphasis on experience, rather than doctrine, makes sense for such freedom-

providing religions. Just act, just live, and see what happens, the religion seems to say 

to the believer. There is not much room for doctrine in a religion that tells the believer 

to experience broadly all s/he can and that tells the believer any experience s/he has 

can lead to God. 

So, at this level of abstraction, the New Age religion's nature seems to suggest 

that whoever is drawn to it, that a central theme in that person's life is this preference 

for freedom. This suggests something about the New Agers. They are freedom-seekers. 

If we divide the world into "two types of people," saying that some value freedom and 

others order, then the New Agers, clearly, fall toward the freedom end of the 

spectrum. 

This discussion of freedom versus order stems from my concem with the New 

Agers' privileging of experience over doctrine. I wish to point out that one of the most 

important things we must acknowledge if we are to understand their religion is its 

experience emphasis. But I also wish to ask a question. "Why do they stress experience 

rather than doctrine?" 
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It seems inadequate to answer this latter question, though, simply by noting that 

some religions emphasis freedom and other religions order, calling the New Age 

religion one of the freedom-emphasis religions. 

Why are the New Agers are so freedom-oriented? Or, better and more to the 

point, what factors contribute to the New Agers' emphasis on experience, which has 

the effect of making their religion a veritable celebration of freedom? 

To follow are some possible answers as to why the New Agers emphasize 

experience over doctrine. 

New Agers' Emphasis on Experience/Freedom: Possible Causes 

Maybe there is something about the New Agers' higher than average level of 

education that makes them freedom-loving. I.e. exposure to stimulating ideas in school 

makes one itch to try out new things? 

Maybe there is something about the New Agers' level of education combined 

with their dissatisfaction with the status quo which leads them to want to experiment. 

I.e., they have both the ability to think more flexibly than many Americans and, plus, 

a sensitivity to how all is not right with the world as it now stands. They may be more 

prone to thinking in terms of wanting to "try something else." Experimenting on the 

one hand and emphasizing "experience" (as opposed to emphasizing tried and true 

doctrines), on the other hand—these two things go together. 
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Maybe there is something about the New Agers' class composition that allows 

them to develop desires for freedom. What little scholarly literature there is on the 

New Age movement suggests there are not nearly as many working class people 

engaged in New Age experimentation as there are privileged white people doing it. 

When one has an adequately-paying job and is not worried about where his/her next 

meal is coming from, is that not a set of circumstances more likely to allow for desires 

for freedom (read: self-actualization) to crop up? 

Causes, Effects of Experience-emphasis: New Age "Religious Logic" 

A central claim of this chapter has been that the most important thing to 

understand about the New Age movement is its emphasis on experience over doctrine. 

I have in the previous sections tried to give a flavor for the mood of this experience-

emphasis movement, have suggested that the New Age movement's emphasis on 

experience means it is in sync with current trends in U.S. religion, have posited that 

two main things people want from religion are either freedom or order (saying that 

those drawn to New Age religion are desirous of freedom), and have posited several 

factors possibly responsible for the New Agers' desire for an experience-oriented 

religion. 

In this section, though, I would like to biiild on this theoretical groundwork and 

lay out explicitly what I see to be the central logic of the New Age movement itself. 
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as it relates to experience. 

First, experience happens within a context of a belief about how or what the 

world is. Experience is then assessed—in the case of the New Age movement, 

positively—from there. The New Agers' belief that all reality is of a piece and all 

reality is good/God means they themselves, thereby, are God. This means they 

perceive they can do no wrong. There is no such thing as a "wrong" experience. The 

universe is a loving, perfect place and whatever happens is what was meant to happen. 

There can be no danger in any act, by definition. This "perfectionistic monism" belief, 

as I will call it, connoting that New Agers believe not only that all reality is of a piece 

(monism) but that the nature of reality itself is good/sacred/God (or perfect), then, lays 

the groundwork for the New Agers' emphasis on experience. In a completely perfect, 

positive universe, what else could the point of life be, other than to celebrate and 

explore all the perfection? 

Second, New Agers' assumptions are, basically, mystical. (Says participant 

Keith Omamen, "Yeah, it's [the New Age movement] basically modem mysticism. 

<laughs> Hey, I like that!") Arcane theological explications about the nature of a 

personified God and what God wants from us are beside the point for those who 

believe that truth is discoverable anywhere and everywhere, including within the self. 

By this logic, experience is a valid avenue through which to come to know truth. 

Third, the "truth can be found anywhere" meta-belief means, in the case of the 

New Agers, a certain vagueness in the lower-level beliefs, with one result being that 
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there really cannot be any "doctrine" cohesive enough to be doctrine to emphasize, 

even if participants wanted doctrine. 

How does this happen, this vagueness that mitigates against the development of 

doctrine? New Agers' conception of God is an impersonal one. God is seen as more 

force or axiom than Grand Being. There is no positing of a personified deity who has 

certain likes and dislikes that can be justified or elaborated on with theological 

arguments. 

Rather, since the meta-belief is that truth and beauty and justice already are 

anywhere and everywhere, whatever the preferences of the individual participants are 

are what show up as the religious values. ("Truth is inside all of us," notes Reverend 

Uzalanski.) Because the individual participants do differ firom each other, a researcher 

will see, showing up in participants' reports about "what the New Age is all about," 

just whatever the individuals involved declare the movement to be about, based on 

their preferences. The variety of participants' preferences means a vagueness in the 

values of the movement. There are so many different values in the movement because 

there are so many different things that participants value. Anyone who participates in 

the movement can declare one or several of the values. 

For example, many individuals in the New Age movement favor love over 

hatred. Love is a much sermonized-about topic and one of the most affirmed 

experiential states. (See Figure 3 in this chapter.) Also, many individuals in the 

movement prefer having a sense that they are healed/whole to having a sense that they 
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are diseased or broken. These preferences are unsurprising. Across time and cultures, 

after all, health has tended to be more "popular" than sickness and love more popular 

than hate. And that is my point. In a religion where the meta-belief is that "whatever is 

true for me is capital-T True," then whatever is most commonly preferred (most 

popular) among the individuals involved in that religion will be cited as "the good" or 

"true." There is no mechanism whereby a power elite of religiously learned people 

impute to the deity that which they, the elite, believe to be true of the deity's traits or 

pronouncements. There is no elite group who can expect all other followers to accept 

as true this elite's claims which might be appropriate only to them and their interests. 

If an elite were to declare what the deity is like and what the deity desires of us, there 

would likely be more coherence to the beliefs held in this movement. However the 

movement would lack its current democratic nature. 

With this vagueness of beliefs, of course, comes a de-emphasis on doctrine. 

How could there be any emphasis on doctrine when, essentially, no doctrine has been 

laid out, but rather every Tom, Dick, Harry or Eileen has been allowed to vote early 

and vote often as to what "truth" is? As it turns out, there are patterns in what New 

Agers as a group value and how they experience life. Part of my reason for coding 

experiential states affirmed, states sermonized about, states sung about, states shared 

about, and so on, was~precisely~to determine what is most popular among New 

Agers, what serves as their theology about "the good," and, mostly, what all these 

patterns indicate about how New Agers experience life. 
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So, the popiilar vote method for declaring the movement's values means a 

vagueness in the movement's values and this in turn means that there is no "doctrine" 

coherent enough for doctrine to be emphasized over experience. Experience is 

emphasized then, in part, because that is all this movement can or could emphasize, as 

it is currently set up. 

Fourth, the emphasis on experience in the New Age movement tends to have an 

individualizing, and even destabilizing effect, for the coherence of the movement at 

large. In religious movements that emphasize doctrine, there is a set of accepted 

reference points to which participants can point in the case of disagreements about 

how to distribute resources or proceed with other actions. In the New Age movement, 

by contrast, experiences of movement members are likely to be peculiar to each given 

individual, with the result that it is difficult to adjudicate disagreements or decide 

courses of action. What did "Spirit" tell you to do today? How will that affect how the 

church service is being run? 

But I have seen several countervailing influences that curtail fragmentation. 

They are as follows. 

A theological belief in a monistic all-good serves to quell disagreements. The 

"It's all good" belief spurs participants to assign, more often than not, a positive 

significance to the actions of others, even those others with whom one is competing 

for resources. 

Rituals in the churches (see chapter four), interaction rituals and business norms 
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for the entrepreneurial community are some routine actions in this movement. With 

these, the New Agers are spared from total fragmentation. 

And they are also spared from fragmentation by a selection effect. The type of 

people who would be drawn to this movement in the first place, at this point, seem to 

share a number of traits and proclivities that predispose them to thinking alike. And, 

once in the movement, they take on beliefs that suggest them into having the same 

sorts of experiences as each other. (Participants with a common ground of experience 

are more likely to be able to attain a cohesiveness. For instance, they all hear spirits 

telling them the same things, week after week, during spirit messages session.)^ 

Fifthly and finally, there is the belief-experience relationship to consider. In the 

freedom-emphasis religions, such as the New Age movement, having experiences is 

encouraged. There is a mood of "truth is a process." Contrast this with order-emphasis 

How does this work? Participants believe the meta-claim that when spirits appear, spirits will 
say wise things. But participants always know before their first turn at "delivering" spirit messages 
what is considered "wise" to their fellow movement members. Thus, even initiates new, themselves, to 
the practice of delivering spirit messages, are primed to "hear" from the spirits such things as they have 
heard others hearing, and passing on, from spirits: such pearls of wisdom as that "your dead loved ones 
love you" and to "meditate." Thus, over time, spirit messages will tend to be in synchrony with 
movement ideology, assuming the messages can just get started under conditions of clear modelling of 
the practice from experienced movement members to the less experienced members. The consistently 
New Age content of the messages is discussed in the work of Brown (1997) who found that all the 
spirits appearing before the New Agers in his study gave messages with New Age content-never 
messages in sync with fundamentalist Christianity or Shintoism or other belief systems. 

In my own study, I sat week after week hearing spirit messages extolling die power of mind 
and positive thinking, the goodness of the universe, the importance of self-love, the importance of self-
knowledge. I often wondered what would have happened if-one of the times I was invited to act as 
one of the spirit workers, delivering messages—had I done so subversively. Would I have drawn cries 
of protest had I claimed I was seeing a vision of the Virgin Mary and she was telling everyone 
assembled they had better renounce their satanic obsession with self-love and instead call on the saving 
blood of Jesus to get right with God? 
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sects of Christianity, such as Southern Baptists, in which many types of experiences 

are discouraged, making experience itself somewhat suspect. In these latter sects, there 

is a mood of "truth is something you find once and then spend the rest of your life 

defending." The implications of these two "moods" have an impact on whether 

experience is seen as "just fine"/"the point of why we are here" (New Age) or 

"potentially threatening to faith" (theologically conservative Protestantism). 

In sum, we can say about the religious logic of the New Age movement that 

the New Agers' "perfectionistic monism" lays the groundwork for their way of 

assessing experience itself. The universe's (perfect) unity means that all that is within 

it is perfect, which of course includes experience. From this it follows that truth is 

discoverable anywhere, including within the (perfect) self. And from that it follows 

that any movement member may declare what s/he feels is true. That in turn leads to a 

necessary vagueness in "doctrine," since any movement member gets to "vote" as to 

what the doctrine is, and their votes may vary to some degree. And with a vagueness 

in beliefs, there is a de-emphasis on doctrine. It is difficult for a movement to stress 

doctrine if doctrine is largely inchoate. If doctrine cannot be emphasized, this means 

that, at least by default, experience can be. 

Experience-emphasis tends to have an individualizing, destabilizing effect, 

though that effect is countered by several factors, one of which is the presence of 

rituals and processes of socialization into the correct performance of those rituals. 

In the even larger picture, to trace the causal chain back even further, I would 
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note that demographic traits of higher than average education and income predispose 

people to be open to certain New Age tenets. Those traits, plus having had paranormal 

experiences as yoimgsters, can dispose someone to have an interest in learning more 

about what this movement has to say. Then, once exposed to this movement's theology 

(which extolls experience, as I have suggested, inunediately above), that exposure 

shapes what New Age participants are likely to experience in life, whether it be seeing 

spirits or whether it be having a "wonderful time" meditating, (They've been suggested 

into believing meditation will be "wonderful," as that is the talk around these churches 

and secular events.) There is something of a destabilizing effect of the emphasis on 

experience, giving the movement much of its anything-goes feel, but the fact that the 

people who come to this movement are a self-selected group dampens and ameliorates 

that instability. And, once suggested into hearing messages about the power of mind, 

the goodness of meditation, monism and other truisms of the movement, that is indeed 

what participants experience. In this way, demographics shape recruitment, 

participation shapes expectation/belief, expectation shapes experience, and experience 

further reinforces belief. That is the big picture of the workings of an experience-

emphasis movement: recruitment uito the movement, the iimer logic of the movement, 

and the possible outcomes for participants embedded in such a movement. 
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Findings: Ideal/Real Culture Overlaps And Positive States Bias 

This section of findings discxisses two major themes from the data on New 

Agers' experiential states: ideal versus real culture overlaps and bias toward happiness 

in participants' self-reports on their outlooks. 

Ideal and Real Culture in the Movement 

Sociologists have long made a distinction between "ideal" and "real" culture. 

Ideal culture is what people claim or wish were the case with their values and their 

actions, whereas real culture is what actually transpires day to day. Self-reports of 

experiential states can act as material with which to assess what the real culture of a 

religious movement consists of. Movement members may value peacefulness and 

believe that the universe is a perfectly peaceful place, for instance, but they may not 

always experience life this way. They may, like all of us humans, experience fear from 

time to time. In fact, fear and some other negative experiential states turned up in 

Dustville New Agers' reports about theu: day to day life. I learned of these negative 

experiences from eavesdropping and casual conversation. 

I know what experiential states are "supposed to" be occurring most often for 

New Agers. These are the states of love, healing the world and/or the self, "light," 

power, and so on. These are the experiential states most frequently extolled in the 

hymns they sing and the affirmations they recite aloud both alone and at group 

gatherings. Further, many of the Dustville New Agers believe we live in a perfect 

universe. However, apparently the actual experience of this perfect universe can be less 
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than perfect, including such experiences as fear, frustration, and disdain. 

Whether positive or negative states were being alluded to or reported, I 

carefully noted and then later coded and counted which experiential states were 

dominant among different "modes": which experiential states were most simg about, 

sermonized about and most affirmed (the "officially encouraged" experiential states) on 

the one hand, versus the experiential states that were reported as having been actually 

experienced by the given informant at any time. E.g., Quillah Ostrum noted, during an 

interview, "I was frustrated with my husband because he couldn't see the value of 

feminism for me." (coded as frustration: shared-about) 

The officially encouraged experiential states are similar to what one would 

think the movement is all about from reading celebrity accounts of the movement. 

Celebrities writing books can edit what they report from their own life before their 

book goes to press. They can claim all kinds of things. 

I, however, watched and listened to what Dustville New Agers said about how 

they experience all arenas of life—and with no editor there. Of course people do 

impression management in day to day speech, but it is not nearly so carefiil or 

effective as in print materials. 

The figure below ranks by frequency of occurrence experiential states that are, 

on the one hand, affirmed or commanded (indicative of ideal culture) and experiential 

states that are, on the other hand, shared about as having actually occurred for 

participants (indicative of real culture). 
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Notice the marked dominance of enthusiasm/enjoyment in the shared-about 

experiential states. Dustville New Agers express enthusiasm for and enjoyment of a 

vast array of stimuli from daily life. For instance, Ian Quinlan of the (A Course in 

Miracles-based) "Spiritual Practices Class" at St. Gerard of the Foothills church notes 

how he pleasantly whiled away some time one recent evening just watching children. 

He explained that he parted ways with his wife and sons two hours before they had 

planned to leave the Renaissance Fair, because he wanted to spend some time in the 

parking lot, watching people leaving the fair; 

The parking lot was a good place to see the light of God, oneness. People who were 
leaving earlier may have done so because they were tired or having an argument, but 
people leaving later were leaving after deciding to stay and enjoy themselves for the 
duration of the day. I saw a family coming out, with the kids kicking up dust and 
laughing and the parents laughing along with them, instead of getting upset over the 
clothes getting dirty. My wife and I enjoy watching children in general because you 
can often see oneness with them. 

This quote, coming from Dr. Quinlan, is understated in comparison to other 

typical expressions of enthusiasm for quotidian things. Beatric Naughton-Kerr 

rhapsodized about "the rocks I get to buy for my work [as a wholistic healer]. They 

are so beautiful to hold and to touch! I love just holding my hand against them. 

<laughs> Sometimes I sit down with them and just hold them all afternoon!" And I 

remember one morning being struck by Reverend Martin Tantz's exuberance over one 

of the beliefs of his church as he was leading congregation members in a group 

afBrmation, asking them to repeat with him, "In oiur unity of purpose, I now totally 

accept that I am a spiritual being, living in a spiritual imiverse and governed by 
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spiritual law." He was beaming and saying how "...this declaration just makes me feel 

so alive and renewed. I just feel stronger... arrrrrrgh... don't you? I love it! Let's say it 

again!" 

Knowing as I do that movement ideology sets a premium on "positive 

thinking," I am unsurprised at the extent of the positive remarks New Agers make 

about their lives when they are co-present with each other. Impression management is 

surely taking place. There are norms against complaining. And there are norms 

encouraging expressing enthusiasm. But I refuse to believe that the majority of 

mentions of positive, in some cases quasi-ecstatic, experience are disingenuous, mere 

impression management. 

When I consider the mood at New Age gatherings, the mood of conversations I 

have had with so, so many Dustville New Agers, it strikes me just what a happy bunch 

they seem to be. The count of 46 instances of expressions of enthusiasm is reflective 

of what it sounds like, feels like, being with this crowd. I believe there to be much 

consonance between ideal culture and real culture when it comes to happiness. New 

Age theology values happiness and the New Agers are actually happy. 

The New Agers are quite happy, partly because of the logic of their religion. It 

values experience. And what else is there in life? There is nothing in life that is not 

our experience. If one is told that all experience is great, this will color his or her 

perceptions of his or her experience. We come to perceive things in the maimer we are 

told we will perceive them (Rosenthal and Jacobson 1968). We come to enjoy that 
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which we are regularly told we have permission to enjoy. The New Agers tell 

themselves they are going to enjoy things, and then, not too surprisingly, they do. 

They unashamedly give themselves permission to enjoy. 

Figure 3 
Dustville New Agers: Experiential States Frequency Data 

"Shared-About" versus "Affirmed/Commanded" States 
Ideal Culture Versus Real Culture 

Most Affirmed/Commanded States Most Shared-About States 

love 28 enthus/enjoy 46 
heal world 16 aware/awake 19 
heal 15 (self or unspecified) belief 18 
bodyhealth 17 uncertain 16 
light 13 sense spirit 16 
power 12 grateful 15 
sacred self 11 learning 15 
peace 9 relateto/resonance 14 
awareness 9 disdain 13 
happiness 8 seeking/questioning 9 
gratefid 7 connectedness 9 
connectedness 7 amazed 8 
guided 6 yearning 8 
sense spirit 6 fear 8 
acceptance 5 suffering/sad/difficult 7 
abundance 5 frustration 6 
harmony 5 understanding 4 
release 5 acceptance 4 

career desire 4 
disappointment/regret 4 

IDEAL REAL 

Avowed Ideology Actual Experience 
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Contrast this with the take of the conservative Protestants, such as Southern 

Baptists, who are suspicious of much of experience, who say that the world is a 

treacherous place of temptation and that the self is "sinful." For them, certain 

experiences, quite a few experiences are "off limits" because the experiences are 

thought likely to further ensnare the faulty, sinful self in ways of being that will 

separate the self from God. Thus, they have their work cut out for them each day, 

avoiding the bad and striving toward the good. They must eschew certain experiences, 

and to strengthen this guardedness, they must not only disvalue the taboo experiences, 

but do the emotional labor necessary to continue that disvaluing. In short, conservative 

Christians must, as a matter of course ui keeping their boundaries, work at cultivating 

feelings of dislike. The New Agers have no such dour theology and are happier 

because of it, as best I can tell. 

The New Agers' happiness can be so marked, in fact, that in contrast to our 

"culture of complaint" (Hughes 1993), they seem a bit deviant. 

As I attended the World Congress on Illumination, in fact, I spoke with an Irish 

woman, Betty. She and her two friends talked with me for over an hour, seated in the 

lobby of the resort where the Congress was being held. They had been on their way 

into the building from swimming when I stopped them on the pathway near the fish 

pond. They were wearing the sumptuous white cotton robes the hotel provides. So the 

mood was casual. I was asking all of them questions aboiit their involvement in the 
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New Age movement, and asked Betty what her reason was for her continued 

involvement in the movement. Here is an excerpt from my field notes, meant to 

highlight not only her marked happiness but the deviant nature of it, as well: 

MBvM: What is your present reason for continuing to be involved in New Age 

activities? 

Betty: The happiness. Because of the happiness. <smiles broadly, unself-consciously> 

MKM: How has your involvement in New Age thought or activities affected you? 

Betty: This all started in Ireland. Few of my friends were on the same wavelength as 
me. <pauses, leans forward toward me> Then I got started... and they held a meeting 
about mel <smiles, and the other women laugh> 

MKM: Because you had gotten so happy? 

Betty: Yes. They had trouble understanding it. I am so, so happy now. My 
involvement has been informal. I'm not in any recognizable groups that you have 
heard of. But this is better. It means a lot more receiving and giving... 

Betty's apparent happiness is in sync with the frontrurmer (most frequently 

occurring) experiential state of the shared-about states: enthusiasm/enjoyment. I use the 

states New Agers most often share about having experienced as indicative of the nature 

of the real culture of the movement. Notice that the front-runner experiential condition 

in the "affirmed" column (the states I use to indicate the movement's ideal culture) is 

love. In this sense, there is congruence between the real and ideal cvdtures of the 

Dustville New Agers' way of living. The most-affirmed state of "love" and the most-

shared-about state of "enthusiasm" seem closely aligned. Love and 
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happiness/enjoyment—the two front-runner experiential states go together, suggesting 

some degree of coherence between the movement's ideal culture and its real culture, at 

least for the most central themes. 

Continuing on with central movement themes, moving to the next most 

frequently occurring pair of experiential states, we can see in the figure above the 

frequently-affirmed experiential state of "healing the world" and the frequently-shared-

about experiential state of feeling "aware/awake." Do the states "heal world" and 

"awakeness" match up across the ideal culture versus real culture divide? 

Yes, actually. In the New Agers' view, affirming counts as "doing." Engaging 

in the behavior of affirming that the world is healed counts as healing the world, for 

them. And even though by affirming that the world is healed, they would be 

experiencmg a sense of healing the world, they would most likely not share about 

"having healed the world" in the same way that they would share about having 

experienced happiness or some other straightforward experience that lends itself to 

reports in casual conversation. Thus, "heal world" does not show up in the shared-

about experiential states, even though the New Agers do experience themselves as 

having engaged, with some frequency, in healing the world. The New Agers value 

"healing the world" and they experience "healing the world," even if they might not 

report having healed the world. Thus, they are acting in accord with their beliefs, as 

far as I can tell, even if it might not look that way at first glance of the data. For the 

reasons just discussed, the second-most affirmed state of "healworld" and the second-
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most shared-about state of "aware/awake" are in synch with each other in a way that 

suggests coherence between the movement's ideal and real culture, here again, with 

central movement themes/experiential states. 

Further, in fact, the way the theology works, awareness/awakeness is highly 

valued in general in this movement and is seen as key to most any other good thing 

that one hopes will occur: healing, accessing the wisdom of spirits, a sense of 

connectedness, etc. This valuing of awareness, almost in its own right, still always 

strikes me, despite the long duration of my time talking with New Agers and trying to 

take their perspective. When, I always wonder, will we/they begin doing something 

about all the problems of the world? But for the New Agers, awareness itself—and 

usually it is an awareness about such positive things as our interconnectedness, our 

God nature, and so on—is seen as doing good. Being aware is considered doing, and a 

doing of good. The fact that awareness ranks high in the shared-about states means the 

New Agers are acting in accord with their values. 

In fact, awareness and the most-valued experiential state, love, are seen as 

interlinked. The New Age that is coming will be ushered in, based on (and percentages 

vary on this matter) a given percentage of people on our planet "waking up to" love. 

In many ways, the project of the New Agers, as they see it, is encouraging awareness. 

Because the world is thought to be perfect, if only people would become more aware, 

they would see this and then they would be loving. The coming New Age will be all 

about love, but awareness is one of the mechanisms whereby the New Age will be 
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Says Keith Omamen, "Our process in life is to wake up and realize who we 

are." Notice how his claim is that the point of life is awareness itself. Awareness is 

valued almost in its own right. Other statements more explicitly link awareness with 

love. For instance, says Sandra Sadler of the Universalistic Church of Truth, "You 

must first know yourself to be holy before you can acknowledge the holiest in 

another." Or consider St. Gerard Church's Ian Quinlan's remark that, "You won't 

come home to God [who is perfect love] until you look at things through the eyes of 

God." 

The logic of the New Agers' theology is such that awareness is highly valued 

in this movement—and why participants are so willing to report on their every instance 

of awareness of any sort. If I didn't understand this awareness/love/coming New Age 

connection, it would make less sense to me why there was such a proud and satisfied 

tone in the voice of Maijorie at the 12:12 Healing Circle the day she remarked on just 

a small instance of awareness on her part. She had noticed all the roses tucked into 

different places around the room and proudly told us all so. 

The high value placed on awareness leads the New Agers to attempt being 

aware in life. I do not know if their high rate of mentioning their instances of 

awareness means they experience more awareness than non-New Agers, but they 

certainly do mention being aware of many things. I suspect the New Agers do 

experience a higher degree of awareness than do the non-New Age involved. 
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The next experiential state in the "shared-about" states is belief. Notice how 

high up in the "actually experienced" realm of experiences "belief is. And yet it does 

not even appear in the afBrmed/commanded states. Are New Agers leaping in to 

believe, despite a distinct lack of encouragement to do so from their movement 

ideology? Perhaps. It is a human tendency want to believe, after all, rather than doubt. 

It is possible that the human tendency to believe rather than doubt is responsible for 

the high-ranking position of belief in the shared-about states. 

But so many sharings about experiences of belief is more likely an artifact of 

my having asked my co-participants what they believe, as I posed as a neophyte 

explorer on the path with them. Thus, I want to avoid overinterpreting the high rank of 

belief in the "shared-about" column. 

Looking across to the "affirmed" states, and continuing on down the list, it is 

unsurprising to see heal and bodily health so highly affirmed. As a NRM, the New 

Age movement does try to address issues of healing that some of the less vital 

mainline bodies perhaps just caimot. Mainline bodies are less organizationally nimble 

for doing so, and, further, may not attract people as critical of the status quo on issues 

of "wholeness" as the New Age movement does. 

I have elsewhere talked about the salience of contact with spirits and even 

gratefulness (see below) in this movement, so I will move on down the shared-about 

states list to the experiential state of beaming.' It perhaps bears some explication. 

Learning and a fearlessness go together. The New Agers are some of the most 
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exploratory people I have ever met, and some of the least resistant to change. It is 

these traits of theirs that make them able to value learning, and thus experience it 

frequently, in a way few other cultural subgroups do. I was often surprised how 

unthreatened, for instance, by my research my co-participants were. True, with their 

higher than national median years of schooling, they could probably identify somewhat 

directly with the student role, seeing it as a past role that they themselves had once 

taken on. But it seems there is something deeper going on, their willingness to change 

and make themselves bend to new ideas, i.e. learning, whether one is formally or 

informally a student. 

The next most-affirmed experiential state is that of "light." How can one 

experience "light"? In theu: guided meditations, movement participants frequently 

visualize light suffusing their bodies and thus experience light, at least in their minds. 

Of course, light also sometimes refers to understanding (spiritual light, if you will). 

Some of the references to light in affirmations are clearly light in this second sense, 

with the visualizing of different colors of light acting as an aid in invoking an 

experience of understanding. Different colors of light are said to represent different 

types of healing potential—for instance blue or green light for "cellular cleansing." 

During guided meditations, participants might be asked to, "...feel yourself bathed, 

now, in a beautiful white light of xmiversal love" or be asked to "...see yourself, now, 

washed through with a bright, bright pink light of unconditional love." 

The next most-affirmed experiential state is that of power. Especially in the 
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New Age churches that emphasize the power of mind, one finds many references to 

power. For instance here is an affirmation Reverend Trainor at Church of Uedala led 

us in one November day. "I invoke the power of Divine Love into my life now. I am 

experiencing this powerful force at every level of my being." Notice that the word 

"experiencing" is actually in the affirmation itself. This acknowledges that, though 

somewhat more abstract than, say, emotions, power is something we can experience. 

And, because it is being affirmed here, power is something we would want to 

experience or, a bit more radically, ought to seek the experience of (Contrast this with 

religious worldviews that take a more quietistic approach, wherein adherents are 

counseled against seeking or desiring power.) Multiple references to power in the 

affirmed states is not a surprising phenomenon considering the historical roots of the 

New Age movement in the Human Potential movement, which was, among other 

things, about personal empowerment. 

The last of the most-affirmed states I will discuss here is that of "sacred self." 

"Sacred self' is shorthand for a very distinctive and central command or affirmation 

that I heard often among my co-participants. Dustville New Agers feel it is worth their 

effort to affirm that they are in fact Gods. They periodically say affirmations to 

reinforce to themselves their divinity, as the following example (firom Cosmic Christ 

Chapel, where Reverend Victor Evicci was leading us one day) may make more vivid. 

Reverend Evicci was saying that, "...Every human being has the mind of Christ. 
Accept and afSrm this." Reverend Evicci pauses, raises his hands, and begins 
moving them in time with reciting an affirmation I had heard at this church 
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before. "We are gods in the making... Again. Let's say this again. We are gods 
in the making. Accept and affirm this." 

These affirmations about hiraians' Godhood were among the most difficult for 

me to say along with the New Agers and mean it. I sometimes practiced saying these 

affirmations at home, alone, imagining what this means, this self as God notion. Could 

I picture myself as, not merely God-like, but as God? This was difficult, but for the 

sake of research I gave it my best shot. 1 did notice a feeling of increased confidence 

upon the occasions I was able to say the affirmations on this topic and mean it, even if 

only temporarily. Thus, I wonder if that may be one beliefs effects in New Agers' 

lives, that in believing and affirming that they are gods, that they feel an increased 

sense of confidence. I have discussed elsewhere what the effects of the belief that they 

are gods means for other movement dynamics (e.g. that if all participants are God, 

then each one may posit what the theology is without being vulnerable to others' 

critiques), but the task at hand in this section is to discuss possible implications for 

inner experience from behaviors, such as affirmations. 

If we can take "uncertain" as a neutral state, which it certainly seems to be 

among this crowd, as they report theu: feelings of uncertainty with a lightness and 

often even a dismissive laugh, then the first truly negative state in the shared-about 

column is that of disdain. This appearance of a negative experiential state is so far the 

most salient indicator of a disjuncture between ideal and real ciilture in the movement. 

This state of disdain will be the final one of the shared-about states I will discuss here. 
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In the ideal culture of the New Age movement, disdain does not exist. The 

New Agers hew to loving and accepting everyone and everything. In reality, this is 

easier said than done, but I must admit that after years of interacting with the New 

Agers, I foimd them a lot more loving, helpful and sharing than media stereotypes ever 

would have prepared me for. Loving and helping others feels good. It can gamer for 

us approval and other good feelings. I think the New Agers' helpful, mostly loving 

behavior is another reason they experience so much happiness. That is the big picture. 

Yes, their feelings of disdain are evident from self-reports I eavesdropped on and/or 

heard in casual conversations. But those instances were fairly rare. 

The mystery, then, seems to be how can any negative experiential state at all 

even show up in the shared-about states? One clue may be as follows. Disdain is most 

often associated with one's colleagues-and colleagues would be about the only people 

with whom a given New Ager is competing with for resources. Perhaps there is 

something so robust about the nature of conflict over resources that even the powerful, 

happiness-generative New Age worldview cannot overcome it. 

When I have pointed out to individual movement participants that I have found 

some of them having negative experiences in this perfect universe, they acknowledge 

that there have indeed been events and people in their lives they have experienced as 

negative. The reason? They are not yet "evolved" enough to have perceived things 

otherwise. In fact, the notion of evolution plays a central role in how the New Agers 

perceive humans' relating to the world and to themselves. We are all of us evolving 
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toward ever higher levels of godhood, the New Agers tell me. In this case, the notion 

of evolution is used as a rhetorical trope to explain the existence of negative 

experiences. 

Further, the New Age belief that all reality other than God is ultimately illusion 

serves to decrease the chances participants will see themselves as even having had 

negative experiences. What might have at first appeared as a negative experience did 

not actually happen, in fact. Speaking casually with Rita one night after the "Spiritual 

Practices" seminar at St. Gerard's, I heard her make a remark about the stress of her 

week, shortly after which she caught herself and wrote off her admission of the 

negative experience, invoking the "all is illusion" belief as a follow-up retraction. 

"Whew! What a week. I couldn't get ahead of the work no matter what I did. There 

were so many new problems my co-workers kept having, I could barely... <pauses, 

smiles> Well, but it's all just illusion anyway, right? <laughs>" I had to laugh with 

her at this point. That night in the seminar, we had been focussing heavily on this 

theme of everyday reality as illusion. 

The "all is illusion" belief is—along with the claim about humans' evolution~a 

way of providing accounts for negative happenings. That is, the "all is illusion" belief 

(along with the evolution belief) allows the movement's belief system to maintain 

legitimacy even in the face of experiences that would logically disconfirm movement 

belief claims. The "all is illusion" belief serves to protect New Agers from getting 

overly wrapped up in dwelling on negative experiences. It prevents New Agers from 
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experiencing as negative lots of bad happenings, in the first place, as well. In this way, 

a movement belief shapes not only how participants are able to account for 

experiences, but also how participants experience the world, period. 

In sum, there are indeed ideal versus real culture disjunctures for the Dustville 

manifestation of the New Age movement crowd, but if anything the thing to most note 

is just how much overlap between ideal and real culture there is. The disjunctures 

seem mild, at best. At minimum, they seem no more notable than what such 

disjimctures would be for any other given group, whether religious in nature or not. 

Reacting to Life: Alters, Actions, Beliefs and Values 

I turn now to the second major theme of this findings section, the 

positive/happiness bias to New Agers' everyday experiential states, noting the form 

this happiness takes across the four broad categories of stimuli: other people in New 

Agers' lives. New Agers' own actions. New Agers' beliefs, and New Agers' values. 

How the New Agers assess the stuff of daily life is reported in Table 7, below. 

Notice the positive bias—that most entries are concentrated on the left, with empty or 

almost empty cells toward the right, where I have placed anything the New Agers have 

shared with me that they reacted negatively to. 

That is an important big-picture phenomenon I would like to draw the reader's 

attention to: the New Agers appear to experience most elements of everyday life 

positively. 
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I turn now, though, to some more specifics, noting what some of the details of 

the data mean in terms of New Agers' reactions to alters, their own actions, their 

beliefs and their values. 

Alters/Interactions 

New Agers in Dustville overwhelmingly report positive experiences with alters, 

the other people in their lives. They report positive experiences, mostly, with all 

beings—except for people they have to work with on a day to day basis in their same 

field, their colleagues. Their only significant reports of negative experience with alters 

concerns colleagues. (E.g., "There was so much ego at that healing conference we got 

little done.") 

I find this notable, as it seems to me that for all of us it is easier to feel love 

for people who do not threaten our interests. Colleagues sometimes threaten our 

interests. Strangers, spirits/Spirit and acquaintances are easier to love and/or experience 

positively. In the case of strangers or acquaintances, they are people who are not 

competing (usually) with us for the resources we value most highly. Our interactions 

with them are fleeting and superficial. In the case of spirits/Spirit, the interactions have 

an abstract quality that makes them malleable to our perceiving the alter and the 

interaction therewith however we might please, including "loving" or "happy." 

In sum, the New Agers of Dustville report experiencing positively most other 

beings in their lives, with the one slight exception of colleagues. The big picture. 
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though, is that overall, the New Agers seem to experience alters in their lives 

positively. 

Actions 

I have never heard New Agers in Dustville report any negative experience with 

any of their own actions. They say, from time to time, that they need to meditate 

"more often." And that is the closest they get to being dissatisfied with the status quo 

as per their own actions. Other than that, they report that they are happy that they 

engage in leisure activities, in worship activities, self-improvement projects, 

entrepreneurialism, and so on. They report a zesty enjoyment with a wide variety of 

everyday actions. This is consistent with the claim many of them make that they are 

"high on life." This is also consistent with the fact that movement ideology gives 

participants permission to value experience, of whatever sort. 

I have noticed that the more the New Agers feel it is they who are choosing a 

given activity because they themselves wished it, the happier they are. As white, 

relatively privileged people, the New Agers of Dustville have quite a bit of latitude in 

what activities they get to engage in in life. Indeed, a high proportion of the acts they 

engage in are acts they have freely chosen. So here is another example where 

movement ideology (i.e. permission to value any/all experience), participants' traits 

(i.e. their class position), and participants' actions (i.e. actions freely chosen) all work 

together to produce a sense of happiness. New Agers experience life (especially their 
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own actions) quite positively from what I can tell, and it seems there are some 

identifiable factors, working in synergy, responsible for that. 

Beliefs 

Consistent with their openness, New Agers rarely have a bad word to say about 

beliefs of any sort, though they occasionally hint they find certain conservative 

Christian beliefs "scary." But on a couple of occasions one of the participants 

mentioned she was trying to familiarize herself with even those beliefs. So here again 

is a major arena of experience, belief. We all have beliefs and we all experience those 

beliefs in some sort of way, whether that way is positive, negative or somewhere in-

between. What seems to be the case is that the New Agers experience their beliefs, on 

the whole, positively. 

(Contrast this with some conservative Christian sects, in which people hold 

beliefs that they believe are true but that do not make them happy. E.g. the belief that 

one's closest friends, if they are not "saved" will be sent to hell. The New Agers, 

though, seem to believe what makes them happy and to be made happy by what they 

believe. More happiness.) 

Values 

Dustville New Agers' reporting of how they assess the condition of the world 

and their own condition is particularly revealing. They are satisfied with the status quo 
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when it comes to the world's material condition. Its spiritual condition is what needs 

work. This contrasts with Marxist views which would posit the exact opposite—that the 

world's material condition is in need of reform—i.e. resources ought to be 

redistributed, but the spiritual condition of the world currently matters little, since it 

only follows from the material condition. 

The New Agers of Dustville say the thing we need to work on in the world is 

the spiritual condition. People should meditate more, as this would improve the 

spiritual condition of the world. In fact, they say, if enough of us were to meditate and 

if enough of us were to "wake up to love," the planet would-as one being-ascend to 

the next higher level of consciousness, ushering in a sort of Utopia. 

On the other hand, the world's material condition, is nonproblematic, say the 

New Agers. Yes, forests should be preserved and we need to stop polluting our 

wetlands, etc., but the distribution of resources (i.e. social inequality) is not a problem. 

When I have conversations with the Dustville New Agers about my take on the 

resource distribution "problems," they tell me, almost to a person, "There are no 

victims." Then my fellow co-participant I am conversing with usually proceeds to 

explain to me that the poor chose their lot in the present incarnation, just as everyone 

else did. Everyone at every time, at some level, and for some reason of their spiritual 

developmental needs, chooses his or her worldly condition before the given 

incarnation, and then lives out that choice. We choose our race, our social class, even 

our parents, in any given incarnation. 
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In contrast to their assessment of the world's condition (that the world's 

spiritual health needs ameliorating, whereas its material condition is fine), the New 

Agers assess health at the micro level quite differently. 

Their own individual spiritual condition is almost always thought to be fine. 

However, as to their individual material conditions, they are shameless about saying 

they wish they had more money, etc. Notice the difference between materially what 

the New Agers want for the world (they care little) and what they want for it 

spiritually (they have plenty to say about that). They want the world to wake up so it 

can ascend. They want cosmic consciousness, the 100th Monkey phenomenon. They 

are satisfied with the material condition of the world, but dissatisHed with the status 

quo of its spiritual condition. 

On the other hand, for them themselves, they unashamedly say they desire 

more material goodness in their own lives, but they themselves spiritually are OK. The 

spiritual status quo is fine where they as individuals are concerned, but it is not OK as 

far as the planet as a whole, with all its people, is concerned. I wonder about the role 

of the self-love teachings in contributing to this contrast. 
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Table 7. Patterns in New Agers' Reactions to Life Stimuli 

NATURE OF REACTIONS TO STIMULI 

Experienced 
Positively/ 
Celebratory 
Experiences 

Experienced 
Neutrally or 
MLxed + and -
States Reported 

Experienced as 
in Need of 
Change-Status 
Quo Not 
Acceptable 

Experienced 
Negatively/ 
Disdainful 
Experiences 

s 

Alters: Beings 
ia Participants' 
Lives 

family members 
(where ideologically 
aligned) 
friends 
scholars 
acquaintances 
strangers 
Spirit 
aliens 

family members 
(where not 
ideologically 
aligned) 
church members 

* significant others 
* clients 
* spirits 

colleagues in the 
same 'field" 

authorities/ 
leaders 

r 

r 

M 

u 

Actions: 
Participants' 
Own Actions 

leisure 

worship 

meditation 

self-improvement 

entrepreneurial ism 

logistics / errands 

drugs / death / sleep 
/ dreams 

* work / paid labor 

* fiunily happenings 

meditation 
(i.e. •! wish I 
meditated more.") 

L community care / 
altruism 

I Beliefs: 
New Age 

Non-New 
Age 

New Age belief 

non-New Age 
beliefs (i.e. *1 would 
like to leam more 
about some of these 
belief.') 

non-New Age 
belief 

Things Valued: 
matenally 

spiritually 

the world's material 
circumstances 

the participant's 
spiritual health 

participant's 
material 
circumstances 

the world's spiritual 
health 

• = not enough data 
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Chapter Summary 

In this chapter I analyzed data on Dustville New Agers' daily experiences. I 

opened with a vignette meant to illustrate what a few of the interactions, actions, 

beliefs and values look like as they are enacted or articulated live in the movement. 

The central question of the subsequent analysis section was, "What do any of these 

interactions, actions, beliefs or values reveal about how the New Agers experience 

everyday life?" 

1 defined experience and explained that I take experiences to be the third and 

final moment, "internalization," in Berger and Luckmarm's tripartite schema of the 

social construction of reality, and thus necessary to study in completing this use of 

New Age movement goings-on as a case study for illuminating what the social 

construction of reality may look like. 

I argued that interactions with spirits lead New Agers to perceive that they 

have achieved a special awareness few other people have. I argued that the action of 

practicing guided meditation ritually marks for the New Agers the salience and 

viability of their belief about the power of mind, and that that belief in turn allows the 

New Agers a sense of efficacy. I argued that the value placed on love (in combination 

with other aspects of the religion's theology) shapes the way New Agers relate to 

themselves, which I characterized as self-love. In short, I argued that New Agers' 

everyday sensibility is one characterized by a sense of an expansive awareness, a sense 

of efficacy and self-love. 
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Second, I situated the chapter's focus on experience in the context of another 

scholar's findings, arguing that New Agers' emphasis on experience over doctrine is in 

sync with key trends in U.S. religion. I posited a claim about freedom and order being 

the two primary things people seek via religion, arguing that New Agers fall to the 

freedom-seeking end of this spectrum. I posited several reasons as to why New Agers 

might emphasize freedom over order in their religion, and experience over doctrine. I 

explored the connections among the New Agers' interactions, actions, beliefs and 

values-offering theoretical claims about the "religious logic" of the movement. 

Third, I analyzed data presented in Figure 3 and Table 7, discussing a) the 

degree of overlap between ideal culture and real culture in the movement and b) the 

bias toward reports of positive experiential states in the movement, possible reasons for 

this bias, and some of the details of this positive experiential states bias as it relates to 

the four major life arenas (or types of stimuli that lead to experience) examined in this 

chapter: New Agers' interactions with others, New Agers' own actions. New Agers' 

beliefs and New Agers' values/desires. I described the evolution-themed frame and "all 

is illusion" frame used by New Agers who attempted to explain how perfect beings in 

a perfect universe could ever experience negatively any stimuli at all. 

Studying daily experience is difBcult. Biit doing so is a key task for 

imderstanding any social group. In the case of the New Agers, emphasis on experience 

over doctrine seems to lead to both a high coherence between ideal and real culture in 

the movement as well as a basically very sunny outlook for participants. 
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CHAPTER 7. KNOWING THE NEW AGERS: 
IMPUCATIONS OF THE STUDY 

Key Questions Asked in This Study 

Roof (1999), Greil and Robbins (1994), D'Antonio (1992) and others suggest 

that a large, if not increasing, proportion of Americans are finding their own path 

outside institutional structures when it comes to religion these days. This study has 

looked at the New Age movement, a way of seeking after spiritual things in which 

participants engage in syncretistic grazing to meet their religious needs. If religious 

grazing and religious pastiche are what are coming to the fore in American religious 

life, sociologists ought to examine the processes whereby these things are happening. 

The New Age movement seems to be an exemplar of these important trends and 

processes. But we cannot use the New Age movement as a cultural indicator until we 

have come to know its nature. This study tried to describe the movement's nature. 

Antecedent to our concern with macro-level trends and processes, we must 

describe the immediate smaller phenomenon at hand. The main task of this study, then, 

was to fill in a gap that sociologists of religion have left open. What is this thing the 

New Age movement? The study asked who is involved and what do they do, believe, 

and experience in this movement. Thus there were three main chapters to the work: a 

chapter on action/rituals, a chapter on belief, and a chapter on how New Agers 

experience everyday life. 
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In examining New Agers' actions, beliefs, and experiences of the everyday 

world, the work looks at the tbree main processes that Berger and Luckmann claim 

compose social life. In their 1967 work The Social Construction of Reality. Berger and 

Luckmann claim the following; Society is a human product (through 

"extemalization"). Society is an objective reality (through "objectification"). The 

individual is a social product (through "internalization"). 

Put more colloquially, Berger and Luckmann are pointing out that humans 

perform actions, creating social institutions external to them. (My examination of New 

Agers' rituals was a look at their action or their "extemalization.") Humans then come 

to see these patterns of behavior as objects of attention that exist in their own right, as 

things that are other than human-created. The human-created social institutional 

patterns come to be believed to be "normal" or "just the way things are." (My 

examination of New Agers' beliefs was a look at their "objectification.") Then, humans 

end up being socialized into adapting to this socially constructed reality, and pattern 

their actions and interpretations in the channels that they themselves have laid down. 

Thus, himians' experience is shaped by the externalized, objectified objects they have 

created and then internalized. (My examination of New Agers' experiences was a look 

at their "internalization.") 

How does this link to the substantive chapters of the current work? In a 

nutshell, I looked at all three elements of the Berger and Luckmann schema of social 

construction; action, belief, and living-as-shaped-by-emergent-rules. (Rituals, beliefs 
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and experiences.) The spirit of this study has been to provide a wholistic picture of 

how action, belief and experience are interlinked and what the consequences of that 

system, then, are. Sociologists of religion do not often enough take such an approach 

to studying religious movements and belief systems, nor do social movements scholars. 

I hope that some of this study's findings prove to be things we did not previously 

know about this movement, but also that some of the study's particulars help extend 

theory in the areas of sociology of religion, general sociological theory, and the 

sociological study of social movements. 

Perhaps the boldest questions asked in this study are these. What is the nature 

of this thing called the New Age movement? What can one case study turn up in the 

way of a deeper understanding for us about the nature of social construction? In 

studying a religious movement such as the New Age movement as though it were a 

social movement, do we turn up anything that might help us better theorize the way 

social movements work or fail to work? 

Chapter Aims 

In this final chapter of the dissertation, I will highlight the most important 

findings of the study, identify key questions Rational Choice theorists should be asking 

about modem-day religion, use my study's findings to answer those questions (thus 

telling what I think this study's implications are for the sociology of religion), explain 

implications of the study for general sociological theory, explain implications of the 
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study for the sociological study of social movements, and outline a few implications of 

the study's findings for our understanding of social life in the U.S., generally: what the 

effects of the New Age movement (if it continues to persist) might be for race/ethnic 

relations, gender relations and class relations. 

Key Findings of tlie Study: Highlights 

In brief, the key findings of this work are as follows. Those in the New Age 

movement in Dustville appear to be whiter, more privileged and more educated than 

average Americans and possibly than average American church-goers. This is the 

beginning of an answer to the "who is involved" question. 

The most important of the New Agers' actions/rituals is their engagement in 

"guided meditations," wherein they visualize healing taking place in their bodies, 

minds and spirits via the power of universal love-energy. This ritual and a number of 

others serve to create preferences for the movement among individuals and serve to 

increase solidarity at the meso level of the movement as a whole. This finding, then, is 

the beginning of an answer to a question that sociologists of religion sometimes ask, 

which is, "How is religious value created?" as well as the beginning of an answer to a 

question that social movements scholars sometimes ask, which is, "How do movements 

hang together, especially leaderless movements?" 

The most important of the New Agers' beliefs is the belief in the immanence 

of God/that we ourselves are gods. Understanding the operation of this meta-belief. 
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coupled with a monistic outlook, is key to understanding some of the key hallmarks of 

this movement: the free positing of all kinds of proclamations about the nature of the 

universe and the unflappability of the movement participants. Movement participants 

make powerful use of perfectionistic monism beliefs to account for the ups and downs 

of life, seeing daily vicissitudes and crises alike in a fairly rosy maimer. This finding, 

then, is the begiiming of an answer to a question that sociologists of religion should 

have been asking, which is, "What are the down on the ground understandings of the 

world held by some of these religious experimenters we know little about, and is there 

anything we might learn looking at the whole complex of their belief system, seeing it 

as an interacting and self-reinforcing whole?" 

The most important thing to note about the way New Agers experience 

everyday life is that, bolstered and emboldened by their belief in humans' divinity, 

they take a very experimentalist approach to life, having sacralized experience itself. 

They do not use their religion to trick themselves into thinking that some transcendent 

deity has handed down solid, sensible verities. Rather, they enjoy the process of 

playing with such things that less existentially stalwart others might shy away from: 

the creation of social reality itself. Their awareness of the socially constructed nature 

of reality is notable for understanding the movement's nature, but should also spur 

social theorists among us to wonder how the social construction of reality works when 

its incimibents are aware of their activities on the shop floor, creating culture. This 

finding, then, helps us begin to answer a question I've not heard asked much. If 
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experience-emphasis religion really is coming to the fore in the U.S., what are the 

implications of this? 

Continuing in this mode of encapsulating in brief summary form the bare 

minimum that I would like a reader to know, I would like to outline here what I see as 

the overall logic of the movement. The reader will notice three key elements of ritual, 

belief and experience in this schema I outline below. The schema attempts to capture 

the systemic nature of the inteaelations of the most important elements of the 

movement, as studied here: action, belief and experience. Issues of recruitment into the 

movement are covered, as well. 

Action, Belief, Experience: Grand Synthesis of Movement Elements 

First, the New Agers engage in some rituals that lead to a sense of wellbeing 

among those who enact the rituals. That is, the rituals "work." The most notable of 

these wellbeing-catalyzing rituals are the rituals of healing. (Concrete outcomes might 

be a lowering of blood pressure and/or a slowing of breathing that conununicates to 

the body that now is a time that it is ahight to relax.) In guided meditations, 

participants visualize healing energy suffusing their being, and (consistent with 

psychology and physiology research on the placebo effect) afterwards experience an 

increased sense of wellbeing. This increased sense of wellbeing softens up participants 
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for perceiving that the movement has something to offer them. When participants 

experience an enhanced sense of wellbeing via movement rituals, this increases the 

chances that participants (including those new to participation in the movement) will 

accept key movement claims. (See next step.) 

Second, movement participants come to believe key movement claims, the most 

notable being that of the immanent nature of God, the belief that we ourselves are 

God/gods. 

Third, this belief in turn undergirds a characteristic fearlessness or at least 

unflappability enjoyed by movement participants. If we are, in fact, gods, then we can 

do no wrong. Nothing can go wrong for us. We may as well live life to its fullest, 

fearlessly experimenting and exploring. 

Fourth, once fearless, movement participants are able to recognize something 

that for most other people is simply too threatening to admit: that we humans construct 

our own beliefs. As my co-participants told me over and over, "We create our own 

reality with our thoughts," and "We are making up our beliefs as we go along." 

Fifth, seeing the process of belief construction as a delectable project that we as 

fearless, blameless, invincible entities can enjoy, participants act on this recognition. 

They emphasize experience (as opposed to doctrine) in their doing of spirituality and 

in everyday living. They live their lives and then look within, using themselves as the 

yardstick by which they measure what is "true." Participants both recognize and act 

upon the notion that they are creating their own beliefs. Another way of saying this is 
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that the New Agers have gained control of the labor process of cultural production, 

and have come to embrace as non-alienating their shop floor activities of creating 

culture. They have achieved an awareness about extemalization, objectification and 

internalization that normally only social scientists or philosophers might have. 

Sixth, the volatility of this awareness-action complex of exploring and 

constructing beliefs about all that is means that New Agers' practices are not easily 

contained in standard church venues. Their practices seek expression in the freer 

contexts of the popular press, alternative businesses and special "metaphysical" 

churches. Mainline churches could not easily contain such destabilizing 

experimentation. Regular churches more often obscure the processes of the social 

construction of belief They usually claim that "God" has declared what is, and then 

are done with it, leaving their parishioners with a sense that the case is closed. Then 

the parishioners rest at ease with a certainty about how the world works, and what our 

place in the cosmos is. 

Seventh, the movement nestles, then, in the interstices of U.S. society. Its 

participants are too self-aware and its processes too volatile for mainline 

institutionalization. It is a grassroots phenomenon that is appealing, diSuse and (more 

often than not) unlabelled as "New Age." These traits allow this anti-

institutional/institutions-shaping movement to draw in members. The pragmatist thrust 

of the way members advertise the movement (e.g. speaking to an office mate, 

encouraging him/her to "just drop by, try the meditation, see if you like it... you don't 
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have to believe anything") means people come into the movement, try the rituals, find 

them to their liking and are from that point more likely to later accept key movement 

beliefs (steps one and two of this schema). 

Implications of Findings: Sociology of Religion 

This study has looked at the rituals, beliefs and everyday experiences of a 

sample of New Agers in a large Southwestern city. What are we to take from the 

findings that some portion of the population of the U.S., apparently, believe in an 

immanent God, are reproducing themselves organizationally in "metaphysical" 

churches and alternative businesses, and are quite happy in life? 

Perhaps one of the most important things we might take from this study is that 

such non-institutionalized spiritual seeking provides us clues to some questions 

Rational Choice theorists have wondered about. Rational Choice theory has proved 

quite fruitful in generating interesting questions in the sociology of religion in the past 

several years. I believe, therefore, that it deserves its current privileged position in the 

inquiry sociologists of religion perform. To engage meaningfully with the sociology of 

religion as it stands today, a scholar almost has to, at some point, e?q)lain where his or 

her work stands vis a vis the Rational Choice theoretic claims. That is my intent here, 

with regard to one issue: mainline decline. 
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The Rational Choice theorists have noted a decline in attendance/membership at 

mainline Protestant churches in recent years, and have posited reasons for such. But by 

inadequately dealing with issues of meaning. Rational Choice theorists have hobbled 

themselves from providing us with adequate theorizations of this important change on 

the U.S. religion scene. As a scholar who has attempted to pay careful attention to 

meaning in my own study, I feel 1 have some answers about mainline decline, which I 

will share below. 

Actually, some denominations and sects have been growing. Rational Choice 

theorists have noted that and have posited theories about what it is that the growing 

denominations, in contrast to the declining groups, are doing to earn their growth (e.g. 

lannaccone 1994). But Rational Choice theorists have not always asked the right 

questions for studying the issues at hand. 

If scholars really want to have some grounding for claims about why X is 

growing and Y is declining, it would seem advisable to study the people engaged in 

the activities associated with X. The problem comes when the growth in spiritual 

questing is happening in not-easily-accessible venues, those outside churches. Then 

members become difficult to count. Beliefs become difficult to record. Activities of 

participants take a long time to watch before scholars can say anything meaningful 

about them. 

The New Age religious sensibility is such an entity on the ever-changing scene 

of U.S. religion. It is non-institutionalized (and tough to detect with instruments such 
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as the General Social Survey, at least the way the GSS is currently written). The New 

Age movement is diffuse, porously-bounded, and messy. But vital, as best I can tell. 

If New Age religion, even if not by that name, is growing then shouldn't 

scholars observe and talk with the New Agers? Then maybe scholars could discern 

why people are attracted to New Age ways of being and therefore why there is growth 

in that sector of U.S. religious life. That was one of the (usually unadmitted) guiding 

questions of this study. Seeing as how the mainline is in decline, why is that? Is there 

any body of believers that is growing? If the New Agers' ranks are on the rise, why is 

that? What are they doing that the mainline Protestant denominations are not? 

Below I again remind the reader of some highlights of findings from this study, 

but this time with a view to showing how my study's findings help do some things 

Rational Choice theorists ought to be doing or would like to do but currently cannot. 

Some Rational Choice Theory Questions on Religion 

Rational Choice theorists have either failed to ask or have failed to adequately 

theorize and measure when asking the following three questions: 

a) What kinds of people are attracted to the religious goods the currently-growing 

groups offer? 

(Asking this question, a question of demographics, would provide clues as to 

the why of mainline decline. If we could figure out the traits of the people who are 
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involved with the growing groups, this could give us clues as to what those growing 

groups are doing "right," and—by implication—what the declining groups are doing 

"wrong.") 

b) What, exactly, is going on outside the mainline Protestant churches of the U.S.? 

(Asking this question, a question about belief, action and experience, is the 

window into coming to know the nature of the growing groups. If we could figure out 

the nature of the non-mainline groups, we might better understand the big picture of 

the dynamics of change on the U.S. religious scene.) 

c) How is "religious value" created in the first place? 

(Asking this question, a question about meaning and process, is a means for 

theoretical clarification. If Rational Choice theorists could better theorize the nature of 

the production of utilities, they would probably be less tautological in their use of the 

concept of utilities, utilities maximization and so on.) 

To follow are my study's answers to these three key questions. I explain in 

each case how my way of answering these questions allows us leverage that Rational 

Choice theoretic approaches do not. Rational Choice approaches typically avoid issues 

of meaning and process. They typically fail to shed adequate light in cases where the 

producer and the consumer are the same actor (as in religious contexts that greatly 
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emphasize participants' spiritual autonomy or authority). And they usually do not 

acknowledge as "rational" some of the things that James March (1988) so fhiitfully 

does conceptualize as rational. 

Who is Attracted to New Age Religious Goods? 

My data are preliminary, but suggest that, compared to mainline churchgoers. 

New Agers are more educated, more white (a Dustville effect?), and fall more toward 

the upper reaches of the middle class. 

This implies the mainline denominations might be underserving wealthier 

educated white people. Underserving in what way? It is an open question, but my best 

guess based on research by Robert Wuthnow (1995), at least, is that maybe the 

mainline denominations do not say enough to legitimate upper middle class people's 

privileged position. By contrast, as I discovered, a key New Age movement claim is 

that, "There are no victims." Such a claim has the function of legitimating the 

privileged position of the wealthier members of a community, lets them off the hook 

from feeling sorry for poor people and from feeling guilty about the privileges they 

themselves, by contrast, enjoy. In simi, by identifying who (demographically speaking) 

is doing extra-mainline activities, my data suggest a possible reason for mainline 

decline. 
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What is Going on Outside Mainline Churches' Aegis? 

The Significance of New Agers' Actions/Rituals 

What are key actions taken by religious participants acting outside mainline 

Protestant churches of the U.S.? My study answered the question of what are the 

actions of the New Agers. The New Agers are but one group among many doing 

extra-institutional spiritual seekership, of course. But an examination of their action, in 

some detail, is a start for understanding extra-institutional action and especially 

religiously relevant action. 

Among the most theoretically significant of the New Agers' actions are 

movement rituals. The chapter on rituals shows the New Agers to be engaged in the 

following: material recognition rituals (which lead to acquisition/circulation of 

resources), healing rituals (which lead to inculcation of the movement worldview), 

group-focus rituals (which lead to organizational reproduction), spirit-connections 

rituals (which lead to uncertainty reduction), and psyche-reorientation rituals (which 

lead to increased integration into the highly pluralist U.S.). 

All of the micro-level preferences and macro-level solidarity produced by these 

rituals stems from processes I characterized as alternatively rational. In this sense, my 

discussion of movement activities and the religious value produced by those activities 

hints at refinements and improvements of Rational Choice theory approaches to human 

action. 

So, then, these are the actions that people who are exploring aroimd outside the 
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mainstream are engaged in. The rituals I saw m the New Age churches seemed 

germane to the question of what do religiously-significant actions outside the 

(declining) mainline look like? I have tried to speak to the mainline decline question 

by telling what religiously-significant actions are occurring in this anti-institutional 

religious movement, the New Age movement. 

So what does this mean, that these things are what we see going on outside the 

mainline? That these are the actions we see outside the mainline? 

The short answer is that the rituals themselves do not differ much from the 

rituals performed in mainline churches. All religious bodies have to handle money, 

most all address healing in some way, all do group-focus rituals (e.g. induct members 

in some way), all tell their participants things the participants should do in life, and all 

ritualize claims-making as to where we as humans fit into the cosmos and what this 

means for any of us personally. Thus, the New Age rituals themselves do not help us 

account for the variation we would like to explain: the apparent robustness of the New 

Age movement over against mainline decline. But the effectiveness of the rituals in 

softening up participants into believing key movement claims is instructive. The rituals 

of the New Age movement are effective in reinforcing key movement beliefs. Via the 

religious logic of this movement, key movement beliefs and the experiences they make 

possible cause the movement to have the appeal it does. 

The perfectionistic monism belief, to put it bluntly, is happiness-generating. So, 

if a participant can believe the perfectionistic monism belief (that all reality is of a 
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piece and it is all good/God), then s/he is more likely to be happy than not. What leads 

a person to be able to swallow such a belief? The answer, in part, is this: rituals that 

"work." Rituals that make the participant feel good. Upon feeling good, the participant 

is much more likely to take on the beliefs of claims-makers who are his/her fellow 

ritual-enactors and the ritual leaders. 

So, in the case of ritual action, the rituals are similar enough across the two 

groups, mainliners and New Agers, that rituals cannot account for the variation we 

want to explain: that the mainline is in decline and the New Age movement is at least 

holding steady. However, by looking at ritual, belief and experience as a system, my 

study's findings do suggest that rituals in combination with experiences and beliefs 

may be key to understanding something about what is going on in non-mainline 

contexts. And if we care about mainline decline, we ought to be asking about what 

goes on in non-mainline contexts, as my study has. 

Having covered actions, I continue on to the second part of my answer to the 

question Rational Choice theorists should ask with more care. The question, again, is 

this: "What, exactly, is going on outside the mainline Protestant churches of the U.S.?" 

The Significance of New Agers' Beliefs 

My study told not only what people outside the aegis of the mainline are doing, 

but also what they are believing. Two difierent codings of the beliefs statements data 

reveal something along the following lines. 
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As understood by rank and file members, tlie core beliefs of the New Age 

movement seem to be, roughly, as follows. Humans have limitless potential, and in 

fact are one with God, in the sense that God is within us. Humans are perfect and have 

only to recognize that perfection if they want to attain amazing heights of joy and 

peacefiilness. Such states can be attained via ahnost any means, but meditation 

("getting in touch with your higher facets") is especially helpful. The power of the 

mind is sufficient to take us anywhere in time or space, heal us of any malady and 

allow us to know anything we need or want. We create our own reality with our 

thoughts. 

God is equally present and the reality of all things, even if not necessarily a 

personified being. To recognize ourselves is to recognize the God within, and in this 

perfect universe in which we live, there are many paths to recognition. Spirits, 

guardian angels and in some cases extraterrestrial beings, have things to tell us about 

ourselves or the universe. 

God is in charge and there is nothing to be afraid of Any separation from God 

is just an illusion. What appears as evil is a result of our having created problems for 

ourselves that we then fail to recognize as our own creations. We do the choosing for 

everything that happens. Each of us has such incredible power and choice, if only we 

would recognize it. The only problem is that sometimes ego prevents us from 

recognizing all the power and choice that we truly have. 

The solution to this problem of ego is awareness. Gazing at ego with awareness 



254 

leads to its dissolution. Further, self-awareness, generally, gets us much of what we 

would want out of life, including knowing God, since we ourselves are God. 

Awareness leads to peace, joy, happiness and all good things. 

Each of us is able to, and should, craft an individual path for spiritual 

development by giving ourselves the experiences we need to evolve and grow ever 

closer to perfection. We all make choices in life~and before life. As we reincarnate, 

even, we make choices. We choose our parents for any given lifetime, our 

socioeconomic conditions, our race, our sex. There are no victims. 

All of us are connected to each other and all other beings in the universe. 

When one of us evolves, the entire web of being vibrates at ever higher levels. A new 

age is coming. After a critical mass of people have attained an inner peaceflilness, 

and/or have woken up to love, everyone else on the planet will be pulled along onto 

the next higher dimension of consciousness. "We are all going to God together," 

evolving toward Godhood through the course of many lifetimes, reincarnating multiple 

times. However the day is coming when Planet Earth as a whole will, with all of us, 

ascend. 

These, basically, are the beliefs of the New Age movement. What is it about 

these beliefs that attracts better-educated, whiter, wealthier people—those who are, 

hypothetically, currently being xmderserved by the mainline? 

I think the monistic aspect of the belief is among the most important, just for 

raw appeal and needs-meeting. The New Age beliefs are monistic. The gist of one of 
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the major, overarching beliefs is that there is one reality and it is all the same reality. 

To put it another way, there is "a metaphysical unity that transcends all polarities," as 

Reverend Ostrum mentioned to me at one point. And, all reality is God/good. There is 

nothing that is not God/good. 

This monism, I think, has the potential to lend a sense of wholeness to the 

alienated educated white career-minded people who, maybe more than other people in 

the U.S., experience a high degree of role conflict as they try to fill complex 

bureaucratic career tasks and family tasks, all so fraught with meaning for them that 

they feel pulled in all kinds of directions. New Age monism claims, "It's all part of 

one reality, one reality that is good." This seems to somewhat obviate uncomfortable 

wrestling with difficult ethical choices about what action to take. New Agers' monistic 

worldview may be the means whereby they can see unity in all their disparate (social 

institutionally differentiated), modem experiences, finding the "wholism" Wade Clark 

Roof (1998) claims is the new holy grail in modem religious seekers' hopes. 

Ceteris paribus, people with more education tend to think about life issues 

more. This means they are poised for great stress as they consider their goals and 

major life activities in the modem world. A monistic worldview seems potentially to 

be a great cure for this stress. In this sense, my data point scholars toward tentative 

answers as to why at least one of the non-institutionalized quasi-religions of the U.S. 

has appeal: the content of its theology. I have never heard the Rational Choice 

theorists attempt such a claim as this. This is probably because they do not often 
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enough look at what the beliefs of their research subjects actually are. 

Having covered actions and beliefs, I continue on to the third part of my 

answer to the question the Rational Choice theorists ought to ask more 

ethnographically: "What, exactly, is gomg on outside the mainline churches?" 

The Significance of New Agers' Experiences 

In answering what, in part, is going on in non-mainline contexts, I remind the 

reader what my study has found about non-mainline participants' experiences. My 

study answered the question of what are the experiences of the New Agers. 

The two main findings were that the New Agers value experience itself over 

doctrine (and for that matter, they value "experience" over any of the other Stark and 

Glock parameters of religion: "practices," "knowledge," etc.) and that there is a 

positive or happiness-bias to the self-reports as to how New Agers experience their 

everyday lives. 

A possible relevance these findings might have for explaining the contrast 

between mainline decline and New Age robustness sounds similar to what I have 

argued above. Thus, I will not belabor the point other than to say that an embracing of 

the totality of experience carries with it much appeal. The dualistic theologies of the 

mainline religions, by contrast, require the participant to demarcate good from evil in 

ways that can sometimes go against his or her personal interests. On the whole, then, 

there may be more instances per thousand hours practicing spirituality for mainliners 
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of feeling that one is "giving up" something, missing out on something in life that the 

Bible designates as a "temptation." If, by contrast, the New Age movement means 

many fewer-if any-of these unpleasant wrestlings with temptation per thousand hours 

of practicing spirituality, then the New Age movement's way of being, here again, 

may simply be more pleasant—which could be relevant to our understanding of its 

robustness. In chapter six, in the section on the "religious logic" of the New Age 

movement, I discuss these matters in more detail. 

A second implication of my findings on the New Agers' experiences, as per the 

Rational Choice project of explaining mainline decline, is this. New Agers count as 

"spirituality" a lot of things that are starkly and surely outside of organized religious 

activities for groups. These are the types of things that will not be picked up by most 

survey research instruments as currently designed, and those are a large part of what 

Rational Choice theorists have relied on for their data. I talked to New Agers who 

described for me how they are creating new rituals, erecting their own altars in sacred 

curcles in the forest, crafting magic wands from branches, crystals and feathers, 

meditating at home and doing any number of things like these to worship in their own 

peculiar way. And even those who do attend church don't necessarily identify as "New 

Agers." They might not declare themselves as church members, even, were a GSS 

researcher to ask them a question about affiliation. 

It seems notable to me that the Rational Choice theorists focus on organization. 

After all, they claim competition of multiple different religious organizations/groups is 
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what leads to vitality (Finke and Stark 1988). They focus on the institutional aspects of 

religion. But they are doing so at just the time when an anti-institutional ethos is 

picking up steam (Roof 1999). The anti-institutional yearnings of the huge Baby Boom 

generation are, in part, responsible for the very growth of non-mainline religious 

bodies that the Rational Choice theorists are trying to explain. To a large extent, the 

Rational Choice theorists' inability to adequately characterize the dynamic of what is 

going on on the U.S. religion scene today stems from their failure to recognize as 

religious the things that people outside the mainline are doing. My study, by contrast, 

in focusing on how the actions, beliefs and experiences of the group under study fit 

into a system, is able to interpret as religiously meaningful action that which the 

relevant people, religious participants, interpret as religiously meaningful action. 

Again, I would like to point out how the sensitivity to "system" and "whole" 

that ethnographic approaches allow us may mean a superior analysis of religious 

phenomena, as compared to typical Rational Choice approaches, as currently practiced. 

An interesting thing to note is that there is nothing inherent in the logic of Rational 

Choice theory, as currently conceptualized, that would preclude taking a more 

wholistic approach to understanding religious phenomena. Thus, my statements here 

should be taken not as a criticism of Rational Choice theoretic approaches to studying 

religion, but rather as a suggestion for how Rational Choice approaches might be 

modified to better measure causes and consequences of religious phenomena. 
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How is Religious Value Created? 

The Rational Choice theorists do ask this question, but they misconceptualize 

the nature of production when it comes to religious goods. They use standard 

economic analysis, which is designed to explain a dynamic where the producer and the 

consumer are different entities. That is not how some of the newest religion works, 

though. In New Age religion, for instance, the producer and consumer are often the 

same person. 

My study shows rituals acting back on the people who enact the rituals. This is 

an improvement over how Rational Choice theorists approach the issue because their 

analysis misses the mechanism whereby the enactment of the ritual produces value—to 

the extent that both the performer and the performee benefit from it, or (if you will) 

get to consume value from the ritual. I show, for instance, how the rituals of healing 

create religious value. Below is one example of how it works, in brief. Again, we must 

have a broader conception of what counts as rational. March's notions about alternative 

rationalities ring true for these data, I think. 

Example: When the healing ritual in which a spirit worker brushes his/her 

hands through the energy fields of the recipient's body is performed, the spirit worker 

providing the healing has a sense of efficacy. And the person who is receiving the 

healing feels happy. Two positive/valuable outcomes; efficacy and happiness. Thus 

both the healer and the healee come to prefer this religion in which they get to enjoy 

this apparently successful healing. Voila, religious value has been created. When a 
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person comes to prefer their religion, we have seen the creation of religious value. I 

hope that my study has suggested that a broader conceptualization of "rationality" can 

be theoretically fruitfiil. 

But the larger question is, what does this mean for the mainline decline. 

Perhaps the mainline is in decline because it is not participatory enough. Over and 

over I hear my New Agers extoll their churches and their secular activities as 

celebrations of choice. They love to be very participatory. The healing rituals are a 

good example of this. Healing rituals are very, pardon the pun, hands-on. 

I know how what the New Agers prefer (e.g. much participation and creation in 

their spirituality) from having spent a lot of time talking with them, listening to them. 

There is nothing to stop Rational Choice scholars from doing the same and I hope, in 

fact, that they soon will begin taking such a tack in studying religious phenomena. 

Rational Choice Approaches to Religion: Problems and Promise 

In sum. Rational Choice approaches, while they typically generate intriguing 

(and testable) hypotheses about the nature of religion and current-day religious change, 

sometimes lack in their follow-up analyses. This can stem from the approaches' failure 

to adequately take into account the meaning actors assign to their own actions, their 

failure to look at elements as parts of larger systems of action/beliefi'experience, and 

their failure to appropriately modify economic models to take into account situations 

such as where the producer and the consumer are one and the same or situations where 
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"alternative rationalities" are operating. 

The issue of mainline decline and the Rational Choice theorists' claims about it, 

I hope, serves as an instructive example. Rational Choice theorists need to ask, "Who 

is doing what?" They don't. They need to ask, "What do the folks involved in the 

growing movements/religious groups do, believe and experience?" They don't. My 

study tried to do all these things the Elational Choicers should do, but don't do or 

don't do well. It is not that Rational Choice theory is "wrong." It is just that those 

scholars have sometimes failed to look at actions and significances down on the 

playing field that would be helpful to them in answering some important questions. 

So often the Rational Choice theorists look at just action (e.g. church 

attendance), or just belief (e.g. using survey data). What I hope this study has been 

able to provide is a more wholistic picture of how action, belief and experience are 

interlinked—and in doing so, provide evidence that ethnographic methods are worth our 

while in studying religious phenomena. I move now firom this discussion of my study's 

findings' relevance for the sociology of religion to a discussion of the findings' 

relevance for scholars in general sociological theory, the second of my target 

audiences. 

Implications of Findings: General Sociological Theory 

This study's finding on the New Agers' awareness of their role in the social 

construction of reality should prompt theorists interested in social construction to ask 
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questions about the implications of that awareness. Does reality construction work 

differently if subjects are aware of what they are doing? If so, how are the processes 

different? And what significance ought we to assign to such? 

This study's findings, fortunately or unfortunately, raise questions, rather than 

providing answers, as per sociological theory concerns, it seems. I turn now, after this 

too brief treatment of my study's relevance to sociological theory, to a third target 

audience, social movements scholars. 

Implications of Findings: Social Movements Scholarship 

The current work's examination of rituals (chapter 4) demonstrates that the 

New Age movement is able, despite its eclecticness, to hang together as a movement. I 

tried to show in that chapter how rituals act to inculcate common beliefs among 

members, how rituals circulate flmds among participants, how rituals allow for 

organizational reproduction of the movement and movement coherence generally, how 

rituals create religious value for participants and thus keep participants participating, 

and how rituals of the movement (indirectly) increase the chances that the New Agers 

will be better integrated into U.S. society—and thus a vector for the spread of their 

beliefs to the U.S. All these dynamics are relevant to the study of social movements: 

ideology transmission, resource circulation, organizational viability and reproduction, 

movement recruitment, movement influence, and so on. I hope that my analyses in the 

substantive chapters have helped to explain how it is that that movement viability 
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comes about and is maintained—which, to my understanding, is a perennial issue for 

social movements scholars. 

The social movements literature typically portrays "social movements" as being 

sets of actions in which actors press political grievances with the state, or press with 

fellow citizens. But that seems (see Snow, in progress) like an overly narrow way of 

conceptualizing social movements. As Snow points out, we can think of social 

movements more broadly as being about people trying to change hearts and minds. 

(Isn't that what people pressing political grievances with the state are doing, after all, 

broadly construed—trying to change hearts or minds?) 

The New Agers are trying to change hearts and minds. They are trying to 

model for others a way of living that, they hope, will lead those others to wake up to 

the same love that they now know. When enough people wake up to love, the entire 

planet will ascend and the lives of everyone will be this beautiful nirvana of freedom, 

awareness and good will—say the New Agers. I would, then, call what the New Agers 

are doing a social movement (as well as a religious movement). 

That said, it seems to me that calling this movement or any other religious 

movement a social movement can be beneficial to the study of social movements. Our 

current too-narrow focus in social movements on political grievances and the state may 

mean that our theories are "off." If acknowledging the New Age movement (or other 

religious movement we have a good ethnographic familiarity with) as a social 

movement could help us to reconceptualize what we even mean by "social movement," 
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that implies promise for social movements scholars asking previously unasked 

questions, finding new things, and so on. I mean this dissertation to instantiate Snow's 

theoretical insight about the nature of social movements, and how we need to 

conceptualize social movements more broadly. One way we can do this theoretical 

extension is by studying religious movements, with an eye to seeing what they show 

us about the broader category they really do belong to, social movements. 

My study, by examining the New Age movement and really getting to know it 

can speak to the issue of the nature of the New Age movement. Any question one 

might need to ask in answering, "Is it a social movement?" I would be able to answer. 

And, as I have tried to say here, asking the question, "What is a social movement?" 

may need to be re-asked for the purposes of theoretically sharper scholarship. 

In sum, I have tried in this dissertation to make a start at extending Rational 

Choice theory, or trying to refine it. I have tried in this dissertation to ask some 

questions about the social construction of reality that I am not aware of other social 

theorists having asked. And I have tried in this dissertation to make a start at 

extending social movements theory. 

I turn now, more speculatively, to a broader realm of sociality, the U.S. as a 

whole, tentatively positing possible relevance for social relations, generally, that we 

might see from keeping in mind my findings about the nature of the New Age 

movement. 
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Implications of Findings: Current-Day U.S. Social Relations 

The New Age movement both stems from the current nature of social life in 

the U.S. and shapes that social life. Relevant themes in the movement seem to be 

individualism (especially epistemological individualism) stemming from an immanent 

conception of God, religious perennialism (a belief that all religions are at some level 

true), and perfectionistic monism (a belief that all reality is of a piece with Spirit 

having no opposites and that this reality is perfectly good). 

There are many implications of these beliefs as per the development of the 

United States as a society, but I wish to address here the persistence of New Age 

thought and being for only three of sociology's favorite topics: race relations, gender 

relations and stratification. My hope is that even sociologists "not interested in 

religion," then, might see some relevance in this study. 

The persistence/spread of the New Age movement would have a positive effect 

on race/ethnic relations of the U.S. As a perennialistic religion, the New Age 

movement declares that there is truth in all religions. The more people there are 

believing such a thing, the more likely would it be that people would treat their fellow 

Americans (whether Christian, Jew, Moslem, Hindu, Buddhist or other) as worthy of 

respect. Disagreements over religious truth have been one of the driving forces in 

maintaining ethnic divisions in the highly pluralistic United States. 

The persistence/spread of the New Age movement would have a positive effect 

on gender relations in the U.S. As Sue Monk BCidd (1996) notes, notions of a 
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transcendent God may have originally developed because of people's desire to think 

there was something, anything, that is beyond death. However, along with transcendent 

conceptions of God have tended to come some dysfimctional, patriarchy-reinforcing 

sub-beliefs that do not contribute to productive or harmonious gender relations. The 

more people there are conceptualizing the Divine as immanent, the more likely would 

it be that men and women, both, would be able to see themselves in the Divine and 

feel a part of some larger cultural project. At present. Christian males of mainline 

churches and conservative churches have no lack of fodder for reinforcing to 

themselves they are made in God's image, but the same carmot be said for the other 

half of the population, females. It does not seem too far-fetched to think men might 

value women more if men recognized in women a spark of the Divine. 

The persistence/spread of the New Age movement would have a negative (i.e. 

inequality-maintaining) effect on class relations in the U.S. The New Agers believe 

that all of us, before our every incarnation, choose our station in life (whether rich or 

poor, skilled or unskilled) and then, for purposes of our development on the spiritual 

path, live out that choice. The implication, of course, would be that tampering with 

class inequality might be detrimental to the "development experiences" that various 

souls have chosen for themselves. 
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Postlude 

The New Age movement's way of acting, believing and experiencing is an 

instance of extra-institutional religious exploration. Studying the less institutionalized 

aspects of American religious belieCbehavior seems particularly crucial at a time when 

a repeated theme in survey research is that Americans are doubting societal institutions 

generally, religious ones in particular, and looking for "flexibility" in religious 

expression. My study attempts to describe and understand extra-institutional religious 

exploration using the New Age movement as a paradigm case. 

It is my hope that subsequent research, following an ethnographic approach of 

looking at the interrelation of action, belief and experience, can—by studying additional 

cases of experimental or quasi-religions-contribute to instructive comparisons, all to 

the end of better theorizing the nature of religion and the society-religion relationship. 
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Appendix 
Statements of Belief by Thematic Categories 

This appendix provides a summary of statements of belief expressed by 

Dustville New Agers, The table below reflects how beliefs, either by theme (e.g. the 

planet) or by mode (e.g. advice for living), seemed to cluster into 17 broad categories. 

The statements of belief used in constructing this table were taken from my 

fieldnotes. For the initial coding of the beliefs, 1 recorded each discrete statement (of 

which there were a total of 416) onto an index card. Along with the statement of 

belief, I recorded the name of the utterer and his or her affiliation (e.g. with a church 

or business), if known. 

This appendix is meant to help flesh out the reader's picture of the New Agers. 

Contained in this table are statements showing how New Agers in Dustville think 

about the big questions in life. What does it mean to be human? How should or can 

we lead our lives? Who or what is God and what does that mean for us? 
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Categories of Dustville New Agers' Beliefs 
In Order of Decreasing Category Size 

Category Name Description Subcategories Examples 

1. "tips for living" 
(60 statements) 

statements on how the 
world works—which have 
implications for specific 
actions on our part—and 
which allow us to benefit 
from what others in the 
movement have learned 

we can benefit from 
knowing ourselves 
(26) 

"The first thing you have 
to do is figure out why 
you chose to come to this 
life." 

we can/should relate 
to others, the earth 
in certain ways (17) 

"My job now is to 
contribute to the energy of 
individuals who are 
saving themselves." 

we can benefit from 
relating to God in 
certain ways (10) 

"There is so much reward 
in using God for God's 
sake." 

we can/should use 
our minds in certain 
ways (7) 

"You may not be 
responsible for a trauma, 
but you are responsible 
for releasing it." 

2. "us humans" 
(59 statements) 

statements on what it is to 
be human, how we as 
humans act, and what our 
most salient traits are 

our potential (18) "We always stand at the 
threshold of divine 
understanding." 

our oneness with 
God (14) 

"The silent empty space 
within you, which is God, 
is what makes you 
human." 

our perfection (6) "You are a child of God 
and perfect as you are." 

our minds (5) "Our memory is erased 
when we are bom." 

alienation we 
experience (5) 

"Our ego loves crises and 
complications, which it 
uses to disrupt us on the 
spiritual path." 

our bodies (3) "Our bodies are temples." 

other (8) "We are all on a mission." 
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Categories of Dustville New Agers' Beliefs, continued 

Category Name Description Subcategories Examples 

3. "God/Spirit" 
(39 statements) 

statements about 
God/Spirit's traits, 
actions, function-or 
position relative to other 
entities in the universe 

God's traits or 
nature (20) 

"God is equally present 
and the reality of all 
things." 

God's function or 
position in the 
universe (10) 

"God is the source, force 
that keeps things 
functioning and evolving." 

God's action (9) "God has given us other 
humans and filled us with 
the desire to be connected 
to them." 

4. "basic definitions" 
(29 statements) 

statements expressing the 
essential nature of 
something relevant to the 
movement-whether a 
state, a process or other 
element; statements about 
meanings of words used 
by movement members 

various (18) "The Great Invocation is a 
multi-layered tool for 
aligning the soul with the 
1 AM presence. The coded 
invocations of it are light, 
love and will." 

salvation (4) "Some who lead would 
not have you know this, 
but that's what it is to be 
bom again, a shift in 
consciousness." 

awareness (4) "Meditation is getting in 
touch with your higher 
facets." 

perfection (3) "We live in a perfect 
universe." 

5. "causal 
statements" 
(25 statements) 

statements of belief about 
how one thing causes 
another or is not possible 
without another 

various (20) "Rose quartz drops open 
the heart chakra." 

self-awareness's 
effects (5) 

"Often when people do 
self-realization and their 
level of awareness picks 
up, psychic abilities 
increase." 
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Categories of Dustville New Agers' Beliefs, continued 

Category Name Description Subcategories Examples 

6. "non-human 
guidance" 
(24 statements) 

traits, actions, presence or 
nature of the guidance we 
receive from non-human 
beings (e.g. from 
Ascended Masters, the 
Indigo Children, or joy 
guides). 

"spirits" (6) "The spirits have 
promised they will be 
with us. When the lights 
are turned off [in a 
moment], if we look hard 
we'll be able to see one 
of them manifested in 
some way." 

guardian angels (4) "Your guardian angel is 
always there with you, 
can read your thoughts, 
sees all you see." 

extraterrestrial 
beings (4) 

"The beings have been in 
contact with our leaders 
and the time for going 
public has been 
accelerated." 

angels (3) "Angels support us as we 
try out new things, cry 
out and grow." 

7. "theodicy" 
(22 statements) 

statements discussing or 
implying reasons for the 
apparent evil in our 
world-or denying evil's 
existence 

we may not know 
the reasons for what 
we think we see, but 
in any case God is 
in charge (7) 

"There is a purpose for 
whatever is in the 
universe." 

we are the cause of 
any evil in our lives 
(6) 

"We choose our 
addictions—trying to fill 
up a hole in our soul, a 
longing to know... the 
deepest parts of 
ourselves." 

evil has its 
place/purpose (5) 

"Others can learn from 
our lessons." 

evil only appears to 
exist (4) 

"The illusion of separation 
can lead to the experience 
of what might be 
perceived as evil, but.." 
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Categories of Dustville New Agers' Beliefs, continued 

Category Name Description Subcategories Examples 

8. "me or us" 
(22 statements) 

statements an utterer holds 
to be true about his/her 
experience or specific 
group; or, alternately, 
things the utterer holds to 
be true but for which the 
ethnographer currently has 
no reason to think other 
movement participants 
also hold to be true 

me (14) "I telepathically 
conmiunicated with a 
spaceship." 

us (5) "We [Temple of 
Wholism] are about fun." 

uncorroborated (3) "St Peter's daughter, St 
Philamena, acted like a 
cell phone between the 
church in Rome and 
Jerusalem through 
something like telepathy." 

9. "time/earth 
changes" 
(20 statements) 

statements of belief about 
the nature of our current 
times or future times 

future times (15) "The 12:12 is an energy 
change that will balance 
male and female aspects 
and... enable everyone to 
love everyone." 

current times (5) "We're on the last round." 

10. "our 
connectedness" 
(19 statements) 

statements about how all 
beings are (or desire to 
be) connected and/or 
statements about the 
oneness of reality 

- -

"All is one and we are all 
connected to the life 
force." 

11. "Jesus" 
(18 statements) 

statements about Jesus's 
traits, what he represents 
or what he did 

acts/teachings (9) "Jesus's fundamental 
teaching was about 
yourself." 

what Jesus represents 
(5) 

"Jesus modelled what we 
are capable of for healing 
ourselves and others." 

traits (4) "Jesus had the clearest 
understanding of the way 
the universe works, in 
terms of thought, more 
than anyone else." 
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Categories of Dustville New Agers' Beliefs, continued 

Category Name Description Subcategories Examples 

12. "our hope-
inspiring world" 
(17 statements) 

statements about the 
potentialities of the 
universe we live in-in 
contrast to the 
potentialities of humans-
but with no clear 
implications for specific 
actions (This category 
contrasts, then, with the 
subcategory of 'potential' 
under "us humans" as well 
as with the "tips for 
living" category.) 

— -

"There has to be 
something more than what 
we are taught from the 
time we are children." 

"If one has a desire, there 
must e.\ist out there the 
way, the place, the means 
to fulfill it." 

13. "creating 
rezdity/mind power" 
(16 statements) 

statements about how 
humans create their own 
reality via their thoughts, 
or statements about other 
things that arise/arose due 
to the power of mind 

the power of mind 
(9) 

"Changes in the planetary 
energy, consciousness 
were responsible for the 
fall of the Berlin Wall." 

we create our own 
reality (7) 

"We create our own 
reality with our thoughts." 

14. "death, etc," 
(13 statements) 

statements having 
anything to do with death, 
heaven, hell, reincarnation 
or some combination of 
two or more of these 

death (6) "Ego is not dissolved by 
death. Death takes us 
neither forward nor 
backward." 

reincarnation (4) "I know reincarnation 
exists. Spirit lives on. It 
does not die." 

heaven (2) "A heavenly state of mind 
may or may not follow 
death." 

heU (1) "There is no hell other 
than what your mind 
creates and it is here now 
or not, as you think." 
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Categories of Dustville New Agers' Beliefs, continued 

Category Name Description Subcategories Examples 

15. "religions/truth" 
(12 statements) 

statements about how 
broadly are true things 
being said by people 
generally and by people 
of different religions. 
Also, how broadly is there 
worship of the same God 
occurring in the world. 

all religions and 
people speak truth or 
are seeking it (7) 

"In this church, we 
believe there is truth in all 
religions." 

all religions are 
fundamentally about 
the same truths (5) 

"All over the world, 
people are worshipping 
God in different ways, but 
it is the same God." 

16. "healing" 
(12 statements) 

statements about any 
aspect of or avenue 
to/away from healing - -

"To heal yourself, you 
must have greater oneness 
with Spirit so as to 
unblock energies." 

17. "the planet" 
(9 statements) 

statements about our 
planet: its nature, its 
traits, our relationship to 
it 

- -

"Everyone in the universe, 
except backward little 
experimental Earth, is 
ready to ascend." 
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