
The Great Disconnect  

            Why more people are claiming to be religious, that is, spiritual, while even fewer 

continue to actually participate in the religions of their claims will be evaluated according 

to the religious dimension Ritual according to the six dimension model by Ninian Smart; 

specifically, as ritual is expressed ―communally or individually…as a way the group or 

individual finds connection or makes contact with the divine reality‖ (1). The cause of a 

disconnection between the claims of religious adherents and their tendency to not 

adhere to religious rituals will be identified as the unintentional consequence of the 

religion‘s assimilation into the cultural circumstances in which the religions are located: 

Viability, Interfaith marriage practices, and Social commitments. Of Jews in Britain, The 

Daily Telegraph stated: ―Their very success in assimilating into British life now appears 

to be threatening their survival in this country…Judaic expressions are in decline from 

weddings to synagogue attendance, and the disappearance of its cultural heritage‖ (2).  

            Alarmingly, an unprecedented decline reveals that ―In 1990, there were 

estimated to be about 340,000 Jews in Britain, but the population has declined by a fifth 

to only 270,000 today. According to the 1996 Jewish Policy Review, nearly one in two 

are marrying people who do not share their faith‖ (2). Refusal to receive those that 

―married out‖ or the ones whom Jews married contributed to the escalation of the 

disconnection. Yet, Jews in Britain still hold to a profession of Judaic faith, while living 

apart from their synagogues. The viability of England, as well as, parts of Europe, 

reflects a dying community, that is, it lacks a necessary birth rate to sustain a culture. 

For Judaism, then, in an unviable community‘s culture, like parts of Europe, its tendency 

to assimilate through ―marrying out‖ and subsequently disengaging from its religious, 



cultural heritage caused a resounding retort from Orthodox Jews; specifically, a 

commonly asserted statement toward Jews in mixed marriages: ―Rabbis used to tell 

couples that they were doing Hitler's work for him by marrying out‖ (2). Progressive 

synagogues of mainstream Orthodoxy experienced less of a decline, but still reflected 

the unviable condition of their culture.  Zvi Gitelman observed: ―The ‗distinctive 

characteristic‘ or the ‗epitome of peoplehood‘ is usually language, kinship patterns, or 

religion. In the Jewish case, religion has been the most distinctive characteristic. 

However, certainly in the modern period one may be a non-believer and a Jew, though 

it is unlikely that one can be an active practitioner of a religion other than Judaism and 

still be considered a Jew by other Jews‖ (3). Thusly, then, can this disconnection be 

observed between the individual believer, and the religion that represents him; and, 

also, one can observe a corresponding disconnection in Humanistic Judaism between 

the Jew and the very Deity with whom the religious dimension of ritual is designed to 

connect one. Although, Humanistic Judaism, its origin, warrants another paper, it 

reflects the direction toward which religions may go when the actual ritual connection is 

lost through assimilation or unviable communities.  

            Among synagogues within the United States an approach called: ―STAR 

(Synagogues: Transformation and Renewal) is a project designed to help temples cope 

with changing trends in society; maintain professional growth among their leaders and 

Rabbis, and to help boost membership and attendance: According to its website, STAR 

works with synagogues to bridge the chasm between the American Jewish community 

and the synagogue‖ (4). Incorporating the notion of a multi-use complex into the 

synagogue, the response accomplishes an expansion in the former ―one dimensional‖ 



function of the synagogue: ―Synaplex is STAR initiative that focuses on a three pronged 

approach to reestablishing the synagogue as the center for a Jewish community. 

According to their website: ‗While most Jews think of a synagogue as Beit Tefilah — a 

house of prayer, a synagogue is also Beit Midrash — a house of learning, and Beit 

Knesset — a house of gathering.‘ By re-affirming these other roles that the synagogue 

is to play, it is believed that more people will be drawn to one of these aspects and thus 

further identify with it. According to Rabbi Herring, it has been a phenomenal success 

as they have seen positive results (attendance-wise) for over 100 temples and are still 

growing‖ (4).  

Over the past ten years Mosque and church attendance in the Netherlands has 

declined. ―According to a publication from the Central Statistics Bureau (CBS), outlining 

religion at the beginning of the 21st century: ‗Last year 29 percent of the Netherlands‘ 

825,000 Muslims attended mosque at least once a month, a decline from 35 percent in 

2004-2008 and 47 percent in 1998-1999: The study found analogous pattern in 

attendance at other religious institutions, noting that attendance at Catholic churches 

has also declined‘‖ (5). Refusing to even acknowledge that such a decline exists, certain 

Emon Ates of the Turkish Islamic Cultural Federation say that imams cannot respond to 

the lack of listeners by complaining, considering the situation a non matter, that is, a 

matter to which they will not give attention. Unlike the success of Judaism‘s STAR 

initiative, the Netherlands‘ decline in Mosque attendance has no such innovative 

response to its current or future plight. Ironically, Muslim leaders choose to remain 

disconnected from the disconnection: ―Researchers attribute the decrease in mosque 

and church attendance to a ‗general shift towards individualization‘ in religious practice‖ 



(5). This disconnection, then, appears to be that which lies between the Muslim 

believers and the institution that represents them.  

Strikingly, a similar notation is made of a disconnection among the adult, Dutch 

Church population: ―More than half of the adult Dutch population consider themselves to 

belong to a church or religious or philosophical movement: One in five – considerably 

less than in the past – is a regular church-goer‖ (6). Although the greater decline was 

among the Muslim community, with a former 47% of attendance in 1998-1999 to a 

present 35% during 2004-2008. Roman Catholicism declined from 31% in 1998-1999 to 

23% in 2008. Protestant Church attendance was found to be stable: The basis of such 

stability being the correlation between social commitment and Church attendance. 

Since Protestants were more connected to their community in commitments to social 

causes and issues through volunteerism, then they also were more connected to their 

Churches in attendance through ritual observances.  

Returning to the Telegraph Newspaper, a new study indicated that Mosque 

attendance in Britain would double Church attendance by 2040: ―According to the study 

- The Future of the Church - around 930,000 Muslims attended a mosque at least once 

a week in 2004, just outnumbering the 916,000 regular church goers in the Church of 

England (7). With Judaism declining through assimilation fostered by interfaith marriage 

and an unviable birth rate, and Judaism realizing an ever increasing disconnect 

between its believers and synagogue services, the unintentional void is causing a surge 

for Mosque construction, as Islamic faith is responding readily to the disengaged 

individuals, as well as, its disconnected individuals: ―The study expects that some 



18,000 churches will be forced to close their doors as a result of the poor attendance‖ 

(7).  

Recommendations according to this paper include an evaluation of the stable 

Church attendance achieved in the Netherlands through Protestant commitments to 

social issues. Christian Churches could readily adapt the innovative, though 

unintentional, approach of the Netherland Protestants by shrewdly focusing its attention 

onto the social disconnect, then onto the religious, or vice versa. Nevertheless, the 

approach like STAR initiative could well incorporate into Judaism and Christianity of 

Europe the communal, and individual connection otherwise lacking by their obsolete, 

one dimensional approach toward its communities. That is, although this paper 

observes the disconnect between the individual and their beliefs along with the 

institutions that represent them, it is now determined that the one dimensional approach 

to connect the individual or group communally with the divine reality through  Ritual 

according to personal devotion warrants reform by expansion: Expansion of the social 

and educational roles of religion. Just as the Synaplex approach by STAR in America, 

and the stability among adult, Dutch Protestant attendance through social 

connectedness experienced demonstrable success, both approaches responded well to 

the challenge of connecting believers to their beliefs, and the institutions that represent 

them. Re-affirming these ―other roles‖ that the synagogues, churches, or mosques are 

to play, it is agreed by this student that more people will be drawn to one of these 

aspects and thus further identify with Judaism, Christianity, and Islam alike.  
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