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ABSTRACT 

The Unity School of Christianity, founded as an educational institution in 

1889, is a Biblically-based religion which embraces the truths in all religions and 

recognizes an innate divinity in humanity. Although it is Christian, Unity's 

metaphysical interpretation of the Bible often draws charges of heresy from 

those in the historic church. In 1997, Unity has a worldwide reach through its 

prayer ministry, daily devotional magazine and almost 1,000 churches, centers and 

groups. Making use of a written survey, personal interviews and participant 

observation, this thesis investigates the growth of Unity through the eyes of 

individual participants. Chapter I describes the underlying sociological framework 

of a religious free market system, which will be used throughout the paper to 

analyze Unity's appeal and growth. Chapter II presents a brief history of the 

movement. Chapter III reviews the demographic survey data, which show that 

Unity appeals disproportionately to women, divorced people, the highly 

educated, and professionals and managers. Chapter IV uses sociological and 
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I. 
INTRODUCTION 

Unity is a link in the great educational movement inaugurated by 
Jesus Christ; our objective is to discern the truth in Christianity and 
prove it. The truth that we teach is not new, neither do we claim 
special revelations or discovery of new religious principles. Our 
purpose is to help and teach mankind to use and prove the eternal 
Truth taught by the Master. 

- Unity Co-Founder Charles Fillmore, 
as quoted on page 1 of every Unity magazine 

While almost any Christian church would agree to describe itself using 

these words of Charles Fillmore, it is the myriad interpretations of "truth" which 

differentiate the denominations. What makes Unity's interpretation of the truth 

different from other Christian churches, especially the fundamentalist churches 

which call Unity heretical? The charges of heresy stem from Unity's belief 

concerning who Jesus was. Rather than being the only son of God, Unity teaches 

that Jesus was a "wayshower," one of many "sons of God" who was able to 

overcome his humanity by fully manifesting the Christ spirit within him. According 

to Unity, we are all children of God, with the same potential for manifesting our 

innate divinity. In addition to teaching about the life of Jesus, Unity concentrates 

on what it sees as the lessons that Jesus taught. Much of what Unity teaches is 

built upon the creative power of the mind, in which thoughts are powerful tools 

which can create health, prosperity and success. Unity is focused on prayer, which 

can be described as a process to supercharge an individual's powerful thoughts by 

connecting them to the divine will. Prayer and meditation are concentrated on 

developing a connection to God, or a personal experience of the divine. In 



addition, Unity embraces many of the "truths" found in other religions, and it 

looks upon reincarnation as a theory worthy of consideration. Overall, Unity aims 

to be a positive and optimistic religion which shuns fear, damnation and religious 

authority. Unity encourages people to believe its interpretation of the truth of Jesus 

not because the church teaches it but because they have been able to prove it in 

their daily lives. 

Although Unity is small compared to mainline Protestant churches, it has 

experienced a steady increase since the movement started in 1889- Unity's recent 

popularity is significant. The number of ministries doubled in less than nine years, 

from 440 in 1984 to more than 880 in 1993. At the end of 1996, Unity reported that 

there were almost 1,000 ministries, including churches, centers, satellite ministries 

and study groups. Some Unity churches rival the Protestant mega-churches, 

holding services for more than 2,000 people. In addition, Unity reaches more than 

2.2 million people of all faiths and religions each year through Silent Unity, its 24-

hour prayer ministry. The organization's most popular daily devotional magazine, 

Daily Word, is published in English, Spanish, Braille and 12 other languages, and 

reaches more than 1.1 million subscribers (Unity School of Christianity, 1997). 

Although little sociological research has been done on Unity and New 

Thought, the need for such study has been recognized. Historian Sidney Mead 

(1950), for example, wrote the following in a review of Charles Braden's These 

Also Believe: A Study of Modern American Cults and Minority Religious Movements: 

Mr. Braden's work should stimulate several lines of serious inquiry 
regarding these movements: what are the reasons for and nature of 
the revolt against organized religion on which they thrive? what is 
the nature of their positive appeal? what actually is their body of 
doctrine? is it subject for serious analysis and criticism? can the 
churches meet it on a popular level? should they try to do so? and so 



on. Failure to make such serious inquiry may be to overlook an 
important aspect of the shape of things to come. (p. 144) 

Answers to these questions as they pertain to Unity will be evaluated from 

several angles. The underlying framework for this discussion will be a new 

paradigm for the sociological study of religion as described by R. Stephen Warner 

0993). The new paradigm provides a more cogent explanation for the 

pervasiveness of religious belief and practice in America than the secularization 

thesis which is the basis of the old paradigm. Secularization arguments contend 

that increasing rationalization and scientific modernization would cause religion 

either to fade away or become individualized and privatized. Despite this theory, 

Americans when polled consistently express belief in God, say they practice prayer 

and attend church in relatively high numbers. The new paradigm, which provides 

an answer for this American anomaly, assumes that religion operates in an 

economic marketplace, in which competition creates a drive to meet the 

consumer's religious needs. As these needs are met, participation in religion 

grows. In Europe, on the other hand, religious monopolies have had no incentive 

to meet the changing needs of the people, and therefore have experienced a 

decline in religious participation (Stark & lannaccone, 1994; Warner, 1993). Warner 

describes Hatch's (1989) supply-side theory of the democratization of religion: 

"what is important about religious markets from this perspective is not so much 

the diversity of alternatives available to consumers as the incentive for suppliers to 

meet consumers' needs, which is maximized when the religious economy is wide 

open to energetic entrants, none of whom has a guaranteed income (1993:1057)." 

This paradigm also includes corollary theories which contend that the American 



religious marketplace is pluralistic, and churches are structurally adaptable and 

empowering to individuals and groups. 

The growth of Unity is not only applicable to this theory, but Unity 

philosophy is, in part, based on this marketplace paradigm. Greg Barrette, the 

minister of Christ Unity Church in Albuquerque, explained in a sermon that the 

diversity of religions in the world is the result of differences in individual and 

cultural ways of looking at the same God. Barrette went so far as to say that 

Americans should be consumers when it comes to religion: 

What is your relationship with your higher power, with God? 
Have you ever considered that it's up to you to decide upon it? This 
is kind of strange, but all these denominations are out there to serve 
us. Theology, while useful, really isn't all that important compared to 
our relationship with God. Theology is secondary. This frees us from 
focusing so much on non-essentials and allows us to look for the 
first time at the question, "Does my religion serve me?" This is my 
belief system: I serve God, but my religion serves me, meaning it's a 
set of beliefs that I use to access God. . . . 

I was hearing in the news about a woman who had read 
somewhere that dogs should have a tablespoon of cod liver oil in 
order to be healthy and have a nice shiny coat. So she would grab 
her dog, wrestle it to the ground and force the cod liver oil down 
the dog's throat every day. This went on for weeks and months. 
Finally one day the dog was struggling with her in such a way that 
the bottle fell over and spilled all over the floor. She was really 
exasperated, but before she could get a cloth to clean it up, the dog 
had lapped it all up. The dog liked the cod liver oil, but just didn't 
like the method she was using. And religion is like that for us as 
well. If we face religion in such a way that it serves us, our 
subconscious minds will not rebel. (Oct. 27, 1996) 

As a religion which draws most of its members from other Christian 

denominations, Unity's growth depends on the American consumer-oriented 

church-shopping mentality. Unity's success in the marketplace, although small 

compared to long-established churches, has important implications for 

denominations whose members are buying what Unity has to sell. 



Using theories from both the old and new paradigms, as well as 

information obtained through participant observation, personal interviews and a 

written survey, this thesis analyzes the reasons for Unity's growth as an 

organization and the individual reasons people give regarding why they choose to 

worship with this community of believers. After a brief overview of the 

organization of this thesis, I review my role as a participant observer and introduce 

the reader to ten Unity participants who are quoted throughout the paper. Chapter 

II provides a history of the Unity movement, and is followed by a demographic 

overview of Unity participants in Chapter III. Chapter IV looks at Unity as a 

distinctly American religion using Harold Bloom's (1992) description of the 

country's unique form of Christianity which recognizes divinity in all humanity and 

is Biblical, creedless, pragmatic, experiential and individualistic. Chapter V 

analyzes reasons for Unity's growth, which has come at a time of decline for most 

of the mainline Protestant churches and a time of growth for fundamentalist and 

conservative churches. These trends have been analyzed in depth by such scholars 

as Wade Clark Roof and William McKinney (1987) in American Mainline Religion; 

Roof (1993) in A Generation of Seekers; and Dean Hoge, Benton Johnson and 

Donald Luidens (1994) in Vanishing Boundaries: The Religion of Mainline 

Protestant Baby Boomers. While much sociological thought has focused on the 

trends of mainline churches, the growth of Unity has not been considered. Chapter 

VI offers concluding remarks as well as directions for further research. 

As a participant observer, my own religious story is relevant. I was church 

shopping in 1994 when I first attended a Unity church. My husband and I had 

recently moved to Albuquerque, New Mexico, and were looking for a place to 



hang our spiritual hats. As the first song rang with the words, "I behold the Christ 

in you," I was filled with wonder that my long-held belief of the spark of divinity 

inside each person was being affirmed in a Christian church. My reading of the 

material passed out to newcomers assured me that many of my untraditional 

spiritual beliefs had found a community of worshipers. 

As a child I went to two churches every Sunday: Catholic because it was 

the tradition of my father and United Methodist because it was handed down to 

my mother. Both felt strongly enough about their religions (or at least about not 

converting to the other) that my brothers and I were exposed to both and allowed 

to make our own decisions. My brothers opted out of church membership, and I 

chose to confirm Methodist beliefs. My decision was not because I perceived great 

differences between Catholicism and Methodism. If anything, my attendance at 

two churches taught me to cherish the similarities of the two, and it served as an 

introduction to my long-held belief that there is more than one path to God. The 

main difference I saw, as an eighth grader making this decision, was that the 

Methodist church was more open and tolerant. The one line from the Catholic 

service which reverberated in my mind was "Lord, only say the word and I shall 

be healed." This is said just before communion and heals people so they are 

worthy enough to receive the sacrament. The only thing I knew was that, 

according to the Catholic church, the Lord never said the word for my Methodist 

mother or for me because we were not Catholic. In the Methodist church, I knew 

the Lord spoke for me as well as for my Catholic father, and He did it not because 

we were members of a church but because we believed in Him. 



My early years were blessed by religion. Through high school I was very 

involved in the youth group at the Methodist church. My family regularly 

participated in the Appalachia Service Project, a Methodist-sponsored home repair 

mission. I gained moral and emotional strength from my association with this 

community of believers. It wasn't until I went to college and took classes in 

religion that I began to question my beliefs. I doubted the veracity of the Bible 

and began to see it as a book which was flawed by human intervention and 

interpretation. I searched, but could not find a church community where I was 

comfortable. I missed the belonging I had felt at the Methodist church, but my 

theological questions kept me away. For several years I gave up spirituality 

altogether and immersed myself in college and work. Occasionally, I would feel a 

yearning, and I would answer it with books on philosophy, healing, channeling, 

astral travel, reincarnation, psychic experiences and meditation, as well as books 

about Christianity and other religions. 

Many of the books which helped me to formulate my beliefs were 

recommended by my mother, who questioned traditional beliefs while remaining 

in the Methodist community. It is through her that I saw my first clear example of 

religious individualism. She is a seeker with a deep faith and a desire to 

understand. Although many of her beliefs differ from textbook Methodism, she is 

stimulated and comforted by the community she finds at the Methodist church, 

and therefore continues to attend and be involved. Today she attends a Unity 

church, as well as the Catholic and Methodist churches. She finds God in all three 

churches, as well as in Native American drumming ceremonies and the chanting of 

Tibetan monks. 



By 1988 I had established a strong belief system, but had no place to 

celebrate it. Because some of my beliefs contradicted traditional teachings, I 

shunned the church and my religious practice turned inward through meditation. 

Despite my feelings of being connected to God, I found religious individualism to 

be a lonely affair. I spoke of my true beliefs to just a very few close friends so as 

not to offend anyone or invite ridicule of my own faith. I have never felt a need to 

convince others that my faith is the only true way, and I tried to keep myself out 

of situations where I (or anyone else) would be put on the defensive about my 

beliefs. 

It was during an emotionally difficult time in my life that I decided I needed 

to go back to church. My return was for the community rather than for 

confirmation or acceptance of what I really believed. I found a Methodist church 

and became quite active by leading the youth group, coordinating the church's 

participation in the Appalachia Service Project, serving on committees, teaching 

Sunday School and more. I toed the Methodist theological line and no one there 

ever knew I believed in reincarnation, the Christ within each person and that the 

second coming of Christ was an individual matter which referred to the 

recognition of and perfection of that Christ spirit in each person. 

I write this thesis as one who has believed many - but certainly not all - of 

the teachings of Unity long before I knew Unity existed. I do not pretend to offer 

a completely unbiased view of Unity's beliefs, although I have tried to be 

objective. By their very nature, beliefs are prone to bias, and a researcher who 

does not believe Unity's "truths" would simply have a bias that leans the other 

way. It is my hope that I will be able to present a complete and accurate picture 
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of this organization since I understand Unity's beliefs better than a complete 

outsider would. Although they are not extensive, specific arguments against Unity's 

beliefs may be found in Christian circles, particularly in fundamentalist books on 

cults1. But rather than focus on the veracity of the beliefs, my interest lies in what 

brings people to Unity and what makes them stay. Although I am not a Unity 

member, it was a tremendous relief and inspiration to me to find a community in 

which I don't feel that I have to hide my true beliefs. My personal philosophy 

meshes well with the optimistic, positive, prayerful religion of Unity. It is 

impressive to me that Unity makes a sincere attempt to not belittle other religions, 

even though all Unity ministers and participants do not succeed at this goal. 

Although I am not a Unity member, I have attended a Unity church about twice a 

month for more than two years. I also attend a non-denominational Christian 

church which is more aligned with my husband's beliefs, which attests to the 

importance of family in making church decisions. 

My own story inspired me to look at this sociological issue through the 

stories of others who are involved with Unity. Many people I talked with or 

surveyed expressed a similar relief that they had found a church which actually 

teaches what they had believed for years. It comes as no surprise that many who 

are involved with the organization have lives which are quite different from mine. 

While I discovered Unity after a lifetime of relative ease and optimism, many 

respondents reported that they have always been pessimistic and really have to 

work at the positive approach that Unity advocates. Many people come to Unity at 

1 What's Wrong With Unity School of Christianity by Louis T. Talbot (1956), the chancellor 
of the Bible Institute of Los Angeles, presents a good overview of the conservative argument 
against Unity. He writes that "back of the lovely Unity facade of 'sweetness and light' with which all 



times of personal hardship, whether it is divorce, overcoming alcoholism, 

depression or the death of a loved one. This research has allowed me to gaze at 

Unity through the eyes of many people: those who are members, those who 

attend but are not members, and those who have left Unity for another path. I 

conducted personal interviews with 10 participants, and received completed 

surveys from 982. Although every person in any church has their own religious 

testimony, the following brief personal accounts provide an overview of some of 

the people who will be referred to in this paper and how they were drawn to or 

from Unity. (Some names have been changed at the request of the individuals.) 

Paul, a 34-year-old doorman who is trying to break into the entertainment 

industry, first encountered Unity in 1987 when he kicked his drug and alcohol 

habit. He started reading books on psychology and metaphysics after he decided 

that his healing was going to be up to him rather than the drugs his psychiatrist 

was giving him. A friend loaned him a tape by a Unity minister on A Course In 

Miracles, and he sought out a local Unity bookstore to purchase the Course. He 

attended classes at the church on the Course In Miracles, and later began attending 

services. Paul said he was drawn by the message about love that was given 

through both the Course and through Unity. "Either we're in love or we're in fear, 

and by shifting our perception, the world around us changes," he said. Paul soon 

started working at the church, which he did for several years before he became 

disheartened by behind-the-scenes political wranglings and quit. Paul isn't as 

interested in the community that a Unity church offers as much as the message. He 

of their work is thoroughly saturated are some of the most soul-destroying and Scripture-denying 
doctrines ever foisted upon the world" (p. 8). 
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fulfills his needs for personal support through a 12-step program, his therapist, 

friends and occasional retreats at Unity Village, the movement's headquarters, near 

Kansas City. Interestingly enough, it was Unity teachings which caused Paul to feel 

less of a need for going to church. "I started realizing certain Unity principles," he 

said. "Wherever I was, God was. I didn't have to be at a church to get it any 

longer. I could go anywhere and connect with God. . . . It's good to be in that 

celebration with other people, but to realize that I don't have to go to a church to 

get God. I think that was a very liberating point." (Paul was interviewed on April 

11, 1996.) 

Cora is a 46-year-old African-American social service director who is 

married and has a teenager. As a child she attended a Baptist church and was 

quite evangelical. She later questioned the "hellfire and damnation" preaching, and 

stopped attending church in college. When she lost her first child during 

pregnancy, her mother sent her a subscription to Daily Word. She then started 

going back to her Baptist church, but she only goes now when she feels like she 

needs a "spiritual jump." She explained, "I'm not a regular churchgoer, but I've 

never felt that church makes you closer to God. I've always felt it's how you live 

and that you don't need to preach it as much as you need to live it." Cora has a 

prayer session every day and reads Daily Word. "I never feel separated from God," 

she said. She believes in the power of prayer, and several times has called Silent 

Unity. In 1996 Cora attended a retreat at Unity Village because she was going 

through a particularly stressful time at work. Although she is not a member of 

2 See the Appendix for a full description of research methods. Throughout the thesis, 
individuals who were interviewed personally will be referred to by first name only. Responses 
quoted from the written survey are identified by respondent number following the quote. 

11 



Unity and has never been to a Unity church, Cora feels that the Unity philosophy 

is compatible with her beliefs. (Cora was interviewed on April 13, 1996.) 

Isabel is an optimistic 78-year-old retired widow living in Tampa, Florida. 

She spent her childhood in the Catholic and Episcopal churches before becoming 

a Presbyterian as a teenager. She attends church nearly every Sunday and gets up 

at 5 a.m. every day to pray. She believes intensely in the power of prayer, and it is 

the prayerfulness of Unity which appeals to her. "They don't have the kind of 

meditation in other churches that they have in Unity. . . . In church it's more 

ritual," she said. Isabel was exposed to Unity as a child through Daily Word, which 

she said was popular with her mother, her aunt and other Latinos since it was 

published in Spanish as well as English. Although she is not a member, she has 

attended Unity churches in Tampa and at the Lincoln Center in New York, where 

she used to live, and where her son lives now. Isabel has remained a member of 

the Presbyterian church because she values the community she has found there. 

When asked about the differences in philosophy between the two churches, Isabel 

said they mesh together, "more or less, but I still like Unity better. I've been 

reading so much about it all my life. . . . I've been reading the (Unity) books, and 

I just like it very much. I don't have as many friends in Unity as I have in the 

Presbyterian Church. But if I get back to New York, I want to join (Unity)." (Isabel 

was interviewed on April 12, 1996.) 

Raymond is a single, 47-year-old Canadian who practices numerology - the 

study of the meanings of numbers - at New Age and psychic fairs. He was raised 

in a Catholic family and was involved with a metaphysical communal group for six 

years before finding Unity in 1991. His first experience with Unity came at a time 
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of emptiness and hardship in his life, and he said the philosophy made it easier to 

cope with his problems. Raymond likes Unity because it gives practical answers to 

how to live life day to day. He is searching for the experience of God that is the 

center of Unity principles, but so far he has not been able to find that connection. 

Although Raymond is a member of a Unity church, he does not see Unity as a 

religion. "It's better than organized religion. You're freer. It's more natural," he 

said. "It's much closer to the truth than any religion is. . . . There is no dogma 

involved. No set rules like in other churches, religions, where you have this 

dogma and commandments and teachings where this is it, this is the way we do it, 

and the other guy's way is not good. Here they accept people from other religions, 

because it's not a religion. It's a truth center." (Raymond was interviewed on April 

9, 1996.) 

Barbara is a 61-year-old pediatric nurse living in Tampa, Florida. She was 

raised in a small, rural Methodist church and later attended a larger Methodist 

church with her husband. During her life, Barbara answered several altar calls and 

had been "saved," but she never felt spiritual. After she and her husband divorced 

13 years ago, Barbara started looking for another church. A patient of hers had 

introduced her to Daily Word, so she looked in the phone book for a Unity 

church. "The very first time I went there I felt love and acceptance," she said. 

Barbara became a member of her Unity church in 1996, after being involved for 12 

years. "I never felt any need to be a member, they never put any pressure on you 

about anything. That's one of the neatest things. No pressure." Barbara describes 

the Unity philosophy as a practical tool that she uses every day, and it has helped 

her through difficult times in her life. In fact, it was the death of the man she was 
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involved with that prompted her to become more deeply involved with the 

church. Even though she had trouble dealing with her friend's death, she doesn't 

believe another philosophy would have helped her more. Like Raymond, Barbara 

doesn't consider Unity a religion because she says it doesn't have the dogma and 

ritual. "You can be any denomination and go to Unity or practice Unity. It's truth. 

For me, it's just truth." (Barbara was interviewed on April 10, 1996.) 

Maria is a 35-year-old African-American physician, artist and stay-at-home 

mom. She grew up in Unity but now goes to the Episcopal church because the 

Unity church where she lives has taken on too many "New Age" trappings for her 

liking. She described her childhood experience at Unity as a practical faith with 

positive and uplifting sermons about everyday life. "It was Unity, but it wasn't far 

out. Lots of people that were there were Christian. It was kind of a middle-class 

congregation. It wasn't really seekers," she said. "It was practical Christianity and 

didn't stray too far from the teachings of Jesus and the roots of Christianity." Maria 

stopped going to church for a while, but she has always practiced prayer and has 

always felt connected to God. When it was time to take her child to Sunday 

School, Maria tried her local Unity church but was uncomfortable with many of the 

changes in Unity which she says have taken the church in a "New Age" direction. 

She decided to attend the Episcopal church in order to give her child a firm 

grounding in the scriptures. Maria believes in the power of prayer, and likes the 

fact that Unity is based on prayer. She says her prayer for Unity is "Please, Unity, 

don't go off with these folks (New Age). . . . And as far as these New Agers go, 

they've got crystal camps and New Age camps. What do they need to take Unity 

for?" (Maria was interviewed on April 11, 1996.) 
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Annemarie is a 59-year-old writer, musician and mother of five grown 

children. She grew up in Germany, where she took Lutheran religion classes until 

they were outlawed by the Communist Party after World War II. Annemarie 

described herself as an angry, suicidal child who didn't believe in God because it 

didn't make sense to her. When she came to the United States at the age of 21, she 

and her husband took their children to church because it was an American 

custom, but she never really believed or understood religion. During a time of 

emotional upheaval as her children were getting older, Annemarie remembers 

saying, "If there is a God, you better speak to me." She lived near a Unity church 

and was invited to attend a class. She went and was amazed that the message 

applied so well to her life and helped her cope. She continued attending and later 

began taking classes at Unity Village. Annemarie has gone through periods of 

enthusiasm and doubt with Unity because her background in communist East 

Germany made her suspicious of the possibility of brainwashing. Annemarie's own 

family - including a son-in-law who is a Presbyterian minister - has tried to 

dissuade her from attending Unity. Although she believes all religious paths are 

valuable, Annemarie is confident that Unity is a good path for her. "I just know it 

has been a great stepping stone in my life," she said. "It's not just something on 

the outside where I go on Sundays. For me it's a daily inner awareness of being 

aligned at all times." (Annemarie was interviewed on April 7, 1996.) 

Billy is a 64-year-old retired administrator who grew up in the Southern 

Baptist church. His childhood religious memories are colored by sin, damnation 

and fear. After a period of absence from the church, he and his wife decided to 

return to get religious education for their children. They searched, but could not 
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find a church that made them feel comfortable. Then five years ago, after the 

children were all grown, Billy's wife began to attend and became a member of a 

Unity church, and he attended with her. He said he liked the acceptance, lack of 

demands and emphasis on love at Unity, but never wanted to join. After Billy and 

his wife retired, they traveled around the country and would visit Unity churches 

in cities where they stopped, in addition to attending a retreat at Unity Village. He 

said the retreat prompted his decision to become a member of the Unity church 

once they return to their home in Washington state. What does he like about Unity 

that other churches didn't give him? "The openness, the acceptance, particularly of 

what you are, the human being that you are," he said. "They (Southern Baptists) 

take the Bible absolutely literally. There are no 'ifs' 'ands' or 'buts' about it. There's 

only one way, and if you don't believe it, buddy, you're going to hell. You don't 

have a chance. I have trouble accepting that." (Billy was interviewed on April 11, 

1996.) 

Jeanne is a 68-year-old retired executive assistant who lives in Minnesota. 

She was baptized Roman Catholic, and was raised by her grandmother, who 

practiced many of the principles of Christian Science. She became Episcopal after 

she married because it was the religion of her husband, and she didn't believe in 

the rigid rules of the Catholic church. After 20 years of marriage, Jeanne and her 

husband divorced. She tried going back to the Catholic church and getting 

counseling, but she didn't feel well-received. Her introduction to Unity was 

through Unity magazine, which a friend sent to her. "When I opened them up, the 

first thing I saw was 'Whatever pattern I set up in my mind, order ensures that the 

effect will follow perfectly.' At that point in my life I was thinking very negatively, 
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and it was really coming into being. I felt that my life was over, that I couldn't 

work, that I was too old," she said. "I started using affirmations and sent for 

literature from Unity Village. . . . And immediately my life got better. The positive 

affirmations really worked." Jeanne then found a Unity church in her town, and 

said she felt like she had come home. In 1987 Jeanne moved to Kansas City and 

worked at Unity Village for a year. During that time, she and some other Unity 

workers started attending a Baptist church which focused on healing. Although 

she attended that church for some time, Jeanne said she does not hold Baptist 

beliefs. After several years, she moved and was unable to find a comfortable 

church home. In 1996 she attended a Unity retreat because, "at this time in my life, 

after retirement, I'm finding that I'm needing some extra help again and I'm 

gravitating toward Unity again because the principles do work in my life." Jeanne 

said she has seen some changes for the better in Unity since she attended in the 

1980s. For example, she said Unity's focus on optimism and positive thinking once 

made it difficult for people to deal with the negatives in their lives. Jeanne said she 

is relieved to see that negative emotions are now more accepted in Unity. (Jeanne 

was interviewed on April 10, 1996.) 

Patricia is 66, a retired food service worker from Chicago. She was born to 

an Irish-Catholic family, but her mother suffered from an emotional-mental illness 

which broke up her family. She lived in a Catholic orphanage and then in a foster 

home which had no religious affiliation. She and her husband became 

Presbyterian after they decided to return to church to get religious education for 

their children. After her marriage fell apart 18 years ago, she was introduced to the 

Church of Religious Science, where she was a member until she dropped out two 
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years ago. She now gets spiritual nourishment through Alcoholics Anonymous and 

reading Daily Word. Patricia has had much experience with prayer, including what 

she calls a miracle of healing after she was diagnosed with breast cancer several 

years ago. Because of disappointments with the organization and leadership at the 

Church of Religious Science, Patricia is wary of organized religion, but knows that 

she needs a community with which to worship, and is considering Unity after 

attending a retreat. "I don't want to go it on my own. I need structure in some 

areas, especially this idea of prayer meditation and who God is to me. . . . But I 

want to be picky and choosy about who I'm listening to. I don't want to go every 

Sunday and go to classes and hear pabulum, pre-mixed stuff. I want someone who 

comes from the gut and tells it like it is, even telling you the hard things you don't 

want to know." (Patricia was interviewed on April 12, 1996.) 

These stories present a glimpse into the lives of several people who are 

involved with the Unity movement. Their comments and views point to many 

issues which pertain to sociological theories about church attendance and 

membership. These issues include the amount of authority a church has over 

individuals, the power of personal beliefs and tradition in making religious 

decisions, the demands churches make of members, the attitude toward church 

hierarchy and organization, and the ability of a church's philosophy to be 

practiced in everyday life. Before delving into the pertinent sociological issues, this 

thesis first reviews the history of the Unity movement and provides some 

descriptive statistics of who is involved with Unity and why they say they 

switched. 
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I I . 
THE HISTORY OF THE UNITY MOVEMENT 

We, Charles Fillmore and Myrtle Fillmore, husband and wife, 
hereby declare ourselves, our time, our money, all we have and all we 
expect to have, to the Spirit of Truth, and through it, to the Society of 
Silent Unity. 

It being understood and agreed that the said Spirit of Truth 
shall render unto us an equivalent for this dedication, in peace of 
mind, health of body, wisdom, understanding, love, life and an 
abundant supply of all things necessary to meet every want without 
our making any of these things the object of our existence. 

In the presence of the Conscious Mind of Christ Jesus, this 7th 
day of December, A.D. 1892. 

— The Dedication and Covenant of Charles and Myrtle Fillmore, 
Founders of the Unity School of Christianity 

When Charles and Myrtle Fillmore signed their Dedication and Covenant in 

1892, it is unlikely that they imagined the impact their organization, which they 

called Silent Unity, would have on numerous individuals throughout the next 

century. The Fillmores' belief in a loving and generous God, the healing powers of 

prayer, the joy of spirituality and the presence of the spirit of Christ in every 

person stood in stark contrast to the traditional "fire and brimstone" Christianity of 

earlier in the century. Yet it seemed to strike a chord that resonated in the hearts 

of many Americans. Silent Unity, which began with the Fillmores' desire to help 

others through prayer, grew into a worldwide 24-hour prayer ministry which 

answers more than two million prayer requests each year. The success of Silent 

Unity is noted by Marcus Bach (1982), a religious scholar and former Protestant 

minister, who wrote that, "People were calling Silent Unity as if they had gotten 

hold of God's unlisted telephone number" (p. 90). 

But the Unity ministry is not completely silent. While Silent Unity was 

Myrtle's brainchild, communication through the written word was the forte of 



Charles. The birth of Unity as an organization, in fact, is dated from the first 

publication of Modern Thought in 1889. The magazine eventually became Unity, 

and in 1996 reported a subscription rate of more than 83,000 throughout the 

world. Daily Word is published in English, Spanish, Braille and 12 other 

languages, and has more than 1.1 million subscribers. Unity also publishes 

pamphlets and books, which are sold in more than 800 Unity centers, churches 

and satellite branches throughout the world. In addition to literature from Unity 

Publishing Company, browsers in Unity bookstores will also find other relevant 

spirituality titles, such as Deepak Chopra's Ageless Body, Timeless Mind, or James 

Redfield's The Celestine Prophesy. 

As Unity's optimistic philosophy of healthy-mindedness and trust in God's 

divine plan gained strength, the organization flourished. The Unity Society of 

Christianity was incorporated in 1903, and now operates the Unity School for 

Religious Studies as well as an extensive retreat ministry. More than 1,000 have 

been ordained as Unity ministers, and an additional 800 are licensed teachers. 

Classes are held at the organization's headquarters in Unity Village, Missouri, a 

1400-acre incorporated community just outside of Kansas City. While Unity 

estimates worldwide membership at 80,000, outreach through publishing and 

Silent Unity has made the Unity philosophy an supplementary faith of thousands 

of members of other religions. This impact is evident in Unity's claim that only 4 

percent of those who use Silent Unity and read Daily Word are affiliated with a 

Unity church (Jafolla, 1997). 

The Fillmores are remembered by Unity biographers and academic 

historians as individuals who dedicated everything they had to the search for truth. 

Whenever they found a kernel they longed to share it with others who were also 

on their path. But like most religious organizations, the Fillmores and Unity are not 
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without controversy: major philosophical differences with traditional Christianity 

led to cult labels and charges of heresy, and Charles Fillmore was at one time 

confident that his healthy-mindedness would lead to immortality. Nevertheless, the 

Fillmores appear to have been genuine, sincere, caring and dedicated to their 

quest. According to Unity historians, the 1892 dedication and covenant was a 

secret known only to the Fillmores and God until it was discovered in 1942 among 

Myrtle's papers. To believers in the Unity philosophy, the covenant was just 

another bit of proof: not only of the Fillmores' personal commitment, but also that 

God will provide for those who dedicate their lives to the truth. 

This chapter provides a brief history of the Unity movement, including its 

relation to the broader New Thought movement and a discussion of some of the 

philosophy's basic beliefs and practices. In addition, the flexibility of the 

movement is illustrated with a discussion of how Unity has made changes to 

accommodate negative feelings and New Age beliefs. Finally, the chapter 

concludes by showing how New Thought philosophy has been incorporated into 

mainline religions and secular society. 

The Ne w Thought Movement 

Unity is the largest organization to come out of the New Thought 

movement of the late 19th Century. Other members of the New Thought family 

include Religious Science and Divine Science. New Thought has been explained as 

"a system of doctrine (and practice) which stresses that the physical and mental 

circumstances of life may be controlled by consciously cultivating a 'positive' 

attitude toward all things" (Szasz, 1984, p. 83). The Fillmores held that their 

philosophy was simply the practical application of the Christian principles of Jesus, 

or a return to primitive Christianity. 
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According to Historian Charles Braden (1963), the historical religious setting 

of the early 1800s set the stage for New Thought to appear in the latter half of the 

century. Three main views of religion prevailed in the New England area: 

Orthodox Christianity with its Calvinistic/predestinarian tones; Unitarianism with its 

rationalism and distrust of mysticism; and transcendentalism, a radical reaction to 

Unitarianism which focused on the divinity of humanity, intuition, idealism and the 

importance of experience. William James (1902), who referred to New Thought as 

the religion of healthy-mindedness or "mind-cure," said New Thought "might 

briefly be called a reaction against all that religion of chronic anxiety which 

marked the earlier part of our century in the evangelical circles of England and 

America" (p. 97 footnote). 

It was transcendentalism, with such adherents as Ralph Waldo Emerson, 

which influenced the New Thought movement most heavily. Emerson, in 

particular, is often named as the "Father of New Thought," and his philosophies 

were of primary importance to Charles Fillmore. Braden (1963), however, 

distinguishes between Emerson's philosophic idealism and New Thought's 

idealistic practice. While Emerson spoke and wrote about the link between the 

mind and health, he did not actively pursue this philosophy in his daily life (p. 

35). New Thought, on the other hand, backed its intellectual assertions with 

experiential proofs. 

Although Emerson's philosophy of the oversoul and emphasis on self-

reliance undoubtedly had profound intellectual impact on leaders like Charles 

Fillmore, Braden argues that the "new" in New Thought refers primarily to the 

practical application of these philosophies. James (1902), who lived through the 

birth and early stages of the New Thought movement, attributes the popularity of 

the philosophy to its practicality. With the growth of science, medicine and 
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psychology, James contends that the American people began looking for ideas 

which could be proven. The experiential and highly experimental nature of New 

Thought seemed to meet these rational requirements. "The plain fact remains that 

the spread of the movement has been due to practical fruits, and the extremely 

practical turn of character of the American people has never been better shown 

than by the fact that this, their only decidedly original contribution to the 

systematic philosophy of life, should be so intimately knit up with concrete 

therapeutics" (p. 96). 

When practicality is taken into consideration, a more likely father of New 

Thought, according to Braden, is Phineas P. Quimby, one of the first to argue that 

disease is based on wrong thinking and can be cured by changing thought 

patterns. Braden contends that while men like Emerson waxed philosophically 

about the connection between mind and body, it was Quimby who first put these 

ideas to practical use. Quimby, who lived from 1802 to 1866, was a hypnotist and 

worked with a healer who could diagnose disease under hypnosis and prescribe 

remedies. After watching this doctor prescribe similar remedies for vasdy different 

diseases, he became convinced that people were cured because they believed they 

could be cured rather than because of the remedy's efficiency. Quimby began 

experimenting with hypnosis and found that persons under hypnosis would react 

strongly to vivid images and non-verbal mental suggestions in Quimby's own 

mind. Theories of the power of mind to create reality followed. Quimby traveled 

the country practicing the art of healing through right thinking, and he frequently 

practiced absent healing from long distances. Perhaps Quimby's most controversial 

and well-known patient was Mary Baker Patterson (later Eddy) who sought 

healing from him in 1862. According to Braden, she was admitted to Quimby's 

inner circle and had access to his manuscripts, which were not published for many 
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years. Eddy later founded Christian Science and claimed that the healing 

knowledge she espoused was a divine revelation. Although her claim that she 

learned nothing from Quimby has caused considerable consternation to historians 

such as Braden, the controversy is not relevant to the subject at hand. Wherever 

Eddy received her ideas, it is indisputable that she went beyond Quimby in setting 

up an organization to take the message throughout the country. Eddy kept a tight 

reign on her movement and was known to be quite authoritarian. Although the 

term Christian Science was used generically for many years by people such as the 

Fillmores, it was later relinquished and the term New Thought adopted. Christian 

Science is not considered part of the New Thought movement, primarily because 

Eddy claimed that the ideas she set forth were the last revelation (Braden, 1963, P-

14). New Thought, on the other hand, takes the stand that revelation of truth is 

continuous, thus keeping thought "new." 

The Fillmores were drawn into the fledgling New Thought movement by 

Emma Curtis Hopkins, a former student of Mary Baker Eddy and Christian Science, 

who, by different accounts, was either ejected from or voluntarily left Eddy's 

movement. She went to Chicago, where she established the Christian Science 

Theological Seminary, later the Illinois Metaphysical Institute. She became known 

as the "teacher of teachers" in the New Thought movement for her influence on 

the Fillmores as well as the founders of Divine Science, Religious Science and 

other organizations. It was one of Hopkins' students, E.B. Weeks, whose speech in 

Kansas City brought change into the lives of the Fillmores. 

The Fillmores and Unity 

Charles Fillmore was born in 1854 in Minnesota. A childhood skating 

accident combined with improper medical care left Charles with a withered leg 
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and thus an inability to be physically active. Although he stopped going to school, 

he was tutored by a woman who introduced him to classical literature, as well as 

the transcendentalists of the time. 

Myrtle Page was born in 1845 to a Methodist Episcopal family in Ohio. 

Since childhood, she was considered an invalid and prone to tuberculosis. Despite 

this, she became a teacher and her interest in literature led her to meet Charles in 

a literary group in Dennison, Texas in 1876. They married in 1881 and moved to 

Colorado to pursue the real estate business. In 1884 they moved to the boom-town 

of Kansas City. 

While in Colorado, Myrtle gave birth to two children: Lowell Page Fillmore 

and Waldo Rickert Fillmore. The Fillmores had a third son, John Royal Fillmore, in 

Kansas City. While Colorado's climate was conducive to improving Myrtle's health, 

Kansas City brought out the worst. By 1886, Myrde was again stricken by 

tuberculosis and was expected to die despite the numerous medicines which had 

been prescribed. The decisive turning point came with a speech by New Thought 

speaker Dr. E. B. Weeks from Hopkins' Illinois Metaphysical Institute. Myrtle said 

that she left the speech with a renewed outlook on life based on the assumption 

that since she was made in the image and likeness of God, it was not divine will 

for her to be sick. The affirmation "I am a child of God and therefore I do not 

inherit sickness" stuck with her and she recovered from her illness over an 

extended period of time. Other sick people soon came to Myrtle for help. She 

prayed with them and introduced them to affirmations. Myrtle later explained her 

healing in Unity magazine: 

Life is simply a form of energy, and has to be guided and directed in 
man's body by his intelligence. How do we communicate 
intelligence? By thinking and talking, of course. Then it flashed upon 
me that I might talk to the life in every part of my body and have it 
do just what I wanted. . . . I told the life in my abdomen that it was 
no longer infested with ignorant thoughts of disease, put there by 
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myself and by doctors, but that it was all athrill with the sweet, pure, 
wholesome energy of God. (Freeman, 1965, p. 47-48) 

In the area of religious thought Myrtle described herself as "decidedly 

eclectic" (Freeman, 1965, p. 41), which applied equally to Charles. While Myrtle 

came to be known within Unity for her strong inspirational faith, Charles was 

renowned for his healthy skepticism and demand for rational practicality. 

According to Thomas Witherspoon (1977), Myrtle Fillmore's biographer, Charles 

was more dedicated to his business than to philosophical pursuits until Myrtle was 

healed. "He saw her health improving. He saw their friends coming to her for 

prayer and going away with visible results in healing and in attitude. The light 

which radiated from his wife began to intrigue him" (p. 43). But Charles could not 

understand these healings on faith alone, so he said he methodically set out to 

determine how healing worked. After a study of contradictory literature on 

healing, Charles decided to go to the source - God - through prayer and dreams. 

He took the advice of his wife and prayed the affirmations of truth that she 

suggested. After a time he felt that his leg had gained strength and he was 

convinced that this method of healing could be used by anyone. The following 

quote from Charles Fillmore demonstrates the experiential nature of New Thought, 

as well as the "scientific" provability of its principles: 

Set aside a time every day, a definite time, and pray whether you 
believe it or not. Take a Truth statement and repeat it over and over. 
It does not matter that at first you do not believe it to be true. If you 
will persistently affirm the Truth, even though you do not believe it 
at first, you will find that your prayers have power. (Freeman, 1965, 
p. 54) 

It is this rational similarity to the early days of scientific discovery that 

William James finds interesting in the growth of the spirit of healthy-mindedness. 

Both science and New Thought argue that their theories can be experimentally 

verified. Conversions to the New Thought philosophy, much like the experience of 
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Charles Fillmore, are attributable to the verification of ideas through personal 

experimentation. After chiding positivist scientists who argue that religion has been 

outgrown, James draws the following comparison of mind-cure and science: 

But here we have mind-cure, with her diametrically opposite 
philosophy, setting up an exactly identical claim. Live as if I were 
true, she says, and every day will practically prove you right. That 
the controlling energies of nature are personal, that your own 
personal thoughts are forces, that the powers of the universe will 
directly respond to your individual appeals and needs, are 
propositions which your whole bodily and mental experience will 
verify. And that experience does largely verify these primeval 
religious ideas is proved by the fact that the mind-cure movement 
spreads as it does, not by proclamation and assertion simply, but by 
palpable experiential results. Here, in the very heyday of science's 
authority, it carries on an aggressive warfare against the scientific 
philosophy, and succeeds by using science's own particular methods 
and weapons. (James, 1902, p. 119-120) 

The official birth of Unity is marked in hindsight by the first publication of 

Modern Thought in 1889. Charles created the magazine as a place where all 

seekers of the truth could turn for information. Ideas of what was later to be called 

the New Thought movement, as well as metaphysical interpretations of Christianity 

and discussions of other religious philosophies were prevalent in the magazine. 

The name was later changed to Christian Science Thought, but was eventually 

changed to Unity because of misunderstandings with Mary Baker Eddy, who 

demanded that anyone who used the term Christian Science adhere to her 

doctrines. The conflict drove Charles Fillmore to explain the name Unity and its 

relation to Christian Science and other religions in an issue of Thought: 

We have studied many isms, many cults. People of every religion 
under the sun claim that we either belong to them or have borrowed 
the best part of our teaching from them. We have borrowed the best 
from all religions, that is the reason we are called Unity. . . . We 
studied Christian Science, as all the religions. We were also called 
New Thought people, Mental Scientists, Theosophists, and so on, but 
none of these sufficiently emphasized the higher attributes of man, 
and we avoided any close affiliation with them. . . . Unity is not a 
sect, not a separation of people into an exclusive group of know-it-
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alls. Unity is the truth that is taught in all religions, simplified and 
systematized so that anyone can understand and apply it. Students of 
Unity do not find it necessary to sever their church affiliations. The 
church needs the vitalization that this renaissance of primitive 
Christianity gives it. (Witherspoon, 1977, p. 48) 

The early ministry grew on two frontiers. First, the publishing venture 

continued and thrived. The Unity Book Company was formed and the name was 

later changed to the Unity Tract Society so it would not appear to be a commercial 

venture. The Fillmores charged minimal amounts for subscriptions, and according 

to Unity accounts, the subscription rates sometimes did not even cover the cost of 

production. They relied, instead, on the additional donations of those who felt 

they benefited from Unity's work. In the spirit of providing material regardless of 

ability to pay, the Fillmores in 1910 formed Silent-70, guided by the inspiration of 

Luke 10:1: "After this the Lord appointed seventy others, and sent them on ahead 

of him, two by two, into every town and place where he himself was about to 

come" (RSV). Funded by donations, Silent-70 continues today to provide free 

literature to hospitals, libraries, prisons, the military and other institutions. 

Printing in the formative years was done in the Fillmore house by Charles, 

who had previously worked as a printer's apprentice. Demand soon outpaced 

production ability, and space was rented for expansion. By 1910, Unity had 

constructed a building for publishing as well as Silent Unity. The publishing 

activities eventually moved to Unity Village in 1948. In the 1970s, the actual 

printing process was contracted to an outside firm, but Unity continues to perform 

all other aspects of production (Unity School of Christianity, 1988, p. 43-45). 

In addition to Unity magazine and Daily Word, Unity has produced such 

periodicals as Wee Wisdom for children, Weekly Unity, The Christian Business Man 

(later Good Business), and Youth magazine (later Progress). Unity also produces a 
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variety of inspirational resources, including books, periodicals, magazines and 

audio and video tapes. Unity materials are distributed in 153 countries worldwide. 

The Fillmores and Unity were on the cutting edge of another publishing-

related industry: radio and television. Charles Fillmore made his first radio talk in 

1922, and Unity purchased a radio station in 1924. The tradition of using all 

avenues to spread the word has continued into the present, when many Unity 

centers sponsor radio and/or television broadcasts. Unity School of Christianity, 

the Association of Unity Churches and numerous local Unity centers also have 

home pages on the internet and post information on the New Thought home page 

as well. 

The second frontier was Silent Unity, which is described by Witherspoon 

(1977) as the heart of the entire Unity movement. The organization was introduced 

by Myrtle as the Society for Silent Help in an 1890 issue of Thought: 

All over the land are persons yearning for Truth, yet so dominated 
by the surrounding error that they find it almost impossible, without 
a helping hand, to come into harmony with the divine Spirit. To 
open a way for those and to help them overcome their sins, ills, and 
troubles is the object of the Society of Silent Help. The wonderful 
success of absent healing demonstrates that bodily presence is not 
necessary to those in spiritual harmony. Jesus said, 'If two of you 
shall agree on earth as touching any thing that they shall ask, it shall 
be done for them of my Father who is in heaven.' Those who have 
had experience in asking understanding^ know that this is 
absolutely true. 

Hence a little band in this city has agreed to meet in silent 
soul communion every night at ten o'clock all those who are in 
trouble, sickness, or poverty, and who sincerely desire the help of 
the good Father. 

Whoever will may join this society, the only requirement 
being that members shall sit in a quiet, retired place, if possible, at 
the hour of ten o'clock every night, and hold in silent thought, for 
not less than fifteen minutes, the words that shall be given each 
month by the editor of this department. The difference in the solar 
time between widely separated places will not materially interfere 
with the result, for to Spirit there is neither time nor space. 
(Witherspoon, 1977, p. 87-88) 
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The time periods for communal prayer were gradually extended to the 

present 24-hour vigil that is held at Unity Village in Missouri. In 1996, nearly one 

million letters and 1.2 million calls for prayer were received (Unity School of 

Christianity, 1997) and answered by more than 135 full-time and part-time 

employees. As many as 52,000 letters may be received in one day, and the phone 

lines ring 3,300 times a day on average. Each letter and call receives a prayer and 

a letter of response (unless anonymous), and all requests are "held in prayer" for 

30 days (Requests held in prayer do not receive additional specific attention, but 

receive prayer en masse.). Most recently, Silent Unity has added Spanish lines and 

has taken more than 1,000 prayer requests from the internet during its first month 

online (Jafolla, 1997). 

Despite the expense of employees and postage, Unity reports that the 

prayers are given without cost, and a toll-free number is provided for those who 

cannot afford long distance. As with all other aspects of the organization, Silent 

Unity relies on free-will donations to meet expenses. According to Silent Unity Co-

Director Mary-Alice Jafolla, there is no solicitation for money in any letter sent in 

response to a prayer request. She said the only mention of financial support which 

a person who utilizes Silent Unity might receive comes in the form of a tag line 

reading, "We welcome your support for our continuing ministry" on promotional 

mailings which include free calendars, pamphlets, or information on special events 

such as the World Day of Prayer. Jafolla said she has argued against the use of the 

financial tag line, and noted that anyone who calls for prayer would not receive 

any promotional materials for at least several months. "We want to keep this 

prayer thing as pure as it has always been," Jafolla said. 
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The Growth of Unity 

In 1903, just one year after William James (1902) said that the religion of 

healthy-mindedness "must now be reckoned with as a genuine religious power" 

(p. 94), the Fillmores incorporated the Unity Society of Practical Christianity. The 

Fillmores specifically stated that it was not a church and encouraged people to 

maintain their membership in their own churches while attending Unity's 

educational meetings in the evening. Despite this original intention, the Fillmore's 

movement took on the characteristics of a church, with meetings on Sundays and 

Wednesdays, as well as Sunday school for children. Charles and Myrtle Fillmore, 

along with seven other Unity teachers, were ordained as Unity's first ministers in 

1906. Guidelines for Unity centers were developed in 1925 by a group of Unity 

teachers who wanted to control what could be taught under the Unity name. 

Freeman explains that the regulations were prompted by numerous groups which 

met throughout the country to discuss Unity literature. 

Often those who led (Unity) groups knew very little of the teachings 
of the Fillmores. They held seances, cast horoscopes, told fortunes, 
read palms, and practiced numerology. The Fillmores themselves did 
not believe in any of these things and spoke out against them in 
their magazines. Still, they were reluctant to tell other teachers what 
to teach - even when the teachings were put out under the name 
Unity (Freeman, 1965, p. 185-86). 

The Unity School of Christianity was incorporated in 1914, and today is the 

home of Unity School for Religious Studies which operates a continuing education 

program as well as a ministerial education program. The movement attracted more 

followers and thus more churches, and the Unity Ministers Association formed in 

1946. The Association of Unity Churches, which is only loosely affiliated with the 

Unity School, was formed in 1966. While the Unity School's primary 

responsibilities are Silent Unity and publishing, the Association is a separate entity 
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which works to meet the needs of individual churches. The two organizations 

work together to provide ministerial training, with Unity School holding the 

primary responsibility for this task. While the different goals of the two 

organizations sometimes create tensions, the overall benefit is that by working 

together they are able to reach a wider range of people in their ministries. The 

difficulties and benefits of this situation will be discussed in the concluding 

chapter. 
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churches, 590 of which are in the United States. In addition, there are more than 

175 satellite groups and over 120 informal study groups, for a total of almost 1,000 

ministries. The Unity School of Christianity now hosts twelve retreats throughout 

the year, which are attended by more than 2,000 people. About 1,500 students 

attend the ministerial and continuing education programs each year. The number 

of licensed and ordained Unity ministers has grown from about 185 in the 1940s to 

more than 1,000 in 1996. Almost 600 of those ministers were active in 1996. 

Furthermore, more than 800 laypersons have taken the courses to become licensed 

teachers (Unity School of Christianity, 1997). 

Unity Beliefs and Practices 

Although the Fillmores attempted to remain as open as possible to other 

ideas and thoughts, they found that they did have to set boundaries on what the 

organization would support. For example, Unity broke away in 1905 from the 

International New Thought Alliance because Charles Fillmore felt that Unity's 

teachings were significantly different from other New Thought doctrines. After 

attending the 1905 INTA convention, Fillmore wrote, "So far as the Unity Society of 

Practical Christianity is concerned, we must candidly say that its teachings are 

widely different from those of the majority of New Thought doctrines, and we do 

not feel at home in the average gathering under that name, although we try to 

harmonize with all Truth seekers" (Freeman, 1965, p. 103). Unity places more 

emphasis on God and Christ than other New Thought organizations, which appeal 

more to the secular idea of optimism and the mind's ability to heal. According to 

Unity Minister Eric Butterworth (1965), "Perhaps the one distinction between the 

many organizations within the Truth movement of today and Unity is that Unity 

has centered its attention on interpreting and articulating the teachings of Jesus 
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Christ. Unity considers itself wholly Christian, with Jesus Christ as its true 

authority" (pp. 23-24). 

Further evidence of boundary-setting is found in the formal requirements 

for ministerial ordination and the formation of the various associations as oversight 

organizations. However, Unity clearly has not reached the hierarchical level of 

centralized authority that surrounds other movements, like Christian Science. 

Nevertheless, the Fillmores remained committed to the idea that everyone must 

find truth for themselves, and that everyone need not agree with them. In fact, 

Charles Fillmore once wrote that "He who writes a creed or puts a limit to 

revelation is the enemy of humanity. Creeds have ever been the vampires that 

sucked the blood of spiritual progress in the past" (Bach, 1982, pp. 80-81). This 

viewpoint largely stems from the Fillmores' own eclectic religious background and 

their belief that Unity represents the best in all religions. Bach provides a 

descriptive overview of how beliefs from various world views mingle in the Unity 

philosophy: 

Unity, born in Truth and fostered in eclecticism, as Charles Fillmore 
openly admitted, 'has taken Truth from many sources, for Truth is 
one and universal.' Unity's awareness of Christ within would, if one 
wished, be traceable to the early Christian mystics, whether in the 
'upper room' or whereever. Unity's emphasis on an inner light and 
spiritual interpretation of the sacraments reminded me of Quakerism. 
Unity, like Christian Science, puts major emphasis on spiritual steps 
to physical healing. Like Theosophy, it speculated about 
reincarnation and held it as a hypothesis worthy of consideration. 
Like Rosicrucianism, it contemplated the idea of cosmic reality and 
Spirit's all-embracing principles. Like traditional Christianity, it 
thought in terms of the art of deep and sincere worship. Awareness 
of the astral and psychic manifestations harked back to spiritualism. 
Hinduism's emphasis on meditation fit well into Unity's patterns for 
enlightenment. Home blessings, blessings of the mail, and prayers 
for protection had relationship to Jewish and Roman Catholic 
sources, (p. 103-104) 
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The following sampling of Unity beliefs is by no means all-inclusive, but it 

provides a brief overview of some of the generally-accepted philosophies of the 

organization. 

God is Spirit. Rather than view God as a personal creator, Unity sees God 

as mind or spirit. Unity believes that God meets people at their level of spiritual 

consciousness, and therefore appears differently to different people. "God, being 

infinite, can be related to in an infinite number of ways," explained Albuquerque's 

Barrette. In connection with the view that God is omnipotent spirit, Unity does not 

believe "that anything opposed to God—evil, as it is called in the Scriptures—is 

enduring. Unity concedes the existence of what society calls evil but denies that it 

is a creation of Spirit. Evil results from humankind's misuse of God's laws" (Turner, 

n.d., p. 3). 

Everything is in divine order. According to Unity philosophy, everything 

happens for a reason. As explained by Rickert Fillmore: "When a man works in 

harmony with God, the right things come at the right time" (Bach, 1982, p. 43). 

This includes hardship and pain, which are necessary to learn the lessons which 

the soul must learn. This does not mean, however, that a person should be 

content with hardship. Rather, the philosophy encourages people to work through 

hard times in life with the attitude that they are necessary for their spiritual 

progress. As Barrette explained in a sermon, living by this Unity philosophy does 

not stop his problems, but it gives him a more spiritually aligned consciousness 

from which he can more creatively deal with those problems (Nov. 10, 1996). 

No alienation between God and man. Throughout the ages, religions 

have created a false duality between God and man. Jesus came to dispel this 

belief, as shown in John 10:30: "I and the Father are one." Unity therefore 

promotes the development of a personal relationship with God to overcome that 
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duality. "While the Christian ideal has been centered around the concept of the 

worship of God, which usually means bowing before an altar, a statue or a church 

official, Unity is concerned more with finding a consciousness of oneness with 

God, and then seeking to express God in thought, word and act" (Butterworth, 

1965, p. 33). 

Christ Within: Humans have within themselves a spark of the divine, 

which could be called Christ consciousness. Jesus represented the highest 

development of Christ consciousness, which is oneness with God. Charles Fillmore 

writes: "In the person of Jesus of Nazareth is manifested the highest state of 

consciousness. His super-consciousness was His real self, and through it He was 

able to redeem his body. In like manner, when we learn the process, we can 

transform and redeem our bodies and take on Christ-consciousness" (Bach, 1982, 

p. 125). 

Prayer: Prayer is the primary method of communication with God, and is 

answered according to Jesus' words in Matthew 21:22: "Whatever you ask in 

prayer, you will receive, if you have faith." Unity teaches that prayer should not be 

for a specific result - a successful business deal, for example - as much as it 

should be for divine guidance and divine good to come upon a situation. Barrette 

prompts his congregation not to limit God in how He3 will answer prayer. "Even if 

you're praying for the health of someone, always pray for their divine good. God 

will know what that is" (Nov. 10, 1996). 

Law of Mind Action. An often-repeated phrase in Unity is "Thoughts held 

in mind produce in kind." This "Law of Mind Action" refers to the idea that 

positive thoughts attract positive results, and negative thoughts lead to negative 

3 When a pronoun is necessary in reference to God, I will use the male pronoun for 
simplicity's sake, even though the female image of God is commonly used by Unity ministers and 
participants. 
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results. This "law" is a central belief which forms the basis for Unity's attitude 

about health, prosperity and success. 

Health: Inspired by the scripture Romans 12:2, "be transformed by the 

renewal of your mind," Unity believes that "disease has no place in life as a 

permanent reality, perfect health is inherent in Divine Mind, the Christ in you is 

the hope of healing" (Bach, 1982, p. 76). Positive affirmations as well as denials of 

illusions such as disease and fear are used to attain health and other goals. Unity 

separates the fact of illness from the truth of health. In other words, although 

disease seems to be a reality, it has no place in divine reality. Unity as an 

organization has no conflict with doctors or science. "Unity heals by the 

unequivocal belief that health is our heritage, that nature is remedial, that healing 

hands are found in many forms, medical and non-medical, that the mind is 

therapeutic, and that the God Spirit in man is a perfect Spirit" (Bach, 1982, p. 218). 

Prosperity: Unity operates under the notion that God's resources are 

unlimited, abundant and free. The notion of prosperity is depicted well in the 

Fillmores' Dedication and Covenant, in which they dedicate their lives to God with 

the expectation that their needs will be met. "To dwell upon poverty is to create it. 

To dwell upon abundance is to attract it" (Bach, 1982, p. 183). 

Practical Christianity: Unity defines practical Christianity as the ability to 

strike a balance between the physical and the spiritual. Butterworth explains 

practicality as the "actual practice of Jesus' teachings on a seven-day-a-week basis" 

(p. 19). Many people who follow the Unity philosophy do so because they have 

found that they can apply it to their everyday lives. "I use it every single day of my 

life, minute to minute," said Barbara. 
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Philosophical Changes in Unity 

The open and creedless nature of New Thought in general and Unity in 

particular creates a flexibility which allows the religion to respond to the changing 

needs of society and culture. For example, New Thought and Unity grew out of 

the same philosophical reaction to spirituality, science and medicine that produced 

Christian Science. But while Christian Science is authoritarian and final, New 

Thought leaves room for constant evolution as the concerns of society change. 

Since Christian Science and Unity were both born in the era of medicine's infancy, 

the healing aspects of the religion were of paramount importance. Medical 

practices at that time killed as much as they cured. Although healing is still 

important, general societal concern about it is not as prevalent as it was in the 

19th Century. This flexibility allowed Unity to grow by moving beyond healing 

while Christian Science membership has dwindled. 

The flexibility of Unity is not complete flexibility, however. In more than a 

century of its existence, the Unity movement has maintained its basic message 

while at the same time investigating other possibilities. Although the Association of 

Unity Churches can disassociate a church if it gets too far away from the original 

message, there is a significant amount of leeway for churches to concentrate on 

areas which are of particular interest to its members. An important question, 

therefore, is what aspects of Unity spirituality have been expanded or changed in 

recent years to account for the significant increase in the number of Unity 

churches? Two issues will be discussed as examples of the range and limitations of 

Unity's flexibility. First, the church's approach to optimism provides an example of 

how Unity has modified its own teachings and philosophies. Secondly, Unity's 

acceptance among people who adhere to philosophies of the growing New Age 
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movement is indicative of how Unity attempts to leave freedom for the individual 

worshipper while limiting what Unity accepts as a movement. 

Unity's Optimistic Outlook 

When the Unity and New Thought movements began, optimism and 

positive thinking were taken to their extremes. The Law of Mind Action was 

applied to every event. If something good happened, it was the result of that 

person's ability to remain positive. Conversely, bad things came to be viewed as 

the result of some flaw in consciousness. This complete emphasis on optimism in 

all situations became a major criticism of the movement. Although William James 

(1902), a contemporary of the Fillmores, certainly praised the religions of healthy-

mindedness for their optimism and scientific method, he concluded that New 

Thought's dismissal of evil was wishful thinking. He argued that healthy-

mindedness won't always work "because the evil facts which it refuses positively 

to account for are a genuine portion of reality; and they may after all be the best 

key to life's significance, and possibly the only openers of our eyes to the deepest 

levels of truth" (p. 163). James further outlined the functionality of negative 

situations: "Since the evil facts are as genuine parts of nature as the good ones, the 

philosophic presumption should be that they have some rational significance, and 

that systematic healthy-mindedness, failing as it does to accord to sorrow, pain, 

and death any positive and active attention whatever, is formally less complete 

than systems that try to at least include these elements in their scope" (p. 65). So 

while some religions have been criticized for setting people up to accept their 

own misery by using theories of divine retribution or the promise of a better 

afterlife, Unity has been criticized for just the opposite: not allowing people to 

accept their own misery. 

39 



Although it took almost a century, Unity's flexibility has allowed the 

movement to address this criticism and become more accepting of life's painful 

and negative experiences. Unity does not deny that some of life's circumstances 

can be painful, but it advocates approaching the hardship with optimism because 

it brings necessary spiritual lessons. Chris Jackson, the Vice President of the Unity 

School of Christianity, explained at a retreat in 1996 how he learned that constant 

optimism was not always a positive approach. Although the story is lengthy, it is a 

good illustration of the philosophical change in Unity, embodied in the story of an 

individual. Jackson grew up in Unity, became disenfranchised with the movement 

in college and returned after contemplating suicide. After becoming a leader in the 

Unity movement, he went through what he calls a successful and "materialistic 

phase" for 15 years. His world shattered when his wife told him she wanted to 

leave him. 

That suffering was something that in Unity I had never really been 
taught to deal with. I was taught that if you are doing it right, your 
life would be good. If you were thinking the right thoughts, if you 
were making the right moves, if you were feeling the right feelings, 
then your life would be this beautiful cosmic demonstration of all 
that and you would not have any problems. So whenever a problem 
would begin to emerge, I would immediately stuff it behind me and 
literally barricade it in the back of my consciousness. Well, what 
happened was that the dark side of my life became extremely jaded 
with positive affirmation. . . . 

I want to say that it really depends on how you have been 
introduced to Unity and to spiritual truth teachings as to whether or 
not you've had a similar experience. What I'm telling you is for me, 
the absolute positive approach was mandatory. There was no room 
in my belief system or life experience for negativity of any kind. And 
when it occurred, it was so wrong that it had to be stuffed away 
immediately. No one, including myself and my friends, could hold it 
all. 

The issue was not accepting myself as a whole person, virtue 
and vice, pain and pleasure, joy and tragedy. The issue was: You 
look good. You're a leader in this movement. You need to be a 
constant, walking, talking example of the power of positive thinking 
in one's life. So what my wife was bringing to me, in the form of 
what seemed to be excruciating tragedy and pain, was actually the 
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greatest gift that a person who loves another person could ever 
bring. . . . 

I will always be grateful to her because she ripped aside a 
whole humungous set of preconceived ideas about how I was 
supposed to be, exposing me to a raw wilderness that freaked me 
out big time. But it let me stop trusting things I had been trusting 
and start to find some new handles that I could really begin to work 
with. . . . That to me is love. (1996) 

Jackson went on to explain that his wife's decision caused him to question 

the materialistic way he had been living and the things that he had thought were 

important. In addition, she made him deal with the pain in his life that he had 

tried to ignore for so long because he had never been taught another way. 

Through this experience, Jackson said he learned that negative feelings can be 

valuable tools. 

(In Unity) the tendency we have is to want to go from being 
a louse to being Jesus Christ, just like that. . . . It doesn't work that 
way. What happens is we say "Oh, I love everyone. Everyone loves 
me." And then along come some people and we say, "Gee, I don't 
like the way that made me feel. I don't like that person. I'm feeling 
anger toward that person. Wait, no, that's not true. I'm following the 
Jesus Christ way of life." What do we do? Throw it away, stuff it 
back here. That's not the real path. The real path is to take each day, 
each moment of my life, and move one step closer. I have no idea 
what is ten steps down the way, 20 steps down the way. I can only 
take it one step at a time. But I can t r u s t . . . I can trust life. 

I'm not saying you change the way you feel. You may still 
feel hatred. You may still feel anger. I'm just saying to simply 
recognize, even if your rational mind won't buy it, but be willing to 
observe with the possibility that this person might be bringing you a 
gift. 

But please be very real with this. Don't just say "Well, I hate 
this person but they're bringing this gift into my life, I'm so grateful." 
Give yourself the opportunity to beat the pillows, to curse, to carry 
on. If you're dealing with the loss of a loved one or something like 
that, give yourself the chance to curse God, to feel that loss. That's 
all very real, honest human emotion. And if you're not willing to 
give your humanity its due, then you will never be able to 
experience your spirituality. 

Although Unity still advocates optimism and believes that pain brings 

"gifts," the movement no longer teaches that negative feelings are wrong. On the 
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contrary, Jackson pointed out that it was only by acknowledging the negative 

feelings that he could uncover the gift that his painful situation brought. This 

message that negative emotions are permissible and even necessary was prevalent 

at the retreat, providing an excellent example of one of the ways Unity has 

changed to fit the needs of its constituents. Jeanne, who was active in the 

movement until the early 1980s but then left for several years, said this change was 

welcome. 

Unity is constantly changing, and there was one where they hold the 
person responsible for their illness and what happens in their life to 
the degree that they - it's like a double-whammy on a person that 
they get sick and they say well, 'what is in her consciousness that 
brought that to her.' The extremes that some of it is carried to that I 
don't think is true anymore. There was a time when they did carry it 
to that extreme, and I thought that was pretty cruel. . . . To me there 
isn't enough allowing of negative emotions, and to me it's real 
important to allow those as well as the positive. For most people in 
Unity it's up, up, up. Everything is positive. I was so happy today to 
hear him say that tears are okay, they're good. Because to me tears 
are very important. I have to acknowledge the negative before I can 
go on to the other. There's some tendency to kind of cover that up. 
That to me would a negative: that the negative emotions are 
discouraged. . . . I think it's been in the process of change for the 
past 5-6 years. And I think it's for the better. That's another reason 
I'm back here, because I can see that it has changed and is still, I'm 
sure, in the process of change. 

Unity and the New Age Movement 

Futurists John Naisbitt and Patricia Aburdene (1990) argue in Megatrends 

2000 that Unity "is about the closest thing to organized religion in which the 

eclectic modern New Ager could feel comfortable" (p. 283) What they call "the 

largest nondenominational church outside mainstream religion" (p. 283) fills the 

3,000 seats of Lincoln Center's Avery Fisher Hall in New York City for weekly 

services. They note that the Unity Church in Seattle doubled membership in the 

four years before 1990, and its area chapters have a 25,000-strong mailing list. 
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Naisbitt quotes a Seattle Unity spokesperson as describing the church as "not really 

a New Age church, but a very liberal church that allows its members to investigate 

other religions" (p. 283). 

Unity's pamphlet New Age, New Thought: A Unity Perspective explains the 

movement's philosophy of openness and respect for all religions and philosophies 

while also making it clear that Unity does not accept everything that an individual 

who worships with Unity accepts. 

The fact that Unity leaves one free to accept as much or as little as is 
helpful does not mean that Unity does not have a teaching; the 
freedom of the individual is a tenet of Unity's teaching. Although 
Unity feels that different teachings and beliefs may be helpful to 
different individuals, this does not mean that Unity accepts these 
different teachings as its own. (Unity Movement Advisory Council, 
n.d., p. 6) 

This dichotomy of freedom for the individual within an organization which 

places limits on its teachings can be traced back to Charles Fillmore's 

disagreements with the International New Thought Alliance in 1905. "The New 

Thought Federation is attempting to carry this load of thought diversity, and I can 

see no success in it. There are too many lines of thought to harmonize. When I 

hear what to me is rank error set forth by New Thought speakers, I protest, and 

say, 'If this is New Thought, I must find a new name for my philosophy'" 

(Freeman, 1965, p. 104). Fillmore's disapproval was aimed at spiritualism, which 

would be called channeling today, along with astrology, numerology, tarot cards 

and similar practices which would fall into the New Age category. 

Although the Unity School of Christianity officially and historically distances 

itself from such New Age concepts as crystals, astrology and channeling, the open 

philosophy and lax organizational structure allow individual members, as well as 

43 



individual churches, to delve into any imaginable topic. While the message is more 

consistent in Unity School, the churches have greater latitude for what they teach, 

depending on the minister and the community. For example, Dell deChant (1993), 

a Unity minister and professor at the University of South Florida, surveyed ten 

percent of Unity churches and found that the majority offered programs that are 

either not included in or are antithetical to the original Unity teachings. Among 

these offerings are classes in A Course in Miracles, a popular book and philosophy 

which was channeled and therefore is labeled New Age. But Rosemary Fillmore 

Rhea (1996), granddaughter of the founders and an administrator for Silent Unity, 

said in an interview that most of the teachings of the Course are compatible with 

what Unity teaches, regardless of its origins, and regardless of what label it carries. 

The philosophies of New Thought and New Age have many similarities as 

well as differences, which are outlined well in New Thought: A Practical American 

Spirituality by C. Alan Anderson and Deborah G. Whitehouse (1995). Many of the 

similarities stem from the basic belief in both philosophies that people are 

inherently good rather than evil. This leads to an optimistic philosophy in which 

all things are possible. In addition, both philosophies teach that individuals co-

create reality with God and that God can be found within each individual. One of 

the major differences between Unity and New Age is based upon different 

interpretations of this last tenet. Since God can be found within the individual, 

Unity teaches that students should turn within and develop a relationship with that 

innate divinity rather than seeking spiritual guidance from other entities through 

channeling. "If Unity has one cardinal teaching, it is that the true spirit of God, to 

which we all should turn and listen, is within us. The way to God is not through a 

44 



channel or any other intermediary. You must make the quest for yourself and in 

yourself (Unity Movement Advisory Council, n.d., p. 11). 

In communities, however, churches are defined as much, if not more, by 

the people who participate as by its theology. If a Unity church attracts a large 

following of people who also practice astrology, or work with crystals, or 

participate in anything else which is considered New Age, the community may 

perceive that Unity church as a New Age church. The risk in this situation is the 

loss of Unity participants who, like Charles Fillmore, wish to stick to the practical 

Christianity which forms the basis of the philosophy. In the survey for this 

research, 48 percent of all respondents (67 percent from the retreat and 39 percent 

from Albuquerque) agreed to the statement "I consider myself to have a "New 

Age" philosophy. On the other hand, 22 percent of the total (17 percent from the 

retreat and 25 percent from Albuquerque) disagreed. This diversity opens up the 

potential difficulty of balancing the feelings of these two groups. A good example 

of what could happen is found in Maria, who grew up in Unity but no longer 

attends a Unity church because she says it is too New Age. 

Now the way they talk about spirituality almost makes it sound 
weird. I guess I would be a liberal, but not wild. I come from a 
background where certain things are done. There are certain ways of 
acting. You know, you don't put your feet on the table; anything 
doesn't go. . . . I did not feel that the Unity church was the right 
place for me. 

Secular New Thought 

The healthy-mindedness of Unity and New Thought has maintained a 

strong appeal that has spilled over into secular fields. Positive thinking, prosperity 

and the acceptance of such ideas as miracles are now prevalent in the American 
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culture. This intermingling is understandable in light of the extensive crossover of 

ideas from New Thought into traditional Christian denominations as well as other 

religions. Historian Sidney Mead estimated in 1950 that "between fifteen and 

twenty million are influenced by New Thought" (p. 142). 

Perhaps the most well-known conveyor of the New Thought message is 

Norman Vincent Peale. As a minister of the Reformed Church in America, Peale 

has written numerous books, most notably The Power of Positive Thinking, is an 

internationally requested speaker, has a syndicated newspaper column and started 

the Guideposts daily devotional magazine. Braden (1963) claims that Peale "is 

reaching more people, probably, than any other single minister in America and 

perhaps the world, and is using consistently ideas and methods which are and 

have been the peculiar earmarks of New Thought since at least the turn of the 

century" (p. 386). 

Braden explains how Peale, who claims that his beliefs fit perfectly with the 

historic church, developed the philosophy of positive thinking, success and 

prosperity that he espouses so widely. 

Called to a large church in Syracuse, a university pulpit, he preached 
to a dominantly intellectual community, and found an increasing 
dissatisfaction with his ministry. He was, he says, on the way to 
losing what spiritual vitality he had. Then he began to read certain 
"spiritual literature" which he found was increasingly getting into the 
homes of his people. This literature was coming from Unity, 
Religious Science, Science of Mind, Christian Science, from various 
'metaphysical teachers . . . (p. 389) 

Although Peale acknowledges reading Unity and other New Thought literature, 

and even quotes Charles Fillmore in his writings, he told Braden that he felt he 

had developed a philosophy which was different from New Thought (p. 389). 

Despite these differences, it is evident that similarities are present as well. 
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The true impact of Unity is difficult to estimate because, like its New 

Thought contemporaries, it does not emphasize conversion and adherence. Rather, 

Unity believes that its philosophy fits well with all religions and enhances the 

religious experience of any denomination. This belief is born out by the surprising 

statistic that 96 percent of all people who use Silent Unity and read Daily Word are 

not affiliated with a Unity church (Jafolla, 1997). This is why Unity claims that 

"Many who hold memberships in Protestant, Catholic and independent 

denominations, as well as thousands who claim no religious or church affiliation, 

use Unity publications and services" (Unity School of Christianity, 1995). Those 

members of other denominations may study and practice the Unity or New 

Thought message and therefore introduce it to others in a more secular and 

perhaps less threatening manner. 

This historical perspective shows how Unity developed as a religion out of 

the spiritual seeking of two individuals. Taken from a wide range of sources, the 

positive, prayerful and flexible Unity philosophy has been accepted by many 

religious seekers. The next chapter looks at who those seekers are through an 

analysis of demographic survey data from two Unity populations. 
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III. 
WHO IS DRAWN TO UNITY 

Walk into Christ Unity Church in Albuquerque, New Mexico, and 

statistically you're most likely to run into a White woman in her 50s who is 

married, has a bachelor's degree and works as a professional or a manager. This 

demographically average churchgoer is the summation of responses to surveys 

given to attendees at a service at Christ Unity Church in Albuquerque and at a 

retreat at Unity Village, Missouri (See Appendix for a complete description of 

research methods). The 72-item survey was distributed to 81 people during a 

retreat at Unity Village: 27 participants in the retreat and 54 students in the 

Continuing Education Program. Responses were received from 32, for a response 

rate of 39.5 percent from the retreat. A slightly altered survey was distributed to 

every person in attendance at one Sunday service at Christ Unity Church. Of 121 

surveys distributed, 65 were returned for a response rate of 53.7 percent. The 

overall response rate was 48.0 percent. 

Because Unity churches can be so different, the information obtained 

through these surveys cannot be generalized to Unity as a whole, but is 

representative of the two groups which participated. Results were tabulated for all 

respondents as well as for the subgroups of Albuquerque and the retreat. The 

Albuquerque results are representative of a typical congregation which is open to 

different philosophies but for the most part adheres to the original teachings of the 

founders. The retreat results represent a much more diverse group of Unity 

participants from different parts of the country, from different types of churches 

and with varying levels of participation in the movement. Because of the 



similarities of the responses, most of the results will be presented as a total. The 

greatest diversity in survey data was found in demographics. Disparities between 

the two groups will be noted when present. The similarity of the responses 

between the two groups regarding beliefs, attitudes and practices suggests that the 

results might be more generalizable to Unity as a whole, but further research 

would be necessary to prove this point. 

This chapter provides an overview of the general demographics of the 

Unity population which was sampled and compares this data to national trends. 

The chapter concludes with a discussion of the implications of these demographics 

in light of the religious free-market paradigm. 

Gender 

Unity is a movement which has always embraced principles now associated 

with women's experience: the divinity of all humanity, intuition, idealism and the 

importance of personal experience and relationships. This emphasis on 

traditionally female characteristics is likely to be part of the reason women 

represent a significant majority of Unity participants, especially when compared to 

the U.S. population and other denominations in Figure 2.4 

4 The data gathered for Unity in this and other graphs for this chapter is from a much 
smaller and narrower sample population than the Gallup Poll data to which it is compared. As 
stated earlier, these descriptive demographic statistics are representative of one Unity congregation 
and participants at one retreat. Further research will be necessary before these results could be 
generalized to the Unity population as a whole. However, the strength of the trends and their 
appearance in both the Albuquerque and retreat populations suggests that they are likely to be 
present in other Unity populations. 
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Figure 2: Women in U.S. Population 
and Selected Denominations 
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Jeanne, for example, said she was drawn to Unity both because it met her 

emotional needs and showed evidence of equality for women. 

There isn't the male authority that you find in other churches. . . . 
There is really equality of the sexes here. . . . There are a lot of 
women ministers who are readily accepted as ministers with men. 
Also I think women are more open in their emotional needs, and I 
think (Unity) meets emotional needs, as well as intellectual, and the 
feeling needs: the encouragement, the hugging, the being close. 

This strong appeal to women has been present since the beginning of New 

Thought. Two of the three main New Thought groups - Unity and Divine Science 

- were founded by women, and all the leaders of the major New Thought schools 

were taught by the same woman: Emma Curtis Hopkins, who ran the Illinois 

Theological Institute. Hopkins, in turn, was taught by Christian Science Founder 
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Mary Baker Eddy, but the two had a falling-out and parted ways. Although these 

educated Victorian women were denied access to the political arena, they found 

an outlet for their intellectual and emotional ambitions in the religious world. 

Although Charles Fillmore is credited with spreading the word about their 

new faith, Unity historians link the formation of the movement to Myrtle's healing 

and strong faith. Their magazine - first Modern Thought, then Christian Science 

Thought and then Unity (after Eddy demanded sole use of the term Christian 

Science) - was a forum in which women were free to voice their opinions. The 

importance of New Thought to women is apparent in the contribution of Helen 

Williams to the magazine: 

It is a noticeable fact that the Mental or Christian Science movement 
is a woman's movement. It may not be apparent to the casual 
observer, but it is nevertheless true, that in this movement woman's 
real voice has been heard for the first time in the history of the race. 
(Williams, 1890, p. 10). 

In addition to discussing matters of healing and spirituality, Unity magazine 

in its early years offered encouragement and upliftment to women. The Unity 

philosophy of gaining and maintaining control over one's own life through 

positive thinking was popular with many Victorian women, who may have had 

very little opportunity for control of anything but their thoughts. The following 

excerpt from a letter to Unity magazine discusses the subject of "woman." 

Now she must awake from her long sleep and take her place in the 
world where God meant she should stand; right by the side of man 
and no longer behind him. She must no longer feel that she is 
inferior to him, but his equal and so help him up higher than he 
now stands for he can never rise any higher than he is until woman 
lifts him up. I think I hear some of my sisters say, can you tell us 
how to do it? Yes, I can. Through your thought; for thoughts are 
things; as sure as you are alive they are. If any of you doubt it just 
watch your thoughts for but one day and see what you get out of 
them. See what comes to you through the day if you get angry or 
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have unkind feelings toward any one. . . . Then just think what 
result there would come to the race if mothers, and all who expect 
to be mothers, held nothing but the very highest thoughts for 
themselves and all others. (H.B.T., 1894, p. 9) 

Although these words may not seem radical today, in 1894 they represented 

an attitude toward women that was not commonly held. From the start, talk about 

equality has been followed up with opportunities for women to hold leadership 

roles. The list of prominent women in the movement is extensive, but more 

importantly, 319 of the movement's 582 active ministers in 1995 were women 

(Association of Unity Churches, 1996). 

On the other hand, deChant (1993) claims that increasing bureaucratization 

of the movement, especially within the Association of Unity Churches, has resulted 

in fewer women in places of leadership. "Although the majority of Unity ministers 

are women, and although women have historically been recognized as legitimate 

religious leaders, their impact on the institutional development of the AUC has 

been considerably less than that of their male colleagues" (p. 114). 

Despite this apparent discrepancy at national levels of leadership, the 

intuition-based philosophy and the perception of equal opportunity seem to make 

Unity an attractive choice for women. 

Age 

Roof and McKinney (1987) report that the more liberal mainline 

denominations are aging more rapidly than conservative denominations. Unity 

follows this trend with 60 percent of all respondents over age 50. A look at the 

breakdown between Albuquerque and the retreat, however, shows a significant 

difference, with the retreat participants being predominately older. Because retired 
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people have more time available to attend retreats, this group is probably not 

representative of Unity in the age category. The Albuquerque congregation, on the 

other hand, presents a more representative sample. 

Figure 3: Age in U.S. Population and 
Selected Denominations 
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When compared to other denominations, even the Albuquerque subgroup 

of Unity is the oldest group shown in Figure 3, with United Methodists following 

closely behind. This higher age could reflect a tendency to develop as one ages a 

firmer religious understanding as well as a willingness to publicly profess non-
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traditional beliefs. One Unity member stated, "I found that the older I get the more 

solidified my beliefs in God and how we interact have become. Although I have 

always believed the way I do, I found that Unity most closely matches those 

beliefs. I wish I had found Unity earlier in my life" (respondent no. 31). 

Unity's low percentage of 18- to 29-year-olds is partially a reflection of the 

national trend in which church attendance drops off after high school and picks 

up after marriage in order to provide religious education for children. Only 8 

percent of all respondents, however, stated that they returned to church after 

being inactive in order to get religious education for their children. The few who 

did mention religious education stated that that reason for choosing Unity was 

secondary to their primary reason of compatibility of belief. A Unity member with 

two children wrote, "Unity's teachings are closer to my own personal beliefs, 

which I arrived at after examining conflicts in the religion I had been taught as a 

child. It is also the kind of background I want to give my children - no guilt and 

fear, just God's love and the fact that God loves everyone, even those who are not 

the same as you" (respondent no. 21). 

The higher age may also be due to the fact that only two Unity subgroups 

were surveyed and they just happen to be older. Other Unity churches seem to 

appeal to a younger crowd. Paul, for example, said his Unity church in a large city 

is comprised of 1,500 to 2,000 participants who are primarily younger (although he 

did not define the term younger). 

Marital Status 

Half of the Unity respondents are currently married, and half are single, 

either never married (8 percent), divorced (34 percent) or widowed (8 percent). 
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The marital status patterns differed for the Albuquerque and retreat groups, with 

12 percent never married in Albuquerque and no never married respondents from 

the retreat. The lower number of never married respondents is likely a result of 

Figure 4: Marital Status of U.S. 
Population and Selected Denominations 
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the higher average age rather than the possibility that single people who have 

never been married are less comfortable at Unity than the single people who are 

divorced. In addition, the percentage of divorced respondents was significantly 

higher at the retreat (49 percent), compared with Albuquerque (26 percent), The 

retreat respondents also included fewer who were widowed (3 percent) compared 

with Albuquerque (11 percent). 

The most significant finding regarding marital status is that Unity attracts a 

much higher number of divorced people than other denominations. While other 

churches seem to follow the general pattern of marital status in the U.S. 

population, the Unity respondents in this survey included fewer married and a 

much higher percentage of divorced people. 

Of the ten people interviewed for this research, four are divorced. Both 

Barbara and Jeanne were introduced to Unity shortly after their divorces and have 

many similarities in their stories. Barbara was reluctant to return to her former 

church not only because her husband was also a member there but because she 

said the church didn't really seem to care when they stopped attending due to 

marital difficulties. After her divorce, she learned of Unity when a patient of hers 

gave her some literature and she was looking for a spiritual boost. "After being 

married for 29 years, it's kind of hard to be out on your own and live alone," 

Barbara said. "I finally looked in the phone book and found out where the Unity 

church was and went there. The very first time I went there I felt love and 

acceptance. Of course, nobody knew my story, but it was just nice." 

Jeanne had a similar experience after her marriage of 20 years ended. She 

recounted how the Unity philosophy helped her cope with the low self-esteem 
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that the divorce had left her with. 

In 1971 I was divorced. I went back to the Catholic church, and I 
tried to get counseling. I really wasn't received and I didn't get any 
help. At that time a friend sent me a couple of Unity magazines. 
When I opened them up, the first thing I saw was "Whatever pattern 
I set up in my mind, order ensures that the effect will follow 
perfectly." At that point in my life I was thinking very negatively, and 
it was really coming into being. I felt that my life was over, that I 
couldn't work, that I was too old, my life was over. I started using 
affirmations and sent for literature from Unity Village. I didn't realize 
they had churches. And immediately my life got better. The positive 
affirmations really worked. I started working and no longer felt I was 
old. I actually felt I was young again. My life was just beginning, it 
seemed, at that point. 

Once Jeanne discovered that Unity had churches as well as literature, she 

found a church near her home and started attending. 

It was just really an incredible experience. I found other single 
people like myself. I found a lot of camaraderie and social activity. I 
also felt like I'd come home. It was a very homey atmosphere - the 
physical hugging. At that time it was a small church and that really 
helped me to grow and to make changes in my life. 

The acceptance of people from all walks of life was frequendy mendoned 

by respondents as one of the strengths of Unity. Liberal churches like Unity are far 

more likely to accept family situadons which differ from the tradidonal two-parent 

families, while more conservadve churches tend to emphasize the two-parent 

family as normal or "God-given" (Roof & McKinney, 1987, p. 156). Unity appears 

to have an accepdng atdtude toward alternadve patterns, such as same-sex unions. 

For example, 89 percent of all respondents said a homosexual should be allowed 

to be ordained as a minister. It would follow, then, that gay and lesbian 

reladonships would be accepted by those in the congregation. 

The intellectual acceptance of alternative family combinations, however, is 

somedmes met with subconscious resistance. Annemarie said that while she values 
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the openness she finds at Unity, she said sometimes she must struggle with the 

differences between her philosophical beliefs and her past experience. 

Harmony in a world of difference is our (Unity's) latest slogan now. 
There I sometimes feel an inner snuggle. For instance last Sunday 
there is a young girl I have known for many years, a beautiful young 
girl, and I've seen her with another young girl a lot. So I just 
assumed they're friends. I got a beautiful wedding invitation, and she 
is about to marry the other girl. Of course with my old fashioned 
upbringing there is this struggle of "This isn't right," and yet there is 
this part of me that says "Don't look down on something you don't 
understand." 

So while acceptance is the ideal and the goal at Unity, the ability of a 

congregation to carry out that ideal is dependent on each participant's ability to 

work through similar issues. The difficulties of practicing acceptance of all people 

will be discussed further in Chapter IV. 

Ethnic Background 

The race or ethnic background of survey respondents as a whole was 

overwhelmingly White (87.2 percent), with 4% each in African American, Hispanic 

and other, as shown in Figure 5. Although Unity appears to mirror the U.S. 

population, the Albuquerque congregation is less diverse than the total Unity 

survey. In Albuquerque, 89 percent are White, 2 percent African American, 5 

percent Hispanic and 4 percent other. Furthermore, these numbers do not mirror 

the Albuquerque community, which has a higher percentage of Hispanics. 

Although Unity appears to appeal mostly to White Americans, this demographic 

would be expected to fluctuate as church communities reflect racial differences in 

the local areas. 
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Figure 5: Race of U.S. Population and 
Selected Denominations 

Note: All data except Unity from The People's Religion: American Faith in 
the90'sby George Gallup Jr. and Jim Castelli, 1989, New York: MacMillan 
Publishing Company, pp. 101-117. 

Education 

With 62 percent of respondents reporting that they have a college degree or 

higher, it is clear that Unity appeals to the well-educated. In fact, more than 26 

percent (33 percent of the Albuquerque sample and 12 percent of the retreat 

sample) have earned a graduate degree. A comparison to the U.S. population and 

other denominations in Figure 6 shows that Unity appeals to the educated in much 

higher percentages than other churches. 

This high education level is interesting given that the movement was 

founded by a woman who had one year of college education and a man who had 

not finished elementary school. The intellectual arguments and the appeal to the 
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Figure 6: Education of U.S. Population and Selected 
Denominations 
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scientific provability of its principles, however, seem to be attractive to the 

educated seeker. 
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Furthermore, liberal college education has long been discussed as having 

influence on church involvement and beliefs. Hoge et. al. (1994) investigate this 

issue in their Vanishing Boundaries study, which will be discussed in more detail 

in Chapter V. They found that college education, while not a predictor of church 

involvement, was a moderately accurate predictor of beliefs which were more 

universal and morally liberal (p. 169). Since Unity's beliefs are more universal and 

allow more individual freedom to choose than many other churches, it makes 

sense that Unity would find greater acceptance among the higher educated. 

Occupation 

The occupation of Unity respondents is closely linked to the high education 

level. More than 50 percent hold professional, managerial or supervisory roles. 

Figure 7: Occupation of Respondents 
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Unfortunately, a flaw in the survey caused just over 24 percent list their occupation 

as "other." Many in the "other" category, however, noted that they are retired but 

did not list their former occupation. 

The high educational and occupational level of Unity respondents suggests 

that there might be an elective affinity between these demographic groups and the 

philosophy of Unity. The notion of elective affinity proposes that groups of people 

gravitate toward religious philosophies which substantiate their place in life. 

Weber (1930) used the term elective affinity in The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit 

of Capitalism to describe how early capitalists used Calvinist notion of 

predestination to justify their success. Because exceptional performance in a 

worldly calling was seen by Calvinists as proof of being among the elect, the 

Puritan religious philosophy justified capitalistic ideology. Similarly, people with a 

high education level who hold professional and managerial roles could have 

certain elective affinities with a religion which emphasizes prosperity, success, 

abundance and control over one's destiny. While a discussion of this connection 

would be too lengthy in this forum, the theory of elective affinity and Unity could 

prove to be an interesting avenue of future research. 

Church Membership and Attendance 

Of all respondents, 77 percent are members of a church and 23 percent are 

not. Of those who are members, 89 percent belong to Unity, 3 percent are Roman 

Catholic and 3 percent are Methodist. Just over 1 percent currently belong to each 

of the following denominations: Presbyterian, Lutheran, Metaphysical or New 

Thought, and Christian. About 28 percent report that they regularly attend a 
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church of which they are not members, those churches being Unity (92 percent of 

those who attend but are not members) and Roman Catholic (8 percent). 

Reported church attendance is once a week or more for 52 percent and two 

to three times a month for 37 percent of all respondents. While 89 percent of the 

Albuquerque respondents and 88 percent of the retreat respondents reported that 

they attend at least two to three times a month, the number reporting more 

frequent attendance differed significantly. About 69 percent of the retreat 

participants reported that they attend once a week or more, while 42 percent 

reported the same in Albuquerque. Because the surveys for this research were 

distributed at a church service and at a retreat, these attendance numbers would 

be expected to be high in comparison to surveys of the general population. In 

other words, people who are unlikely to attend church were statistically less likely 

to be included in this survey. 

The church history of those surveyed provides interesting insights into the 

background of Unity members and participants. Only 15 percent of current Unity 

members named Unity as the first church they joined. Furthermore, the fact that 

these 15 percent named Unity as their first church doesn't mean they grew up in it, 

because they may have joined their first church after they entered adulthood. 

Therefore, Unity is gaining most of its members from outside the church rather 

than through family tradition. This is necessary for a growing church, since current 

families can't produce enough children for significant growth. The question arises, 

however, about whether Unity will be able to retain the participation of children 

of current members. Unity does have an extensive youth program, with Sunday 

school as well as youth groups for all ages. The ability of Unity to maintain appeal 
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to the children of current participation is important to the future of the movement 

and should be included in future research of Unity. 

Another implication of this high rate of people switching into Unity is that 

their commitment to the church might be higher since the church was self-selected 

rather than handed down to them. Roof and McKinney (1987) report that 

switchers, or converts to other religions, are more committed and serious about 

their faith. The commitment is a result of the decision to join a church based more 

on actual religious beliefs than on family tradition. Although higher commitment is 

evident among switchers in other denominations, this possibility must be balanced 

by the fact that Unity is not a high-demand church in terms of membership, 

attendance or financial giving5. 

In this sample population, Unity draws most heavily from the Methodist 

and Roman Catholic churches, as shown in Table 1. 

Table 1 
First Church of Membership for Unitv Respondents 

Unity 
Roman Catholic 

Methodist 
Presbyterian 

Baptist 
Lutheran 

Episcopal 
New Thought 

Christian 
Congregational 

Jewish 
None 

15% 
19 
21 
5 
8 

10 
5 
2 
6 
1 
1 
5 

5 See Chapter V for more information on Unity's demands of participants. 
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In a study of denominational switching in the United States, the Princeton 

Religion Research Center (1993) reported that the top three churches or 

denominations in the United States are Roman Catholic, 28 percent; Southern and 

other Baptist, 19 percent; and Methodist, 11 percent. Of all people who had ever 

switched denominations, the most switchers came from the Roman Catholic faith 

with 18 percent of all switchers, followed by Methodists with 15 percent and 

Baptists with 11 percent, (p. 38) It is not surprising, therefore, that Unity draws 

strongly from these groups. 

About 67 percent of Unity respondents have switched membership to a 

denomination other than the first church they joined. The main denomination that 

people switched to was Unity (72 percent), followed by other metaphysical groups 

(13 percent), Presbyterian (6 percent), Methodist (5 percent) and Episcopal (5 

percent). Roman Catholic, Lutheran, Christian, Latter Day Saints and Unitarian were 

all 3 percent. 

The majority of respondents (82 percent) reported that they became 

inactive in church life at least once. The most common reason for becoming 

inactive was that the beliefs of the church conflicted with personal beliefs (44 

percent). About 25 percent became inactive simply because they were not 

interested, 15 percent left because they had doubt or lost faith, and 12 percent 

were too busy6. Respondents who returned after being inactive did so for two 

major reasons: 56 percent returned because of a desire for inspiration and spiritual 

nourishment, and 41 percent they found a church which better fit their needs and 

beliefs. In addition, 12 percent returned because of a need for a feeling of 

6 Percentages add up to more than 100 because multiple responses were given. 
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community, 11 percent returned with a spouse or family, 8 percent returned for 

religious education for their children, and 6 percent had a conversion experience. 

The reasons for inactivity and returning from inactivity suggest that many 

respondents didn't doubt or lose faith as much as they believed something which 

didn't sit well with their original church's teachings. One 37-year-old woman who 

is a Unity member and former Lutheran wrote, "Unity teachings go along with 

everything I believe! I do not have to hide who I am or what I think (as in other 

churches)!" (respondent no. 63) 

When asked why they remained members of Unity, switched to Unity or 

participated in Unity, two-thirds of all respondents wrote that they were attracted 

to Unity because its beliefs were compatible with their own. The second-most 

frequent answer, from 22 percent of respondents, was that Unity provided a 

feeling of belonging or community. About 14 percent said they liked Unity's 

flexibility and lack of rules, and 10 percent were drawn to Unity's daily 

practicality. A sample of some of the comments from the survey include: 

In early childhood I went to Baptist Church - was scared to death by 
the fire and brimstone approach. After 30 plus years a friend told me 
about Unity. After just one service I felt like I was home. I felt like I 
belonged. To this day, 1-1/2 years later, I have agreed with 
everything I have heard there, (respondent no. 48) 

- 44-year-old woman, Unity member. 

Basically it fit my ideas of what the 'religious' experience could be. It 
allowed me to make my own choices, see old ideas in a new light. 
Also the positive attitude and caring community. People in the Unity 
movement generally seem to like others (all others) and do not seem 
to be hypocrites like other organizations seem to be. I feel at home 
in the Unity movement, (respondent no. 55) 

- 44-year old man, Unity member, former Catholic. 

I feel a greater sense of spirituality attending the Unity Church. My 
beliefs and ways of worshipping God are more closely aligned with 
the Unity Church. I have not joined because of my own inner 
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struggle with the idea of giving up Catholicism, and my husband is 
also Catholic and unwilling to explore other ways of worship despite 
the lack of meaning gained from attending Catholic services, 
(respondent no. 39) 

- 50-year-old Catholic woman. 

My thoughts and feelings and meditation I had been always doing to 
survive in this world fit right in with the teachings of Unity. 
(respondent no. 62) 

- 72-year-old Unity member, former Methodist 

Demographic Possibilities and Limitations 

A quick look at the demographics of these two Unity populations shows 

that the movement appeals disproportionately to women, professionals and 

managers, the highly educated and divorced people. These demographics suggest 

that Unity's message of inclusiveness and openness to all people is not borne out 

in who actually attends. This does not mean that the church is consciously 

unwelcoming of lower-class groups. Rather, it is more likely that the message of 

abundance, prosperity, health and success is more appealing to people who 

already have these things. Whatever the reason, the fact remains that the church 

does not appeal equally everyone. This seems more true for Unity than for other 

mainline denominations, which more closely mirror the demographics of the 

United States as a whole. 

At first glance, this narrower appeal seems to be limiting: there is less 

opportunity for cross-class contact and a smaller base from which to draw 

members. But if the new sociological paradigm for the study of religion outlined 

by Warner (1993) is considered, we also must analyze Unity's demographics from 

the perspective of a free-market religious economy. Within this paradigm, it can be 

argued that it is necessary for Unity to appeal to a specific group of people, since 
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religion is a "vital expression of groups (p. 1047)." Warner elaborates: "Religion in 

the United States has typically expressed not the culture of society as a whole but 

the subcultures of its many constituents" (p. 1047). In fact, it could very well be 

Unity's ability to strongly attract a certain group or a number of groups that makes 

it grow. Since it is not likely that Unity would attract a normal population curve 

without significantly changing its message or its methods, Unity's growth will be 

limited by the size of the interest group it attracts. Therefore, it is not probable that 

Unity, in its present form, has the capability to become as large as the mainline 

denominations. It is clear, however, that the movement meets the specific needs of 

several subcultures and therefore is able to thrive in the religious marketplace. 

While this chapter provides a demographic picture of Unity participants, the 

following chapter on American religion delves further into the characteristics of the 

subcultures from which Unity draws its participants. 
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IV. 
UNITY AS AMERICAN RELIGION 

From an historical perspective, it is not surprising that a religion like Unity 

would be established and flourish in the United States. Scholars have long argued 

that certain conditions in America — the separation of church and state, the 

diversity of religions, and the availability of religious and political freedoms — 

paved the way for a different kind of religion than the state-sponsored traditions 

found in the countries from which American settlers came. In The American 

Religion: The Emergence of the Post-Christian Nation, Harold Bloom (1992) argues 

that the United States has become a post-Protestant nation of religious seekers 

who claim to be Christian but have abandoned many of the traditional "Christian" 

aspects of religion. The concepts of the "crucified Jesus" and the "Jesus who 

ascended again to the Father" have been replaced by the resurrected Jesus who 

conquered death (p. 32). Rather than viewing God as an outside force, Americans 

discover God within the self. This personal salvation is "a one-on-one act of 

confrontation" with God rather than salvation as a result of participation in a 

community of believers (p. 32). Bloom further describes the American religion as 

Biblical, creedless, pragmatic, experiential and individualistic. The American 

Religion outlines how these characteristics are present in five American churches: 

Mormon, Christian Science, Seventh-Day Adventist, Jehovah's Witness and 

Pentecostal. Although Bloom's work is controversial, his insights regarding 

American Gnosticism and his investigation of Christian Science and New Age make 

his theories particularly pertinent to this sociological study of Unity. 



Bloom contends that the American religious continuum has opposite poles, 

which he describes as "the 'positive thinking' aspect of our optimism, and the 

Gnostic despair of society that is our even more persistent pessimism" (p. 55). At 

the Gnostic end of the continuum, Bloom places Mormons and Southern Baptists, 

which he describes as being similar in spiritual temperament and "sensibility of 

belief (p. 35). In his opinion, these are the "best" examples of the American 

religion. Describing himself as a "Gnostic Jew" (p. 258), Bloom expresses 

contempt for the positive thinking end of the continuum, which he exemplifies by 

Christian Science and the New Age movement. His specific arguments with these 

movements center around what he calls their inability to accept reality, specifically 

the reality of death (p. 131). He contends that the healing of Christian Science 

"remains very much a revelation of what we should call the American will" (p. 

138) because of its refusal to accept disease and death. Regarding New Age, 

Bloom writes that 

God, for the New Age, is rather too purged of the anthropomorphic 
for my taste . . . A God immanent both in outward nature and in 
consciousness evades the intervening space of incarnation. 
Christianity therefore is mostly irrelevant to the New Age, except 
insofar as Christianity already has been modified into the American 
Religion, of which the New Age is sometimes a charming parody, (p. 
184) 

Unity rightly belongs on the optimistic pole, and is a not-so-distant relative 

of both Christian Science and New Age philosophies. Bloom would no doubt find 

fault with the movement, especially the belief that each individual's thought 

processes create the reality in which he or she lives. Regardless of Bloom's likely 

opinion of Unity, this growing religion certainly displays all the characteristics 

Bloom uses to describe American religion. In the following sections, this chapter 
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delves more deeply into the characteristics of American religion as described by 

Bloom and various sociologists, how Unity displays these characteristics and the 

implications they have for Unity as a movement. 

Adaptable Religion 

Americans do not like to be limited. In a country based on freedom and 

capitalism, this disdain for limitation extends to religion as well. For this reason, 

Bloom (1992) contends that, "Creeds do not suit the American spirit" (p. 46). 

Perhaps it was this American spirit which inspired Charles Fillmore when he 

wrote, "He who writes a creed or puts a limit to revelation is the enemy of 

humanity. Creeds have ever been the vampires that sucked the blood of spiritual 

progress in the past, and life can only be kept in the present moment by latitude 

of thought tempered always by the power that moves the world, namely Love!" 

(Bach, 1982, p. 80-81). The New Thought idea that God is constantly revealing 

himself in new and different ways helps to make it a "creedless" religion. In 

addition, Unity members are not asked to profess faith in certain principles in 

order to become members. 

This flexibility makes it difficult to categorize and fully understand Unity, 

according to Dell deChant (1993), a Unity minister and professor at the University 

of South Florida. He writes that 

The first, and effectively only, doctrine of Unity is the doctrine of 
spiritual freedom. Unity is perhaps the largest religion in the world 
without canon, creed, or doctrine. In principle and practice, there are no 
normative teachings. The looseness of Unity doctrine means that the 
literature of and about the movement gives only a partial picture of 
Unity's actual practices, (p. 105) 

While there is considerable flexibility in the movement, deChant's claim that 

73 



there are no normative teachings in Unity is an exaggeration. It is true that there is 

no Unity Book of Doctrine or Unity Creed, but the very existence of a Unity 

pamphlet What Unity Believes points to the fact that there must be something that 

all Unity churches believe in common.7 The book Lessons in Truth by H. Emile 

Cady is also considered to contain the backbone of the Unity message. 

Unity is creedless, then, not so much because there are no normative 

teachings, but because the philosophy is open-ended and flexible. This allows for 

shifts in the religion when there are societal shifts in culture. Rosemary Fillmore 

Rhea, granddaughter of the founders and an administrator for Unity School, said 

she has seen Unity shift focus as times have changed while maintaining its basic 

message. "There is a natural flow of change. Unity is an American religion. I see 

the changes that come through Unity as similar to the eras in America's history." 

For example, Unity started in the late 1800s as a spiritual answer to physical needs. 

Rhea said major changes took place in American culture starting with the atomic 

bomb, and those changes were reflected in Unity through the Vietnam era. Unity 

sponsored encounter groups, meditation workshops and self-awareness seminars. 

"This was a big time with drugs and LSD, and everybody was into this new idea of 

turning inward and meditation, whereas everything before had been outward," 

Rhea said. The traditional concepts of Unity returned in the late 1980s. "Ever since 

then it's sort of been the status quo. It's sort of like people are waiting for 

something, some new enthusiasm or something to show them what the next step 

is, and I think that's pretty much where our country is right now. I think people 

are pretty uncertain about what the future is." 

7 Some of these common beliefs are outlined in Chapter II. 
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Perhaps it is in this uncertain time that many people are drawn by a 

religion which leaves maneuvering room in its answers. Several studies have found 

that fundamentalist religions are appealing to many because they offer distinct, 

concrete answers to life's questions (Ammerman, 1987; Hoge et al., 1994). For 

Americans who want options rather than one view which cannot be questioned, 

however, Unity provides a freeing contrast. For example, a 65-year-old female 

homemaker wrote that "Unity's teachings are guideposts and directions, not fence 

posts and boundaries. There is no dogma or 'have-to' beliefs. This leaves one free 

to grow in spirit" (respondent no. 13). 

According to Unity, this adaptability is aligned with the primitive 

Christianity which Jesus taught. Barrette (Dec. 15, 1996) provided a Biblical 

interpretation in a sermon which justifies how the flexible nature of Unity follows 

the teachings of Jesus. He explained that Jesus frequently differed in opinion with 

the Pharisees, who had laws which applied to everything. Jesus broke many of 

these laws, such as not working on the Sabbath, to show that laws do not apply 

well to every situation, and that there must be flexibility to adapt as needs change. 

This freedom to choose contributes to why people view Unity as creedless. 

Unity is, in general, not dogmatic about whether or not someone believes what it 

teaches. Unity is very conscious of the individual, and does not impose rigid 

structure on its participants. On the other hand, this does not mean that Unity 

does not make its beliefs known to its constituents. For example, during a 

children's sermon Barrette asked the children what Jesus used love for. One child 

said "to fight the Devil." Barrette explained that Unity as a church doesn't believe 

in the existence of anything opposed to good, but that what we perceive as evil is 
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really the absence of good. Barrette made it clear that the Devil does not fit with 

Unity beliefs, but he attempted to do so in a non-threatening manner. 

In addition to flexibility of belief, the malleability of the organization itself is 

required in the American religious marketplace. In the paradigm outlined by 

Warner (1993), American religion is structurally adaptable as a result of the 

competition which grew out of the disestablishment of religion. One example of 

this adaptability is the development of the congregational form of leadership in 

which the local congregation has the real authority for church governance (p. 

1065). Like the Baptist Church, Unity uses this congregational form of governance 

and is therefore able to adapt to the communities it serves. As deChant (1993) 

suggests, Unity's extreme flexibility from community to community hinders 

uniform presentation of the message. However, this adaptability also contributes to 

the marketability of the church in different communities. The difficulty for Unity is 

finding a balance between the flexibility necessary to meet the expectations of the 

community and the limitations needed to present a unified message on a wider 

scale. 

Another way that Unity has been able to show structural adaptability is in 

the separation of the church hierarchy (the Association of Unity Churches) from 

the publishing and prayer ministries (the Unity School of Christianity). While both 

organizations are based on the same philosophy, they have different goals and 

therefore different areas in which they can show flexibility. Silent Unity, which is 

nan by the Unity School, has a mission to serve as a worldwide prayer ministry to 

people of all religions. Only 4 percent of the 2.2 million calls to Silent Unity each 

year are from people who are involved in a Unity church. Therefore, Silent Unity 
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is flexible by giving leeway to its prayer associates regarding whether to invoke 

the name of Jesus with each caller. The "universalizing" of the message has 

resulted in many more calls from Buddhists, Jews, Muslims, Baha'is and other 

members of non-Christian religions (Jafolla, 1997). "Since we've done that, it has 

opened the floodgates for all these other people," said Mary Alice Jafolla, Silent 

Unity's co-director. "This is just proliferating at a tremendous pace. We like it 

because Silent Unity is the non-denominational part of Unity." On the other hand, 

one debate within the Association of Unity Churches is whether to institute more 

guidelines and rules for its churches in order to present a more unified and 

consistent message. Although this debate is likely to continue, it seems that this 

situation might provide an opportunity for the movement as a whole to have the 

best of both worlds by allowing different levels of fexibility in different areas of 

each organization. The benefits and difficulties of this situation will be discussed in 

Chapter VI. 

Biblical Religion 

Although American religion is creedless, Bloom contends that a link to the 

Bible is important. Unity's symbolic or metaphysical interpretation of scripture 

retains the Biblical connection while offering a message which is much different 

from orthodox Christianity. In response to the statement, "It is important to me that 

my faith be based on the Bible," 40 percent said they agreed or strongly agreed. 

The distinction is important for many Unity members, such as this 6l-year-old 

formerly Presbyterian woman who now attends Unity: "I participate in Unity 

because I strongly believe in metaphysics and want to learn more about Jesus 

Christ and the Bible in metaphysical terms. The old (mainstream) religions never 
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made sense to me. . . . I came to Unity seeking to understand the Christ mind" 

(respondent no. 1). In addition, several in the survey who now worship with Unity 

and who switched from other New Thought churches (Religious Science, Divine 

Science) did so because of the emphasis on Jesus Christ at Unity. 

On the other hand, 30 percent in the Unity survey disagreed or strongly 

disagreed that it is important that their faith be based on the Bible. An additional 

30 percent were indifferent and had no opinion. Because of the wording of the 

question, it is unclear whether those who disagreed are opposed to the use of the 

Bible or simply that a Biblical connection was not an important consideration 

when choosing a faith. Given Unity's strong Biblical background, it is unlikely that 

many are actually opposed to the use of the Bible, though this cannot be surmised 

from the data. It is more probable that people who are opposed to the Bible and 

who are attracted to the New Thought philosophy would choose to worship with 

Divine Science or Religious Science instead. If 30 percent were actually opposed 

to the use of the Bible, it would present an interesting problem for the church to 

balance the diverse expectations and needs of its participants regarding this issue. 

The apparent ambivalence about a Biblical connection may be further 

clarified by looking at how Unity respondents view the Bible. Almost 95 percent 

said "The Bible was written by men inspired by God, but it contains some human 

errors." Just over 3 percent selected the more literal view, "The Bible is God's 

word and all it says is true." This suggests that an overwhelming majority adhere 

to the Unity view that the Bible is a sacred and valuable text, but not as a final 

resource which is to be followed without question. Because the Bible is not 

viewed literally or without question by this group, the Biblically-based arguments 
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of conservative Christians would not be as effective as they are with groups who 

see the Bible as inerrant and infallible. Rather, arguments which invite questioning 

of the commonly held interpretation might be more appealing to this group. 

Regardless of whether or not respondents stated that a Biblical connection 

was important, the Bible serves as an important point of continuity for conversion 

from another Christian denomination. The use of a familiar text to teach a different 

philosophy has the benefit of not overloading the listener with too much new 

information at one time. For many in Unity, it was the metaphysical interpretations 

of the Unity philosophy which made sense of the Bible. Annemarie, for example, 

at first was hesitant about all Christian religion, including Unity, because she was 

unable to understand and accept the literal interpretation of the Bible that she had 

been taught. "The first time somebody approached me in Unity Plaza (in Kansas 

City) it was somebody with a Bible under their arm, and I thought, 'Oh, get away 

from me with this Bible'," she said. When she did begin to attend classes, 

however, Annemarie came to view the Bible as an important tool because the 

metaphysical interpretations were more understandable to her. She explained how 

one of her first Unity teachers helped her see the difference. "He went into the 

Bible, but it could compare to daily life," she said. "It was not just something that 

was there to be read, but it should be put into daily living. That made sense." 

The Divinity of Humanity 

Bloom (1992) traces American religion to Ralph Waldo Emerson, who was 

often quoted by Unity's Charles Fillmore and also happens to be called the 

"intellectual father of New Thought" by other scholars (Braden, 1963, p. 35). 

According to Bloom, Emerson's vision of the self as divine has become a pervasive 
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belief in American religion. "The God of the American Religion is an experiential 

God, so radically within our own being as to become a virtual identity with what 

is most authentic (oldest and best) in the self. Much of early Emerson hovers near 

this vision of God" (p. 259). This belief is a main component of the Unity 

philosophy, which emphasizes the experience of God through the meditative act 

of connecting with the higher self or Christ spirit which is present in every person. 

Unity's teaching that Jesus was an example of how that Christ spirit could be 

manifested totally in human form follows Bloom's description of Jesus in the 

American religion: "Jesus is not a first-century Jew, but a nineteenth- or twentieth-

century American, whose principal difference from other Americans is that he 

already has risen from the dead. Having mastered this knowledge, he teaches it to 

whom he will" (p. 65). In response to a question regarding who Jesus was, 43 

percent of Unity respondents answered that he was God or the son of God; 22 

percent said he was another religious leader like Mohammed or Buddha; and 8 

percent said a combination of both answers. In addition, 25 percent either clarified 

their choices or wrote their own definition which pictured Jesus as a wayshower 

who set an example of what all people should be able to do. "Jesus is our brother 

and the first to fully express the Christ within. We are all capable of this - if only 

we would try" (respondent no. 15), wrote one 73-year-old man who is a Unity 

member. Similarly, a 26-year-old female member wrote, "Jesus Christ spiritualized 

his humanity, expressing to the highest his God-nature, as an example of what 

each of us can do" (respondent no. 16). 

If, as Bloom contends, American religion has hearkened back to Emerson's 

view of the divinity of humanity, perhaps Unity is growing because it is able to 
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unquestionably and publicly affirm that belief. The most conservative and 

charismatic churches, which are also growing, tap into this idea with the personal 

experience of God through the process of being saved. Although these churches 

teach that Jesus was the only son of God8, they also teach that believers must take 

Jesus into their hearts. Thus, the act of being saved is the act of inviting divinity to 

reside within them. Other conservative churches teach worshippers to cultivate an 

individual relationship with God which carries the idea of the divinity of humanity. 

For example, Cora, a Baptist who uses Silent Unity and Daily Word, said Unity's 

teaching of the Christ within does not contradict her religious upbringing. 

Because we'd been in a Baptist church, you always had a 
relationship with God as individual. . . . It's always been expressed 
that you worship God, and that your soul was Christ. I remember 
once when a minister said that there's a God-shaped vacuum inside 
of everyone and all you have to do is look inside and you'll find it. 
So that was something I've heard all my life. 

Many mainline churches, on the other hand, generally have no avenue in 

their theologies for expressing notions of the divinity of humanity to their general 

congregations. It is true that the idea of the divinity of humanity may be pursued 

by the more mystical members of the mainline faiths, and that it may not be 

rejected completely if the issue should arise. But because it does not hold a strong 

place in mainline theology, many churches may be ambivalent about what they 

should teach. It is this ambivalence which could contribute to a decline in 

attendance and membership, which will be addressed in the following chapter on 

church growth. 

8 One of the main charges of heresy against Unity stems from the teaching that everyone 
has a spark of God within them, and that Jesus Christ provided an example of what everyone 
should be able to do. 
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The Mystical Experience 

Once the divinity of humanity has been established, the question is how to 

communicate with that divinity. The answer is found in mystical experience, which 

is not limited to religious clerics who shut themselves off from the world. This 

issue is addressed by Max Weber (1930), who developed a typology of religion 

containing four ideal types: inner-worldly asceticism, outer-worldly asceticism, 

inner-worldly mysticism and outer-worldly mysticism. On one hand, religions 

either accept or reject the world. On the other hand, religions tend toward 

asceticism, where the believer is a tool of the divine will, or mysticism, in which 

the believer is the vessel of the Holy Spirit. Asceticism is rational and dismisses 

miracle and magic; and mysticism is irrational and experiential. Weber 

concentrates on inner-worldly asceticism, which he sees as the religious sentiment 

most predisposed to capitalism. In this type, fulfillment of duty in worldly affairs is 

seen as the highest moral good. Although Weber does not elaborate on inner-

worldly mysticism, this type seems to be the basis of Unity. As a whole, Unity 

does not reject the world, and is therefore inner-worldly. Unity is mystical in the 

sense that personal experience with God is of paramount importance. As 

explained by Unity Minister Eric Butterworth (1965), "While the Christian ideal has 

been centered around the concept of the worship of God, which usually means 

bowing before an altar, a statue, a church official, Unity is concerned more with 

finding a consciousness of oneness with God, and then seeking to express God in 

thought, word and act" (p. 33). Unity's aim is to present practical ways to live true 

Christianity before, during and after oneness with God has been attained. 
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Weber's ideal type of inner-worldly mysticism was invoked in a study of the 

individual experience of the sacred by Donald Stone, Robert Bellah, Robert 

Wuthnow and Charles Glock. In an individually-published article on this research, 

Stone (1978) investigated participation in religious groups which emphasize the 

individual experience of the sacred. The new religious consciousness of these 

groups, Stone argues, emphasizes religious experiences which "take place in the 

context of pluralism, pragmatism, openness to science and rejection of dualistic 

theology" (p. 123). Unity also exhibits many of the qualities attributed to groups 

that Stone associates with this new religious consciousness. Stone analyzes these 

groups according to Weber's understanding of religion in modern society. 

The significance of current religious groups may be less as social 
movements than as part of a cultural drift toward an "innerworldly 
mysticism" that is compatible with (non-reductionist) scientific 
orientations. . . . An innerworldly mysticism might have cultural 
survival value as compatible with contemporary science and 
complementary to bureaucratic post-industrial society, (p. 131) 

In a critique of Weber, Robertson (1975) argues that Weber glossed over 

mysticism because he did not understand mysticism's various types and 

phenomenological bases. Weber viewed mysticism as unstable and non-viable in 

rationalized society. But as William James (1902) argued9, New Thought and Unity 

provide proof that religion can be approached from a scientific and rational 

perspective. Robertson contends that "rationalism and mysticism combined 'mainly 

because man is incurably religious and if the rationalist undercuts the traditional 

faith he has nothing left to live by unless he can establish a direct contact with the 

eternal' (Robertson, 1975, p. 256 quoting Bainton, 1963, p. 126)." 

9 See Chapter II. 
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This direct contact with the divine was a common perception among Unity 

respondents. Almost 92 percent implied that they have found this connection 

when they agreed to the statement "I feel connected to God." Furthermore, 97 

percent of Unity respondents agreed that "Union with God is possible through 

spiritual growth," showing that almost all respondents believe this mystical 

connection is possible, even if they haven't attained it themselves. 

The pervasiveness of mysticism in American religion is summarized in 

Habits of the Heart by Robert Bellah, Richard Madsen, William Sullivan, Ann 

Swidler and Steven Tipton (1985): "Mysticism is probably the commonest form of 

religion among those we interviewed, and many who sit in the pews of the 

churches and sects are really religious individualists, though many more never go 

to church at all" (p. 246). Bellah et al. report that mysticism appeals mostly to the 

upper class and well-educated, a demographic which holds true for the Unity 

respondents. 

Bellah et al. also investigate mysticism's relationship with the church and 

sect, which are the three types of religious organization first specified by Ernst 

Troeltch (1912/1969). The church works within the world to offer meaning and to 

bring about cultural change. The sect separates itself from the secular world 

because society is sinful. In mysticism, Bellah et al. argue, the "focus is on the 

spiritual discipline of the individual, however he or she relates to the world. 

Religious organization is important to both church and sect, but to mystics or 

religious individualists organization, being inessential, may be casual and transient" 

(p. 243). In other words, since mystics experience a connection to a god within 

themselves, they are less likely to need a church. One Unity member, Paul, agrees 
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that the need for churches is less when God is found within. "My take on the 

philosophy of Unity is that God is where we are, that we carry our own church 

within ourselves. And if we want to celebrate that, then Unity is a fine place to do 

that." But in response to the question "People have God within them, so churches 

aren't really necessary," only 19 percent of all Unity respondents agreed or 

strongly agreed, while 65 percent disagreed. Since 93 percent agreed to the 

statement "God is individualized in every person," it appears that the disagreement 

lies with the second half of the statement: that churches aren't really necessary. 

This does not negate Bellah et al.'s argument as much as it implies that Unity 

appeals to those mystics who desire a community with which to celebrate and find 

plausibility for their beliefs. 

In A Generation of Seekers, Roof (1993) also used Troeltch's vision of 

mystical religion as a basis for studying what he called "highly active seekers." 

According to Roof, mysticism has the following characteristics: 

One is that union with God is possible through spiritual growth. This 
implies progression of the soul's relationship with the divine, or 
spiritual evolution, which is taken to be the proper goal of all such 
striving. A second characteristic is that religious experience is seen as 
an expression of a universal religious consciousness. Such 
experience leads to an acceptance of religious relativity and to the 
doctrine of polymorphism, or the belief in the truth of all religions. 
Finally, religious and metaphysical ideas blend together in mysticism 
to form a monistic, or unified, worldview. Monistic orientations 
emphasize that there is one and only one absolute essence, which is 
the true nature of all apparently separate beings and things, (p. 83) 

There is no question that Unity as a movement and the individuals who 

participate exhibit all three of these characteristics. While other mainline churches 

may allow mysticism, and may even encourage people to pursue it on their own 

time, Unity shows people how to put it in their lives. Unity's main emphasis is to 
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show how mystical principles are practical and do-able. It's not just something that 

is allowed. Unity teaches mysticism and is based on it. Furthermore, Unity brings 

mysticism into the communal worship services through affirmations and 

meditations which are done in the first person. The following is a typical example 

from a Silent Unity prayer sheet used during the Wednesday prayer services at 

many Unity churches: 

My heart is Your sanctuary, and through Your love, it becomes a 
haven of peace. I am warmed by Your love as I surrender my 
concerns into Your tender care. . . . In the stillness of Your holy 
presence, I grow more aware of Your healing love within me. My 
heart pulses in perfect rhythm with the energy of Your love. (Unity 
School of Christianity, February 1997) 

This type of prayer promotes the mystical experience by helping those who 

pray to feel God within them. Unity teaches many kinds of prayer, but this 

meditative and affirmative type of prayer is widely used. Although some mainline 

churches may be beginning to place more emphasis on the mystical experience, it 

has been a central tenet of Unity from the beginning. 

Pluralism: Religion in a World of Options 

To adherents of sociology of religion's old paradigm, pluralization of 

religion and culture was expected to contribute to the secularization of religion 

because it would erode the plausibility of religious belief (Berger, 1967). In other 

words, the more often people hear ideas which contradict their world-view, the 

less plausible their own world-view becomes. Although this is one possible effect 

of pluralization, the mystical world-view explained in the previous section 

incorporates an explanation for pluralism as well as an argument for its necessity. 

From the mystical standpoint, different religions are simply human attempts to 
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explain the same God, which appears differently to people depending on their 

culture and spiritual needs. As Unity teaches, "There is only one presence and one 

power in the universe and in my life: God, the good, omnipotent" (Christ Unity 

Church, May 1995). In a sermon, Barrette explained that God's communication 

must be filtered through subconscious beliefs of both the individual and the larger 

societal group of which the individual is a part. It is the subconscious mind, 

therefore, which makes God appear differently to different people. 

This understanding of the subconscious, both collective and 
individual, also explains to us the diversity in the world of ways of 
looking at God, and also the ways that people are accessing God in 
today's society. . . . 
When you recognize this you find yourself respecting the teachings 
of all world religions more and more, and freeing yourself to see that 
which resonates to your heart and choosing to act from and learn 
from those things, rather than dividing yourself from other people 
because of their belief systems and casting them out of your heart 
because they don't follow your theological guidance. (Oct. 27, 1996) 

Barrette's explanation fits well into the new sociological paradigm which 

asserts that pluralism of religion arose to meet the religious needs of different 

subcultures as America increasingly diversified. Warner (1993) explains that 

religion became a method of societal differentiation in the cultural melting pot of 

the United States. "Religion itself is recognized in American society, if not always 

by social scientists, as a fundamental category of identity and association, and is 

thereby capable of grounding both solidarities and identities" (p. 1059). Not only 

did religion actually create some subcultures, like Mormonism, but it also created 

and sustained important societal associations among people as they moved along 

the frontier. 

The effect of pluralism on religious attitudes and practices has been 

included in many studies, including Hoge et al.'s (1994) study of Presbyterian baby 
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boomers. They interviewed boomers who had been confirmed in the Presbyterian 

Church to find out about their practices and beliefs at the time of the study. Hoge 

et al. break up their respondents into eight categories, within two groups. The 

"Churched" group consists of those who are both members and attend regularly, 

and are divided into the following four categories: Fundamentalists, Presbyterians, 

other Mainline Churched and Other Churched. All other respondents are 

considered "Unchurched" and are categorized as Attenders, Members, Uninvolved 

but Religious or Nonreligious. 

Hoge et al.'s study concentrates heavily on what the authors describe as 

"lay liberals," who do not see Christianity as the only true religion and respect the 

right of religious choice. They want religious education for their children, but they 

are reluctant to impose values on anyone. "This position combines an 

acknowledgment that no religion has a monopoly on the truth with the 

assumption that religious truth does exist and that all religions teach it in some 

way" (pp. 114-115). The adjective "lay" is used because these liberals were not 

well-versed in liberal theological doctrines such as liberation theology or feminist 

theology (p. 113). 

Hoge et al. measured lay liberalism, in part, with two indexes. The Christ 

Only Index consisted of two statements: "The only absolute Truth for humankind 

is in Jesus Christ" and "Only followers of Jesus Christ and members of His church 

can be saved." The percentage of Unity respondents agreeing to both statements is 

presented in Figure 8 and compared to Hoge et al.'s results. The Universalism 
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The Christ Only Index measures agreement to the statements: "The only absolute 
truth for humankind is in Jesus Christ," and "Only followers of Jesus Christ and 
members of His church can be saved." 
Note: All data except Unity from Vanishing Boundaries.- The Religion of Mainline 
Protestant Baby Boomers by Hoge et al., 1994, Louisville, KY: Westminster/John 
Knox Press, p. 83. 
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Figure 9: Universalism Index 

The Universalism Index measures agreement to the statements: "All the great 
religions of the world are equally good and true," and "All the different religions 
are equally good ways of helping a person find ultimate truth." 
Note: AH data except Unity from Vanishing Boundaries: The Religion of 
Mainline Protestant Baby Boomers by Hoge et al., 1994, Louisville, KY: 
Westminster/John Knox Press, p. 83-
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Index measures affirmative responses to the following two statements: "All the 

great religions of the world are equally good and true" and "All the different 

religions are equally good ways of helping a person find ultimate truth." The 

results are charted in Figure 9. 

Hoge et al. concluded that scores on the Christ Only Index were more 

relevant than the Universalism Index because many of their respondents said that 

although they did not think Christianity was the only true religion, they did not 

believe all religions were equally valid. While Unity respondents were more 

universalistic than any group in the Vanishing Boundaries study, it is likely that the 

distinction among different religions was made by many Unity respondents as 

well. In addition, there was a significant difference between the two Unity groups, 

with 34 percent of retreat respondents and 67 percent of Albuquerque respondents 

agreeing that "All the different religions are equally good ways of helping a person 

find ultimate truth." This places retreat respondents more in line with the 

responses found by Hoge et al., whereas Albuquerque respondents were more 

universalistic on that question. The Christ Only Index suggests that the reluctance 

among lay liberals to label Christianity as the only true religion is quite widespread 

among many groups, except fundamentalist. Although it is only one aspect of the 

philosophy, Unity's message of respect for other religions may be attractive to the 

large number of lay liberals found in Hoge et al.'s study. 

Historically, Unity was meant to be a resource for people of all religions. 

Silent Unity maintains that vision and still attracts a surprisingly large following of 

people who are not affiliated with Unity. According to Jafolla, the largest block of 

callers to Silent Unity is Catholic, followed by Methodist and other Christian 
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denominations. She said a significant portion of the callers are Buddhists, Jews, 

Baha'is, Muslims and members of other faiths. Unity churches also work to 

maintain an ecumenical spirit while presenting its own philosophy. This can be 

accomplished by concentrating on the similarities between religions rather than 

the differences. Albuquerque's Barrette, for example, frequently illustrates his 

lessons with quotes from the Tao Te Ching and the Sufi mystic Rumi, as well as 

from theologians and philosophers from other Christian traditions. Barrette has 

produced an audio tape which explains the similarities between Taoism and Unity. 

The tape cover explains: "Jesus did not teach us to live from one set of rules. He 

tried to reduce everything down to one rule, which was love. . . . It is the 

consciousness of eternity itself, what we call the 'Christ in you,' which is your 

consciousness of the Tao" (Barrette, 1997). In this way, the "truths" of other 

religions become illustrations for Unity concepts. 

This ecumenical spirit translates into an openness in many congregations 

that research participants commended. Barbara said, 

I like the openness and the fact that any group in the community 
can hold meetings there. . . . It's very open to anything or anybody, 
and I've never seen that in any other church I've ever been to, even 
to visit. We have all kinds of people who come there from all 
different denominations. We have lots of gay people, we have 
people with AIDS, you know, Spanish people, Indian people, and 
everybody's welcome. 

One of the reasons Unity may be able to maintain an openness and 

pluralistic outlook is because it espouses a philosophy which is questioned and 

misunderstood by many outside the religion. The misunderstandings others have 

of their beliefs may cause some in Unity to question whether or not they know 

enough about another philosophy to make a judgment. In other words, since they 
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don't want people to jump to conclusions about Unity, they try not to make 

judgments about other religions as well. Annemarie, for example, said she gets 

discouraged by what she sees as her daughter's misunderstanding of Unity 

philosophy. 

Like I said, I try not to look down on any of those religions, because 
if that helps them get through life, that is great. Her husband is 
Presbyterian minister. So we exchange ideas a lot now, and of 
course, I try to give them books that don't say Unity because they try 
to judge it by the outer label. They are just already ahead of time 
prejudging against it. . . . There are so many things where Unity can 
be misunderstood. For instance when we're talking about the Twelve 
Powers, one of Fillmore's books, and the picture in there is of a 
human being. It says "I am the Christ." People who don't understand 
Unity think we're saying I am the whole Christ, not realizing we're 
talking about that Christ consciousness that unfolds as we work on 
it. 

Although most people in Unity make efforts to respect other religions, not 

all expect to be able to use all the philosophies themselves. While 61 percent of 

respondents said they preferred to explore different religious teachings, 34 percent 

said they would rather stick to a faith. Maria explained this divergence by noting 

that even though you can see the validity of other ways of thinking, that doesn't 

mean that you can use them all. Instead, you use the one that is best for you 

because of your culture and your individual needs. 

"You can look at it culturally. Stories that people tell themselves 
make up culture. Then the culture makes up the religion. . . . Jesus 
is the answer for Christians because they sent their prayers up to the 
divine and that was the answer they got. Other cultures get different 
answers. I don't think the divine really cares. It's probably best the 
way that Unity thinks of it: that there's only one presence in the 
universe. But you have a choice. . . . I don't think there's a right 
way. But there are some ways that are probably more effective. " 

Unity presents people with choices and, in theory, does not pass judgment 

on people who do not agree. The ability of a church to carry out this non-
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judgmental aspect rests primarily on the minister, and secondarily on the 

congregation. I have attended Unity services, for example, where the minister 

spoke in his sermon about Unity members being "recovering Catholics" or 

"recovering Presbyterians." Although it may have been funny to some, my 

husband and I were offended because the wording implied that any belief other 

than Unity is a disease which must be overcome. Annemarie also encountered this 

problem, which she explained when she described her ideal church as a place 

where people can worship something greater than themselves. 

Interviewer: You said that it would be a place that would honor 
and respect all people? 
Annemarie: Yes. No matter what religious background they come 
from. 1 have heard some church services, and it was at some of the 
Unity services, where they really talk against the Catholic church. 
And I realize what they mean. Many people have gone through 
painful experiences because of the Catholic church. But I believe 
there are also a lot of important things in the Catholic church. So I 
kind of feel like a minister shouldn't really make fun of another 
church. 

An important distinction regarding the accepting nature of Unity was made 

by Barrette (February 16, 1997) when he distinguished between accepting people 

and accepting their behavior. He gave an example of a man who harassed women 

during church services. Although some people said the church must accept the 

man, Barrette argued that while he could accept the man, his behavior was 

unacceptable. The church accepts that everyone has Christ within them, and 

attempts to treat them with this divine nature in mind. This does not mean, 

however, that the church or individuals must accept the behavior of everyone. 
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Practical Christianity 

In a national survey on religion in America, the Princeton Religion Research 

Center (1993) asked the question "What is the most believable authority in matters 

of truth?" About 43 percent of all respondents nationally and 55 percent of 

religious liberals said personal experience was the most believable authority. 

Scripture was the second-leading authority, with 31 percent of the total sample 

and 17 percent of religious liberals (p. 23). Unity capitalizes on these two most 

believable authorities by using a metaphysical interpretation of the scripture to 

teach people how to experience God in their lives. 

The practicality and ability to apply Biblical principles to daily life is very 

important to Raymond, who said he attended church more when his minister 

applied the Bible to life. In fact, Raymond said this aspect of the church is much 

more important to him than the feeling of belonging or community that other 

people look for. He described how his minister made the message practical: 

He just gave talks that meant something. Its hard to explain. One day 
he explained a parable about the seeds falling on the rock and on 
the fertile ground and on the roadway with images of everyday life, 
of life today. And that made a lot of sense to me. That was clear. 
That's what it's supposed to be about. The Bible is so full of words 
that really don't mean anything in the normal English language. You 
have to decipher it, and he could really decipher it well and relate it 
to today in present-day terms, which is practical. Metaphysics is a 
practical way of living. That's what metaphysics is supposed to be: a 
practical way of life, connecting the spiritual with the physical. 

In Albuquerque, Barrette weaves tips on practical application into his 

messages through explanations of techniques or suggested steps to follow. For 

example, Barrette's sermon "Coming From Center" discussed what it means to be 

centered in the awareness of Christ consciousness, how to find your center, what 

makes people lose their center, and how to find it again (Feb. 2, 1997). In addition 
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to excerpts from the Bible, he uses examples from his own and other people's 

lives to illustrate his points. The practicality does not end on Sunday, since the 

church also offers practical workshops on prayer and spirituality during the week. 

A sample of some of the workshops includes "Exploding the Myths of 

Forgiveness," "Creating Healthier Relationships-Establishing Loving Boundaries," 

"The Healing Power in Praying for Others," "Removing Blocks to Answered 

Prayer" and "How to Interpret Your Own Dreams" (Christ Unity Church, January 

1997). 

Survey responses show that practicality is one of the reasons people are 

drawn to Unity. A 50-year-old professional woman wrote, "I like the positive 

aspect of it as well as the practicality of this faith. I can easily incorporate it into 

my life" (respondent no. 11). Furthermore, 90 percent of respondents answered 

that they use spiritual principles for physical healing, and 87 percent of 

Albuquerque respondents use spiritual principles for prosperity. In addition, 88 

percent said they apply Unity principles in their daily lives. "I feel that Unity is 

practical in teaching one how to live life better," said a 56-year-old professional 

woman who attends both the Lutheran and Unity churches. "I became a happier 

person when I began living life according to Unity principles" (respondent no. 3). 

These findings are aligned with the assertion of Historian William James 

(1902) that Americans are drawn to that which can be proven and applied to 

everyday life. "The plain fact remains that the spread of the movement [New 

Thought] has been due to practical fruits, and the extremely practical turn of 

character of the American people has never been better shown than by the fact 

that this, their only decidedly original contribution to the systematic philosophy of 
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life, should be so intimately knit up with concrete therapeutics" (p. 96). This 

provability appeals to the scientific mind, which is bombarded with rationalism in 

the wider society. By appealing to scientific rationalism, Unity's teachings gain the 

authority of provable "truths." 

Thomas Thorpe, who is a member of the faculty of the Unity School of 

Christianity, balked at Unity's philosophy until he saw proof in the lives of other 

people who were following it. 

When I first found Unity I thought it was about the damn stupidest 
thing I'd ever seen. . . . The answers were simplistic. I opened up 
Lessons in Truth and I see this statement "There is no evil." That 
made me see red. How could anybody say there is no evil. All you 
have to do is look around you at people getting robbed and killed 
and sick and dead, and you say there is no evil. Come on. That was 
my thought. And other things too. I just thought it was totally on a 
claptrap. It wasn't until oh, a year later, when I saw people whose 
lives were being turned around by following these crazy ideas. I was 
led back to Lessons in Truth, as a matter of fact, and paragraph 31 
on page 31 of the edition I had, it said "Take the thought 'God Loves 
You' and hold it mind. See what happens." That's my story. That's 
how I received my awakening. From that point the rest has been a 
fascinating adventure. 

Although participants say that the philosophical principles are practical and 

provable, they are not necessarily easy to follow. It is difficult, for example to have 

a positive and optimistic outlook when life is difficult. Paul, for example, said he 

has to constantly remind himself to use Unity principles. "I think it's practical, but 

it's like anything else that we have to be aware of and conscious of it. We're 

human. I think the lesson really is, okay, you know, the more I am aware of 

practicing these principles, then the better I am. But if I get stressed out, I may 

forget them." 

Barbara, who says that she uses Unity principles "every single day of my 

life, minute to minute," acknowledges that it is not always easy. When the man 
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she was involved with was dying from cancer, Barbara said she had an especially 

difficult time because he was not using Unity principles. Instead, she said he just 

gave up and didn't want to live because he could see himself deteriorating. 

But with minor difficulties, not death, I've gotten a lot better. And of 
course I've gotten a lot better since his death because I've really 
gotten into it. I listen to tapes and read books and do my mediation 
every day. I've overcome a lot of things, like being impatient in 
traffic, by using Unity principles. So if I have something big come 
up, and it might not be big, but it seems big to me, I tell myself that 
this is where I'm supposed to be. I've learned some new things here, 
like give it three days and it will be better in three days. That's a 
good thing. I do a lot of affirmations. I certainly use it in my work, a 
lot, because I do take care of chronically ill children. . . . I think it's a 
good tool, and I think it will continue to help me more and more. 

Barbara's comments also show the type of practicality she finds in Unity's 

spiritual principles. The assistance she finds from the Unity philosophy is with 

problems she faces every day, like traffic, in addition to answers to larger-picture 

questions about the meaning of life. 

Prayer is one of the main focuses of Unity (especially Silent Unity) because 

it is seen as the main way to experience and connect with the God within. The 

mediations during the services show people how to pray in a meditative fashion, 

with periods of silence set aside to listen to God. By leading the congregation in 

silent affirmations in the first person, such as "I am open and receptive to the 

loving spirit of Jesus Christ," the minister or prayer leader helps the individual to 

participate in the prayer rather than just listen. In addition, every Unity church 

holds a service dedicated to prayer and meditation at 11 a.m. on Wednesdays. This 

time corresponds to the weekly prayer service of Silent Unity held at Unity Village, 

where all prayer requests from the phone lines and letters are "prayed over" en 

masse. The meditative prayer is what attracts Isabel to Unity. "They don't have the 
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kind of meditation in other churches that they have in Unity. That's another thing 

that I love. I love to meditate. I like yoga, I like all that. In church it's more ritual," 

she said. Cora also is drawn to Unity by its prayer, especially since it has been 

proven effective for her many times. Cora called Silent Unity for the first time 

when a close relative was kidnapped and was missing for six weeks. 

The police had told us that if they were to find her, it would be her 
body. We were all upset, and I just couldn't accept it. So there 
happens to be a page in the Daily Word that says call Silent Unity. 
So it was like midnight and I called them. The woman gave me an 
affirmation and it was like uh-uh (Cora shakes her head indicating 
that she didn't believe the affirmation that the Silent Unity worker 
had given her), and she was like, "Yeah, repeat after me." She must 
have stayed on the phone a long time trying to get me to repeat 
these things. So finally I felt sure. And three days later she came 
home. They released her. It was just amazing. From then on it was 
like, okay, I believe. 

Like others before her, Cora was convinced by the practical provability of 

the principles. 

American Individualism 

If American religion is based on personal experiences which differ from 

person to person, religion becomes highly individualistic. Roof (1993) explains that 

individualism is a pervasive secular ideal in which the individual person has the 

ultimate power and authority to achieve anything in life. "Willpower and 

determination are the critical factors shaping a person's life and success. 

Individuals have within them the power to make life as they want it" (p. 53). 

Although taken from Roofs text, this quote could easily have come from New 

Thought literature, which is based firmly on individual experience and 

responsibility. 
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This individual experience leads to different views of God and religion. 

Unity attempts to honor and explain these individual experiences. Barrette 

explained the concept in a sermon: 

Our belief systems, those truths to which we hold - whether they're 
true or not - filter what we receive and what we are able to get in 
our guidance. We need to honor that experience in ourselves and in 
other people. What this means is there are as many roads to God as 
there are people, as there are belief systems. That's why in 12-step 
meetings they talk about God as you understand God to be, 
realizing that your experience of God will be very different than the 
person next to you. (Oct. 27, 1996) 

The freedom to choose which is inherent in Unity's creedless nature is 

attractive to American individualists. As one Unity participant said, "I believe 

religion is personal between you and God, and there are many paths to God. I 

don't like organizations that say here are the rules - this is the only way to think. I 

find Unity less restrictive, but I'm still exploring" (respondent no. 4). Although this 

44-year-old former Lutheran and Episcopalian is not a Unity member, she 

exemplifies the attitude of many who attend Unity. 

The most extreme example of individualism shown in the survey responses 

was a 54-year-old woman who grew up Roman Catholic and attends Unity classes. 

I am temporarily attending Sunday services as part of my 
participation in a 12-week prosperity class. I prefer to attend classes 
which reinforce my own beliefs and help me apply Unity principles 
in my daily life. I have not 'joined' the church simply because of a 
bias I have against joining any group that teaches religious or 
spiritual principles. I prefer to remain independent and free to 
change my beliefs if and when I see fit. I do not feel the need for 
community and am resistant to group worship, (respondent no. 2) 

Individualism has been measured in various polls and surveys using the 

questions shown in Table 2. Unity's responses are compared with a Hoge et al.'s 

survey of Presbyterian baby boomers (1994, p. 86-87), as well as 1988 Gallup poll 

99 



Table 2: Individualism 
In the realm of values, the final authority about good 
and bad is the individual's conscience. 

UNITY TOTAL 
VANISHING BOUNDARIES 

Individual persons should seek out religious truth 
for themselves and not conform to any church's doctrines. 

UNITY TOTAL 
VANISHING BOUNDARIES 

An individual should arrive at his or her own religious 
beliefs independently of any churches or synagogues. 

UNITY TOTAL 
VANISHING BOUNDARIES 

1988 GALLUP POLL 
Do you think a person can be a good Christian or Jew 
if he or she doesn't attend church or synagogue? 

UNITY TOTAL 
1988 GALLUP POLL TOTAL 

Note: Vanishing Boundaries data from Hoge et al., 1994, p. 86-87; 1 
Gallup & Castelli, 1989, p. 46, and Warner, 1993, p. 1075. 

AGREE 
58% 
53 

AGREE 
64 
54 

AGREE 
52 
63 
80 

Yes 
99.0 
76.0 

988 Gallup Poll data from 

data (Gallup & Castelli, 1989, p. 46). The table shows that the individual rather 

than any church is seen by a majority of Americans as the ultimate authority. Hoge 

et al. also present results of the survey in eight categories, varying from 

fundamentalist to nonreligious. While a lower percentage of Unity respondents 

agreed that an individual should arrive at his or her own religious beliefs 

independently of any churches or synagogues, the Unity numbers are similar to 

other "churched" groups surveyed for Vanishing Boundaries. It should be noted, 

however, that almost 30 percent more people in the Gallup poll agreed to the 

statement. On the other hand, Unity's almost complete agreement to the question 

of whether a person can be a good Christian or Jew without attending church or 

synagogue is much higher than the national percentage. Overall, these numbers 

paint Unity participants as relatively similar to other survey respondents in their 

views toward individualism. 
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The individualism of American religion has received much attention from 

sociologists who operate under the secularization paradigm because of the idea 

that the more one makes decisions based on the self, the more society's norms 

will be abandoned. These concerns were first voiced by Emile Durkheim (1915), 

and have been reiterated coundess dmes. The American nature of individualism is 

addressed well by Bellah et. al. (1985) in Habits of the Heart. They argue that 

American religion strays from the traditional religions in which the church plays an 

important role as a "community of memory" (p. 227). In these traditional 

communides, the religion funcdons as a "model or pattern for the whole of life" 

(p. 227) and therefore keeps society running smoothly. Americans do not 

understand or comply with this tradidonal religious pattern and rely more on 

individual choice when making religious decisions. In the end, Bellah et al. argue, 

it is society which is sacrificed for the individualism of American spiritual life. 

But many Americans, like this 41-year-old Unity member, have contempt 

for the tradidonal religions which seem to be caught up in bureaucracy and 

hypocrisy: 

Unity allows me to develop and grow spiritually in a way that meets 
my needs without imposing dogmadc ritual on me. While tradidons 
have their place, a great deal of focus on dogma creates an 
environment where the "spirit" of the law gets lost in the "letter" of 
the law. The result of this seems to be guilt, loss of self-esteem, and 
hypocrisy, (respondent no. 8) 

The conflict between tradition and individualism has resulted in what 

Bellah et al. idendfy as two poles of American religious life: a radically 

individualistic religion which holds a belief in a "cosmic selfhood" (p. 235), and 

fundamentalism, in which God is an external entity who imposes control and 

order. Both of these poles identified by Bellah et al. are based on personal 
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religious experience, but at different levels. They argue that these two types are 

interrelated and difficult to quantify. 

It is true that the first style emphasizes inner freedom and the 
second outer control, but we cannot say that the first is therefore 
liberating and the second authoritarian, or that the first is 
individualistic and the second collectivist. It is true that the first 
involves a kind of radical individualism that tends to elevate the self 
to a cosmic principle, whereas the second emphasizes external 
authorities and injunctions. But the first sees the true self as 
benevolent and harmonious with nature and other humans and so as 
incompatible with narrow self-seeking (utilitarian individualism). 
And the second finds in external authority and regulation something 
profoundly freeing: a protection against the chaos of internal and 
external demands, and the basis for a genuine personal autonomy, 
(p. 236) 

The pole of cosmic mysticism is best represented by the concept of 

"Sheilaism," Bellah et al.'s well-known description of the individualized religion 

many Americans have created for themselves. This type of religion is named after 

Sheila, a woman who describes her faith as something she is totally in control of. 

Bellah et al. quote her: "I believe in God. I'm not a religious fanatic. I can't 

remember the last time I went to church. My faith has carried me a long way. It's 

Sheilaism. Just my own little voice" (p. 221). 

Bloom (1992), however, disagrees with Bellah et al.'s assertion that 

individuals like Sheila are worshipping themselves rather than God. "The issue is 

not self-worship; it is acquaintance with a God within the self (p. 259). Bloom's 

argument blends well with Unity's central theological tenet of the divinity of 

humanity. Unity encourages people to contact and act from the spark of God 

within themselves rather than from their egoistic human side. While this may seem 

individualistic on one level, the idea of God within also harbors an innate 

collectivity. The God in each person is connected to the God in every other 
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person, as well as to the supreme being called God. Because it is the same God 

which is within each person, when people connect with and act from their divine 

center they are acting collectively on behalf of the God which connects them. This 

anti-egoistical ideal is expressed in a common affirmation during Silent Unity 

prayer services: "It is not I, but the Christ within who does the work" (Unity 

School of Christianity, February 1997). This argument, of course, assumes that 

there is a God and that people are able to act on their God-nature rather than their 

human nature. 

Durkheim (1915), who was also concerned with the pervasiveness of 

individualism in society, argued that collective reinforcement was necessary to 

reinforce beliefs. 

There can be no society which does not feel the need of upholding 
and reaffirming at regular intervals the collective sentiments and the 
collective ideas which make its unity and its personality. Now this 
moral remaking cannot be achieved except by the means of 
reunions, assemblies and meetings, where the individuals, being 
closely united to one another, reaffirm in common their common 
sentiments; hence come ceremonies which do not differ from 
religious ceremonies (pp. 474-475). 

According to Durkheim's argument, all beliefs need collective 

reinforcement, even if that belief is based in individualism. Unity accomplishes this 

in several ways. Initially, Unity meets a religious need by showing people how to 

connect with the divine, how to have that individual experience. Although the 

experience of the divine is necessarily individual, that experience does not -

cannot - last 24 hours a day. People who believe in and have experienced that 

spark of divinity within themselves need to be reminded that it is there when they 

are overcome with the human pressures of life. A church can provide this 

reminder. Annemarie provided a good example of why collective reinforcement of 
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Unity beliefs is necessary, especially when faced with situations which make it 

difficult to follow the philosophy. 

I remember one time, it was after I had taken a lot of classes, I came 
away ten feet high. There is such an inner high, an awesomeness. 
You feel like you can conquer the whole world and nothing is ever 
going to affect you. And I came home and I asked one of my 
teenage boys to take out the garbage. He said to me, "Quit giving 
me all this crap and take out your own garbage." And I just had 
learned to conquer everything in a peaceful way, and so I think I 
took about a two hour walk to really figure out what to do about it 
because the children never really talked back and it was such a 
shock. 

Furthermore, a church which reminds people that they have the right to 

make their own decisions and that they can control their own lives serves as a 

reinforcement of individualistic beliefs in the face of other organizations which are 

trying to control them. There are so many organizations which do try to control 

people's lives - work, government, etc. - that they gravitate to an organization 

which reminds them that they are in control. Individualists keep going back 

because they need this belief to be reinforced. 

Another argument for the need for a church for individualists is that just 

because a person is an individualist and wants to make his or her own decisions 

doesn't mean he or she wants to be alone. Patricia explains this in her own words: 

Interviewer: So you'd rather just go on your own personal journey? 
Patricia: Yeah, but that sounds kind of lonely. It's not, I know, 
because we're all alone. I don't have any trouble hooking up with 
people anywhere I go. . . . I don't want to go it on my own. I need 
structure in some areas, especially this idea of prayer meditation and 
who God is to me. The concept of God is kind of new. So I know I 
need to be around, but I want to be picky and choosy about who 
I'm listening to. I don't want to go every Sunday and go to classes 
and hear pabulum, pre-mixed stuff. I want someone who comes 
from the gut and tells it like it is, even telling you the hard things 
you don't want to know. But then I know I can choose, so I'm in the 
best of all places. It's real exciting for me right now. 
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Unity grows, therefore, partly because it is an arena in which people can 

collectively reinforce their individualistic beliefs. For the most part, Unity is good 

at appealing to American individualism while presenting its message. The church 

holds fast to a few central theological tenets and gives individuals the freedom to 

choose how, or if, they will practice them. The power of prayer, for example, is 

central to Unity's message. In presenting the issue of prayer in a children's sermon, 

Rev. Barrette once asked, "What is the right way to pray?" He asked the children if 

it was okay to pray standing on your head or while you were dancing, or if you 

had to have your eyes closed, or if prayer worked better if you yelled or 

whispered. In the end he told them that God doesn't care how you do it, as long 

as it comes from your heart. "The right way to pray is whatever is right for you," 

he said (Feb. 9, 1997). With this sort of appeal, Unity participants can still claim 

the ability to make choices for themselves while at the same time adhering to the 

central messages of the movement. 

The attitude with which Unity approaches the delivery of its message is 

aligned with the desire of Unity participants to respect other religions as well to 

respect the choices of other people. Annemarie exemplified this notion when she 

said, "I would never say to somebody, 'This is the only way you are going to get 

to God' because there again, it's an individual matter. It's whatever is closest to 

your nature." 

Glenn Mosley, the executive director of the Association of Unity Churches, 

said part of Unity's strength is its tendency to encourage people to think for 

themselves. 

I think there are enough people in the world who are determined to 
do their own thing. Most of the people in Unity have come from 
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somewhere else. Many of them probably did it as children and didn't 
have any choice because they were taken. And they may have even 
changed two or three times as an adult to other denominations. I 
quit going to the Baptist church when I was ten and I started going 
to churches again when I was 13. When I was 16 I found Unity and 
I never went anywhere else again. I think people do tend to do that. 
They stop and think, and then they look and search. And when they 
find what it is, they know what it is. I think that for one thing the 
masses of people have helped Unity to grow because there are 
people who do think for themselves and want to be encouraged to 
do that, and they want to be supported in learning how to think for 
themselves creatively and constructively. 

The question, then, is how does the growth of Unity fit with the 

secularization paradigm theories, such as Bellah et al.'s, which claim that 

unchecked individualism sacrifices religious tradition and therefore society by not 

providing a pattern for life. Several arguments can be made. First, perhaps the 

individualism which exists within Unity is not unchecked. The selfish, egoistic 

individualism which concerns Bellah et al. and others is checked by each person's 

perception of their connection to the divine in every other person. If people truly 

act from what they think is their divine nature, rather than their human nature, the 

act should not be selfish but should benefit the divinity of all humanity. Of course, 

it could be argued that there is no divine center which is connected to others or to 

God, and that people are making decisions based on their own self-interest and 

attributing it to divine will as a form of justification. But if a person actually 

believes they have a divine center, and that everyone else has a divine center 

which is connected to theirs, this belief should prompt them to act for the benefit 

of the collective, regardless of whether or not it is true. 

Secondly, while Bellah et al. lament the fact that the traditional religious 

pattern has been sacrificed to individualism, Unity embraces that individualism in 

order to create a new religious pattern. This argument fits well into the new 
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paradigm of a religious marketplace, with Unity showing structural adaptability as 

well as acceptance of pluralism to meet the needs of the religious consumer. The 

spiritual searching of the Fillmores seems to have been the result of the traditional 

churches' lack of proper symbolic representation of the individual's relationship to 

democratic American society. Durkheim (1915) perceived this lack when he 

argued that "the old gods are growing old or already dead, and others are not yet 

born" (p. 475). The Fillmores seemed to have recognized this decline in 

practicality and set about to cull through the many religious offerings of the day to 

create a new amalgam that better responded to society's rationalism, individualism, 

religious pluralism and demand for experiential proof. In other words, Unity seems 

to have answered a need or function that was not being fulfilled by traditional 

religions. Because Unity makes room for individualism and shifts in culture, it 

attracts individualists into a community and can strengthen those areas where 

there is agreement. This, in turn, creates communal agreements (at least within the 

church community) from which society can operate. 

Thirdly, contrary to what Bellah et al. say, Unity is a church which does 

provide a model or pattern for life. It's just not the traditional model. Unity's 

pattern for life challenged the view of reality commonly accepted in the Calvinism 

of the 19th century and continues to challenge today's fundamentalism and 

conservatism. Humankind is intrinsically good rather than evil. Everyone has the 

Christ spirit within themselves. A person's inner nature is healthy, not sick; 

prosperous, not poor; joyful rather than depressed. Limitations are the result of 

concentration on those limitations, and an emphasis on health, prosperity, 

guidance and joy will cause those attributes to manifest in daily life. This model 
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for life is appealing to many people who left traditional churches in response to a 

shift in culture which has not been mirrored in traditional religions. This shift in 

culture is shown by the growth of the New Age movement and Eastern mysticism 

as well as the widespread popularity of books on non-traditional spirituality. 

Those who do not hold traditional beliefs are viewed, by themselves and others, 

as religious individualists because no long-established church teaches these ideas. 

Unity embraces many of these current "fads" or beliefs, with classes or sales of 

books in Unity bookstores. Although Unity as an organization may not endorse 

each idea, the lax organizational structure allows and the flexibility of beliefs 

encourages study of these concepts. Many people who find Unity discover that 

they aren't by themselves any more, and it is a relief to them to know that others 

believe as they do. As one Unity member said, "Unity feels like 'coming home.' Its 

positive message reflects what I have always believed" (respondent no. 52). 

Perhaps people agree with the statement "An individual should arrive at his 

or her own religious beliefs independently of any churches or synagogues" 

because they have never heard anything particularly plausible from churches or 

synagogues. While 52 percent of the Unity respondents agreed to this statement, 

an even more overwhelming majority agreed with major Unity philosophies: God 

is individualized in every person (93 percent agree); My thoughts and attitude are 

of primary significance in determining what happens in my life (95 percent agree); 

and the use of spiritual principles for physical healing (90 percent) and prosperity 

(87 percent - asked in Albuquerque only). Although half of these people said 

beliefs should be arrived at independently of churches and synagogues, more than 

nine out of ten arrived at the same beliefs. At least three explanations are possible: 
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1) Unity provides very convincing arguments; 2) Unity is good at making people 

think they are making their own decisions when they are really just jumping on 

the bandwagon; or 3) Unity embraces ideas which are readily accepted in secular 

society and therefore easily transferable to a religious setting. In all probability, the 

high adherence to Unity beliefs is a result of a combination of these factors. 

Whatever the reason, however, it is clear that many people are making decisions 

in their lives based on the Unity philosophy. Although it may not provide meaning 

for society as a whole, this philosophy certainly provides meaning to the 

individuals who use it. 

Despite the meaning that individuals draw from Unity philosophy, and 

despite the fact that Unity has been able to sustain a community of individualists, 

the movement is still subject to Bellah et al.'s concern that a society based on 

individualism leaves little room for institutions to act as agents of social change in 

regard to ethical and political issues. Unity's emphasis on individual choice and its 

relativistic philosophy make it an unlikely catalyst for social change, as traditional 

churches have been in the past. Although Unity may encourage individuals to 

participate in social movements as they see fit, the organization itself is not likely 

to endorse political or social viewpoints because of its strong belief that 

individuals should choose for themselves. 

The Seeker Personality 

In the previous chapter on demographics, we saw that Unity appeals to a 

subculture of Americans who are disproportionately female, divorced, educated 

and in control occupations. This chapter further defines that subculture by a kind 

of religious personality, which is identified by the characteristics of religious 
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seekers. High degrees of individualism, mysticism and acceptance of pluralism are 

associated with religious seekers (Roof, 1993) and with Unity as well. A significant 

distinguishing characteristic of seekers, according to Bellah et al. (1985) and Roof, 

is a self-description as being spiritual rather than religious. While 52 percent of all 

Unity respondents said they consider themselves religious, 96 percent described 

themselves as spiritual. Roof explains the distinction between the two: "To be 

religious conveys an institutional connotation: to attend worship services, to say 

Mass, to light Hanukkah candles. To be spiritual, in contrast, is more personal and 

empowering and has to do with the deepest motivations in life." (77) Barbara said 

that although she had attended churches for years and had been "saved," she 

never felt spiritual until she started attending Unity, which she doesn't consider a 

religion. 

Religion is, to me, very straight-laced and rigid. There was no way to 
be human. If you did everything that was required of you to do, to 
me, I would never have any fun. It was just too hard. I could never 
do that. And I didn't really believe that I needed to be saved. I didn't 
think I had been lost, at least not in that sense of the word. 

Roof (1993) identified a group of "highly active seekers" who emphasize 

direct spiritual experience and the exploration of different religious traditions. He 

compared these highly active seekers with the rest of his survey respondents on 

various beliefs and practices, and those results are compared with Unity 

respondents in Figure 10. 

The mystical idea of God within, which is a central tenet of Unity's belief 

system, is more prevalent among Unity participants than any other group. In 

addition, a much higher percentage of Unity participants report that they practice 

meditation, compared with both the highly active seekers and all others. This is 
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not surprising since Unity emphasizes meditation as a tool for experiencing the 

God within. Unity participants are also more likely to believe in reincarnation, 

which Unity does present as a theory worthy of consideration. 

A slightly lower percentage of Unity participants believe in psychic powers 

and ghosts, which Roof included in his study as a measure of New Age beliefs. He 

writes of the responses he received from his group of highly active seekers: "These 

mystics draw from a variety of religious traditions and are disproportionately 

inclined to believe in ghosts, in reincarnation, and in psychic powers. All of these 

phenomena appeal to experience and intuition - the bedrock upon which mystical 

New Age religion rests" (p. 84). 

Figure 10: Beliefs and Practices of Unity Compared with 
Highly Active Seekers 
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This and other data suggest that New Age religion and Unity are 

marketplace competitors for the same subgroup of religious seekers. While this 

competition for the same group of seekers sometimes causes the two movements 

to be confused with each other, Unity does not consider itself to be New Age, and 

it is likely that many New Age adherents would consider Unity to be too limiting. 

Annemarie explained how Unity outsiders could confuse the church with the New 

Age movement. 

I remember over the past years there have been people out here 
who are into numerology and astrology and all these things, and I 
don't look down at them, the things they search into, but I realize 
these are just tools. Some people get carried away and they realize 
the power in those tools and they go after the power of it and get 
off the path. So the other person who sees that and sees it only from 
the outside says, "Ah, that's what Unity's about." Like the story with 
the elephant. For outsiders they only see that part of Unity. Just like 
outsiders from the Catholic church or any other church only see that 
part that bothers them, so they don't go back. 

When presented with the statement "I consider myself to have a 'New Age' 

philosophy," 39 percent of Albuquerque respondents and 67 percent of retreat 

respondents agreed. This reluctance, especially in Albuquerque, to identify with 

the New Age movement shows that participants distinguish between the two 

philosophies. The divergence between the Albuquerque and retreat groups also 

points to a wide disparity of acceptance regarding New Age which may be difficult 

for the Unity movement to balance. In contrast to this overt question about New 

Age, 80 percent of Albuquerque respondents and 97 percent of retreat respondents 

agreed to the statement, "I create my own reality." Although this is a central belief 

of Unity philosophy, it is also a popular philosophy in New Age. Unity 

respondents were also asked about belief in astrology and angels. While 71 
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percent said they believed in angels, only 29 percent professed belief in astrology, 

which is considered to be in the New Age family. 

Although Unity and the New Age movement have religious products which 

are appealing to the same group of religious seekers, the two movements meet the 

needs of seekers in different ways. Table 3 provides a summary of the most 

common characteristics of religious seekers, the organizational traits which 

correspond to those characteristics, and the movements or religions which use 

them. 

Table 3: Seeker Traits and Churches 

Seeker Personality Trait 
Individualistic 

Flexible/Adaptable 

Mystical 
Believes in divinity of 

humanity 
Values spiritual 

experience 

Acceptance of Religious 
Pluralism 

Wants practical 
application of spiritual 
principles 

Corresponding 
Organizational Traits 
a) complete flexibility 
b) allows flexibility in individuals 
while limiting the flexibility of the 
church and its teachings 
a) encourages participants to 
develop a personal connection 
with God on an individual basis 
b) teaches participants how to 
connect with their divine center 
through prayer and meditation, 
and emphasizes personal 
experience in communal worship 
a) acceptance of all religions, with 
attempt to use all traditions 
b) respect for other religions 
within a specific framework 
a) applies philosophy to daily life 
and provides examples and 
models of applied spirituality 

Churches/ 
Movements 
a) New Age 
b) Unity 

a) many 
mainline 
churches 
b) some New 
Age practices, 
Unity 

a) Unitarian, 
New Age 
b) Unity 

a) New Age, 
many mainline 
churches, Unity 

In summary, Unity is a truly American religion which was developed to 

meet the needs of a distinct group of religious seekers who value individualism, 

pluralism, the mystical experience and practical application of religious principles. 
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Although other religious movements, such as New Age, also market their spiritual 

wares to this subgroup of religious seekers, Unity's niche in the marketplace is 

continuing to grow because its philosophy and practices are meeting the needs of 

increasing numbers of these seekers. 

The next chapter looks at the institutional growth of Unity compared with 

growth patterns in mainline Christian churches, and investigates the institutional 

characteristics which contribute to this growth. 
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V. 
CHURCH GROWTH: 

WHY UNITY GROWS WHILE MAINLINE CHURCHES DECLINE 

Much sociological research in the last few decades has focused on 

interesting fluctuations in American church membership and attendance from the 

1950s to the present. Most churches experienced a post-war period of growth in 

the 1950s, with 49 percent of Americans reporting in a Gallup poll that they 

attended church regularly. The overall attendance rate dropped in the 1970s to 

about 40 percent, but the decline was felt much more in the mainline Protestant 

religions, such as Lutheran, Presbyterian and Methodist. The conservative and 

fundamental denominations, on the other hand, began an upward trend in 

membership (Roof & McKirmey, 1987) that has continued into this decade. Various 

theories have attributed these fluctuations to such factors as the increase of liberal 

education, the increase in pluralism and individualism, changes in family life, 

failure to be relevant and failure of leadership and programs, as well as other 

cultural and organizational factors (Hoge et al., 1994; Roof & McKirmey, 1987). 

Since most research has concentrated on the rise and fall of membership in 

various denominations, comparison with Unity is hindered by lack of information 

regarding attendance and membership. Unity has not traditionally emphasized 

membership, and it does not maintain national membership records. The 

Association of Unity Churches estimates membership at 80,000 nationally, but this 

figure does not include the significant number who attend regularly but are not 

members. Although actual membership numbers are not available, the number of 

Unity churches is clearly on the rise. This analysis will assume that the number of 



churches is increasing due to an organization-wide increase in membership and 

attendance. While the number of churches gives some idea of the growth of the 

movement, there is wide variation regarding the number of people involved in 

each ministry. Although the correlation is tenuous, it is sufficient to give a broad 

overview of the direction of Unity's growth in comparison with other 

denominations (see Figures 11 and 12). 

Figure 11 
Number of Unity Churches 
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Note: Data from Association of Unity Churches, 1996. 

The general trend of growth in the number of Unity churches can be 

compared with the general trends in membership of selected denominations in a 

graph prepared by Roof and McKinney (1987), and replicated in Figure 12. This 

graph shows that conservative Protestant denominations, such as the Church of 

God and the Southern Baptist Convention, have increased membership 

substantially since 1950. Moderate denominations (Methodists and Disciples of 
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Christ) and liberal denominations (Presbyterian and Episcopal) have lost 

membership in the same time period. 

Figure 12 
Growth Patterns for Selected Denominations 
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Furthermore, Hoge et al.'s (1994) analysis of the Presbyterian and Methodist 

membership trends show a dramatic drop in the percentage of members in these 

two denominations when compared to U.S. population growth as a whole (pp. 5-

6). In other words, because U.S. population increased steadily, the Methodist and 

Presbyterian churches needed to increase steadily just to maintain status quo as a 

percentage of the total population. But since they lost membership, the downturn 

as a percentage of the total population was significant. 
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After first analyzing the history behind the growth of Unity, this chapter 

investigates several popular theories of church growth and how they apply to 

Unity. 

Unity Church Growth 

In order to comprehend the current proliferation of Unity churches, it is 

important to understand why Unity churches were formed in the first place. 

Anyone with knowledge of the original intentions of the Fillmores would find it 

ironic that the organization they formed as an addition or alternative to organized 

religion is now enmeshed in the very bureaucracy they attempted to avoid. 

Charles Fillmore's contempt for organized religion is evident in his writing: "The 

true church of Christ is never organized upon the earth, because the minute that 

man organizes religion, he ceases to be guided wholly by the free Spirit of truth, 

and to that extent he falls away from the true church" (Fillmore, 1965, pp 101-

102). The dilemma for Fillmore was how to allow people to be individually guided 

by the "free Spirit of truth" while setting limits on the teachings of the movement. 

Although the creation of churches was not intended, it was an inevitable 

step in the development of a growing religious movement, according to the 

theories of two early sociologists, Emile Durkheim and Max Weber. The 

development of churches began informally as groups of people gathered under 

the name of Unity to study spiritual teachings. Rather than simply read Unity 

publications in the privacy of their own home, people were drawn together to 

discuss and celebrate their common faith. According to Durkheim (1915), it is this 

need for collective reinforcement of beliefs which leads to the creation of 

churches. 
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Although Unity was originally intended as a partner of traditional 

Christianity, collective reinforcement of Unity ideals was not possible within the 

historic church because of the difference in beliefs. This is shown by the pamphlet 

What's Wrong with Unity School of Christianity by Louis T. Talbot (1956), who was 

the chancellor of the Bible Institute of Los Angeles. He writes: "While they 

steadfastly maintain that you may continue to be a Methodist, Baptist, Presbyterian 

or a member of any other denomination, and still belong to them, the fact is that 

those who go into Unity very deeply abandon their orthodox churches " (p. 8). 

The mystical philosophy of Unity may be accepted by mystical Christian orders or 

sects, which recognize the divine in the believer, but, traditionally, this form of 

Christianity has been mainly ascetic and therefore not conducive to collective 

reinforcement. 

One method of collective reinforcement is through what Durkheim calls 

effervescent experiences, or experiences which make a person loose their sense of 

self and feel connected to a larger whole. In Elementary Forms of the Religious 

Life, Durkheim (1915) provides examples of the dances and rituals of early tribes 

that whipped participants into such a frenzy that they did things of which they 

were not normally capable. Because these experiences are so powerful, Durkheim 

argues that individuals attribute this effervescent force to something outside 

themselves: a god. In Unity this effervescence is attributed to a god, but it is a god 

which is within the believer as well as outside. In a description of a Unity service, 

Bach (1982) provides an example of how Unity uses effervescence to experience 

the God within. The affirmations, which are repeated aloud by everyone, lead to a 
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feeling of corporate worship. Furthermore, the entire service is focused not on the 

worship of God, but the worship of the individual's oneness with God. 

The opening affirmation at this service was: / am here by 
divine appointment and God makes straight my way. 

The minister presented it as if it were a prime text straight out 
of the gospel according to Unity, which it was. We repeated it. We 
dwelt upon it in silence, and by that time the mood was one of 
sincere and deep reflection, and empathy was firmly established. . . . 

I cannot help contrasting this experience with the customary 
practice in the traditional churches and in my own pastorate 
experience. We of the 'historic' faith open our worship with a 
processional, a choir rendition . . . . We sing the Gloria and pray the 
Lord's Prayer, but somehow we fail to reach the person in the pew 
with the thrilling reminder that at this moment we are one with God 
in a very special close encounter, (p. 161) 

When we close our eyes and say: / am here by divine 
appointment and God makes straight my way, we arouse these 
qualities within ourselves, in others, and in the world in which we 
live. (p. 165) 

Billy also provides an example of how effervescence can affect religious 

decisions. He went to a retreat at Unity Village because his wife wanted to go, but 

the experience of intense collective worship was so powerful for him that he 

decided that he would become a member of his hometown Unity church. He 

describes his experience this way: 

We lived in Munich, Germany for six years. . . . The six years we 
were there we went all over western Europe. I've been in 
monasteries. I've been in Notre Dame. I've been in churches, 
cathedrals, some of them with riches that you can't imagine: solid 
gold altars, priceless paintings, tapestries and on and on. None of 
those places gave me the Godly feeling that I got here in this place. I 
mean that from the bottom of my heart. I'm glad I saw them 
(cathedrals). They were nice to look at, but they were more of a 
church attraction than a church. This place is truly, truly Godly to 
me. I would have missed that if I hadn't signed up for this. . . . I 
really feel good about the things that have happened to me. 

In Unity's early years, the need for collective reinforcement was met 

through small gatherings of people. As these groups became larger and more 
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numerous, various leaders and members began studying under the auspices of 

Unity topics like spiritualism or astrology, which were not approved of by Unity 

leaders. In order to retain the original intentions of the founders, the leaders of the 

movement had to create increasing limitations on what could be taught in the 

name of Unity. This process of institutionalization of religion is the result of what 

Weber (1922) calls the bureaucratization of charisma, which begins when groups 

begin to form around a particular leader or philosophy. 

The establishment of a religious congregational community provides 
the strongest stimulus, though not the only one, for the development 
of even the substantive content of the priestly doctrine, since the 
existence of a religious congregation creates the specific importance 
of dogmas. Once a religious community has become established it 
feels a need to set itself apart from alien competing doctrines and to 
maintain its superiority in propaganda, (p. 70) 

Weber's theory states that once a belief system is in place, an increasingly 

more bureaucratic hierarchy is developed to enforce the dogma. Although the 

Fillmores did not want to create a creed or rigid dogma, as outlined in Chapter II, 

a basic belief system for Unity eventually was outlined, with an essential 

component of that doctrine being an understanding that individuals were free to 

agree or disagree. Interestingly, it was the bureaucratic formation of the 

Association of Unity Churches in 1966 which preceded the most significant 

growth in the number of churches in Unity's history. It is clear then, that the 

institutional growth of the church movement was not simply the result of seekers 

haphazardly "discovering" the church, but was the result of effort and marketing 

on the part of the Association. When the Association was formed, there were 

about 220 churches and satellite ministries internationally. In 1984, when the 

Association gathered to write a long-range plan, Unity had 440 churches, satellite 
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ministries and informal study groups. They set a goal to double that number in ten 

years. They reached that goal in just over eight years, and by the end of 1996 the 

number had grown to almost 1,000. Glenn Mosley, the executive director of the 

Association, said the growth was nurtured by the Association's extension of 

consulting services to meet needs of individual churches. First, they have used the 

skills of marketing and public relations to make churches more visible in the 

community. Second, the Association assists churches in developing programs 

which will meet the specific needs of the church's community (Mosley, 1996). 

Although Unity has historically shied away from evangelism, Mosley wrote 

a pamphlet which attempts to change the traditional edict of "Thou shalt not 

proselytize" and encourages people to share Unity with their friends. 

If we encourage our students to think or to use phrases such as, 
"Well, when my friend evolves to a point of receptivity, he will find 
Unity on his own," we may only be trying to avoid proselytizing. I 
know because I've been there. However, I now believe that this 
view is analogous to the man who walks by a burning house in the 
middle of the night, knowing that there are people sleeping inside, 
but excuses his non-involvement by saying, "Oh well, when it gets 
hot enough inside that house, they'll wake up and save themselves." 
We have bent over backwards so far to avoid proselytizing that in 
many instances it has caused us to fall down entirely (Mosley, n.d., 
p. 3). 

Despite efforts to avoid the bureaucracy of institutionalized churches, 

Unity's need for collective reinforcement of belief, as well as its efforts to 

distinguish Unity doctrine from other philosophies, originally caused the 

movement's leaders to bureaucratize the movement's charisma. Although there are 

organizational dilemmas which accompany this hierarchy, this process was 

necessary for Unity to grow as a church movement. 
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Belief as an Indicator of Participation 

In the last section, we saw that as Unity grew it became increasingly 

necessary for its leaders to limit what could be taught under the auspices of the 

movement. Over the years, Unity's beliefs have been refined, as well as adapted to 

accommodate changes (see examples in Chapter II). The beliefs of Unity are a 

strong draw for the church, with 66 percent of survey respondents reporting that 

beliefs were one of the major reasons they chose the church. This section will 

investigate the impact that Unity's beliefs have on its growth as a religious 

movement. 

Roof and McKinney (1987) present evidence that the liberal Protestant 

churches have not been losing as many members to the growing conservative 

churches as to the ranks of the unchurched or to the growing segment of "other" 

religions. They argue that there are two extremes which pull members from the 

ranks of moderate Protestantism. One extreme is fundamentalism, characterized by 

its exclusivism and anti-ecumenical attitudes. The other extreme attracts the young 

and well-educated to mystical faiths, meditation, self-enlightenment and other 

individual forms of religion. Roof and McKinney contend that this led to greater 

moral and cultural pluralism, as well as privatization of religion and increased 

individualism. With less emphasis on conformity and tradition, actual religious 

beliefs have become more important in the decision of which church, if any, to 

attend. They write that 

With the breakdown of ascriptive loyalties and the reduced role of 
the family in religious socialization, individually based differences in 
beliefs and values now operate more freely in religion. Moral and 
life-style choices have come to play a more important role in 
religious affairs as norms of individual responsibility have become 
clearer. Under less pressure to adhere to old group loyalties, persons 
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are free to make decisions on the basis of genuine religious 
preference, (p. 69) 

This finding was reiterated in the 1994 study, Vanishing Boundaries: The 

Religion of Mainline Protestant Baby Boomers, by Dean Hoge et al. The 

researchers found that the strongest predictor of church involvement was religious 

belief. They further found that those who adhered what Hoge et al. describe as 

fundamental Christian beliefs were more likely to attend church. Those "core 

beliefs" are that the Bible is the inspired word of God, that Jesus Christ was the 

son of God and an expectation of life after death (p. 78). They found that 100 

percent of self-described fundamentalists answered as "believers" on both of these 

questions, compared to 72 percent of the total sample. The same questions asked 

of Unity respondents, as shown in Table 4, resulted in a 43 percent "believer" rate, 

according to this scale. This percentage is lower than all eight groups evaluated in 

the Vanishing Boundaries study, except the non-religious group which measured 6 

percent believers (p. 79). The sticking point for Unity respondents was belief 

about who Jesus Christ was. Although Unity teaches that Jesus was the son of 

God, the movement also teaches that everyone is a child of God with the potential 

to develop the Christ within themselves. Most of the 24 percent who answered 

"other" on this question described Jesus in this way. 

Although the Unity respondents scored low as believers on this scale, they 

scored high on questions designed to measure belief and practice of Unity 

principles, as shown in Table 5. This uniformity of belief is surprising, given that 

Unity is touted as a creedless religion and is noted by participants as having no 

dogma. 
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Table 4 
Vanishing Boundaries Core Belief Index - Unity Respondents 

Humans should live with the assumption that there is no 
life after death. DISAGREE 

UNITY TOTAL 90.3 

Here are four statements about the Bible. Which is the closest to your own views? 
3.2% a. The Bible is God's Word and all it says is true. 
92.6 b. The Bible was written by men inspired by God, but it contains some human errors. 
1.1 c. The Bible is a good book because it was written by wise men, but God had nothing 

to do with it. 
1.1 d. The Bible was written by men who lived so long ago that it is worth very little today. 
2.1 other 

What do you believe about Jesus Christ? 
43.3% a. He was God or the son of God. 
21.6 b. He was another religious leader like Mohammed or Buddha. 
0 c. He never actually lived. 
2.1 d. I don't know. 
24.7 e. Other 
8.2 Both 1 & 2 

Table 5: Unity Philosophies and Practices 
God is individualized in every person. 

TOTAL 
AGREE 
92.8% 

My thoughts and attitude are of primary significance in 
determining what happens in my life. 

TOTAL 
AGREE 

94.8 
I feel that I actively practice Unity's philosophy in my daily life. AGREE 

TOTAL 87.6 
Do you use spiritual principles for physical healing? 

TOTAL 
ABQ 

RETREAT 

Yes 
89.7 
86.2 
96.9 

Do you use spiritual principles for prosperity? 
(Asked in Albuquerque only) ABQ 

Yes 
87.3 

Regarding church attendance, the Vanishing Boundaries study found that 47 

percent of all respondents reported that they attended church two to three times a 

month or more, with the top four groups being fundamentalists, 97 percent; 

Presbyterians, 77 percent; other mainline Protestants, 77 percent; and other 
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churched, 94 percent (Hoge et al, 1994, p. 76). In the Unity survey, 88.3 percent 

reported that they attended church two to three times a month or more (this 

attendance is not necessarily at a Unity church). Furthermore, 51.1 percent of 

Unity respondents reported that they attended weekly or more, compared to 91 

percent of fundamentalists and 22 percent of all other types (Hoge et al., 1994, p. 

97). Although reported church attendance is notoriously high in surveys, and 

although the Unity survey was given at a church service where a higher 

percentage of attenders would be found, the Unity numbers are notable 

considering the laissez faire attitude Unity churches seem to take about attendance 

and membership. For example, on a particularly beautiful spring morning in 

Albuquerque when attendance was low, one of the worship leaders at the Unity 

church remarked that she could understand why someone would decide to 

worship God in nature that day. 

This data suggests that strong belief in the teachings of the church -

whether or not they are fundamentalist teachings, as Hoge et. al. would suggest -

seems to be linked to reported church attendance and membership. 

Strong and Weak Churches and the Question of Authority 

The Vanishing Boundaries survey lends credence to Dean M. Kelley's 

(1977) thesis of strong and weak churches which he develops in Why Conservative 

Churches Are Growing: A Study in Sociology of Religion. He argues that strong 

churches require belief in fundamental principles, are more authoritarian, present 

concrete answers to life's problems and make considerable demands of their 

members. After all, as Kelley argues, "What costs nothing, accomplishes nothing. If 

it costs nothing to belong to such a community, it can't be worth much (p. 53)" 
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Weak churches, on the other hand, do not claim to have the exclusive truth, are 

reluctant to impose their beliefs on others, do not demand commitment and rank 

individualism high. Perhaps the most important distinction, according to Kelley, is 

that strong churches provide "meanings," or concrete answers to life questions 

which the church claims to be exclusively true, while weak churches merely 

provide "notions," or possible answers. Since the 1960s, the general trend has 

been for the strong churches to gain members, while weak churches lose them. 

Laurence Iannaccone (1994/1996) statistically tested and expanded Kelley's 

thesis and relates it to rational choice theory. His analysis focuses on one trait: "the 

degree to which a group limits and thereby increases the cost of nongroup 

activities, such as socializing with members of other churches or pursuing 'secular' 

pastimes" (p. 51). Iannaccone argues that strict churches, especially those which 

require members to set themselves apart from others in behavior and dress, are 

stronger churches because the strict requirements weed out people who are not 

committed. This leaves strict churches with congregations full of committed 

members, while the congregations of lenient churches are laden with "free riders" 

who do as litde as possible and still reap the benefits. In describing free riders, 

Iannaccone states, "their mere presence dilutes a group's resources, reducing the 

average level of participation, enthusiasm, energy and the like" (p. 53). 

Despite it's status as a growing church, Unity does not exhibit the 

characteristics of a strong or strict church as outlined by Kelley or Iannaccone. 

Unity does not require members to believe any one thing, although the above 

discussion of beliefs shows that adherence to the basic tenets of New Thought 

philosophy is considerable. The freedom allowed to individuals creates an 
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atmosphere which is far from authoritarian, but the church does present concrete 

answers to life's problems that it argues can be experientially tested and proven 

true. And, traditionally, Unity does not make strong demands on members, either 

in the way of enforcing beliefs or by demanding money or time. In Iannaccone's 

terms, Unity is most certainly a lenient church, since the costs of non-Unity 

activities are very low. 

Since Unity is a lenient church, it would be expected to have less than 

stellar attendance patterns and a substantial share of free riders. Although further 

research will be needed to determine true attendance rates for Unity, this research 

shows that half of the attendees in a given service at the Unity Church in 

Albuquerque could be considered committed, since they say they attend once a 

week or more. This leaves half of the congregation as potential "free riders," even 

though two-thirds of them attend two to three times a month. Although it is 

suggested that the survey respondents are attracted to Unity because of the low 

demands, those same low demands might lead to a less-than-vibrant church which 

won't be able to sustain programs because of lack of financial and volunteer 

resources. The dilemma that Unity faces as it attracts a larger audience, then, is 

how to foster a more committed congregation without strictness and demands. 

In evaluating the options for mainline churches, Hoge et al. (1994) contend 

that to increase membership, liberal churches need to either recapture religious 

authority or build a church without authority. The difficulty with recapturing 

authority, however, is that it would offend many liberal Protestants, who place 

great importance on the very factors which cause people to question authority in 

the first place: liberal higher education, pluralism and cross-cultural awareness (p. 
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207). They argue that the large group of lay liberals in their study would respond 

negatively to increased authority and create schisms within churches. 

Hoge et al.'s second option for liberal Protestant churches is to minister to 

spiritual seekers by providing religious or spiritual answers to life's questions while 

leaving ample room for pluralism and individual choice. The Bible, they argue, 

would have to become a "spiritual or moral resource" among a variety of 

resources rather than a final authority. In addition, churches would have to accept 

the fact members of non-authoritarian churches would be less committed 

financially and programatically. Finally, the authors suggest that congregations 

could specialize according to local needs (pp. 210-211). 

Unity appears to be an example of how this second option can work, with 

some qualifications. Unity's success or failure in implementing the components of 

this option of a church without authority could therefore have implications for 

mainline denominations which wish to attract the same audience. 

The Strength of Unity's Authority 

One of the amazing things that Unity has been able to do is cultivate a 

perception that there are no rules, no dogma, no ritual and no hierarchy in the 

movement. In short, it cultivates the perception that the church has no authority. 

Paul, for example, mentions this when he discusses why he became involved in 

the movement: "I really liked what a lot of the messages had to say. You know, 

that everybody is a child of God, that everybody is included, nobody is not 

included in the church. It's nondenominational and there really is no hierarchy or 
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dogma. I really liked that."10 In reality, however, there is dogma and doctrine in 

Unity. But part of the dogma is that everyone is included, that everybody is a child 

of God, and that everyone can decide for themselves whether or not to accept the 

philosophy. To many who attend Unity, however, it doesn't feel like dogma 

because its presentation is the opposite of the exclusivist authoritarian message 

which may have turned them off in other churches. Therefore, the main reason 

that Unity maintains a perception of not having a dogma and not having strict 

authority is because Unity leaves ample room for the doctrine of individual choice. 

Unity encourages individual choice not because it is uncertain of its 

teachings, but because it is so certain that its principles are true that it encourages 

individuals to test them in their lives. From the beginning of the movement, Unity 

has presented its teachings with great conviction. They are not simply teachings, 

but "Truth teachings." The affirmations which are so widely used in Unity are 

steeped in authority - not the authority of the church, but the authority of the 

individual who is connected to his or her divine center. Unity students do not ask 

God to give them health or prosperity. They unequivocally affirm that God has 

already given it to them and then expect it to appear. For example, rather than 

asking God to bring healing, a prayer during a Silent Unity prayer service said, "I 

am aglow with the realization that I am filled with Your presence. I know that I 

am expressing your healing love as I grow stronger each day" (Unity School of 

Christianity, February 1997). This confident, positive and affirming presentation of 

the philosophy provides an atmosphere of authority which the individual 

internalizes as he or she repeats the affirmations. By participating in affirmative 

10 Ironically, later in the interview Paul discussed his misgivings with the hierarchy that he 
found while he was working at a Unity church. Interestingly, though, Paul seemed to distinguish 
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prayer, then, the authority contained in the beliefs of the church is transferred to 

the individual. 

Unity's doctrine of individual choice is perfect for the distinctive American 

free-market religious economy. It is no secret that in democratic America 

individuals have free choice to select their own religion and decide for themselves 

what to believe. By incorporating that freedom into its doctrine, Unity 

distinguishes itself from other denominations. In many ways Unity uses the 

religious marketing tactic of the salesperson who encourages consumers to shop 

around because she knows she has the best deal in town. Regardless of whether it 

actually is the best deal, Unity consumers buy for one of three reasons: 1) they 

have shopped around and also believe Unity is the best deal; 2) they reason that 

since the Unity salesperson is willing to let them shop around it really must be a 

good deal; or 3) they decide to take advantage of the unlimited free trial period, 

knowing that if they find a better deal later they can keep what they have already 

received as a free gift and cancel their participation at any time. 

Unlike fundamentalist and traditionally "authoritarian" churches, Unity 

doesn't tell people how to live with specific edicts pertaining to human existence. 

There are no rules regarding sex before marriage, abortions, homosexuality, 

church attendance, who makes decisions in a household, etc. Unity does not 

belittle these decisions, but instead tells people to make decisions on how to live 

based on "inner work" or guidance from the Christ within. Unity teaches that God 

will directly guide a person through decisions if they affirm God's guidance by 

cultivating a relationship with their divine center. And although Unity teaches that 

between the hierarchy which resulted from human failings and the lack of hierarchy which was 
intended in the movement. 

131 



a church is not necessary as an intermediary with God, they show people that a 

church can be a helpful tool in learning how to access God. 

Just as churches are tools of the individual, Unity teaches that the Bible is a 

tool rather than the final authority. This view of the Bible as a spiritual or moral 

resource rather than a final authority is necessary for building a "church without 

authority" according to Hoge et al (1994). Unity teaches that although the Bible is 

a book inspired by God, it must be interpreted and is not meant to be taken 

literally. The following excerpt from one of Barrette's sermons explains how he 

uses the Bible in making decisions. 

For me, I find the writings of Jesus in the Gospels, without a lot of 
the commentaries that follow thereafter, provide for me an anchor 
and a compass that really - even though I have to interpret it, I still 
have to go into my heart - really provide for me a way to guide my 
life. This still, small voice spoke to the people who wrote the Bible 
using their own symbolic language of their own individual minds 
and their own cultures. And this still, small voice also speaks to us. 
Whenever I have a big decision in life, . . . I have tried to involve 
the still, small voice. I have tried to take a moment in prayer and to 
find out what the still, small voice is saying to me. (Oct. 27, 1996) 

The authority, then, is not the church or the Bible, but God: the still, small 

voice. And since God can be found within each person, authority ultimately rests 

with the individual. Although this individual authority is paramount, Barrette 

cautions against letting the desires and needs of the ego - the human side of the 

individual - overshadow the message from the divine. He continues: 

But I also try to temper that experience, that experience of divine 
guidance, with an understanding that I'm not always going to receive 
what's coming to me 100 percent accurately, because my 
subconscious isn't 100 percent clear. . . . We may think we possess a 
100 percent clear receiver, but we don't. . . . We have our own inner 
fears, and our own inner yearnings, we have our own subconscious 
material, and these color our impressions. When I have an inner 
impression, what I try to do is take the time to ask again and watch 
my feelings. If my feelings grow more and more agitated, it's less 
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likely that this is true guidance. But if these feelings become clearer, 
the guidance becomes clearer and clearer, then those are usually the 
wisest decisions. Those are the ones that are correct. (Oct. 27, 1996) 

This inability of individuals to receive God's messages 100 percent of the 

time alludes to an important side effect of Unity philosophy. While Unity 

participants are completely free to believe what they want, they are also 

individually responsible for what they receive in the way of spiritual fulfillment, 

health and prosperity. If they don't get what they expected, it's not because the 

philosophy is wrong. Instead, several things can happen on the level of the 

individual. First, as Barrette suggested, an individual can act on divine guidance 

which is less than divine, which is colored by human subconscious debris. 

Second, although an individual may be asking for divine good, he or she may also 

focus on the negativity of the situation. This will attract negative results according 

to Unity's "law of mind action" which states that "thoughts held in mind produce 

in kind." And third, the pain or hardship which an individual endures may be 

necessary in order to grow spiritually. Unity teaches that when you pray for divine 

guidance in situation, the guidance might be that you go through hardship in 

order to learn a spiritual or physical lesson. While there are other explanations in 

Unity philosophy for why individuals don't get what they want or pray for, the 

responsibility for the philosophy's success lies with the individual. 

Raymond, for example, participates in Unity's prosperity program, which 

advocates tithing 10 percent of an individual's income, with the expectation that it 

will result in that individual's spiritual and monetary prosperity. "It's like paying 

taxes. You give back to your government and I think it's normal to give back to 

the essence what you've gotten. And it apparently comes back to you 100- to 
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1000-fold. I haven't experienced that yet, but who knows, maybe some day. It 

makes sense." Although Raymond doesn't feel prosperous yet, he doesn't fault the 

philosophy, which he says "makes sense." 

Because the church transfers the authority, as well as the responsibility, to 

the individual, it appears to many participants that Unity has no rules, dogma, 

ritual or hierarchy. Interestingly enough, many of the people who say there are no 

rules and no dogma - like Raymond, Barbara and Paul - are also the ones who 

most closely adhere to the church's teachings and who provide examples of the 

very things they say Unity doesn't have. Barbara and Raymond, for example, 

participate in the 4T prosperity program which presents tithing as a "spiritual law," 

a term which sounds relatively dogmatic. The reason this can come across as 

undogmatic is because spiritual laws are not presented as Unity's specific laws, but 

as laws of the universe. This excerpt from Unity magazine serves as an example: 

God may be thought of as a person, but God is a person who acts 
like law. Today most educated people believe that the world is ruled 
by law. This is the age of science; as scientific knowledge increases, 
we see that what we once thought was ruled by force and chance is 
really ruled by law. . . . Religions that conceive of God as law often 
think of themselves as sciences more than as religions. God becomes 
impersonal Principle, and life is governed by the law of cause and 
effect, sowing and reaping. (Freeman, 1996, p. 44) 

This view that Unity is not a religion is held by Raymond and Barbara, who 

are both members of different Unity churches. Since it is not perceived by all to be 

a religion, it does not necessarily carry with it the negative baggage that other 

long-established churches have. Raymond explained in his own words: 

Interviewer: So you don't see Unity as a religion? 
Raymond: No. It's not a religion. 
Interviewer: What is it? 
Raymond: It's a truth center. 
Interviewer: Is that what they call it? 

134 



Raymond: Legally it's a church. That doesn't mean it's a religion. 
Most people associate church to religion. It's not a religion. It's a 
truth, a learning, a teaching center. 
Interviewer: Explain to me why. 
Raymond: Well, there's no dogma involved. No set rules like in 
other churches, religions, where you have this dogma and 
commandments and teachings where this is it, this is the way we do 
it and the other guy's way is not good. Here they accept people 
from other religions, because it's not a religion. It's a truth center, 
which has its faults because it's composed of human beings and we 
all have our faults. It's not going to be perfect, but it's the closest to 
perfection that you can find.11 

Barbara also said Unity is not a religion because it has no dogma and few 

rituals. The sticking point for them seems to be that Unity's doctrine is not 

exclusive or dictatorial. In regard to rituals, Barbara said, "If they do have a ritual 

it's so renewing and refreshing that I don't think of it being a ritual." It is true that 

there are no rituals that require one to go in front of the church to participate, like 

communion. The one exception is a Burning Bowl Ceremony, which is held in 

many Unity churches on New Year's Eve. Since this is not a regular Sunday 

service, only individuals who want to participate attend. The everyday ritual which 

is present in Unity churches is not ostentatious. Group affirmation, for example, is 

a ritual. Many of the rituals at Christ Unity Church in Albuquerque are enmeshed 

in songs. The opening song is always the same: "I Behold the Christ in You," a 

song which reaffirms Unity's central principle of the spark of divinity inside each 

person. Likewise, the closing songs are always the same: "The Prayer of 

Protection"12 and the "Peace Song," a popular song from the '60s which was 

11 Again, note that the faults result from human failings rather than a flaw in the philosophy. 
12 The Prayer of Protection, written by James Dillet Freeman during World War II, is perhaps 
Unity's best-known prayer. It reads: "The light of God surrounds me/us/you. The love of God 
enfolds me. The power of God protects me. The presence of God watches over me. Wherever I 
am, God is." This prayer was carried to the moon by astronaut Edwin A. Aldrin. It is interesting to 
note that although Freeman is one of the best-known personalities in the Unity movement, he is 
not a member because he said, "1 did not know I was supposed to join. Nobody asked me to" 
(Freeman, 1996, p. 44). 
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written by a Unity member and begins, "Let there be peace on earth, and let it 

begin with me." The Peace Song is sung at the end of the service at nearly every 

Unity church, making it one of Unity's most pervasive rituals. Ironically, it was 

Unity's few rituals which appealed to Barbara when she first attended a Unity 

church. 

Interviewer: Thinking back to when you first went there, what was 
it that felt right? 
Barbara: The Prayer of Protection really drew me. I had read it in 
Unity literature, but it had never really made an impression. I mean, 
I liked it, but when I heard the minister pray that prayer, I felt like 
somebody just put their arms around me. . . Also the Peace Song. 
That was very emotional for me. The first dme I was there, I cried. 

Clearly, Unity's ability to maintain the perception that there is no dogma, 

ritual and rules contributes to the church's ability to transfer the perception of 

authority to the individual. Barbara summed up the perceived authority of the 

church, God and herself as an individual when asked how much authority she felt 

Unity had over her life. "I don't think they have authority over it," she said. "I 

think they have a lot of influence. I don't think I would make any decisions about 

doing anything without consulting God first. At least I hope I won't." 

Demands of Membership 

Unity's attitude toward membership was summed up by Barrette when the 

Albuquerque congregation welcomed 24 new members. 

We have 24 new members. Let's just focus for a minute on what they 
represent to us. These people are joining a church. In Unity that 
doesn't mean that you join a church in order to be saved. God 
created you whole and good. You are not a lost soul. You walked 
into this church whole and complete and good. They don't have to 
stand up here to be okay. God does not require it. But their souls 
are calling out for something. Something more, something greater, a 
greater expression of God in their lives. And so are your souls and 
my soul. And when we see them standing in front of us, what we 
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see is reflecting our own choice. We can decide right now that this is 
what I'm going to do in my life. I don't care if I've been a member 
of this church for thirty years, or if I'll never join this church, 
because Unity does not stress membership. It's not important. What's 
important is our choice in the moment to live a spiritual life, to be 
connected to the creator and to have a change in that for the better. 
(Aug. 4, 1996) 

Although Barrette said Unity does not stress membership, he has 

emphasized it more than the previous minister since he became Albuquerque's 

minister in June 1996. He does this by giving membership classes a high profile 

and encouraging people to take part. But while there is encouragement, there is 

no pressure and no inducement of guilt. 

The emphasis in Barrette's explanation of membership is on the individual's 

experience of God, which one can achieve without becoming a member. But 

membership, as Barrette noted, represents their attempt to develop a "greater 

expression of God in their lives" by taking advantage of what the church has to 

offer and by giving to others through the church. This was one reason Barbara 

became a member of her Unity church in 1996, after attending for more than 12 

years. She said she didn't feel any pressure to join, but did so because she wanted 

to "give something back." She attended for many years without volunteering for 

anything, and was never asked to do anything, either. 

I never felt any need to be a member, they never put any pressure 
on you about anything. That's one of the neatest things. No pressure. 
And the last couple of years I've spent a lot more time there and 
done a lot more things, classes, and gotten to know people, and 
made friends with a lot of people. I've gotten to know the minister 
personally and gotten to know his wife, and things like that, and I 
just feel like it's my home, it's my family. I feel like I've gotten so 
much from it that I wanted to become a member. I knew that if I 
became a member that I would do more for the church, that I would 
participate and volunteer and stuff like that, which I do. I think that 
it's just a tremendous force in our community. 
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On the other hand, a 60-year-old woman who answered the survey said her 

practice of the spiritual principles outlined by Unity would not be enhanced by 

membership. "Finally, I have done what Charles Fillmore said. Eventually you have 

to close the books and live the word - or walk the talk. It seems rather 

unimportant to me whether I am a member or not" (respondent no. 10). 

Mosley said he never stressed membership during his 26 years as a local 

minister. "When I went to Detroit, Michigan, the average attendance was 800. I 

was there just under 8 years and when I left it was 1800. But when I went there 

the membership was 450 or thereabouts. And when I left there, the membership 

was 550." What Mosley did stress, however, was participation, and his churches 

provided ample opportunity. He said his church offered at least 30 hours of 

classroom instruction every week, and he created many opportunities for 

volunteering. 

In Detroit we had 36 volunteers when I went there, and there were 
800 people, and when I left we had over 400 volunteers. They were 
all like paid staff - they were hired and fired; they were given 
performance evaluations. They had supervisors among them. If 
somebody didn't perform, they didn't get to keep their job. And that 
was important to most of those 400 people, to keep those jobs. . . . 
So, that was a commitment for them, but I didn't ask them to 
become members necessarily. 

Now that he is working with the Association, Mosley questions whether 

Unity's overall lax attitude toward membership is appropriate. 

I think I might place a little bit more emphasis on the commitment 
of membership. I think that if people don't think something is 
expected of them, then they behave as though it isn't. And they'll get 
a lot out of Unity, and they'll be dedicated to the message. I think 
they give more if they think more is expected of them. . . . I'm not 
saying that I would necessarily push membership, but I think I 
would up-level their awareness of the need for commitment. If you 
really want to get something out of your church, you need to 
commit to your church. 
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Demands of Time and Money 

Only 4 percent of survey respondents said that Unity makes considerable 

demands of its members in terms of money and time, and 84 percent disagreed. In 

most Unity churches, the principle of tithing is presented that you should give 

back ten percent to the person, group or organization which gives you spiritual 

nourishment, which may or may not be Unity. (In explaining this principle during 

a membership class, Barrette said he and his wife don't give to the local Unity 

church because they get their spiritual nourishment elsewhere, which allows them 

to be able to give spiritually at the church where they work.) This prosperity 

principle is only occasionally mentioned in regular worship services in 

Albuquerque. Rather, it is mentioned in membership classes and taught in the 4T 

Prosperity Program, which is a 12-week seminar on "group prayer and processes 

for removing one's blocks to abundant life - which includes and moves beyond 

your financial well-being" (Christ Unity Church, January 1997, p. 1). Participants in 

the program are asked to commit to tithing their time, talent and treasure for 12 

weeks. To reassure anyone who is wary that this may simply be a financial ploy 

for the church instead of a true spiritual law, the announcement in the newsletter 

states, "Success and prosperity are actually guaranteed - or you receive your tithes 

back!" (p. 1). Barrette said that since he has been a minister he has presented the 

4T program to between 400 and 500 people and two people have asked for their 

tithes back. 

The non-demanding nature of Unity is based on the principle that 

prosperity, health and success are abundant and that all one needs to do is trust 

that God will provide you with what is necessary. Laboring over the reasons the 
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money is needed, or what will happen if it is not received, does not fit with Unity 

philosophy because it dwells on the negative. Individual churches are not required 

to tithe to the international organizations (Unity School and the Association of 

Unity Churches), but many churches do. The non-demanding attitude is relatively 

pervasive throughout the movement, although there are exceptions due to the 

local control of each church. For example, the Seatde Unity Church sent out a 

financial request letter in Sept. 1996, and at least one Sunday service included a 

stewardship speaker and a list of those who had already agreed to be 

"stewardship families" was printed in the bulletin. This more traditional attitude 

toward financial giving, however, is not the norm in most Unity churches. 

The lack of demands for money is appreciated by Barbara, who said she 

feels that the church is able to meet its financial needs because people realize 

without being told that the money is needed. 

I never heard a sermon on tithing [at Unity]. Prosperity maybe, but 
not tithing. And I think that's good. I don't think people like that. 
Maybe one thing is it makes you feel guilty if you don't do it. But in 
other churches I've been to they would preach at least once or twice 
a year on tithing and talk about it a lot. I think most people realize it 
takes money to run a business, the physical part of it, and the fact 
that Unity does so much, they give away a lot of their publications, 
and somebody's got to pay for it. 

In some ways the principles of reverse psychology may apply to church 

giving. Isabel, for example, said she is put off by frequent requests for money and 

remembers going to Catholic services where the offering plate would be passed 

twice. When asked about Unity's monetary demands, she said, "It's just the 

opposite. I give more because I'm not asked." 

Unity's attitude toward finances does not mean that there is never any 

mention of money. Christ Unity Church, for example, publishes financial 
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information in the monthly newsletter, so participants know when there is a 

shortfall or a surplus. When money is needed for a specific project at the 

Albuquerque church, a simple statement like the following appears in the Sunday 

bulletin: 

GOD IS OUR SOURCE, but if you want to assist God, we give thanks 
in advance for our perfect plain paper fax machine and our perfect 
flat bed or paper feed scanner in the Church Office. Thank you God. 

This message was followed several months later by another note, "Thank 

you to all who contributed to our new fax machine and paper feed scanner! 

Thank you, God! Our new fax number is . . ." The same technique has been used 

for carpeting, parking lot repair and other projects. Of course, this is just an 

unusual way (at least when compared to mainline churches) of asking for money. 

This method lets the church community know when there is a need and lets 

participants decide without demands and lists of repercussions whether or not 

they want to contribute. This seems to work in Albuquerque, where the high 

average education level and occupational status suggest that the congregation 

would also have a relatively high income level. Further studies of Unity could 

investigate whether this financial attitude works with congregations which have a 

lower socioeconomic status. 

Summary 

Unity is a good example of Hoge et al.'s second option for liberal churches 

of a church without authority. As the authors suggest, Unity views the Bible as a 

resource rather than a final authority, and requires less commitment financially and 

programatically. In addition, Unity's current organizational structure also provides 

the ability to flex to meet the needs of the community. 
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The question of authority, however, requires a more nuanced 

understanding than Hoge et. al. provide. It cannot be argued that Unity has no 

authority at all, especially since Unity beliefs are so widely accepted among 

participants surveyed. What Unity lacks is the perception of authority, as shown in 

the frequent claim that Unity has no dogma and no rules. This perception stems 

from the fact that Unity does not claim authority but places it with God and the 

individual. The church is merely a resource, acknowledging that individuals have 

everything they need within themselves. As Barbara says, it's not authority but 

influence that Unity has over her. The authority belongs to God, whom she can 

reach within herself. The ultimate authority and responsibility, then, belongs to her 

as an individual. But the church is necessary and helpful to individuals as a place 

where they can learn how to get in touch with the God within themselves. In fact, 

if a church is able to help a person have an experience of God, the church will 

gain legitimacy - and authority - for that individual because of the experience. In 

turn, that individual will be more open to the teachings of the church. So rather 

than being a church without authority, it appears that Unity has been successful 

largely because it is a church without the perception of authority. 
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V I . 
CONCLUSIONS 

Unity presents a prime example of an American religion which was born in 

the free market religious economy of the late 19th century, and which continues to 

grow because it meets the particular needs of a distinct subculture of Americans. 

The Unity movement fits well in the new sociological open market paradigm in 

which the religious marketplace is pluralistic, and churches are structurally 

adaptable and empowering to individuals and groups. 

Although Unity draws people from all walks of life, its disproportionate 

appeal to certain groups is likely to be related to the positive and flexible message 

of health, prosperity, success and divine guidance. Demographically, Unity appeals 

disproportionately to women, divorced people, the highly educated, and 

professionals and managers. In the area of belief, Unity's philosophy meshes well 

with a distinct group of seekers who want their religion to corroborate their 

individualism, their mysticism and their desire for experience and practical 

expression of spirituality. It reaches out well to lay liberals who are not dogmatic 

about their faith and who see Christianity as one of many paths to God. 

This chapter will summarize the most significant findings of this research 

and review the implications for Unity as well as for mainline churches. Finally, 

directions for future research will be outlined. 

Implications for Unity 

Advantages and Pitfalls of Flexible Faith 

This study confirms previous research which determined that strong beliefs 



are linked to church growth. Unity offers an example of how to maintain a strong 

belief system while at the same time respecting and acknowledging the validity of 

other philosophies. This dichotomy of respect for individuals' freedom to choose 

within a religion which sets limits on organizational teachings is the result of 

Unity's doctrine of individual choice. Questioning is encouraged and disagreement 

is accepted. But although it may respect other religions, Unity is not so flexible 

that it will teach another philosophy that directly contradicts itself. 

The church and the movement must continue to wrestle with the difficulties 

that the Fillmores faced in the early years regarding how much limitation to put on 

the movement. Charles Fillmore labored over the dilemma of whether to keep the 

teachings pure or go against his belief in an individual's ability to choose by 

limiting the organization. Nevertheless, he did have a breaking point at which the 

movement's message took precedence over individual choice. Likewise, Unity as 

an organization must decide what breaking point it is willing to enforce. Although 

the organization distances itself from some beliefs and practices, the churches 

continue to enjoy considerable leeway in what they accept. Given the fact that 

Unity is in competition with the New Age movement for the same group of 

religious seekers, Unity must decide whether it wants to maintain its separate 

identity or be perceived as an institutionalized carrier of New Age religion. Thus 

far, Unity has succeeded because it has found a market niche which is more 

limiting than New Age. If the movement waters down its philosophy in order to 

expand that niche, however, it could find itself losing the people it originally 

attracted. For example, Maria has dropped out of the Unity church, but not the 

movement as a whole, because she disagrees with the New Age direction she has 
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seen her local church take. "I did not feel that the Unity church was the right place 

for me," she said. 

The flexibility of Unity, along with the perception of no dogma and rules, 

was the third most common reason given by survey respondents for participating 

in the movement. But while flexibility was named by 14 percent of respondents, 

66 percent said they participate because Unity's beliefs are aligned with their own. 

So although flexibility is a desirable trait, the movement's doctrine and beliefs are 

a much more powerful magnet for attracting new participants. Therefore, Unity 

should take care not to put its central beliefs in jeopardy by placing more 

importance on flexibility than is necessary. Of course, one of Unity's beliefs is the 

doctrine of individual choice, and this doctrine can continue to provide flexibility 

to individuals within the movement. Unity as an organization, however, should be 

prepared to protect its teachings from becoming mere notions or possibilities 

rather than confident answers which convey real meaning. 

Can a church based on individualism sustain itself? 

Unity's approach of clear answers coupled with freedom to choose appeals 

to the individualist worshipper. This tactic works well with lay liberals who are 

turned off by "shoulds" and "have-tos." This group is more likely to summarily 

dismiss a church's teaching if it is presented as the only way. On the other hand, if 

an idea is presented as a possibility, the lay liberal is more likely to listen to the 

argument. In other words, part of Unity's success lies in its ability to engage 

seekers in a relatively non-threatening discussion. The lay liberal may be more 

willing to listen to Unity's message than a fundamental message because it allows 

for freedom and does not automatically put the listener on the defensive. The first 
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step is being heard, and the second step is presenting a convincing argument. For 

individualistic lay liberals, Unity's message has the potential to be heard more than 

the conservative message, and in many cases presents a more convincing 

argument than mainline churches which may appear out-of-touch because they 

must remain true to traditional philosophies. 

Many sociologists and academics, like Bellah et al. (1985), Durkheim (1915) 

and Bloom (1992), agree that the individualist spirit is a menace to society's 

traditional institutions. Adherents of the secularization paradigm argue that an 

institution based on individualism could not thrive because it would be made up 

of self-seeking individuals who have no real connection to the whole. Bloom 

writes, "Urging the need for community upon American religionists is a vain 

enterprise; the experiential encounter with Jesus or God is too overwhelming for 

memories of community to abide, and the believer returns from the abyss of 

ecstasy with the self enhanced and otherness devalued" (p. 27). 

The question then becomes whether a church based on individualism can 

sustain itself - whether it can motivate people to move beyond the boundaries of 

their own experience. The answer in the case of Unity is a qualified "yes," and this 

response is bolstered by explanations which fit into the marketplace paradigm of 

the sociology of religion. Since the United States is populated by individualists, it 

makes sense that the market would devise a religion which would meet the 

individualists' spiritual needs. Of necessity, the new religions which cater to 

individualism are a menace to traditional religions, as sociologists have expected. 

As adherents of the new paradigm argue, it may be that in a society of 

individualists, a wider variety of smaller religions will better meet the needs of 
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religious consumers (Warner, 1993). Unity is one example of a religion which 

meets the needs of religious individualists by providing the following services, 

which are outlined in Chapter IV: 

1) Unity shows people how to connect with the divine, how to have that 

individual experience. 

2) Unity collectively reinforces the individual experience of God, and 

reminds participants of their connection to God. 

3) Unity collectively reinforces individualism in general by encouraging 

free choice and giving participants the authority as well as the 

responsibility for their spirituality. 

4) Unity provides a social community for individualists who want to make 

their own decisions but don't necessarily want to be alone. 

5) Unity provides a model or pattern for life which challenges the 

traditional view of reality while at the same time incorporating ideas 

popular in secular society. 

It is true that acknowledging that people have the freedom to choose opens 

up the possibility that some people will choose not to worship with Unity. 

Annemarie, for example, says Unity is a stepping stone, which implies that she is 

not so committed to it that she wouldn't go somewhere else if it served her. But 

individualism will be a pervasive American characteristic regardless of whether or 

not it is acknowledged. Perhaps by catering to individualists with choices and a 

greater degree of freedom, Unity is able to entice them to stay. 

The situation of appealing to individualists can be illustrated with a fictional 

story told from the market perspective. A child is looking for ice cream, and he 

147 



has several ice cream stores to choose from. He's got it stuck in his mind that he 

wants pickles and peanut butter ice cream. After all, he loves both pickles and 

peanut butter, and he loves ice cream, so he knows it will be good. He goes into 

the first store, and asks for pickles and peanut butter ice cream. The store owner 

and all the customers look disgusted, and the store owner says, "Son, putting 

pickles and peanut butter in ice cream is a sure way to ruin it. We offer your 

basic, fundamental vanilla ice cream. It's the way God intended it." The child 

leaves, feeling sure that pickles and peanut butter would be fabulous in ice cream 

and annoyed because the store owner doesn't recognize this as well. In the next 

store, which is the one the child's father and mother have always gone to, the 

child walks in and reads the menu: "We are proud to offer three traditional flavors: 

vanilla, chocolate and strawberry." When he asks if they have pickles and peanut 

butter ice cream the store owner replies, "Look, these three flavors have seen this 

ice-cream-eating community through thick and thin since long before you were 

born. I'm sure that if you give them a try you'll find they are very tasty." Once 

again, the child walks out without ice cream. He's tried vanilla, chocolate and 

strawberry before, and now he has a taste for something different. 

When the child goes into the Unity ice cream store and repeats his request, 

the store owner says, "Well, pickles and peanut butter ice cream sounds like a 

very interesting flavor. I've never tried that before. Before I get your ice cream, let 

me tell you how our ice cream store works. The people who founded this store 

sampled all the different kinds of ice cream that they could find because they 

wanted to find the best. It turns out that all of the ice cream they tasted used some 

kind of cream and some kind of sugar, and the rest of the ingredients just made it 
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have a different flavor or a different consistency. So they picked what they thought 

was the finest cream and the purest sugar, which is what you start with here in 

our store. We'll show you one way to mix the ice cream yourself and you can put 

in the rest of the ingredients so it tastes like you want it to taste. We have a lot of 

ingredients that we've tried and we think they taste good, but you can choose for 

yourself and decide." The child starts looking around and sees all kinds of 

different ingredients, but not what he's looking for. The store manager reaches to 

a top shelf and says, "Let's see, we have peanut butter, but we don't have pickles. 

If you have some of your own pickles, you are welcome to put them in." The 

child runs out of the store and buys a big dill pickle in the deli down the street. 

The child is very excited as he makes the ice cream, but when he tastes it he 

makes a face and spits it back in the bowl. "It's nasty," he exclaims, disappointed 

because he was so sure it would taste good. But the child really wanted some ice 

cream, so he accepts when the store owner offers him a taste of Unity's best-

selling flavor. By that time, he is so hungry that he eats the whole bowl and is 

amazed how much better it is than pickles and peanut butter. The next day, the 

child returns to the Unity ice cream store to learn more about making ice cream 

and to add some of the ingredients they suggested. 

The child is an individualist who has put together an idea of what he thinks 

religion should be. While other churches dismiss that idea as foolish or outside of 

tradition, Unity encourages him to test it. Unity embraces the philosophy that ideas 

should be tested, and if they are not effective they should be released. When the 

individualist tests his idea and finds that it isn't what he thought it was going to be, 

Unity is waiting there with a replacement philosophy which can also be tested in 
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everyday life. It is Unity's willingness to allow people to test their individual ideas 

that keeps individualists coming back. By the same token, individualists are willing 

to test Unity's philosophy because Unity is willing to let them decide for 

themselves whether or not to follow it. 

In addition to having implications for Unity as a church, individualism has 

implications for individuals as well. Unity is a religion which claims to cater to 

thinking individuals who want to make their own decisions. This encouragement 

for participants to think for themselves provides a good method of checks and 

balances which is built into the organization of Unity. In theory, if Unity attempts 

to teach something ridiculous, individuals will call them on it. However, the 

effectiveness of this system of keeping Unity in check depends on the vigilance of 

individuals. It would be easy for individuals to think they are choosing for 

themselves because that is what Unity advocates and because that is what the 

individuals want to do. But in reality an individual may be so caught up in the 

effervescence of the movement that they do things they wouldn't normally do. 

They may be so excited by the fact that Unity's philosophy corroborates a 

particular area of their personal philosophy that they accept Unity's entire 

philosophy without further question. This is a particular danger due to the 

flexibility of Unity and the fact that it allows and encourages investigation of ideas 

which the organization itself does not espouse. Paul, for example, immersed 

himself completely in Unity when he found that the philosophy helped him 

through a particularly difficult time in his life. He spent almost all of his spare time 

volunteering at the church and eventually worked there. As time went by, 
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however, he began to distinguish between following the philosophies of Unity and 

following Unity as an organization. 

My take on the philosophy of Unity is that God is where we are, that 
we carry our own church within ourselves. And if we want to 
celebrate that, then Unity is a fine place to do that. I wouldn't make 
it my god. I think sometimes people surround themselves with Unity 
and it makes it harder to function in the real world, and I don't think 
that's what it's really about. I think it's about using the principles in 
every day life. 

Although part of Paul's reasoning is the result of his mystical outlook, his 

discriminating attitude toward following the organization without question is a 

healthy one. While it is possible for a participant in any church or religious 

movement to get caught up in it, it may be a particular danger in Unity since 

individuals may be convinced that they are making decisions for themselves when 

in fact they may be following the party line without question. 

Organizational Dilemmas 

The nuances of authority are important to understand when investigating 

the appeal Unity has for mystic individualists who value personal control and 

experience. As shown in Chapter V, Unity has transferred almost all perceived 

authority to the individual, who must choose whether or not to follow the 

philosophy. With that authority comes individual responsibility for the spiritual 

results. If the individual does not reap spiritual rewards, the flaw is not in the 

philosophy but in the execution of it. Unity philosophy, therefore, is not for 

scapegoat-hunters who are looking for something or someone to take the blame 

for their misery. 

For many participants, Unity has been able to maintain a perception that it 

has no dogma and no hierarchy. In reality, Unity as a church does have a great 
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deal of influence over individuals, as shown by the almost uniform conformity of 

belief among participants in Unity's fundamental teachings. Furthermore, most 

people who attend Unity churches probably realize that there is a church 

hierarchy, although they might not know specifically about their own church's 

Board of Trustees or the Association of Unity Churches. What they value is the 

perceived lack of edicts and rules which are handed down to the church 

communities and individuals, as well as a lack of bureaucratic red tape within the 

church. In addition, they value the fact that there are few, if any, demands made 

of participants in terms of belief, time, money or membership. 

As the movement continues to grow, however, Unity will find itself faced 

with the necessity to place further limitations on its churches and other arms of the 

movement in order to maintain the central belief system. As the Association of 

Unity Churches grows, which it needs to do in order to serve the growing number 

of churches, the leadership should be certain that any limitations placed on 

individuals through the churches are absolutely necessary. The amount of 

strictness and authority which Unity adopts will have tradeoffs for the 

organization. A more strict approach may lead to a more committed congregation 

with fewer free riders, as Iannaccone (1994/1996) suggests. However, the 

movement could not become more strict without losing the doctrine of individual 

choice, which is firmly enmeshed in the Unity philosophy. In fact, it is possible 

that the loss of the emphasis on individual choice would alienate current 

participants so strongly that the negative effect on the organization as a whole 

would be much worse than the existence of free riders in the congregation. 

Therefore, Unity must prepare to have large numbers of noncommitted 
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participants in its congregations and continue to develop ways to encourage 

participation without the perception of strictness. 

In addition, the potential for divisive conflict exists between the Unity 

School of Christianity, which runs Silent Unity and the publishing ministries, and 

the Association of Unity Churches, which caters to the needs of ministers and their 

congregations. The goals of these two organizations are quite different, and have 

clashed in the past. For example, some Unity ministers have complained that Jesus 

Christ is being taken out of Daily Word in order to soften the message so it will be 

appealing to people of other religions. Jafolla denies that Jesus Christ has been 

taken out, but acknowledges that Silent Unity is attempting to universalize the 

language as part of their outreach efforts. "Silent Unity is really non-

denominational. In Daily Word rather than talking about Christianity as being the 

one and only, we want to be more inclusive. We're being very true to the Unity 

beliefs without being exclusive" (Jafolla, 1996"). Silent Unity's goal, which is aligned 

with the Fillmore's original intent for Silent Unity, is not to convert people, but to 

offer them a positive prayer philosophy as well as membership in a global prayer 

community. The Unity School leaders therefore see a need to "universalize" the 

message, which they see as an introduction to Unity and New Thought philosophy 

for many people. Some ministers, on the other hand, have a goal of maintaining 

the integrity of the original message while at the same time attracting new 

members. For this reason, they would prefer that Daily Word retain its Christian 

focus. Overall, however, the Association is much more unstructured and allows 

more diversity of thought than Unity School. 
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As long as the disagreements between Unity School and the Association do 

not become insurmountable, the divisions between the two organizations can 

continue to be a strength to the organization as a whole. Unity School and the 

Association serve different purposes to the community of Unity believers, and 

together they are able to reach a much wider range of people than they would 

separately. The surprising statistic that only 4 percent of people who use Silent 

Unity or read Daily Word are affiliated with a Unity church (Jafolla, 1997) attests to 

the broad reach of the organization as a whole. Unity School is a good source of 

spiritual nourishment for those who don't want to be involved in a Unity church, 

whether it is because they are fed up with churches in general or because they are 

comfortable in the community they find in another denomination or religion. 

Others, who may have family and friends who view Unity negatively, may want to 

avoid the stigma of attending a Unity Church. They can read Unity publications, 

call Silent Unity for support and attend retreats if they need to capture the 

effervescent feeling of group worship. Unity Churches, on the other hand, are 

good for those who want a community and enjoy searching the path with a group 

of people with whom they can speak freely. 

The challenge which remains for Unity School is how to be appealing to 

the masses without losing content and importance, and without alienating its own 

churches. Although the mission to reach as many people as possible is a worthy 

goal, Unity School must be certain that the message doesn't get universalized so 

much that it no longer means anything. 

The churches face a different set of challenges. As outlined in Chapter IV, 

increasingly more bureaucracy is needed as a church movement grows, and Unity 
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is no exception. The Association of Unity Churches needs to decide what is 

important enough to fight for, and continue its attitude of flexibility in other areas. 

In order to maintain its appeal as a church with the perception of no authority, the 

Association should avoid McDonald-like conformity, but allow for rules which 

would provide consistency between different communities. 

Furthermore, it is at the level of the individual church that the most 

hierarchy and bureaucracy will be seen by participants. Paul, for example, worked 

for a large Unity church for three years and said it experienced the same power 

struggles and hierarchical troubles that any organization experiences. The 

problem, he said, was that he became disillusioned when he realized that Unity 

principles were not always put into practice by the leaders. 

I would put people on pedestals too. You know, I think "Okay, this 
is a leader, or this is the person that's running this organization, so 
they should be more spiritual than I am." So here I am, I'm not that 
spiritual and I'm doing better than they are. I'm not screaming and 
yelling and cussing at people and doing all this stuff that is seen in 
the background of an organization. Then on Sunday we're all 
smiling and everything is rosy and really good. You know, it was 
just a handful of people. There are a lot of people running the 
organization. They get stressed out, and it has to do with fear and 
control. I think you'd find that in any type of organization. It's not 
something that people like to talk about too much, but it does exist 
at certain levels. It's because we're human. . . . I always tried to 
debate in my mind: how strong does the ego have to be, you know. 
If we're serving God and stuff we'd be more humble and soft-
spoken, we wouldn't try to exert our power and control over 
people. But I found this to be, when people start leading 
organizations, and I didn't really care for it. 

The problem of hierarchy and hypocrisy mentioned by Paul is not an 

inherent problem of the church itself, but the result of a specific managerial style 

or personality of a certain minister or ministers. 
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In addition, Paul attended a church with between 1,500 and 2,000 

participants. Logistically, it would be difficult for a minister to avoid setting rules 

and regulations in a church this size. The problem as a church gets larger is that, 

of necessity, there must be more hierarchy and more rules, which in turn could 

make the church less attractive to some. The talent that a minister must have, then, 

is being able to set rules and enforce them in a way that does not feel dictatorial 

to the participants. 

As in other denominations, many Unity consumers shop for ministers rather 

than churches. In Unity, ministers are challenged to provide practical application 

of Unity principles and to present the philosophy with confidence in its truth and 

provability while at the same time respecting other religions. As explained in 

Chapter IV, it is also the minister who carries the responsibility for creating a truly 

welcoming and accepting atmosphere in the church. The importance of the 

minister cannot be understated, especially with individualist religious seekers, 

because if they don't like what they hear they will take their business elsewhere. 

Implications for Mainline Churches 

When discussing the implications Unity has for mainline churches, an 

important caveat must be made regarding the free market nature of religion in the 

United States. The Unity philosophy obviously is not attractive to everyone, or the 

movement would be much larger than it is. Rather, Unity succeeds on its own 

scale because it meets the needs of a specific group of people. The lesson for 

mainline churches, then, is not to become more like Unity, but to find a niche in 

the religious marketplace and meet the needs of those spiritual seekers. Because 

they are so large, most mainline churches aim to be all-inclusive and to be all 
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things to all people. By limiting their scope to several distinct subgroups rather 

than the population as a whole, mainline churches would have a better chance of 

doing an excellent job of reaching a few people rather than doing an adequate job 

of reaching everyone. Perhaps it is by narrowing the appeal of each church that 

those churches will become more vibrant, energetic and better able to meet the 

needs of its constituents. 

With that caveat, churches who wish to reach out to the subgroup of 

Americans who are attracted to Unity can do several things. First, they can appeal 

to the experiential nature of religion which is so important to mystics. Mainline 

churches can place more emphasis on the personal experience of God by showing 

people how to get in touch with God through prayer and meditation, and by 

collectively reinforcing mystical notions in group worship. For example, in all my 

experience in the Methodist and Catholic churches, I was never once encouraged 

to experience God. I learned stories about God. I prayed to God. I worshipped 

God. But no one ever told me that I could feel God. I had to find that for myself. 

Because personal experience is the most believable authority for 43 percent of 

Americans (Princeton Religion Research Center, 1993), a church which helps 

people experience God will gain authority because it is able to facilitate that 

connection. 

Second, mainline churches can emphasize the practicality and pragmatism 

of their philosophies. The people in this research were strongly attracted to Unity 

because it helps them through daily dilemmas in addition to giving a higher 

meaning to their lives. A church that helps people learn how to discipline their 

children, how to comfort a sick person, or even how to be patient in traffic may 
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be more helpful to some people than a church which does not apply its 

philosophy to daily life. 

Third, mainline churches can recognize American individualism and 

implement their own version of Unity's doctrine of individual choice. Although not 

even all Unity ministers have perfected this, it is possible to present a strong, 

convincing and confident religious argument and at the same time leave the 

listener feeling like he or she is free to accept or reject it without judgment from 

the church. This open and accepting attitude, in combination with a strong 

teaching, may lead to more people actually hearing the message because they 

aren't offended by its exclusivity. Of course, if the church's philosophy includes a 

belief that its teachings are the only way to God, the doctrine of individual choice 

could not be implemented effectively. 

Fourth, mainline churches can incorporate some of the beliefs of Unity and 

New Thought into their doctrines. For example, the success of Norman Vincent 

Peale shows how the New Thought message can be carried into mainstream 

orthodox Christianity. Braden (1963) explains how Peale "has succeeded in 

weaving into an otherwise unobjectionably Christian orthodox framework some of 

the basic New Thought ideas and has wholeheartedly adopted some New Thought 

aims and especially techniques" (p. 387). However, because many of Unity's 

beliefs are viewed as questionable if not heretical by traditional denominations, 

the mainline churches cannot adopt them and remain mainline. Such debatable 

ideas as Unity's interpretation of the Christ spirit within each person could not be 

recognized as valid within many mainline churches without calling into question 

central theological tenets of the faith. 
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Of course, these suggestions cannot and should not be applied to every 

church, because the religious marketplace includes a wide variety of religious 

subgroups who are shopping for answers to different needs. It is possible, 

however, that some of Unity's beliefs and practices would meet the needs of 

religious seekers in other denominations. 

Directions for Future Research 

Because so little sociological research has focused on New Thought groups 

in general and Unity in particular, the opportunity for continued research is 

enormous. Although Unity at present is a relatively small movement in comparison 

with mainline denominations, the possibility for growth is substantial. This 

potential, coupled with the fact that the Association of Unity Churches is now 

emphasizing evangelization through marketing and public relations techniques, 

makes Unity a church to watch in the 20th Century. Following are a few 

suggestions for further research: 

1. A more in-depth survey with randomly sampled participants from 

throughout the movement should be undertaken in order to generalize the 

findings to the Unity movement as a whole. 

2. Because Unity is just one of many smaller religions which are drawing 

members from the ranks of mainline churches, further research could concentrate 

on these smaller religions, including other New Thought groups like Divine 

Science and Religious Science. 

3. Further research should investigate more specific reasons why the Unity 

movement appeals to distinct demographic groups. 
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4. An interesting research study would be to evaluate the teachings of 

different Unity ministers regarding the amount of authority with which they 

present their teachings. My hypothesis would be that ministers who preach with 

strong authority and are able to maintain Unity's doctrine of individual choice 

without judgment would have higher church attendance and growing churches, 

compared to ministers who present their material as a notion - something that 

they themselves believe but they aren't sure that you should believe it - and/or 

who only give lip service to the doctrine of individual choice. 

5. The ability of Unity to maintain appeal to the children of current 

participants is important to the future of the movement and should be included in 

continued research of Unity. 

Lastly, this research has implications for the continued sociological study of 

religion. Unity is a religion which touches a wide range of people with its prayer 

ministry, its daily devotional magazine and its literature, as well as through its 

churches. The true impact of Unity on the lives of individuals cannot be measured 

by membership and attendance statistics, which are the most common measures of 

religiosity used in the field. If individuals do not limit religiousity or spirituality to 

church attendance and membership, sociologists as well should break out of those 

limitations to fully understand the spirituality of the American individual. 
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APPENDIX: 
RESEARCH METHODS 

This project entailed the use of four research methods: 1) a written survey; 

2) personal interviews; 3) participant observation in a Unity retreat as well as at 

services and programs of a Unity Church; and 4) personal or telephone interviews 

with Unity officials. These methods are explained below. 

The research methods outlined below received approval from The 

University of New Mexico Arts and Sciences Human Subjects Institutional Review 

Board on April 3, 1996. 

Written Survey 

The 72-item written survey was devised using questions asked by Hoge et. 

al (1994) and Roof (1993) in order to facilitate comparison to these studies. In 

addition, original questions were created to measure adherence to Unity 

philosophies and practices and other descriptors. A copy of the survey, is included 

at the end of this Appendix. 

Because random sampling of Unity participants throughout the country was 

not possible for this survey, I selected two different populations which would give 

a better overall view of Unity as a whole than one population would give alone. 

The congregation of Christ Unity Church in Albuquerque, New Mexico, was 

selected simply because of it's proximity to the University of New Mexico, which 

would allow my participant observation as well as provide a group for survey 

research. The congregation survey data provides information about people who 

attend a Unity church. Since I knew that participation in Unity sometimes does not 



include attendance at a church, I decided to attend a retreat at Unity Village in 

order to gain access to a wider range of Unity participants. Retreat attendees 

included people who were members of Unity churches, as well as people who 

used Silent Unity or read Daily Word, but had never attended a Unity church. In 

addition, the survey was also distributed to participants in Unity's Continuing 

Education Program, which was comprised of people who are more likely to be 

dedicated to the Unity message. 

The survey was distributed on April 11, 1996, to all retreat participants (a 

total of 27), and on April 12, 1996 to all participants in the Continuing Education 

Program (a total of 54) held at Unity Village. Thirty-two surveys were returned 

from the retreat, for a response rate of 39.5 percent. A slightly altered survey (the 

question on income was removed at the request of the minister and replaced with 

a question on the use of spiritual principles for prosperity) was distributed on 

November 3, 1996, to everyone in attendance at the Sunday service. Of 121 

surveys distributed, 65 were returned for a response rate of 53.7 percent. The 

overall response rate was 48 percent. 

Personal Interviews 

Ten people were interviewed on audio-tape using open-ended questions 

covering the following general topics: demographics, church switching patterns, 

church membership, individualism, pluralism, religious beliefs and practices, 

reaction to church authority, community involvement, mysticism, adherence to 

Unity philosophies, openness to New Age concepts and general 

liberal/conservative views. A list of sample questions is attached, but is not 

necessarily inclusive of all questions asked of every interviewee. Each interview 
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lasted about one-half hour to one hour. I selected subjects from the attendees at 

the retreat based on demographic and prior church membership information. 

Subjects were given the option of using a pseudonym or signing a consent 

form if they agreed to allow use of their real name. For those individuals who 

requested anonymity, other demographic information may have been changed so 

that they could not be identified. Subjects were also informed that they could 

change their decision to use their real name at any time before the research was 

published. 

The interviews took place on the following dates: 

Annemarie: April 7, 1996 
Raymond: April 9, 1996 
Barbara: April 10, 1996 
Jeanne: April 10, 1996 
Paul: April 11, 1996 
Maria: April 11, 1996 
Billy: April 11, 1996 
Isabel: April 12, 1996 
Patricia: April 12, 1996 
Cora: April 13, 1996 

Ideally, the personal interviews and surveys would have included former 

members who are estranged from the church, but former members were difficult 

to find. However, the interviews do include one person (Maria) who grew up in 

Unity and now is no longer a member, although she does attend Unity retreats. In 

addition, Jeanne returned to a Unity retreat after a long hiatus from Unity and 

religion in general. 

Participant Observation 

My participant observation in the retreat and in services and programs at 

Christ Unity Church was undertaken in order to provide me with a clearer 
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understanding of Unity. My role as a researcher was explained to retreat 

participants, as well as to participants at Christ Unity Church with whom I came in 

regular contact. I do quote ministers and other church authorities who spoke 

either in services or at the retreat, and their speeches are available on tape. This 

research does not include any quotes from any Unity participants who have not 

consented to participate. 

Interviews with Officials 

Interviews were conducted with the following Unity officials: 

Rosemary Fillmore Rhea, administrator, Unity School of Christianity: April 8, 

1996; 

Mary Alice Jafolla, co-director, Silent Unity: April 10, 1996; 

Colleen Zuck, editor of Daily Word. April 10, 1996; 

Thomas Thorpe, instructor for ministerial education: April 11, 1996; 

Glenn Mosley, executive director of Association of Unity Churches: April 10, 

1996. 
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Survey Questions and Results 
Following are survey results from 98 respondents, 66.3 percent of whom took the 
survey at Christ Unity Church in Albuquerque, New Mexico, and 33.7 percent of whom 
took the survey at a retreat at Unity Village, Missouri. Responses are listed as 
percentages. 

Demographics 
Gender: a. male 

b. female 

Total 
28.9 
71.1 

ABQ 
29.7 
70.3 

Retreat 
27.3 
72.7 

Birth year: See text for graph of results. 

Highest formal education completed 
a. less than high school graduate 
b. high school graduate 
c high school plus some college or trade school 
d college degree 
e college degree plus some graduate work 
f graduate degree 

Current occupation 
a. managerial, supervisory 
b. professional 
c. manual, skilled labor 
d. technical, engineering 
e. sales 
f. clerical 
g. homemaker 
h. student 
i. other 

Current marital status 
a. currently married 
b. never married 
c. currently divorced 
d. widowed 

3.1 
4.1 
30.6 
21.4 
14.3 
26.5 

13.3 
36.7 
0 
7.1 
5.1 
4.1 
9.2 
0 
24.5 

50.0 
8.2 
33.7 
8.2 

3.1 
3.1 
26.2 
23.1 
10.8 
33.8 

16.9 
33.8 
0 
9.2 
3.1 
3.1 
10.8 
0 
23.1 

50.8 
12.3 
26.2 
10.8 

3.0 
6.1 
39.4 
18.2 
21.2 
12.1 

6.1 
42.4 
0 
3.0 
9.1 
6.1 
6.1 
0 
27.3 

48.5 
0 
48.5 
3.0 

Number of children (Including stepchildren who lived with or are living with you) (question 
misunderstood, so answers were not used). 

What is your ethnic identification? 
a. African American 
b. Asian 
c. American Indian 
d. Hispanic 
e. White 
f. Other 

What is your approximate family income? (Asked at retreat only) 
a. $0 to $15,000 
b. $15,001 to $30,000 
c. $30,001 to $50,000 
d. $50,001 to $70,000 
e. $70,001 to $90,000 
f. above $90,001 

4.1 
0 
0 

4.1 
87.6 
4.1 

only) 

1.6 
0 
0 

4.7 
89.1 
4.6 

9.1 
0 
0 

3.0 
84.8 
3.0 

9.1 
33.3 
21.2 
18.2 
3.0 
15.2 
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Church Attendance 
Are you now a member of a church 

a. yes 
b. no (skip next question) 

Total 

77.1 
22.9 

ABQ Retreat 

If you are now a church member, with what denomination is your church affiliated 
as possible)? 
TOTAL: Unity, 89.2; Roman Catholic, 2.7; Methodist, 2.7; Presbyterian, 1.4; Lutheran, 1 
1.4; Christian, 1.4 

In the last year, how often have you attended church, on average? 
a. once a week or more 51.1 
b. two or three times a month 37.2 
c. six to twelve times a year 9.6 
d. at least once a year 2.1 
e. never 0 

Do you regularly attend a church of which you are not a member? 
a. yes 28.1 
b. no 71.9 

If yes, which church/denomination? Unity, 92; Roman Catholic, 8. 

What was the denomination of the first church you joined as a member? 
SEE "FIRST CHURCH" AT END OF SURVEY 

77.8 
22.2 

iliatei 

jran, ' 

41.9 
46.8 
9.7 
1.6 
0 

33.3 
66.7 

75.8 
24.2 

j (be as specific 

1.4; Metaphysical, 

68.8 
18.8 
9.4 
3.1 
0 

18.2 
81.8 

Did you later switch membership to another denomination? 
a. yes 67.0 
b. no 33.0 

If yes, to which church/ denomination(s) ? 
SEE "SWITCH" AT END OF SURVEY 

66.2 
29.2 

62.5 
37.5 

Was there ever a time in your life when you became Inactive in church life, that is, did not attend 
church 
as often as six times a year? 

a. yes 82.1 82.5 81.3 
b. no 17.9 17.5 18.8 

If "yes," what was the main reason you became inactive? 
SEE "INACT" AT END OF SURVEY 

If you returned after being inactive, what was the main reason? 
SEE "RETURN" AT END OF SURVEY 

Beliefs and practices 
Would you prefer 

a. to be alone and meditate 
b. to worship with others 
c. both 
d. neither 

Would you prefer 
a. to explore different religious teachings 
b. to stick to a faith 

both 

12.2 
8.2 
79.6 
0 

60.6 
34.0 
5.3 

13.8 
7.7 
78.5 
0 

62.9 
32.3 
4.8 

9.1 
9.1 
81.8 
0 

56.3 
37.5 
6.3 
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In which ways do you participate in Unity (circle all that apply)? 
SEE "PARTICIPATION IN UNITY" AT END OF SURVEY 

19. Answer one of the following three questions (if you need more room, please use back of 
survey): 
a. If you are now a member of a Unity church, and you switched from another faith, why did you 

choose Unity? 
b. If you have always been a member of a Unity church, why have you stayed? ? 
c. If you are not now a member of a Unity church, why have you not become a member? 

SEE "WHY UNITY" AT END OF SURVEY 

What is the closest to how you view God? 
a. God created the world but does not interfere. 
b. God is above and beyond the world and controls 
what happens. 
c. God is immanent and universal and works with 
individuals to create reality. 
d. I don't believe in God. 
e. Other 

How often do you pray? 
a. more than once a day 
b. once a day 
c. two to three times a week 
d. once a week 
e. once a month 
f. only when I am troubled 
g. never 

2.0 
1 

90.8 

0 
6.1 

60.8 
24.7 
9.3 
2.1 
0 
3.1 
0 

3.1 
1.5 

89.2 

0 
6.2 

58.5 
26.2 
7.7 
3.1 
0 
4.6 
0 

0 
0 

93.9 

0 
6.1 

65.6 
21.9 
12.5 
0 
0 
0 
0 

It is important to me that my faith be based on the Bible. 
disagree/disagree 

In the past five years, have you attended any Bible 

spiritual growth seminars? 

charismatic prayer services 

healing groups 

TOTAL 
ABQ 

RETREAT 
study groups? 

TOTAL 
ABQ 

RETREAT 

TOTAL 
ABQ 

RETREAT 

TOTAL 
ABQ 

RETREAT 

TOTAL 
ABQ 

RETREAT 
Have you ever had a direct or inward experience of God? 

Do you practice meditation at least twice a week? 
TOTAL 

Yes No 
TOTAL 

ABQ 
RETREAT 

strongly agree/agree 

Yes 
57.5 
44.8 
82.8 
Yes 
79.4 
70.3 
97.0 
Yes 
27.7 
20 

42.9 
Yes 
55.6 
39 

87.1 
Yes 
92.7 

70.1 
62.5 
84.8 

30.1 
38.1 
43.4 
No 

42.5 
55.2 
17.2 
No 

20.6 
29.7 
3.0 
No 

72.3 
80 

57.1 
No 

44.4 
61 

12.9 
No 
73 

29.9 
37.5 
15.2 

strongly 

39.8 
23.8 
43.3 
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Vanishing Boundaries Core Belief Index 
Humans should live with the assumption that there is no 
life after death. 

TOTAL 
AGREE 
2.2 

DISAGREE 
90.3 

Here are four statements about the Bible. Which is the closest to your own views? 
3.2 a. The Bible is God's Word and all it says is true. 
92.6 b. The Bible was written by men inspired by God, but it contains some human errors. 
1.1 c. The Bible is a good book because it was written by wise men, but God had nothing to do with 

it. 
1.1 d. The Bible was written by men who lived so long ago that it is worth very little today. 
2.1 other 

What do you believe about Jesus Christ? 
43.3 a. He was God or the son of God. 
21.6 b. He was another religious leader like Mohammed or Buddha. 
0 c. He never actually lived. 
2.1 d. I don't know. 
24.7 e. Other 
8.2 Both 1 & 2 

Vanishing Boundaries Christ Only Index 
The only absolute Truth for humankind is in Jesus Christ. 

TOTAL 
AGREE 

11.7 
DISAGREE 

73.4 
Only followers of Jesus Christ and members of His 
church can be saved. AGREE 

TOTAL "I 
DISAGREE 

95.9 

Unity Philosophies 
Unity offers answers to life's problems. 

TOTAL 
Unity makes considerable demands of its members in terms 
of money and time. 

TOTAL 
I feel that I actively practice Unity's philosophy in my daily life. 

TOTAL 
God is individualized in every person. 

My thoughts and attitude are of primary significance in 
determining what happens in my life. 

Do you use spiritual principles for physical healing? 

Do you use spiritual principles for prosperity 

I am optimistic and positive 

I have always been optimistic and positive 

TOTAL 

TOTAL 

TOTAL 
ABQ 

RETREAT 

ABQ 

ABQ 

ABQ 

AGREE 
83.5 

AGREE 
4.1 

AGREE 
87.6 

AGREE 
92.8 

AGREE 
94.8 
Yes 
89.7 
86.2 
96.9 
Yes 
87.3 

AGREE 
92.2 

AGREE 
43.0 

No 
10.3 
13.8 
3.1 
No 

12.7 

DISAGREE 
1.0 

DISAGREE 
83.7 

DISAGREE 
2.1 

DISAGREE 
3.1 

DISAGREE 
0.0 

DISAGREE 
0.0 

DISAGREE 
40.0 
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Community Involvement 
In the past year, how often have you participated in an organization aimed at improving the 
community or changing government policies, such as civic groups, PTA, service clubs or political 
committees. 

a. once a week or more 11.6 12.5 9.7 
b. two or three times a month 8.4 7.8 9.7 
c. six to twelve times a year 15.8 18.8 9.7 
d. at least once a year 20.0 17.2 25.8 
e. never 44.2 43.2 45.2 

Name of group(s) 

Individualism (VB Index = first two) 
In the realm of values, the final authority about good 
and bad is the individual's conscience. 

TOTAL 
Individual persons should seek out religious truth 
for themselves and not conform to any church's doctrines. 

TOTAL 
An individual should arrive at his or her own religious 
beliefs independently of any churches or synagogues. 

Do you think a person can be a good Christian or Jew 
if he or she doesn't attend church or synagogue? 

TOTAL 
ABQ 

RETREAT 

TOTAL 

AGREE 
58.5 

AGREE 
64.3 

AGREE 
52.3 
50.8 
56.2 

Yes 
99.0 

No 
1.0 

DISAGREE 
26.6 

DISAGREE 
18.4 

DISAGREE 
20.6 
26.2 
9.4 

Pluralism (VB Universalism Index 
All the great religions of the world are equally good 

All the different religions are equally good ways of 
helping a person find ultimate truth. 

= both) 
and true. 

TOTAL 
ABQ 

RETREAT 

TOTAL 
ABQ 

RETREAT 

AGREE 
55.3 
55.5 
54.9 

AGREE 
56.5 
66.7 
34.4 

DISAGREE 
20.2 
15.9 
29.0 

DISAGREE 
21.7 
19.0 
27.6 

Mysticism 
I feel connected to God. 

Union with God is possible through spiritual growth. 
TOTAL 

TOTAL 
People have God within them, so churches aren't really necessary. 

TOTAL 
ABQ 

RETREAT 
Do you consider yourself religious? 

Do you consider yourself spiritual? 
TOTAL 

TOTAL 

AGREE 
91.8 

AGREE 
96.9 

AGREE 
18.7 
25.0 
6.3 
Yes 
51.5 
Yes 
95.9 

No 
48.5 
NO 
4.1 

DISAGREE 
1.0 

DISAGREE 
1.0 

DISAGREE 
64.6 
57.8 
78.1 
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Liberal/Conservative: VB Morality index (first three) 
In general, premarital sexual relations between persons 
committed to each other are morally appropriate. 

TOTAL 
AGREE 

62.3 
DISAGREE 

14.6 
Laws making abortion legal should be repealed. 

TOTAL 
ABQ 

RETREAT 

AGREE 
9.5 
6.2 
16.2 

DISAGREE 
78.9 
78.1 
80.6 

Should a person who admits he/she is homosexual 
be allowed to be ordained as a minister? 

TOTAL 
Yes 
89.0 

No 
11.0 

In general, would you identify yourself religiously as (responses are for total respondents) 
54.8 a. a religious liberal 
5.4 b. a religious conservative 
31.2 c. between the two 
8.6 d. not religious at all 

| New Age 
I consider myself to have a "New Age" philosophy. 

I create my own reality. 

Do you believe that the souls of individual persons 
are reborn or reincarnated in another life? 

Do you believe in astrology? 

Do you believe in psychic powers? 

Do you believe in ghosts? 

Do you believe in angels? 

TOTAL 
ABQ 

RETREAT 

TOTAL 
ABQ 

RETREAT 

TOTAL 

TOTAL 

TOTAL 

TOTAL 

TOTAL 

AGREE 
47.9 
39.1 
66.7 

AGREE 
85.6 
80.0 
96.9 

YES 
64.9 
YES 
29.2 
YES 
71.9 
YES 
42.1 
YES 
70.8 

NO 
3.1 
NO 
36.5 
NO 
73 
NO 
27.4 
NO 
42 

DISAGREE 
22.3 
25.0 
16.7 

DISAGREE 
3.1 
4.6 
0.0 

OPEN 
32.0 

OPEN 
34.4 

OPEN 
20.8 

OPEN 
30.5 

OPEN 
25.0 

Anti-Institutional ism/Church Authority 
Most churches today have lost a clear sense of the 
real spiritual nature of religion. 

Long-standing church doctrines are the surest guide 
for knowing ultimate religious truth. 

TOTAL 

TOTAL 

AGREE 
49.5 

AGREE 
5.2 

DISAGREE 
21.1 

DISAGREE 
89.7 

My life is guided by (responses are for all respondents) 
8.2 a. God's divine will for me, as outlined in the Bible and taught by the church. 
77.6 b. God's divine will for me, which I determine by getting in touch with my higher self. 
4.1 c. My own individual decisions. 
5.1 d. Other 
2.0 a & b 
3.1 b & c 
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FIRST First Church 

Value Label 
Valid Cum 

Value Frequency Percent Percent• Percent 

Unity 
Roman Catholic 
Methodist 
Presbyterian 
Baptist 
Lutheran 
Episcopal 
Metaphysical/New Tho 
Christian 
None 
Congregational 
Jewish 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 

12 
13 
14 
99 

14 
18 
21 
5 
8 

10 
5 
2 
6 
5 
1 
1 
2 

14.3 
18.4 
21.4 
5.1 
8.2 

10.2 
5.1 
2.0 
6.1 
5.1 
1.0 
1.0 
2.0 

14.6 
18.8 
21.9 
5.2 
8.3 

10.4 
5.2 
2.1 
6.3 
5.2 
1.0 
1.0 

Missing 

14.6 
33.3 
55.2 
60.4 
68.8 
79.2 
84.4 
86.5 
92.7 
97.9 
99.0 

100.0 

Total 98 100.0 100.0 

Valid cases 96 Missing cases 

Group $SWITCH Switched from Which Denomination? 

Category label 
Pet of Pet of 

Code Count Responses Cases 

Unity 
Roman Catholic 
Methodist 
Presbyterian 
Lutheran 
Episcopal 
Metaphysical/New Thought 
Christian 
Latter Day Saints 
Unitarian 

1 
2 
3 
4 
6 
7 
8 
9 

10 
11 

46 
2 
3 
4 
2 
3 
8 
2 
2 
2 

62.2 
2.7 
4.1 
5.4 
2.7 
4.1 

10.8 
2.7 
2.7 
2.7 

71.9 
3.1 
4.7 
6.3 
3.1 
4.7 

12.5 
3.1 
3.1 
3.1 

Total responses 

34 missing cases; 64 valid cases 

74 100.0 115.6 
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Group $INACT Main Reason for Inactivity 

Category label Code 
Pet of Pet of 

Count Responses Cases 

left home 
too busy 
not interested 
conflict with church 
doubt, lost faith 
beliefs of church conflicted 
conflict with spouse 
other 

with person 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 

6 
9 

20 
5 

12 
35 
2 

10 

6.1 
9.1 

20.2 
5.1 

12.1 
35.4 
2.0 

10.1 

7.6 
11.4 
25.3 
6.3 

15.2 
44.3 
2.5 

12.7 

Total responses 99 100.0 125.3 

19 missing cases; 79 valid cases 

Group $RETURN Reason for Returning to Church 

Category label Code 
Pet of Pet of 

Count Responses Cases 

desire for inspiration and spiritual nou 
religious education for children 
returned with spouse/family 
need for feeling of community 
had conversion experience 
found church which better fit needs/beli 
other 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 

44 
6 
8 
9 
5 

32 
3 

41.1 
5.6 
7.5 
8.4 
4.7 

29.9 
2.8 

56.4 
7.7 

10.3 
11.5 
6.4 

41.0 
3.8 

Total responses 107 100 .0 137.2 

20 m i s s i n g c a s e s ; 78 v a l i d c a s e s 
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Group $PART Participation in Unity 

Category label 

attend services 
attend programs or classes 
read Unity publications 
utilize Silent Unity 
other 

Code 

Total responses 

4 missing cases; 94 valid cases 

Group $WHYUN Why Unity? 

Category label 

beliefs 
religious education for children 
since childhood/tradition 
daily practicality 
•not condemning other religions 
feeling of belonging/community 
family 
support (classes, publications) 
no dogma/rules, flexibility 
individual spiritual growth 
became member to feel comfortable 
still exploring 
spiritually fulfilling 
minister/services 
other 
not ready for commitment 

Code 

Total responses 

Pet of Pet of 
Count Responses Cases 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 

91 
71 
77 
56 
39 

27.2 
21.3 
23.1 
16.8 
11.7 

96.8 
75.5 
81.9 
59.6 
41.5 

334 100.0 355.3 

Pet of Pet of 
Count Responses Cases 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 

10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 

61 
3 
1 
9 
6 

20 
3 
5 

13 
4 
1 
5 
8 
2 
9 
4 

39.6 
1.9 
.6 

5.8 
3.9 

13.0 
1.9 
3.2 
8.4 
2.6 
.6 

3.2 
5.2 
1.3 
5.8 
2.6 

65.6 
3.2 
1.1 
9.7 
6.5 

21.5 
3.2 
5.4 

14.0 
4.3 
1.1 
5.4 
8.6 
2.2 
9.7 
4.3 

154 100.0 165.6 

5 missing cases ; 93 va l id cases 
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Personal Interview Questions 
What was your childhood religious experience like? 
Did you join a church as a teenager? Which church? 
How has your religious experience changed over the years? What do you think 

caused those changes? 
What other religions/denominations have you investigated? Do you still investigate 

other religions? 
When did you first learn about Unity? 
What Unity programs do you participate in? What Unity publications do you read? 
Are you now, or have you ever been, a member of a Unity church? What 

influenced your decision to join (or not join) Unity? 
(If married) Do you attend church with your spouse/family? If not, why? 
Do you find that your church helps you with specific life needs or problems? 
How? 
The Unity philosophy seems to be pretty flexible and open. How do you feel 
about that' 
What do you like or dislike about the Unity philosophy? 
Is there anything about the Unity philosophy that you question? 
(If a Unity member) Was your previous religious philosophy or practice missing 

anything that Unity fills? 
In your religious or spiritual life, is there anything that you would like to find that 

you haven't found yet? 
Have you found it easy or difficult to practice your beliefs in everyday life? Have 

you faced any major problems or disappointments which Unity philosophy 
or some other religious philosophy has helped you deal with? How? 

Some people have called Unity a New Age church. What is your reaction to that? 
Do you consider yourself New Age? Why/why not? 

What do you want from a church? What is the church's role in your life? 
As a member of Unity, do you feel like you are expected to give a certain amount 

of money or time to the church? Does Unity demand very much of 
members? 

What kind of authority do you think God has over your life? 
How would you define God? 
Do you consider yourself religious or spiritual or both? 
What are your regular spiritual or religious practices? 
Do you feel that God is personally involved in your life? 
Explain to me what role the Bible plays in your philosophy. Do you rely on other 

religious teachings as well? 
How comfortable are you about telling your friends about your beliefs? 
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