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This paper is a review of the scholarly literature on the emergence of metaphysical 

religion in American history. Metaphysical religion, as considered by the several authors in this 

study, include Spiritualism, Christian Science and New Thought as well as the many forms of 

occult spirituality which originated in America, such as Theosophy and what has come be be 

known as New Age. This study draws heavily on the framework provided by Catherine Albanese 

in her introduction to A Republic of Mind and Spirt, A Cultural History of American 

Metaphysical Religion. Albanese identifies four characteristics that identify metaphysical 

religion: “a preoccupation with mind and its powers”, a “predisposition toward the ancient 

cosmological theory of correspondence between worlds”, a focus on spirituality in terms of 

“movement and energy” and “a yearning for salvation understood as solace, comfort, therapy and 

healing.”1

This paper has three parts. The opening part discusses the focus of several authors who 

have widely different perspectives on metaphysical religion in America: Three authors who have 

written comprehensive treatments of metaphysical religion: Charles Braden, Stillson Judah and 

Catherine Albanese; two authors who write of the sectarian nature of metaphysical religion: 

Stephen Gottschalk, a highly respected scholar of Christian Science and William McLaughlin, 

author of Revivals, Awakenings, and Reform; Sydney Ahlstrom, author of perhaps the most 

comprehensive history of American religion ever published; Jon Butler, author of Awash in a Sea 

of Faith: Christianizing the American People; and the well-known sociologist and historian 

Rodney Stark (with his collaborators William Sims Bainbridge and Roger Finke). 

The second part highlights the similarities, differences and tensions of the various 

authors. It is apparent that these scholars tend to fall into five recognizable categories that are 

implied in the above paragraph. This study gets its name because it contends that these categories 

comprise a framework that is similar to Avery Dulles’ 1974 classic book, Models of the Church. 

The categories recognized from this study are metaphysical religion as “sacred 

canopy” (borrowing a term from Peter Berger), metaphysical religion as “sectarian cause”, 

metaphysical religion as “community of faith”, metaphysical religion as “center of practice” (or 

coven) and metaphysical religion as “audience cult”. If it is possible to locate each scholar 

1. Catherine Albanese, A Republic of Mind and Spirit: A Cultural History of American Metaphysical 
Religion. (New Haven, Conn: Yale University Press, 2008), pp 12-15
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primarily in one of these categories then we have not only a grouping of their focus but also an 

ordering of how important they believe metaphysical religion may be—from the most important 

(sacred canopy) to the most irrelevant (audience cult).

The third and final part of this study identifies potentially unanswered questions and 

concludes with an appeal for historians of American religious history to take a fresh look at the 

paucity of scholarly study given to metaphysical religion. The religion that is relevant to the 

American story is the religion that is relevant to the American people. Some of the scholars 

included here, such as McLaughlin, do not acknowledge the existence of metaphysical religion at 

all, even while claiming to provide a comprehensive framework of the American religious story. 

This paper encourages he and others like him to reconsider what it truly relevant in the study of 

American religion.

Various scholarly perspectives on metaphysical religion in America
Charles S. Braden in Spirits in Rebellion, the Rise and Development of New Thought,2 

provides a comprehensive view of one trajectory of metaphysical religion, what is known as 

New Thought. He starts his book by defining New Thought in terms of its teachings, its 

foundational teachers, and its early growth. He then continues with a chapter on each of the 

major New Thought branches: Unity, Divine Science and Religious Science. In part three he 

describes the influence of New Thought outside of its own church communities, primarily by 

means of publications. The final part describes the global impact of New Thought. Besides being 

an important historical study, Braden’s most important contribution is comparing New Thought 

with Christian Science and explaining how these two trajectories coexisted in the formative 

years. For Braden, and for Judah and Albanese, metaphysical religion is a religious movement. 

As such, it provides a comprehensive spiritual “canopy” for a religious worldview.

J. Stillson Judah’s The History and Philosophy of the Metaphysical Movements in 

America,3  is similar in many respects to Bradens’s Spirits in Rebellion but he extends his focus 

beyond New Thought to “metaphysical religion” in America. Therefore he includes Spiritualism 

2. Charles Braden, Spirits in Rebellion: The Rise and Development of New Thought. (Dallas: Southern 
Methodist University Press, 1987), 99.

3. J. Stillson Judah, The History and Philosophy of the Metaphysical Movements in America. (Philadelphia: 
Westminster Press, 1967).
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and “Theosophy and Its Allies” in his study. The most significant part of his study is the first 

chapter, entitled “The Mirror of American Culture”, in which he stresses the importance of 

Emerson and the Transcendentalists more than he stresses the role of Quimby and the mental 

healers. This chapter makes Judah’s book more relevant to one who wishes to compare 

metaphysical religion with evangelical religion in America.

Catherine L. Albanese in A Republic of Mind and Spirit: A Cultural History of 

American Metaphysical Religion4 is a more contemporary (2007) and more complete (looking 

back to European sources, looking forward to New Age) treatment of metaphysical religion in 

America. As mentioned in the opening of this paper, Albanese provides a contemporary 

definition of metaphysical religion and she also provides an analysis of how historians have 

considered it in their histories of American religion. Her analysis argues that the “evangelical 

thesis” of McLaughlin and the writings about the influence of denominations and the role of 

European state churches by Jon Butler need to be balanced with a third force in order to 

understand religion in America: that being the role of metaphysical religion. She argues that 

“Metaphysical religion … is at least as important as evangelicalism in fathoming the shape and 

scope of American religious history … Metaphysics, also, is surely as important as the state-

church/mainstream-denominational tradition to which Butler paid attention.”5

William McLaughlin, author of Revivals, Awakenings, and Reform.  The focus on 

McLaughlin’s well-known 216 page essay is an exploration of the cause of the great awakenings 

in American religious history. In his introduction, McLaughlin writes, “great awakenings are 

periods when the cultural system has had to be revitalized in order to overcome jarring 

disjunctions between norms and experience, old beliefs and new realities, dying patterns and 

emerging patterns of behavior.”6 How denominational organizations “revitalize cultural systems” 

is by rebelling against the existing system of beliefs and behavior. McLoughlin says that when a 

society “finds that its day-to-day behavior has deviated so far from the accepted (traditional) 

norms … they quarrel and divide, often blaming those in authority. They refuse to unite on any 

4. Catherine Albanese, A Republic of Mind and Spirit: A Cultural History of American Metaphysical 
Religion. (New Haven, Conn: Yale University Press, 2008).

5. Albanese p4.
6. William G McLoughlin, Revivals, Awakenings, and Reform: An Essay on Religion and Social Change in 

America 1607-1977. (Chicago: The Univ of Chicago Pr., 1978), 10
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scheme. They may even flout the establishment by unpatriotic acts, seeming thus to give aid and 

comfort to the enemy.”7 However McLaughlin has entirely dismissed the rise of Christian 

Science and other forms of metaphysical religion in his study. He makes no mention of Christian 

Science, nor New Thought (nor Pentecostalism, which derived much of its theology from 

metaphysical Christianity8) during the period known as “the third great awakening”, when these 

several metaphysical Christian organizations emerged, from 1890-1920. McLoughlin has 

devoted his analysis of this period to the struggle between Evangelicals and the Social Gospel 

movement. However McLoughlin’s focus on the Social Gospel movement indicates that what is 

important for him is the cause, or rebellion, against the existing order. That omission shows how 

scholarship which views innovative religious movements as rebellions against traditional norms 

in belief and behavior can easily dismiss significant historical events, such as the emergence of 

Christian Science.

Stephen Gottschlak, author of The Emergence of Christian Science in American 

Religious Life, also provides a perspective of innovation coming out of the wake of a rebellion. 

So Gottschalk is able to use for his study of Christian Science the same framework used by 

McLaughlin, but he is able to do so without missing the significance of metaphysical 

Christianity. In this highly regarded study, Gottschalk “finds a serious and distinctive, though 

radical, religious teaching that began to flower just as orthodox Protestantism began to fade.”9 

Gottschalk starts out writing about the challenges of the Gilded Age, the economic cause from 

which he will highlight rebellion. The connection between the Gilded Age and the rise of 

Christian Science is the emergence of the Social Gospel movement and the New Theology that 

came in its wake. The Social Gospel movement and the New Theology cleared out much of what 

had been considered authoritative, allowing new and innovative religious ideas like Christian 

Science to emerge. Gottschalk writes that “In the largest sense, Protestant orthodoxy failed 

because its implicit dualism between the natural and the supernatural became increasingly 

untenable to the nineteenth century mind.”10 Gottschalk writes that even though the New 

7. McLaughlin, 12-13
8. Kate Bowler, “Blessed Bodies: Healing within the African-American Faith Movement,” in Global 

Pentecostal and Charismatic Healing (Oxford University Press, 2011), p84
9. Stephen Gottschalk, The Emergence of Christian Science in American Religious Life. (Berkeley: Univ. 

of California Pr., 1973), inside cover
10. Gottschalk, 8
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Theology placed orthodox Protestantism on the defense, it was not able to provide a fully 

satisfactory theology for the time. This opened an opportunity for Mrs. Eddy and the many 

metaphysical Christian movements in the late 19th century. Gottschalk writes that “Christian 

Science … did not regard it as a theology in competition with other theologies, whether old or 

new, but as a revelation of spiritual power which provided a wholly new alternative for religious 

belief and practice.”11 What Gottschalk is saying is that the challenge of the Social Gospel 

created a void that the New Theology was not fully able to fill. Metaphysical Christianity, in the 

form of Christian Science, was able to fill that void for many without having to directly 

challenge either orthodox Christianity or the New Theology.

Sydney E. Ahlstrom in his authoritative book, A Religious History of the American 

People,12 weaves the story of religious groups and secular events together to provide a church 

history within the framework of an American history. However when he covers innovative 

religious groups and sects which comprise what one may refer to as metaphysical Christianity, 

Ahlstrom groups them primarily in two places, first, in his chapter entitled “Sectarian Heyday” 

and, second, in two distinct chapters toward the end entitled “Harmonial Religion since the Later 

Nineteenth Century” and “Piety for the Age of Aquarius: Theosophy, Occultism, and Non 

Western Religion”. The result is a perspective of these groups as being much more like the 

denominations or churches that are the main focus of his history. This means that the influence of 

these groups on the larger trends in American history (such as abolitionism and women’s 

sufferance) is not considered in the same way as the influence given to the larger denominations. 

In his chapter on “Sectarian Heyday” Ahlstrom hints that metaphysical Christianity had 

great influence among a wide group of “dissenters”, beginning with Swedenborgianism. In a 

following section, entitled “Swedenborgian Variations”, Ahlstrom describes Swedenborg’s 

impact on mesmerism, homeopathy and spiritualism.13 Further, in the next section, on 

Spiritualism, he notes the influence it had on notable thinkers such as Alfred Russel Wallace, 

Victor Hugo and William James.14 

11. Gottschalk, 18-19
12. Sydney Ahlstrom, A Religious History of the American People. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 

1972)
13. Ahlstrom, 486-7.
14. Ahlstrom, 490.
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Ahlstrom shifts his focus from “dissenters” to harmonizers in the two later chapters 

which were mentioned above. He opens these chapters with a definition: “Harmonial religion 

encompasses those forms of piety and belief in which spiritual composure, physical health, and 

even economic well-being are understood to flow from a person’s rapport with the cosmos.”15 

Dissenters are indicators of sectarian activity, similar to the “rebellions” discussed by 

McLaughlin and Gottschalk. Harmonizers are indicators of communities of faith; and this is a 

good indication of Ahlstrom’s perspective of Christian Science, New Thought, positive thinking 

and “the Phenomenon of Peale” discussed in his chapter on harmonial religion. Ahlstrom 

declares that “Christian Science is one of at least five large and easily differentiated religious 

movements that bear the stamp ‘made in America’ (Mormonism, Seventh-Day Adventism, 

Jehovah’s Witnesses, and Pentecostalism are the others.)”16 There is little doubt that Ahlstrom 

views harmonial religion, and by inference metaphysical religion, as a distinct component of 

various communities of faith embracing piety, composure, health and prosperity. His 

appreciation for this type of religion is explicitly stated:

“Despite the problems of definitions and boundary lines, this chapter deals with certain 
major modes through which this tradition has found expression in America. This is 
emphatically not done, however, as a concession to a few odd people ‘who also believed.’ 
Harmonial religion as here conceived is a vast and highly diffuse religious impulse that 
cuts across all the normal lines of religious division. It often shapes the inner meaning of 
the church life to which people formally commit themselves. As earlier chapters have 
indicated, some of its motives probably inform the religious life of most Americans. 
During the 1960s, moreover, one could note a steady growth in the strength of this 
general impulse, while those closely related but more esoteric forms of religion discussed 
in the next chapter seemed to thrive even more vigorously.”17

Ahlstrom’s use of the term “religious impulse” should not convey metaphysical religion as 

something distinct from the established communities of faith but rather as an innovative 

movement within the bounds of mainline religion. While he does go into the organizational 

stories of Mary Baker Eddy’s church, the International New Thought Alliance and the Unity 

School of Christianity, Ahlstrom also notes that harmonial religion, as mentioned above, also 

“inform[ed] the religious life of most Americans.” In the second half of the chapter he describes 

15. Ahlstrom, 1019.
16. Ahlstrom 1021.
17. Ahlstrom 1020.
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the influence of Emmet Fox, Glenn Clark, Norman Vincent Peale, Anne Morrow Lindbergh, 

Evelyn Underhill and Thomas Merton, all mainstream Christian writers, as subtle conveyors of 

harmonial religion.18 

Ahlstrom’s next chapter, “Piety for the Age of Aquarius: Theosophy, Occultism and Non-

Western Religion” describes a form of metaphysical religion that is turning away from the 

religious traditions of the West in the 1960s. He writes of these movements as having much in 

common with the harmonial religions but “the impulses now to be considered either explicitly 

place themselves outside of the Judeo-Christian tradition, or they claim to absorb the truths of all 

historical religions.”19

Ahlstrom traces the source of these New Age type religious impulses back to platonic and 

Gnostic writings of the first three centuries of Christianity. He calls this the “Hermetic corpus” 

which has always been part of “a lively dialogue with Christian and Judaic orthodoxy.” Many 

characteristics of New Age are evident in Ahlstrom’s description of this corpus: an “imaginative 

and unitive view of reality”, the divinity of God as the “decisive and pervading source in the 

universe, keys to religious, philosophical knowledge, wisdom given to adepts or initiates by 

divine illumination, “secret traditions”, alchemy, astrology, necromancy, magic and the black 

arts.20 These writings were suppressed in the Middle Ages, passed on by Jewish Cabala and 

various Christian thinkers such as Pico Delia Mirandola, Paraclesus, Reuchlin, Jacob Boehme, 

and Swedenborg. They came to America via the introduction of Rosicrucianism and inspired 

enthusiasts in Masonic Lodges and Swedenborgians. 

Ahlstrom says that another source of these New Age type religious impulses were the 

Eastern traditions and the interest in Eastern writings among Emerson and the 

Transcendentalists. Out of these sources emerged Theosophy and its many offshoots, such as the 

Liberal Catholic Church, the I AM movement, the writings of Walter and Lao Russel, Vedanta, 

Baha’i, Buddhism and the rise of “psychedelic mysticism” of Timothy Leary and Richard Alpert. 

Ahlstrom concludes his chapter with sharing a heartbreaking letter written by an elderly 

lady who had lost her son to the Vietnam war. She writes “My mother found help in Rosicrucian 

18. Ahlstrom 1031-5.
19. Ahlstrom 1038.
20. Ahlstrom 1038-9.
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teachings, including reincarnation. Since 1950 I have read psychic books. My mother left me her 

books and many new books are being written by doctors, ministers, psychologists, psychics and 

many others. Surely God is trying to get some new beliefs to the world since so many people are 

having psychic experiences.” Ahlstrom concludes “Not to appreciate the distress exposed in a 

letter such as this is to miss a fundamental aspect of modern technocratic society. Not to see the 

the spiritual impulses that sustained this woman were an ascendant aspect of American religion is 

to overlook a major historical fact.”21

The conclusion we can draw from Ahlstrom’s treatment of metaphysical religion in his 

chapters on the “Sectarian Heyday”, the Harmonial Religions and the “Piety for the Age of 

Aquarius” is that metaphysical religion is an often hidden but an ever present ministry in 

communities of faith, providing comfort and hope to those in need at a time when the incumbent 

providers of spiritual benefits–the churches and their ministers–are unable to provide for the 

spiritual needs of the community.

Jon Butler’s Awash in a Sea of Faith: Christianizing the American People22 seeks to 

explore American religion from several new perspectives, one of which is to look at it from the 

perspective of laypeople–those who practice religion rather than those who lead religion. He 

declares that “the term popular religion in this context means no less and no more than the 

religious behavior of laypeople. It is defined by its clientele rather than by its  theology. He 

declares:

Popular religion was what the laity made it. In some historical instances it emerged as 
anti-institutional, anti-clerical, occult, or pagan. In others it became closely linked to 
religious institutions and leaders–to ministers and churches, rabbis and synagogues, and 
others. Historians cannot deduce or popular religion from sociological conditions and 
theological principles or had the characteristics common to one time and place directly 
into others. Popular religion must be analyzed in particular historical settings among real 
people in real places across real centuries.23

Butler declares in his review of European religious heritage that “Although significant portions 

of the populace believed in the supernatural, not everyone exhibited the exclusive loyalty to 

21. Ahlstrom 1053-4.
22. Jon Butler, Awash in a Sea of Faith: Christianizing the American People. (Cambridge: Harvard 

University Press, 1990).
23. Butler 4.
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Christianity that the churches taught and demanded. Some expressed multiple forms of religious 

belief. Sometimes they turned to churches and orthodox Christianity, and sometimes they turned 

to practitioners of magic, divination, and astrology.”24 This statement reveals that Butler’s 

perspective on popular religion, and by inference, metaphysical religion, is that magic, divination 

and astrology are something separate from churches and orthodox Christianity. 

Butler points out that the real religious authority and power rested in the state systems 

rather than in the ecclesiastical power of the church. This left laypeople, both rich and poor, free 

to “satisfy their spiritual needs” through occult practices of popular religion.25 An example he 

gives is the need for divine healings. Butler writes that “the laity of early modern Europe [and 

later carried over to the American colonies] often saw little difference between the 

supernaturalism invoked through magic and that pursued by the churches. ... Protestants 

eschewed shrines, but they did not thoroughly eschew healing … Europe’s wise men and wise 

women linked Christianity and occultism in ways that often offended their more learned 

counterparts.”26 Butler remarks that 

By traditional accounts, magic and occultism died out in the eighteenth century [with] the 
rise of Enlightenment philosophy, skepticism, and experimental science… Yet significant 
evidence suggests that the folklorization of magic occurred as much in America as in 
England. As in England, colonial magic and occultism did not so much disappear 
everywhere as they disappeared among certain social classes and became confirmed to 
poorer, more marginal segments of early American Society.27

Butler then continues to describe how occult practices continued to flourish in pre-revolutionary 

America even though the religious establishment continued to suppress its practice. He gives 

several examples in the chapter Magic and the Occult including printings of the zodiac, stories of 

rattlesnake gazing, claims of the appearances of ghosts, the printing of almanacs, and use of 

fortune tellers. Toward the end of this chapter Butler notes that folklorization saved metaphysical 

religion in colonial America: 

Although upper social classes largely abandoned occultism, other colonists continued to 
believe in witchcraft, astrology, and the ability of wise men and wise women to find lost 

24. Butler 10.
25. Butler 20.
26. Butler 22-23.
27. Butler 83.
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objects and cure disease. In this regard, folklorization prevented the complete suppression 
of occultism and magic. Opponents lacked the means to eliminate it completely, and 
magistrates and ministers tolerated its minimal expression, in part because such views 
seemed quaint and in part because they were held by the folk… by the standards of the 
time, occultism did minimal harm to people of minimal importance. 

Butler’s conclusion is that popular religion would not only survive but would flourish after the 

revolution. He writes, “After 1976, however, these people became sovereign, and to the chagrin 

of some, perhaps many, their less than orthodox notions about the nature of the supernatural 

world began to assume far more importance than had been true during the century of 

prerevolutinary American maturation.”28

Rodney Stark and his collaborator William Sims Bainbridge in The Future of 

Religion: Secularization, Revival, and Cult Formation focus on categorizing religious 

movements according to their state of tension within their culture. They differentiate churches 

from sects according to their high state of tension with the surrounding sociocultural 

environment.29 They then differentiate sects from cults according to their attachment to a parent 

religion. Sects are breakaways from some established church organization and their reason for 

existence is to produce some sort of cultural innovation. A cult has no attachment to any church 

organization in the existing culture and their reason for existence is to import some sort of 

cultural teaching from outside the existing social structure. Stark and Bainbridge write about 

America’s perhaps best-known metaphysical Christian movement, Christian Science:

Christian Science is classified as a cult, not a sect, because of the amount of novel culture 
it added to traditional Christian doctrine. … Mrs. Eddy’s sharpest break with traditional 
Christian teaching was in denying the reality of matter. The mind is the only reality. 
Disease, evil, and sin are the result of erroneous thinking.30 

They also define a particular type of cult which they call an audience cult:

the bulk of cult activity is not connected with cult movements, but, to the degree it 
involves face-to-face interaction at all (as opposed to reliance on mass communications 
media), it most closely resembles a very loose lecture circuit. Persons with a cult doctrine 
to offer rely on ads, publicity, and direct mail to assemble an audience to hear their 

28. Butler 96.
29. Rodney Stark and William Sims Bainbridge, The Future of Religion: Secularization, Revival and Cult 

Formation. (Berkeley: Univ of California Pr., 1985), 25
30. Stark and Bainbridge, 239
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lectures. Efforts almost invariably are made at these lectures to sell ancillary materials–
books, magazines, souvenirs, and the the like–but no significant efforts are made to 
organize the audience. Furthermore, these public gatherings often are most 
unsystematic.31

Having declared Christian Science as a cult, we can see how Stark and another collaborator, 

Roger Finke, then minimize the importance of religious movements with irregular beliefs.

Rodney Stark and Roger Finke’s The Churching of America 1776-2005: Winners and 

Losers in Our Religious Economy has no mention of Christian Science in America’s religious 

history, even though Christian Science is listed by Sydney Ahlstrom as one of five religions 

which can be said to be “made in America.” Stark and Finke do, however, devote a few pages to 

what is typically called New Age. If Christian Science is a cult because of it’s irregular doctrines, 

New Age is labeled an “audience cult” because of it’s lack of normative rituals and gatherings. In 

The Churching of America Finke and Stark apply the term “audience cult” to the New Age 

movement and conclude that the influence of New Age is exaggerated by news media: 

Receiving equal attention with the rise of Eastern faiths, has been the New Age 
movement. …  judging from the self space devoted to anti-New Age materials in most 
Christian bookstores, the New Age is the cult threat of the moment. …  We believe that 
most people who can in any way be said to have responded to the New Age movement 
regard it as more of an amusement than a religion. Most are no more than casual dabblers 
in the various pseudoscientific activities and techniques promoted as New Age. Indeed 
we suspect that for all but a handful of committed participants, the New Age movement is 
an audience cult (Stark and Bainbridge, 1985) and reflects interest levels on par with 
reading astrology columns.32 (Page 238)

To summarize the focus of Stark and his collaborators, it is fair to say that they view 

metaphysical Christianity, either in the form of a large and successful movement like Christian 

Science or in the form of a large number of small New Age groups, as insignificant historical 

events, unworthy of scholarly study.

31. Stark and Bainbridge, 27
32. Roger Finke and Rodney Stark, The Churching of America, 1776-1990: winners and losers in our 

religious economy. (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers Univ. Press, 2006), 239
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Similarities, Differences and Tensions of the Various Scholars 
The First Model of Metaphysical Christianity: The Sacred Canopy. The sacred 

canopy is a religious movement that provides a common shared vision or the experience of God. 

This vision or experience is its bonds of union.

A sacred canopy of metaphysical religion differs from a cult in that it is not an import 

from foreign culture but rather is a product of  the existing culture and and expression of its 

unique character. A sacred canopy can appear to be sectarian, but it differs from causes and sects 

in that it is not a rebellion; its purpose is not a reform of the existing religious order but rather the 

establishment of a new religious order or belief system. As such it is also not typically a 

component of a community of faith. Because it is not a rebellion, a sacred canopy can share the 

ability of centers of practice to exist along side and within established religious communities, but 

it differs from a center in that its reason for existence is a belief system, not a system of practice.

The strengths of Braden, Judah and Albanese is their ability to consider new religious 

innovations as movements, thereby refraining from limiting prejudices. All too often an 

unsuccessful movement is categorized by scholars as a “cult”. These scholars also exhibit a 

willingness to look at spiritual pathways which have been marginalized by the more established 

denominations. A third strength is their ability to distinguish “people’s religion” from 

“authorized religion.” 

The Second Model of Metaphysical Christianity: The Sacred Cause.  A sacred cause 

is a gathering of people in reaction to some existing political, economic, social or religious order 

and the “bonds of union” of a sacred cause is the “rebellion” one makes in reaction. Rodney 

Stark, mentioned below, with his collaborator, William Sims Bainbridge, might refer to this form 

of religion as a “sect”. However referring to this model as a cause instead of as a sect broadens 

the definition from its religious context and allows the “rebellion” to be against/for social, 

economic and political issues (Gilded Age, Black Lives Matter) as well as religious issues.

The strengths of the “rebellion” perspective of McLaughlin and Gottschalk is that they 

provide a cause and effect explanation of historical events, something that the sociological 

approach of Rodney Stark is unable to do with his church-sect-cult framework. The weakness of 

McLaughlin and Gottschalk is the complexity in properly understanding the true causes and the 

essence of the effects. It is one thing to observe that there was a rebellion occurring in the Gilded 
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Age, but was it a rebellion against political and economic conditions or a rebellion against 

inherited ideological views? 

The Third Model of Metaphysical Christianity: The Community of Faith.  A 

community of faith is easily distinguished from cults, audience cults, sects and causes in that the 

church is representative of the social and cultural norms in which it is found. The “bonds of 

union” for communities of faith are the preferences and specific unmet needs of members of the 

community or denomination. Metaphysical religion provides spiritual benefits when the 

established providers–churches and their ministers–are unable to do so.

That we can locate the church in the center of five models of metaphysical Christianity 

may indicate that this model serves as a keystone for the entire categorical framework described 

in this paper. This is the main strength of Ahlstrom’s book. Ahlstrom is able to consider disparate 

religious movements, side by side, regardless of the irregularity of beliefs. He does not privilege 

any particular pathway. Rather he focuses on the benefits they provide to people with disparate 

religious needs.

The Fourth Model of Metaphysical Christianity: The Center of Practice, Club or 

Coven. The term “center of practice” or club, or more pejoratively, a “coven” conveys a group 

which assembles for the purpose of practicing a spiritual or religious faith. So the bonds of union 

is a common religious practice. Centers of practice differ from cults in that they are not foreign 

to the culture in which they are found and in fact their practitioners are often members of the 

religious establishment. They differ from sects and causes in that they are not rebelling against 

any established orthodoxy, and, further, their existence can be “perennial” or long-lasting; that is, 

existing in proximity to the established religious order without provoking significant disharmony. 

Finally, centers of practice differ from churches in that their bonding of union is practical rather 

than social.

The strength of Jon Butler’s Awash in a Sea of Faith: Christianizing the American People 

is that he is able to isolate popular religion from established, orthodox religion so that its 

practice, its practitioners and its theology can be studied in a scholarly manner. Butler’s analysis 

also allows a more clear perspective of how popular religion interacts with both orthodox 

religion and the state authorities. Its weakness is that the separation gives an impression of 

independence of popular religion that is often not accurate, such as the freedom of its 
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practitioners. Although magistrates and state authorities were often lenient and tolerant, there 

were moments of persecution when witches were executed and freedoms suppressed. Butler’s 

analysis offers at best a case by case analytical framework, as he acknowledges.

The Fifth Model of Metaphysical Christianity: Cults and Audience Cults.  The 

“bonds of union” of cults and audience cults are the common “interest” among its practitioners 

and audience. 

The strength of the work of Stark and Bainbridge and Finke and Stark is their ability to 

categorize religious movements. The weakness is the broad, sweeping generalizations they have 

made in order to group movements in categories. All too often it is done in order to marginalize a 

spiritual innovation.  For example, after discounting New Age as an amusement, Finke and Stark 

acknowledge a long history of New Age in America, dating back over 100 years. They write: 

“Nor is the New Age Movement anything new. The term ‘New Age’ is an old one, as is the 

practice of ‘channeling.’” They also acknowledge that orthodox Christians such as Catholics and 

Lutherans take part in the New Age audience. After referring to New Age as a “movement” five 

times in four paragraphs, they conclude that “audiences do not constitute movements” and that 

the “New Age Movement remains small and only loosely organized”.33

Unanswered Questions and Conclusion
This study leaves us with two unanswered questions: is religion relevant today? And, 

second, is the existence of metaphysical religion a blessing or a curse to the relevance of 

established religion? The first question hangs in the balance. The 82nd Annual Meeting of the 

Association for the Sociology of Religion takes place in August 2021. Its theme is 

“Communicating Religion’s Relevance”, communicated as follows:

Although scholars of religion are keenly aware of the relevance of religion in today’s 
world, too many social elites and academics diminish religion’s importance.  Even 
scholars who know better sometimes fail to explain how religion permeates nearly every 
aspect of contemporary life.  As sociologists of religion, we understand religion’s 
relevance to individuals and its consequences in the social, cultural, political, and 

33. Finke and Stark. 240.
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economic spheres.  This year’s conference invites scholars to reflect on religion’s 
continuing – and in some areas increasing – relevance to society.34

It may be unfair to bring into the discussion a flyer from a conference of sociologists of religion, 

but doing so does provide a scholarly and collegial outside perspective for those who are 

historians of religion. The ASR affirms that religion is relevant, but the need for a conference as 

this indicates that scholars need to explore and better articulate that relevance.

The second question, “is the existence of metaphysical religion a blessing or a curse to 

the relevance of established religion?”, is affirmed by all but one scholar (Rodney Stark) in this 

study.  The various scholars have divergent views of the nature of metaphysical religion, but all 

except Stark recognize the significance of its spiritual services. Furthermore, none of the 

scholars, including Stark, found metaphysical religion to be hostile or a threat to mainstream 

religion. The worst that Stark had to say is that it is irrelevant.

That relevance of metaphysical religion can be approximated by the shelf space of its 

books in our bookstores. How significant might that be? Today I visited Barnes & Noble in my 

city, a suburb of Baltimore. I found five racks devoted to primarily evangelical Christian books 

and three racks devoted to what is typically known as “metaphysical books.” That proportion of 

metaphysical books compared to orthodox books, in my opinion, is a good indication of what has 

been true for two millennia – approximately 35-40% of the “religious” population (those who 

buy religious books and are free to do so privately, without social stigma) look to some form of 

metaphysical teaching for their spiritual nourishment. As stated in the introduction, the religion 

that is relevant to the American story is the religion that is relevant to the American people. The 

conclusion of this study is that scholars who ignore the study of metaphysical religion are 

missing about 30-40% of what is really going on.

34. Association for the Sociology of Religion. Accessed April 22, 2021. https://
www.sociologyofreligion.com/annual-meeting/
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