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THE ReLaTION BETWEEN
SPIRITUAL DEVELOPMENT
AND IDENTITY PROCESSES

Janice L. TempLETON

JacQuELYNNE S. ECCLES

n this chapter we take a journey that weaves

together spiritzal development and identity

processes. First, we explore what is known
about identity and how we define a spiritual
identity. Then, we discuss spiritual identity
development as a universal human experience.
Next, we examine the developmental processes
underlying spiritual identity development.
Finally, we suggest future research options
related to spiritnal identity development.

BackcrounD Issues

Collective and Personal
Identity Distinction

Like several other ideniity theorists (e.g.,
Tajfel, 1981; Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, &
Wethereil, 1987), we believe the self system
contains both colleciive and peysonal identities.
Collective identity refers to that part of an indi-
vidual’s self-concept that derives from his or her
knowledge of and attitndes toward membership
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in a social group coupled with the valuy
emotional significance attached to that me
ship. Unlike personal identities, which i
guish a person from other individuals, col
identities are that part of the collectiv
that defines the individual in terms of 8h
similarities with members of certain
groups. Ceilective identities include thos
are socially ascribed (race and gender), 4
as those that emanate from group members
of choice. Different collective identiti
vary in salience over time and as a funct
various social situations.

All people have multiple collective
personal identities to which they are comm
the salience of these identities may differ.
contexts and situations (Brewer, 1991; De.
Martin, 2003; Ethier & Deaux, 1994), In
tion, identities may manifest in the fo
social roles such as student, friend,
daughter, and leader, as well as more indi
or group characteristics (Goffman,
Oyserman & Markus, 1998). Finally, Ash
Deaux, and McLaughlin-Volpe (2004) b




_p:ersonal and collective identities include
ognitive component (e.g., beliefs, ideological
itions, and stereotypic traits shared by
mbers of the category), an affective compo-
i-{e.g.. value, importance, perceived value of
ers, commitment and closeness to members
thé category), and a behavioral component
religious service attendance for a religious
:ﬁty}. :
Whether a particular identity is personal or
i]é:i:tive depends on its function to the individ-
- Personal identities are those identity compo-
nis or characteristics people believe are more
_qﬁf} to themselves rather than shared with a
p. In contrast, a collective identity (similar to
 social psychological concept of social iden-
y).is shared by a group of people with some
haracteristic(s) in common, for example, native
nguage, country of origin, or religion (Ashmore
L2004, Caté, 1996). It includes category
embership, shared beliefs, percetved closeness
other members of the group, and behavioral
actments such as meeting attendance.
.Based on this distinction, we define a reli-
0us identity as a collective identity. Religion
defined as “an organized system of beliefs,
riactices, rituals and symbols designed (a) to
acilitate closeness to the sacred or trapscendent
God, higher power or ulumate truth/reality)
(B to foster an understanding of one’s
"Iélt_ionship and responsibility io  others
Ing together in a coemmunity” (Koenig,
cCullough, & Larson, 2001, p. 18), Individu-
s with a religious entity believe they are
einbers of 4 religious group; their identity can
Ay m terms of their acceptance of belief sys-
ems, and theiy endorsement of the importance
of religioug values, commitment 1o the reli-
10U group, and practices associated with the
eligion,

An contrast, we define a spiritieal identity as
Personal identity because jt consists of spirt-
bal . characieristics unique to the individual
{hez‘ than shared with a group and because a
iritng] identity is not associated directy with
1 elings of belonging to a valued religious
8OUp, Thus, based on this distinction, a partic-
1 could be either religious or Spiri-

For exam

ple. being Muslim can be either 2 col-
CChive ident

Ity or a personal identity, depending
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upon the fanction of being Muslim for the
individual. If the identity funetion is primarily
associated with being a member of the Islamic
community, then being Muslim is a collective
identity. On the other hand, if the identity func-
tion is not about group membership, but about
characteristics unique to the individual, and
based on thoughtful commitment to the tenets
of this faith, then being Muslim is a personal
identity. Creating this conceptual distinction
between personal and collective identity allows
us to explore the different functions a spiritual
identity serves for the individual,

Religiousness as a Collective Identity

Often when people hear the word Spiritualify,
religion comes to mind. Because perceived
membership in'a religious group. a collective
religious identity, can be a poweriul contextual
influence on spiritual identity development. ler's
take a closer look at what we know about col-
lective identities. One’s perceived membership
n a social group may be based on assigned
or chosen churacteristics {(Grotevant, 1992),
Race, national origin, and gender are examples
of assigned characteristics because they are
components of identity over which individuals
have little choice, but around which they must
construct meaning {Grotevant, 19923, On the
other hand. chosen collective identity compo-
nents arise from choices afforded in the social
context of the individual, such as being
member of a football team or a political party.

Where docs a religions identity fall on the
spectrum of assigned versus chosen? This is not
al easy question to answer, A young child Zrow-
ing Up in an actively practicing Catholic famnily
15 Tikely to develop a Catholic wlentity without
any reflection or conscious commitment, Such a
refigions identity is closer to an assigned than
& chosen collective identity. The line between a
chosen and assigned religious identity becomes
more biurred in adolescence, however, For
exavple, imagine an adofescent who is given
the freedom and opportunity to explore outside
of his or her familial religious tradition and in
the end chooses to become a member of a djf-
ferent religious comimunity {e.g., Methodist).

This adolescent™s religious identity is closer to
the chosen end of the confinewm. In confrast,

a
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imagine an adolescent who does not explore

alternate religious belief systems or who does,
but then does not change his childhood religious
affiliation. Is his collective religions identity
still assigned? If it is .chosen, at what develop-
mental point did the change from assigned to
chosen take place? Does it become chosen at a
developmental turning point, such as when the
individual is free to choose whether or not she
attends religions services? Even when the indi-
vidual is allowed to make a choice not to attend
religious services, are the social norms regard-
ing religion in the family and commupity so
strong that the individual’s identity continues to
be more assigned than chosen? Or has the indi-
vidual simply internalized the prescriptive belief
system? Eriksonian theory suggests that a
conscious evaluation of, and subsequent com-
mitment to, the religious group is key to the
distinction between assigned versus chosen
collective identities.

Spirituality as a Personal Identity

Clearly, having a collective religious identity
. 1s one possible pathway to a spirital identity;
but it is not the only pathway. We conceive of a
spiritual identity as a chosen personal identity
that may or may not include collective identity
components. We define spiritval identity as a
personal identity that mirrors the individual’s
personal reflection about the role of spirituality
in her or his life.

Other researchers suggest that many people
distinguish between spirituality and religiosity
in similar terms in that people emphasize the
personal and chosen nature of a spiritual iden-
tity in contrast to the group membership nature
of a religious identity. For example, in Mattis
{2000y African American women described
spiriteality as an “internalization and consistent
expression of key values” and religiousness as
“ar individual’s embrace of prescribed beliefs
and ritual practices related to God” (p. 114).
Religious values and practices were described
as the means to achieve spirituality. “Spirituality
was variously conceptualized as one’s relation-
ship with God, self and/or transcendent forces,
incloding nature” {(p. 115). O’Brien (1996)
described spirituality as an “endoring and
integrating core” providing the foundation to

of the 29.4 million labeled themselve

answer questions such as “Who'am 19
did I come from?” “What is the; meaum
life?” and “Where am I going?7::

Similarly, in a study of peop}e_ wh
“none” in surveys asking “What ig
gious preference?” Vernon (1968) foy
some people who reject membership in £
religious groups have 2 strong sense o
ality and both a moral and ethical iden,
recently Kosmin, Mayer, and Keysar
found that the propomon of people in the
States responding “none” to the questiog
is your religion, if any?” had grown i
(14.3 million) in 1990 to more than 14
million) in 2001. Interestingly, “only

and almost half of the 29.4 million'sty;
endorsed the view that God exisis.
it is possible that the spiritual but:not 1;¢hg‘
individuals have some other nonreligi
spiritual group affiliation, we believe it ]
that many of these individuals have a pe
spiriteal identity without a collective Tel
or spiritual component.

We categorize such a spiritual identit
personal identity that is grounded in o ¢
sonal beliefs, behaviors, and values conce
the franscendent. We are interested in the-de
opmental pathways associated with the
gence of these personal identity compo
one’s spiritual identity. For example, whe
and why de individuals develop person
tual identities that they perceive as u
theirs? We believe an important developm
mechanism n spirttual identity develop
personal experience with the transcer
Because opportuniiies for such personal
ences often occur through religions p
tion, a personal spiritual identity often co
with a collective religious identity. Butithi
not always the case; alternative pathway
personal spiritual identity are possible.

Like other identities, we believe 3p
identities are multidimensional in natur
cognitive, affective, and behavioral dimenst
Koenig et al. {2001) defmed spiritaatity as
personal quest for understanding answi
ultimate questions about life, about me
and about relationship to the sacred or traf
dent, which may (or may not) lead fo of
from the development of religious ritual




he formation of community” {p. 18). We
believe this definition well describes spiritual
dentity formation, and as it implies, a prerequi-
ite for a spiritual identity is the belief that one
s embedded in something greater than oneself.
“Along with this belief comes the desire for, and
“comumitment o, self-transcendence and connec-
jon with a greater force. Individuals can express
hese beliefs and desires through a variety of
ehaviors, such as attending religious services,
“picking up trash in the park, private prayer and
editation, volaateering in the communaity, and
pending time in nature.

. We also propose that religious and spiritual
dentities vary in maturity based on individual
ifferences and sociocultural influences, Allport
(1950} coined the term mature religion to
refer to rnhgmusness characterized by complex
nd czitical reflection on religious issues, by a
dynamic nature that is responsive to new infor-
mation and by heuristics that provide direction
inlife. In contrast. individuals with a foreclosed
(Marcia, 1980) collective religious identity
may simply accept handed-down prescriptive
seligious values and beliefs. We believe per-
sonal meaning making is at the core of mature
personal spiritual identities. Corbett (2000)
Suggested that the opporunity to develop a
nore “mature” spiritual idendity emerges when
traditional refigious befiefs and images from
chifdhood no longer offer comfort from suffer-
ing or provide adequate reasons for injustices in
 the world. This mature personal spiritual iden-
ity usually develops in private as individuals
give new personal meaning to traditional reli-
glous beliefs or seek out what is personally
acred in other ways. Such a spiritual develop-
ental jourpey will produce varying degrees of
- Tesonance with different religious figures (e.g
Jesus, Alah, Buddhay, different spinitual Icam—
tiong LhB]LhC% termples, mosques, natural aress),
and different spiritual practices (e.g., prayer.
 meditation).

: FOL NDATIONS OF SPIRFTUAL TDBNTITIES

Spmrm dwdopm‘_nt 15 & “process of growing the
Hl%rmxzt human capacity for self-transcendence,
i which the self is embedded in something
eater than the self, including the sacred”
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{Benson, Roshlkepartain, & Rude, 2003).
Benson and colleagues {2003) proposed that
homans have intrinsic motivation to search for
purpose, meaning, coafribution, and self-
transcendence and that spiritual development
takes place both inside and outside religious tra-
ditiens, beliefs, and practices. We propose that
the search for self-transcendence, which may
take the form of a search for purpose, meaning,
connection, and contribution, results in the
development of a personal spiritual identity. The
claim by Benson and colleagues (2003) that
humans in general possess intrinsic spiritual
metivation suggests a universal hurmman phenom-
enon. In the following subsections we review
research focused on supernatural beliefs, teleo-
logical reasoning, dream concepts, and connec-
tion needs that supports the universal propensity

" to develop a spiritual identity,

Supernatural Beliefs

False belief tasks, commonly nsed to assess
whether children know that other people hold
beliefs different from their own, suggest that
huomans begin believing in the supernatural at
a very young age. For example, in a study in
which American children from religious
families predicted other individuals® knowledee
of the contenis of a closed box, Barrett, Richert,
and Driesenga (2001) found that most 3- to 4-
vear-olds attributed true beliefs (e.g.. knowing
what is in the box) to mother, God. a bear. an
elephant, a snake, and a tree; however. by 3
vears of age trae beliefs were only attributed to
God. Only God was assumed to know that the
closed box held rocks rather than crackers.

Simtlarly, in another false belief task,
American children from religious families eval-
uated whether God, a girl named Maggiz, a
monkey. and a speciaf kitty with night vision
could see a block in a blackened box. Most
3-year-olds assuimed alf could see in the dark.
In confrast, most 3-year-olds believed only God
(81.8%) and the special Kitty (90.9%) could sce
in the dark; only 36.3% reported that Maggie
could see the block.

In a cross-cultural replication, 4-year-old
Yokatek children in Mexico believed God and
huomans could see the box comtents, whereas
5-year-olds believed omly God could see the
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contents (Knight, Sousa, Barrett, & Atran,
2004). In addition, Yukatek children 5 years old
and older apphed a supernatural hierarchy to
true belief attributions; the most “true” beliefs
were attributed to God, followed by the sun and
forest spirits, then minor spirits and, last,
people. That children across cultures readily
distinguish between supernatural agents and
human agents at young ages suggests fertile
ground for spiritual identity development.

Teleological Reasoning
and Dream Concepts

Studies of teleological reasoning (propensity
to reason about biological and nonbiciogical
things and events in terms of their purpose) also
suggest that humans seek meaning and purpose
0 explain the world around them. Work by
Kelemen (2003) suggests that children have a
strong tendency fo find purposefulness in the
shape of natural things. For example, Kelemen
asked 7-, 8-, and 10-year-old American and
British children to choose between a teleologi-

cal and physical explanation of properties for -

living and nonliving things. When the American
children were asked “why are rocks so pointy?”
7- and 8-year-olds preferred the explanation that
“rocks are pointy so that animals wouldn’t sit on
them and smash them”; the 10-year-olds pre-
ferred the choice that “they were pointy because
little bits of stuff piled up on top of one another
over a long time” (Kelemen, 1999),

Kelemen (2003) replicated these findings
in a British sample. Because the results were
evident in both a sample of children from the
United States, one of the most religious indus-
triatized nations, and a British sample, one of
the least religious industrialized countries,
Kelemen concladed that young children are pre-
disposed to teleological reasoning. She also sug-
gested the deciine in teleclogical reasoning after
9 years of age may reflect exposure to a formal
science currictlum at school. '

Young children also think that their dreams
are real events rather than mental images
(Piaget, 1928). Kohlberg’s (1966) work indi-
cates that the change in beliefs over the child-
hood years is very similar across cultures.
American middle-ciass children around 5 years
of age recognize that dreams are not real, by age

6 they believe that dreams take place'msid
themselves, and by age 7 they believe th
dreams are thoughts caused by themseyy;
rather than by God or other supernatura] agen;
The progression of beliefs about dreams amoq
boys of the Atayal, a Taiwanese aborigina trih
was similar to although slower than am
American boys, even though the adalts iy
cultural group believe that dreams are 1oy
However, the developmental patterns diverg
age 11, when the Atayal boys were expo
to the dream ideology of the adults in thet
community; at this- point the boys ag
endorsed the belief that dreams are reg)
come from deities. Kohlberg’s dream concep
work is important for two reasons: It suppo
the idea of a universal predisposition to bel;
in the supernatural, and it shows that contexpiy
influences can exert a powerful influence’
developmental changes in supernatural belief

Evidence also demonstrates contextu:
influences on developmental changes in “th
endorsement of supernatural versus physica
explanations for natural phenomena. Eva
(2001) found that 8- to 10-year-old Americ
children, regardless of whether they attende
Christian fundamentalist school, embraced ¢
ationist explanations over evolutionary explag
tions for the origins of life. In contrast, by 111
yvears of age, children endorsed the domi
explanations in their community and hom
whether creationist ar evolutionist,

The Need for Connection

We propose that humans are indzinsically
motivated o develop a spiritual identity in order
to satisfy their need for connection. Sevel
research and spiritual communities stress a ur
versal need for connection. Within the research
community, this need has been studied by sch
ars interested in attachment (Bowlby, 196
belonging (Banmeister & Leary, 1993, Maslo
1954), the minimal group paradigms and soc
identities (Tajfel. Flament, Billig, & Bundy:
1971 Turner et al., 1987), and terror manag
ment {Greenberg. Pyszezynski. Selomon
Rosenblatt, 1990).

Attachment and belonging needs refer”
the need for connection with other individua
Bowiby (1969) stressed the fact that eaf




“ipteractions with one’s mother have long-term
- consequences for the satisfaction of this need.
“if the mother—infant attachment system is
gysfunctional, the child wiil develop an avoidant
tachment style. Maslow (1954) placed love
“and belonging needs second only to basic sur-
“vival needs such as food and safety. In addition,
‘Baumeister and Leary (1995) proposed that the
‘need o belong includes needs for frequent,
‘affectively pleasant interactions with at least a
few other people in the context of stable rela-
orships based on mutual caring and concem to
satisfy their need to belong.
. Religion is one place individuals can tum to
have their attachment and belonging needs met.
Stark and Bainbridge (1983} concluded from
their review of the literature that the need to
betong may be a stronger driver in religious par-
ficipation than religious ideology. For example,
they found that movement into and out of reli-
gious groups depends more on social bonds than
ideological belief. In a religious community,
belonging and attachment needs hay be satisfied
by an individual's rejationship with the reli-
glous leader (e.g., pastor, rabbi, priest) and other
members of the religious group. Kirkpatrick
{1998) proposed that people with avoidant attach-
ment styles would be more prone to religions
conversion than other attachment styles because
adult attachment to God may compensate for tack
of secure parental attachment in childhood.
: Ewdmu also suggests that humans gravi-
__tate o groups. According to self-categorization
teory (Turper et al. . 19873, human beings have
0 autornatic mgnl.t;xc, tendency to divide the
¥0rld into social categories and to place them-
elves in the category they perceive mosi similar
: 0 themselves, Tajfel and colleagues (1971)
demOHSU ated through the minimum group para-
igm that arbitrary labeding of two groaps (such
‘B overestimators and uitderestimators) was sui-
_-'ﬁtien[ 1o elicit in-group favoritism among study
Particinanes. Tumer (1999) proposed that feel-
28 part of a group provides a meaningful
s Collective wdentity powerful enough io trigger
M-growp behavior fe. g.. favorifism, loyalty,
cdherence 1o group norms). Membership in a
Eligious community provides a powerful set-
:tm“ Lo fulfiff these needs, It also has the poten-
14l to foster and reinforce intolerance toward
Hher religious groups.
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The need to manage the potential terror
resulting from people’s awareness of their own
mortality is the core of terror management
theory (Greenberg etal, 1990). Being a
meimber of a religious group is a very effective
way o manage this awareness because many
religious belief systems stress one form or
another of immortality. But when coupled with
in-group/out-group psychological processes,
terror management theory (TMT) also helps
explain intolerance. TMT experiments show
that thoughts of death increase attraction to
those who validate one’s own cultural world-
view and decrease attraction to those who
threaten these beliefs (Greenberg et al,, 1990).
For example, when Christian participants were
reminded of their mortality, they made more
positive evaluations of an in-grounp member (a
Christian) and more negative evaluations of an
out-group member {a Jew) than participants
who were not reminded of their mortality.

Atran and Norenzayan (in press) contend that
belict in supernatural agency provides a unique
buffer. against the terror of death that super-
sedes the need to maintain a cultural worldview.
When mortality was salient for mostly Christian
American undergraduates, they reparted stronger
belief in the power of Buddhist prayer than the
nonmortality salient group, In addition, Christians
with strong refigious beliefs were more likely to
believe in the power of the Buddhist prayer than
other Christians. Atran and Norenzayan (in press)
coptend that the culturad worldview buffer
against ferror management is not adeguate {0
explain this finding: however, prayer itself,
rather than religious affiliation, may be the core
component of the cultural worldview that these
undergraduates invoked to buffer against their
fear of death.

Thus, it seems likelv rhar individuals are
motivated to develop spirinal and/or religious
identities m order to fulfill connection peeds.
Relfigious organizations provide the opportuni-
ties for connection to other individuals and
belonging to a group bikely to result in a collec-
tive relgions identity. Likewise, a personal
spiritnal identity can develop from personal
connection with the transcendent (God, higher
power, umversal energy, eic.). Unlike human
relationships. which the other person may leave
for 4 number of reasons, one’s relationship with
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the transcendent is not vulperable to dissolution
except by the choice of the individual. This is
true even in death, which is described in many
spiritual traditions as a return to, or ultimate
connection with, the transcendent.

SPRITUAL IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT

Childhood to Emerging
Adulthood: Developmental Processes,

One could claim that if the goal of spiritual
development is self-transcendence, newbomns
are inherently spiritual beings. Many theories
in psychology, such as attachment and ego psy-
chology, imply that newboms do not differenti-
ate self from other and thus exist in a state of

“oneness.” Children move out of the state of
undifferentiated oneness as they begin to cate-
gorize their world. They place themselves into
gender, race, and other religions . social cate-
gories based on assigned or biologically deter-
mined characteristics. They also choose social
categories based on the cultural opportunities
avzilable to them, such as being a soccer plaver
or a ballet dancer. Unlike chosen social cate-
gories, children often perceive the behaviors and
values associated with assigned identities as
immuatable (Martin, Ruble. & Szkrybalo, 2002),
They fearn the power of social and group con-
formity norms and what it means to be included
or excluded from a group (Dishion, McCord, &
Poulin, 1999).

Children categorize themselves based on the

concrete categories zvailable in their social
worlds, for example, the religion of their parents
o primary caregivers. When parenis include
their children in religious activity participation
and/or stress the importance of their religion,
children may accept a religious identity much
like an assigned identity rather than a chosen
identity. Children not only accept their categor-
ical membership in a religious group, they also
accept the beliefs, values, and behaviors that
are normative for the religious group. In other
words, my parents are Catholic, so I'm a
Catholic, and this is how a Catholic thinks and
behaves.

- An atheist friend, Tom, grew up in a religious
family. During a discussion about spirituality,

he surprised me by saying that it takes ; ju;
much faith o be an atheist as it does 1 béhe
in God. He recalls walking around the COrngr iy
the age of 8 or 9 and looking buck to hjg hou
His view was blocked by other houses ang;
he believed the house was still there .To
started thinking about how be knew the hoy
was still there even though he couldn't se
and this led him to question how one knows ¢
God exists when you can’t walk hack around
corner and verify God's existence. He regoiv
his conflict regarding the existence of thip
that you can’t see or experience with the
senses by deciding God does not exist, - -

Tom’s story demonsirates a turning poin
religious identity development concurtent wi
cognitive and social maturational changes
begin to occur around age 10. During adole:
cence, individuals begin to develop a new
of cogunitive resources described by Piaget
Inheider (1969) as the formal operations stag
These cognitive resources include an increg
ability to think abstractly, to vse more 5015_
ticated information-processing strategies,
conceptualize many different per‘spectiveé_
a problem at once, and to reflect on ong
(Byrnes, 2001), On a social level, adolésce_n_t
have increased perspective-taking abilities :
better developed social skills {Harter, '1999
These cognitive changes move the young chil
hedonistic orientation to the world, from ¢
cern with approval and disapproval of others
iate elementary years, to a more self-reflect
and empathetic orientation in adolescenc
{Eisenberg, 1998). In early adolescence, in
viduals also begin to become more focused,
the psychological as well as to introspect m
about their inner fife (Damon & Hart, 1982)
These maturational changes bring new meai
to the guestion, “Who am 1?7 and may-trigge
questioning of the youth’s carrent religious,:0
lack of refigious, identity similar to what T
experienced as a child.

Erikson (1968) wouwid describe Tom’s 1
of belief in God as a trning poist, “a cruc
period of increased valnerability and heightened
potential, and therefore, the ontogenetic so0L
of generational strength and maladjustme
{(p. 90). Development, as conceptualized,
Riegel (1975), progresses along four mterd
pendent dimensions: the inner- bmiogzcdi

P




ndividual-psychological, the cultural-sociological,
and the outer-physical. When the progression of
“events along each of these four dimensions loses
“eynchronicity, confiict or crisis is assumed to
.b:e thie resuit. Through the process of restoring
nalance, the individual matures and is internally
strengthened. '

In this perspective, development is assumed
1o proceed through a hierarchical series of crisis
formations and resolutions. By attaining new
Jevels of synchrony across the four dimensions
and by successfully adapting to each new
coniext, individuals gradually broaden their
repertoire of cognitive schemas and become

plex situations. Exposure to more complex situ-
ations and to maturational and social changes,
< in turd, can produce new crises and new resolu-
tions (Fecles & Bryan, 1994), The namre and
direction of this sequential hierarchy have been
described in similar terms by different cognitive
and ego stage theorists (e.g., Kohlberg, Erikson,
and Loevingery. These theorists describe a
graduated, dhalectical process of inmer psycho-
ogical growth, mediated by active individual/
environment interaction, culminating in avtono-
-mous levels of functioning in which the individ-
udl integrates once contlicting and differentiated
aspects of personafity to satisfy self-realized
leeds. Furthermore, each of these thearists pointy
0 adolescence as a eritical period in the forma-
ion and solidification of a postconventional
dentity—an identity reflecting one’s own goals
nd experiences rather than being based on
-8ecially prescribed roles. Because Erikson has so
Jdirectly influenced thinking about wdensitv devel-
Opment, we will discuss his work and identity
cories derived from his perspective.

Erikson (1968) conceptualized development
-8 & series of stages, each representing a crisis
- treated by the individual's level of development
and the socialization demands faced. Optimal
erowth depends on the successful resolution of
____EﬁCh of these orises. Unsuceessful resolution
S lead 1w stagnation and continuing func-
'_imnai Prececupation with that particular level.
B Ifnpﬁi‘tzm{ here iz that this process reflects
dialectical growth, in which the individual is
bl 1o incorporate factors of lower stages inio
fwTent schemas, even while forming pewly
~ Ienscendent ones.

mcreasingty capable of dealing with more com-
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Erikson (1968) belisved identity formation to
be the primary developmental task of adoles-
cence. Erikson’s stages of development can be
conceptualized as turning points in develop-
ment. The eight stages are marked by crises
created when an individual’s current stage of
development no longer matches demands in the
social context (Erikson, 1968).. Although iden-
tity growth can continue to occur after adoles-
cence, future growth will be easier in adulthood
if the identity crisis is dealt with well during
adolescence. Erikson’s Identity versus Role’
Confusion stage is particularly relevant for our
understanding of spiritial identity development.
During this stage the individual may develop a
stable spiritual identity that can gunide subse-
quent goals, behaviors, and personal experience
choices. The length and depth of the “crisis”
in this stage depend on the individual and on the
sociocultural context.

The potential importance of adolescence as a
gateway to spiritual transcendence ts made even
more salient if one assesses it within the context
of Riegel's dialectical model, Viewed from this
crisis resofution model, adolescence has to be
seen as a period in which the simultaneous
changes occurring at all levels create a stage
with great potential for rapid growth. On the
inner-biotogical level, adolescence brings rapid
brain changes, hormoenal changes. and physical
changes. The changes in adolescent brains in
particular may lead to increases i exactly the
kind of reasoning needed to take on the dentity
tasks occurring at the individeal-psychological
level {Spear, 2000).

On the ndividual-psychological level, one’s
assigned religious identity from childhood. or
fack therefore. may be guestioned and syn-
chrony lost. Newly acquired reasoning skills
may lead to questions about previously ungues-
tioned beliefs from. childhood, such as God’s
existence or the assumed superiority of one's
ssigned religion over other religions. Religious
belief systems regarding what is right and
wrong, cood and bad. may be challenged ag ado-
lescents explore new peer groups and romantic
relationships and seck balince between new bio-
logical drives and what constitutes a meaningful
intimate relationship.

In graduaily resolving this crisis, adolescents
may seek a renewed balance between thejr
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spiritual identity, socially ascribed beliefs and -

values, and other personal and collective identi-
ties. Individuals may still consider themselves
part of & particular religious group, but they may
not question some of the beliefs advocated by
the group. Negotiating a spiritual identity may
mean dealing with conflict between overlapping
collective identities. For example, imagine that
an adolescent female, who considers herself
very religious, realizes she is a leshian, vet
homesexuality is not accepted in the doctrines
of her faith. If she accepts the lesbian identity,
she must deal with the ideological conflict pro-
duced by her religious and homosexual collec-
tive identities colliding. If she finds a way to
reconcile the conflict and maintains both collec-
tive identities, her personal spiritual identity
will reflect a new facet representing the resolu-
tion of the coaflict. If she doesn’t resolve the
conflict, she may suffer negative mental health
outcomes. Another individual’s spiritual identity
may look much like a patchwork quilt, includ-
ing bits and pieces of many different religious
belief systems without identifying with any one
of them. Such a person may not accept any
collective identity as past of his or her spiritual
identity.

Parents also play a critical role in the spiri-
tual identity development of their children.
Fuligni and Flook (in press) propose that family
membership provides a social identity for
adolescents that helps them imterpret and make
sense of larger social categories such as erthnic-
ity or religion. The quality of the relationship
with parents influences the effectiveness of
parental religious socialization. Ream and
Savin-Williams (2003) found adolescents were
more likely to accept their parents’ religion
if they had a positive relationship with their
parents and were securely attached. On the other
hand, if the affective tone of the relationship was
less positive and if the youth were not securely
attached to their parents, they are more likely
disaffiliate or convert to another spiritual tradi-
tion, If adolescents who are close to their
parents are more likely to accept their parents’
religion, does this mean they continue to have
an assigned collective religious identity that
may also imply a foreclosed religious identity?
And likewise, if the relationship is not positive,
are adolescents more likely o develop a

" resolution of the identity crisis. The current cuf

personal spititual identity? We do ngy hay,
answers to these questions, but they hight
the importance of context in spiritual ide
development, '
Adolescent adaptation in the contex of Spir
ituality expands beyond parents and peer group
into the perceived cultural mifieu. AL’]O]ESCem
are concerned with shaping their rapidly deye)
oping identity into socially acceptabie rojes. 0
the sociocultural level, spiritual identity may o
may not be a major determinant of accepéabi]if
during this period. Marcia (1983) suggesied h,
cultures that allow for choice in social, ideoiog
ical, and vocational roles are best suited 1o e

Nty

tural environment in the United States prese
many opportunities for spiritual explorar
Not only is it the most religious industrialized
country, it is also the most religiously diverss
industrialized country (Eck, 2001). Aniericay
adolescents are exposed to more opportusitiss
than ever before to explore spintuzl connections
beyond the religions and spiritual roles and
social groups they identified with as children.

Thus, we believe the periods of adolescen
and emerging adulthood can serve as a gateway
to a spiritual identity that transcends, but do
not necessarily exclude, the assigned religio
identity from childhood. Most of our attention
has focused on adolescence becanse it is'a
unigue universal transition time when ind
viduals evaluate childhood identities and begin
making the transition to new adult identitie
However, spiritual identity development is
itfelong process not bound to a specific critical:
period, nor does it unfold in an easily unde
standable or predictable pattern.

Transcendent Spiritual Tdentity

Norsmally, people will follow the path that -
rises from the plains of their own chviliza
Hon; those who circle the mountain, try
ing o bring others arvund to their parhs,™
are not climbing. .. Ir is possible 10
climb Iife’s mountain from any side, but
when the top is reached the trails con-
verge. At base, in the foorthills of theology
rituol, and organizational structure, the
religions are distinct. Differences in cul
ture, history, geography and collective




femperament all make for diverse starting
“points. i

—Huston Smith (1991), The World’s
Religions: Our Great Wisdom Traditions

It s easier to name the summit of the moun-
iain {c.g., mature religion, Aliport, 1950; univer-
iizing faith, Fowler, 19813 than to identity the
thways that lead there. Equifinality (Cicchetti
& Rogosch, 1996) describes the developmental
complexity of diverse pathways that lead (o the
same destination. For example, adults who con-
r themselves spiritual but not religious may
come from a variety of religious and spiritual
family backgrounds. They may bave grown up
families actively engaged in their religion
d religious community, or in families engaged
n community service and civic issues, or in
amilies who spent lots of time outdoors and
re very aciive in conservation efforts. The
nd point of particular interest fo us is the tran-
éezlde;1t spirifual identity. Our term, rranscen-
fent spirineal identiry, is paradoxical because
ranscendent implies, by infention, rising above
ersonal and collective identities to reach a state
{ onensss with the universe.

To use the artist’s technique of defining the
iegative space around the object of interest, let
s first say what a transcendent spiritual identity
not. 1t s not a foreclosed (Marcia, 1980) reli-
ious identity in which one accepts and inter-
alizes the doctrines, values, and roles offered
¥ parents or other authority figures without
xploring other options. It is also not related
0 the conventional level of moral reasoning
Kohlherg, 1984) where respect for rules and
-authori[y dictates one’s moral reasoning. It is
Of an assigned identity that maintains consis-
lent behavior {such as church attendance) or
:'_beiit‘-fs (such as aboriion is a sin) from child-
hood without question. A transcendent spiritual
entity also can’t be measured solely by indi-
Vidual outcomes because more giohal concerns
{such as social justice and environmental issues)
e at stake s well.

"We believe the mountain sumtl, a tran-
Stendent spiritual identity. is seldom attained
becanse it 15 difficult 1o continue climbing the
Mountain once the three types of connection
Meeds described earlier are met. Grotevant

{

; 1992) sugrests thal those who are satisfied with
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their identity are unlikely to be maotivated to
explore other identities. Individuals who stop
climbing the mountain may be fanctioning very
well becanse they have attained a state of equi-
Iibriun or synchrony; from a global needs
perspective, howaver, they have neither moved
beyond in- or out-group prejudice nor gained
commitment to solving critical social and
ecological issues.

Harlier in this chapter, we proposed that a
transcendent spiritual identity provides a poten-
tial gateway to positive social change and better
stewardship of our planet. Imagine a world in
which humans did not sec themselves as sepa-
rate or different from other humans and other
life-forms. Imagine a world in which group
cooperation was not in the service of competi-
tion as some argue (Dawkins, 1976). What if we
could find a way to encourage people to develop
spiritual identifies that transcend not only the
self but also the boundaries that separate indi-
viduals from those who appear to be different,
incloding other religious groups, other ethnic
groups, and other nonhuman life-forms? Figst,
we would need to understand more fully the
developmental processes that encourage such a
spiritual identity.

Adolescence and emerging adulthood in
modern culture, marked by exposure te changing
life circumstances coupled with both exposure
to many worldviews and the leisure time needed
to expiore these worldviews, may encourage
people to explore their relationship with the
transcendent. Loevinger (1976} described such
challenging life events as “pacers.” Pacers are
defined as complex interpersonal situations that
can stimulate movement to a higher level of ego
functioning. This movement requites increasing
complexity in one’s perspective on events, and
a search for meaning and purpose in one’s life.
Pacers may motivate adolescents to reflect on
and develop a spirimal identity as they stroggle
to make meaning and find purpose in life. Thus
because challenging life experiences can induce
a state of disequilibrium or loss of synchrony,
they may provide motivation to deepen one’s
connection with the transcendent.

But what else is necessary for spiritual devel--
opment? Think back for a moment to the
example of Tom, who, after pondering whether
to believe in something whose existence he
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could not prove, consciously decided te become
an atheist, What if Tom had felt a breeze on his
face and had looked up to see the leaves on the

trees gently moving in the wind? He might have

experienced a sense of openess with the natural
world that reaffirmed rather than undermined
his faith in the existence of a transcendent pres-
ence in the universe. This simplistic example
illustrates the importance of both what we
attend to and our emotional reactions to these
cognitive experiences when we are in a state of
disequilibrium. Disequilibrium merely provides
the opportunity for developmental change. The
exact natare of that change will depend on what
else we experience and feel at that time.

Spiritual development can also be stimulated
by family and community practices and béliefs.
Exposure to such spiritval practices as medita-
tion, contemplative education, vision quests,
and intense experience of nature may encourage
individuals to seek a deeper connection with
the sacred. Much more needs to be understood
about contexts that promote development of a
transcendent spiritual identity.

WHERE Do Wr Go From Here?

Future investigations should examine the
search, formation, and negotiation of spiritual
identities across time, situations, and social con-
texts with a particular focus on how spiritual
identity relates to individuals® attitudes and
behaviers across a range of domains. We believe
spiritual identities are multidimensional and
expect variation even within seemingly homo-
geneous religious groups, but this needs to be
verified by empirical studies. We also need tw
learn more about the role of parent, peers, reli-
gious institutions, and cultural practices in facil-
ttating spiritual identity development.

We assume adolescence and early young
adulthood are crucial times for exploration and
development of a spirituai identity and that spir-
itual jdentity work in adolescence can lay the
foundation for furure spiritual identity develop-
ment. Some youth take on the complex task of
integrating a wide variety of religious and spiri-
tual messages; some youth build a spiritaal
identity from their assigned religions identity;
some youth develop a spiritual identity while

rejecting religions messages; and stij othe
do not develop a spiritual or refigious identiy
all. We know very little about developmen;
outcomes related to diverse spiritual idey;
little about how youth act as agents in the co
struction and maintenance of their Spiritya)
identities, and even less about mechanismg i
influence spiritual identity pathways. Givey
potential of transcendent spiritual idep
to address individual and social concerns, e
believe increased understanding of these jgqy;
is a worthwhile, if not essential, endeavor,

We also know little abont the nature of
tual development across the life span. Erjk
suggested that older adulthood may also ha
prime time for spiritual development. Simijar]
major pacer evenrs throughout adulthood m
stimulate renewed attention to one’s spi 10
development. Future research agendas sho"u
address multiple  aspects of spiritual idesits
development. First, a better understanding of ¢
conient of spiritual identities is needed. Con
includes the subjective meanings, ideolog
behavioral attributes, attitndes, beliefs, va
and cultural traditions that vnderfie and make
an individaal’s spiritual identity, Next, we nee
to know more about the structural properhie
underlying a spiritual identity: Are spirital an
religious identities experienced by individu
as distinct from one another? We alsc need
know more about the relation of spiritaal ident
ties to individuals® other identities. In addition
we should learn more about continvity °
discontinuity of spiritual identity across c
texts and across time, What are the stable'a
dynamic properties of spiritual identities acr
situations and time? Does a spiritual identit
become more salient under certain condition
and sitwations? Which types of events or situ
tions increase spiritual identity salience &
promote growth toward spiritual transcendeng
More attention should also be given to ‘th
socialization of spiritual identities. '

Finally, more information is needed ab
the developmental and societal outcomes relat
to various types of spiritual identities. Does
spiritual identity predict individuals® attitude
and behaviors in other domains and in dail
life? When do spiritual identities protect in
viduals against the adverse psychologica
effects of negative and uncontrollable ever




d;daily experiences of discrimination and
-ics7 Are some types of spiritual ideatities
are effective in promoting well-being of seif,
ers, and our planet? Finally, what role do
situal identities play in individuals® attitudes
ad ‘hehavior toward other groups? In other
'dS, do spiritual identities promote tolerance,
'fo.]eranc‘e, or both?
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