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52.6 percent increase offered by Catholic institu-
tions, and a 47.7 percent increase by Jewish institu-
tions.52 Today, one-quarter of children under the 
age of 5 who are in center-based child care are in 
programs located in churches, synagogues, and other 
places of worship.53 This figure may even under-
estimate the proportion of children in religiously 
affiliated child care because many children are in 

“faith-affiliated” and “faith-infused programs” that 
are located outside places of worship.54 

Conservative Protestant churches also are increas-
ingly providing child care, driven in part by the desire 
to teach religious values through these programs.55 
In fact, one study has found that although liberal 
churches tend to be more symbolically accepting of 
diverse lifestyles and nonrestrictive gender roles, 
they offer fewer programs and services for women 
and their families than conservative churches do. 
Conservative churches have also been more likely to 
find innovative ways to adjust the schedules of their 
children’s programs to attract kids amid the competi-
tion of secular activities.56

One point to highlight is that the Great Recession 
we’re in has greatly increased the need for services 
provided by religious and faith-based institutions. 
These institutions are close to their communities, 
witnessing job losses, home foreclosures, and mem-
bers of their congregations and communities going 
without health insurance and food. At a time when 
social-service programs can be out of reach or non-
existent for many people, religious and faith-based 
institutions are among the places that provide sup-
port.57 Besides offering prayer and spiritual guidance, 
many religious organizations offer practical assis-
tance through food and clothing banks, emergency 
loan programs, job retraining, and more—and doing 

Breaking stained glass barriers. Katharine 
Jefferts Schori is the first female priest to lead a 
national church in the nearly 500-year-old Anglican 
Communion. {Matthew Cavanaugh, EPA, Corbis}





New revivalists. The Grand Opening of 
Lakewood Church's new Central Campus. 
Over 57,000 people packed the Sanctuary 
and video overflow rooms. Houston's Lake-
wood Baptist Church spent over $95 million 
to turn the former NBA sports arena into 
one of the largest churches in the country. 
{Nina Berman, Redux pictures}
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so at a time when their budgets are shrinking. Many religious institutions are also 
advocating for public policies such as universal health care as part of their mission.

“Churches are at the forefront of this recession,” said a participant at the faith 
leaders’ conversation in Atlanta. “People are reducing their tithes and offerings…
yet more are coming to church with needs. The rent is due. The car broke down. 
Church is a refuge. How do we help them?”58 

In addition to responding to these urgent needs, religious institutions provide 
ongoing services, such as marriage and family counseling, programs for senior 
citizens, youth mentoring, and after-school programs.59 A 2000 study of Islamic 
mosques found similar services for families. For instance, 74 percent offered 
marital or family counseling, 84 percent provided cash benefits to families or indi-
viduals, and 16 percent provided child care or preschool.60 Educational programs 
were also important: 21 percent of mosques had a full-time Islamic school, while 
71 percent provided a weekend school for either children or adults.

Religious institutions with immigrant congregations are often active providers 
of social services, despite the fact that they lack the resources in some disad-
vantaged communities to offer a wide array of programs.61 In addition to youth 
groups and summer camp, many immigrant congregations, including those of 
non-Christian faiths, hold their own “Sunday school” as a way to teach children 
their religious beliefs.62 One in-depth study of immigrant congregations found 
that a number sponsored women’s groups to provide social services, especially 
to other immigrant women. A Muslim woman in the study said that their activi-
ties focused on areas “where women have always taken a leadership role behind 
the scenes,” such as helping children, the sick, divorced women, and in other  
areas of need.63

Religious institutions with immigrant congregations 
are often active providers of social services, despite the 

fact that in some disadvantaged communities they lack 
the resources to offer a wide array of programs.
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Among religious institutions that offer the most programs and services are mega-
churches. For many mega-churches, their sense of mission is intimately tied to an 
entrepreneurial business model whereby they aim to be responsive to their follow-
ers—or “clients.” This spiritual-business model often relies on a sizeable budget 
that allows a dazzling variety of services and amenities, such as health clubs, 
cafes, and movie theaters, to attract and retain followers. For instance, Southeast 
Christian Church in Louisville, Kentucky, offers 16 basketball courts, a Cybex 
health club, a bank, a rock-climbing wall, eateries, and shops.64 And Joel Osteen’s 
Lakewood Church in Houston, Texas, offers drama, dance, and video workshops; 
finance and tax classes; activities for children of all ages; marriage-strengthening 
classes; programs for women including movie nights, autism support groups, and 
Bible study; service opportunities; and more. According to a 2002 New York Times 
article, “these churches are becoming civic in a way unimaginable since the 13th 
century and its cathedral towns. No longer simply places to worship, they have 
become part resort, part mall, part extended family and part town square.”65 

Spirituality is growing fast 

Spirituality in America is growingly rapidly, especially among women. Books, 
retreats, workshops, rituals, and meditation practices are gaining followers 
among women who are religious, and those who are not. At first glance, there 
might seem to be little commonality among spiritual practices that range from 
massage therapy and sweat lodges to Zen meditation, 12-step programs, feminist 
nature rituals, and fasting.66 And it is true that many practices called “spiritual” 
are so simply because that is how their followers describe them. Yet among its 
varied expressions, spirituality is often thought to fall into three categories: spir-
ituality that is separate and distinct from organized religion; spirituality that is 
in conflict with organized religion; and spirituality that complements, or is part 
of, organized religion.67 

For many mega-churches, their sense of  
mission is intimately tied to an entrepreneurial 

business model whereby they aim to be  
responsive to their followers—or “clients.”
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For many African American women, religiously inspired spirituality offers an 
effective way to respond to work-related stress. In one research study, 97 percent 
of black women said that spiritual practices helped them cope with stresses 
at work. Spirituality was the most frequently named coping mechanism, with 
many women saying they prayed “a great deal.”68 In addition to prayer, Afri-
can American women relied upon their trust in God, in their hope for a miracle, 
and in the renewal of their faith as they faced difficulties on the job. For these 
women, major stresses included the overwhelming demands of their job, the 
need to make ends meet, and working with prejudiced co-workers.69

Spirituality was also important to the Catholic women in the focus groups 
discussed earlier. A number of them identified “nonreligious” activities as 

Relieving stress, finding strength. For many women, spirituality is found in yoga and other exer-
cise routines. {LAIF, Redux pictures}



The Shriver Report

The Challenge of Faith
267

A Woman's Nation Changes Everything

The Challenge of Faith

spiritually renewing, such as gardening, walking on the beach, yoga, poetry, 
music, and exercise. 

Younger women are more likely to be involved in spirituality than older women. 
They are more likely to choose personal experience over church doctrine as the 
best way to understand God70 and to create their own belief system from a variety 
of sources, such as friends, websites, magazine articles, TV shows, books, and 
movies. Because fewer of them are involved in organized religion, their spiritual 
beliefs and practices tend to be separate from religion.71

There are a number of reasons for the growth of spirituality among women. It is 
flexible and portable, able to fit into a busy schedule of work, chores, and travel. 
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For many women, doing yoga or meditating each morning can provide them with 
greater spiritual focus and energy than going to weekly worship services. This 
is especially true if worship services are scheduled at a time that competes with 
family activities and chores. Reading spiritual self-help books can provide specific 
methods and techniques for self enhancement—a toning up of the soul, just as the 
gym tones up the body. 

Another reason for spirituality’s appeal is that it doesn’t claim a specific set of 
doctrines or beliefs to conflict with or supplant the beliefs of organized religion. 
The fluidity of spirituality seems appealing to increasing numbers of Americans, 
many of whom have “only a vague denominational identification” and are unclear 
about which religious group they belong to.72 In addition, as people travel longer 
distances to reach houses of worship, spirituality can feel more convenient and effi-
cient. Furthermore, the once-unique role of clergy in answering spiritual questions 
has been supplanted by a wide variety of sources, including the Internet, which can 
answer questions instantly and anonymously in the comfort of one’s home. Finally, 
the community that women once found in religious institutions is now being found 
in the workplace, at the gym, and other places where women spend their days.

Not everyone thinks the growth of spirituality is a good thing. In his essay “Against 
Spirituality,” the late Rabbi Arnold Jacob Wolf argues that the Kabbalah and other 
forms of Jewish spirituality are undermining the deep sense of social connectiv-
ity, mutual responsibility, self-criticism, historical roots, and intellectual rigor of 
Judaism.73 Wolf quotes Reverend Donna Schoper, who warns of the “dangerous 
lure of spirituality” for all religions. She says, “Amateurish tai chi and yoga, quasi-
Buddhist meditation, and New Age prayers are a far cry from the ancient practice 
of the Sabbath.”74 Schoper goes on to complain about highly personalized spiritual-
ity replacing organized religion. Spirituality can mire a person in the self, she says, 
and cause him or her to lose sight of the sacred. According to Schoper, “religion 

There are a number of reasons for the growth  
of spirituality among women. It is flexible  

and portable, able to fit into a busy schedule  
of work, chores, and travel. 
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steeps people in its long history of reflection on eth-
ics” and at its best “offers time and space for spiritual 
experience.” In contrast, “spirituality gives us a quick 
fix that fits into our fast-paced insular lifestyle.”75

Others are not so critical. Theologian Sandra 
Schneiders, emeritus professor at the Jesuit School 
of Theology, sees spirituality as an important 
vehicle for transcendence. The paradox of religious 
institutions, she says, is that they are culturally 
based and can be hypocritical, rigid, corrupt, and 
reflect the biases of the larger society.76 However, she 
defends organized religion for its capacity to initiate 
people into “an authentic tradition of spirituality,” 
giving them “companions on the journey and tested 
wisdom by which to live,” as well as support in times 
of suffering.77 Schneiders goes on to say that when 
people leave religious institutions to “find a small 
group of like-minded companions in exile, they are 
left without the corrective criticism of an historically 
tested community and the public scrutiny that any 
society focuses on recognized groups within it. And 
they also lose the leverage which would enable them 
to influence systemically either church or society.”78 

This last point is especially important for working 
women, since religious institutions can be strong 
allies and advocates for a social agenda and public 
policies that help women better fulfill their roles as 
parents and workers. Schneiders argues against a 

“privatized spirituality,” which she likens to “social 
cocooning,” claiming that it can be naive and narcis-
sistic, and a private pursuit79 rather than a disci-
plined and committed participation in community. It 
is important to be outward looking as well as inward 
looking, focusing on social, as well as personal, 
transformation. 

The latest from the American people

Q: Is it important having religious faith?

Women
87%

81%

86%

90%

12%

19%

14%

9%

Important Not important

Men

Women working full time

Women with children

Source: Rockefeller/TIME poll, 2009.
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Where do we go from here?

As more women become the breadwinners in their families and soon the majority 
of workers, the stresses and demands in their lives will grow. So will their need for 
support, sustenance, and services. It may be that women will continue to leave 
organized religion if institutions don’t respond to their needs. Already, more and 
more women are patching together a crazy quilt of religious practices and spiri-
tual activities in order to find a space for reflection and wholeness in their lives. 
However, they need something more. They need religious institutions to listen to 
their voices and pay attention to the complicated reality of their lives. 

As women strive to integrate work, family, and faith, religious institutions must 
also do their part. They must put forth a moral vision of what it truly means to 
value women and families, and lay out steps for achieving that vision. This means 
working for public policies that tangibly support families and make it easier for 
women (and men) to be both good parents and employees. It means valuing wom-
en’s leadership talents and skills—and eradicating outdated customs that value 
men above women. Finally, it means re-invigorating sacred teachings on compas-
sion, dignity, justice, and equality to speak out forcefully on behalf of women and 
their families today. 
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