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Research Project in Contemporary Cosmology
Project 1, Personal Cosmologies (Beliefs)
Word Count: 5213


Introduction

	This paper discusses the research conducted to explore the cosmologies of those who are directly involved in shaping the national political and policy landscape of the United States. Specifically, it investigates the potential correlation between personal religious and spiritual beliefs and political ideologies among a cohort of political professionals. The objective is to explore how these individuals think about their personal cosmologies and what sources they may derived their belief systems such as identification with and participation in an organized religion to practices outside of formal religious ideology, such as astrology. The research seeks to shine a light on how these political professionals conceptualize their personal cosmologies and the diverse sources from which they derive their belief systems, including organized religion and non-traditional spiritual practices like astrology. It hypothesizes that individuals who identify as politically liberal may demonstrate greater receptivity to incorporating beliefs and practices outside the confines of their formal faith. Additionally, it explored how points of identity of all types, shape one’s spiritual or religious beliefs.	
	To test this hypothesis, a mixed-method research approach was employed, utilizing written surveys and face-to-face interviews. The study targeted a diverse cohort of professionals currently or previously engaged in various political capacities at the national level. It delineated three dimensions of identity—personal, political, and religious or spiritual—and explored their intersections and mutual influences. The findings were subjected to thematic and pattern analysis. While the hypothesis was substantiated to varying degrees, the research process underscored the nuanced nature inherent in discussions surrounding individuals' belief systems. Across all participants, a consistent theme emerged emphasizing support for inclusivity, serving as a unifying factor across the three dimensions of identity. 

Literature Review
What Shapes Culture and Values
	Understanding the complex interplay between culture, politics, and belief systems is essential for comprehending how individuals construct their political and religious identities within a given societal context. This literature review examines research and analysis that fall into three relevant categories: how are beliefs and values shaped in a political climate; what are the attitudes of Americans towards religion and how Americans in general might think about belief systems that go beyond traditional religion.
	The first is a fundamental look at the culture of the environment in which the research group operates and how individuals make decision based not just on values but in reaction to attack on those values. In discussing 'culture', it is worth considering what Terry Eagleton describes as one of the most challenging words in the English language to define, 'culture' itself. While this research may use culture in a slightly different way than he addresses it in his work, "The Idea of Culture" it is an important baseline for the discussion of what the participants consider to be factors in their process of identifying and developing their belief systems.
	While much of the rhetoric around American politics and values frames the debates as new, an American Journal of Political Science by Maggiotto and Piereson cite partisan identification existing in 
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the late 1970s as they draw from an even earlier study from 1960 that proposes the 'hostility hypothesis' explaining that negative emotions are more influential than positive ones on decision making.
	Related to this, Henry and Reyna examined what they describe as 'value violations' as being an important factor in individuals' attitudes toward policies and social issues in their Political Psychology article, "Value Judgments: The Impact of Perceived Value Violations on American Political Attitudes.” The study reveals that perceptions of rather than abstract value expression in support of something, being opposed or seeing a value threatened is a larger influence on one's decisions. 
	Finally, in a 2021 Harvard Political Review article, Gashaw examines the intertwining of American Christianity and Republicanism shedding light on how religious rhetoric and values shape political affiliation. The historical context of American Christianity, including its diverse origins and the rise of Christian nationalism, further underscores how religious identity is ever becoming a political one.
What Americans think
	Recent surveys by some of the US's largest public opinion organizations seek to develop a narrative of the perceived changing attitudes of American towards religion and how that connects to their political attitudes. 
	Pew Research Center surveys conducted in recent years provide insights into Americans' attitudes towards the separation of church and state. Despite divisions based on political identity and religious affiliation, the majority of U.S. adults support the principle of keeping religion separate from government policies. The prevalence of religious references in government documents and practices underscores the enduring influence of Christianity in American public life, despite constitutional safeguards against religious establishment.
	PRRI's study in March of 2024 on "religious churning" revealed shifting patterns of religious affiliation in the United States. While the overall proportion of religiously unaffiliated individuals is growing, certain religious groups experience higher rates of retention and attrition. This study is significant for its inclusion of racial and ethnic demographics and for addressing how they intersect with religious identity, shaping the composition of religiously unaffiliated Americans.
	Released at the same time as the PRRI study, Gallup News Organization's analysis delved into Americans' religious practices and beliefs, highlighting declining church attendance and formal church membership. Despite the majority identifying with a religious faith, fewer Americans consider religion important in their lives, and church attendance has steadily decreased over time. 
What exists beyond religion
	As Americans increasingly move away from organized religion, these studies offer valuable insights into alternative spiritual practices that are gaining popularity or have been embraced for a long time. Understanding attitudes towards these spiritual and metaphysical practices is essential for comprehending the shifting dynamics of contemporary spirituality.
	In examining the evolving spiritual landscape of the modern West, Nicholas Campion's book, "Astrology and Popular Religion in the Modern West: Prophecy, Cosmology, and the New Age Movement," delves into the intersection of astrology with popular religion, particularly within the New Age movement. Campion also includes study results measuring Americans' attitude toward astrology..
	Similarly, Mike Sosteric's "A Sociology of Tarot" offers a sociological examination of tarot reading, illuminating its role as a form of divination and spiritual practice within contemporary society. Sosteric delves into the social dynamics surrounding tarot, exploring its embeddedness in cultural contexts and its significance for individuals and communities. Through a sociological lens, he analyzes 
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how tarot intersects with broader social structures and belief systems, providing insight into its multifaceted dimensions and implications for understanding human behavior and spirituality.
	In addition to these studies, Claire Gecewicz's survey explores the prevalence of "New Age" beliefs among religious and nonreligious Americans, further highlighting the evolving spiritual landscape. Gecewicz investigates various aspects of New Age spirituality, such as astrology, psychics, reincarnation, and spiritual energy, across different religious affiliations and among the religiously unaffiliated. The survey reveals the widespread embrace of New Age beliefs among Americans, underscoring the diversity of spiritual practices within contemporary society.
	This literature review highlights the multifaceted factors that contribute to the formation of political beliefs within a given cultural and political climate in order to better explore interplay of culture, politics, personal beliefs and religion in the research group.


Methodology

An insider approach

	Academic research necessitates objectivity, yet external observations, insider knowledge, and familiarity with a research group's unique characteristics can facilitate responses. Drawing from my professional tenure as a political staffer for the US Congress and involvement in national-level campaigns and lobbying, allowed me to access a network of individuals with similar experiences. I initially aimed for a bipartisan sample but transitioned to a solely Democratic group due to difficulty in getting response, possibly due to the heightened partisanship during a presidential election year. While acknowledging the importance of diverse political perspectives, time constraints prompted prioritization of accessibility. Personal and political connections proved instrumental in this process, with one interview participant stating, 'we answered this survey because we know you,' implying the importance of personal connections in this industry. 
	In examining beliefs on reincarnation, Walter employs the term 'very private beliefs' to describe a belief that his research participants might be reluctant to share. [footnoteRef:1]Likewise, this research asked respondents, who professionally are used to being behind the scenes, to reveal information that they may consider to be quite private. My insider perspective informed all aspects of the research process including language usage, selection of credible sources, and timing of data collection to optimize respondent engagement during a congressional recess period. It was, in summary, an integral research tool. [1:  Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, "A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England." Sociology of Religion, Summer, 1999, Vol. 60, No. 2 (Summer, 1999). https://doi.org/10.2307/3711748, p 187.
] 



Employing a mixed-method paradigm

	To obtain a comprehensive understanding of the population's attitudes, a mixed-method approach was adopted. A questionnaire, accompanied by a brief explanatory note outlining the program and survey purpose, was distributed via email. The survey also included a query inviting volunteers for more extensive, in-depth discussions. (Appendix A) When designing this research, two primary considerations were paramount: ensuring anonymity of those who responded and formulating questions conducive that were not leading but allowed for an array of diverse array of responses.
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	The research methodology entailed a mixed approach encompassing both quantitative and qualitative methodologies. Hennik, et al., in their discourse on mixed research methods, underscore the value of integrating qualitative processes into quantitative methodologies. They assert that this approach enables researchers to interpret findings, elucidate trends and patterns revealed in surveys, delve into underlying processes, and contextualize findings. [footnoteRef:2] [2:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter, and Ajay Bailey. Qualitative Research Methods (London: SAGE Publications Ltd., 2011), p. 46.] 

	The quantitative method, executed through emailed written surveys, was designed to ensure anonymity while exploring three dimensions shaping personal identity: various personal attributes, political inclinations, and spiritual or religious affiliations. The aim was to solicit a broad spectrum of responses, even those potentially ideologically contradictory, to discern patterns and intersections among the three domains. In discussing the survey responses and interviews, the words 'they' and 'their' are used as a non-binary alternative to him/his and her/hers to help ensure anonymity.
	The demographic section, referred to as "personal points of identity," may appear extensive to some observers. Given the politicization of diversity and minority rights issues in contemporary US discourse, the Democratic Party has embraced policies promoting diversity and inclusion. Questions in the survey were adapted, with minor modifications, from the online application form for employment in the Biden Administration, familiar to respondents. Participants were at liberty to skip any demographic queries, though only one declined to specify race or ethnicity but did consent to an interview.  
Notably, the survey was designed and tested for completion within six minutes. While several responses were completed within this timeframe, a significant proportion of respondents spent more time upping the average time for the survey to over thirteen minutes indicating careful consideration of the questions.

The research group

	The target group was curated from an established professional network comprising individuals who had previously or were presently engaged in various capacities related to US politics including serving as staff to Members of Congress and the President in addition to working on national campaigns or as lobbyists. Although not all members of the group may have personally held all of these positions, they possessed familiarity with their scopes and responsibilities. 
	Thirty individuals received the survey via email. This group was chosen to be half female and half male and represent a range of ages from under thirty to over sixty-five. While the recipients now live in six US states and Washington, DC, the majority had lived and worked in the US capital at some point. They represented a range of ethnic and racial backgrounds and about ten percent were known via social media, to openly express tenets of an organized religion. Another ten percent were known through personal contact or social media posts to actively pursue non-religious spiritual practices, such as using tarot cards, and the remaining group had unknown spiritual and religious beliefs. 

Adding the qualitative layer

	Campion offers a note of caution to researchers that the 'quantification of belief is highly problematic',[footnoteRef:3] however the addition of some type of qualitative methodology can hope to counter some of these difficulties. Further illustrating the limitations of a survey-only approach for questions about faith is  [3:  Nicholas Campion. Astrology and Popular Religion in the Modern West Prophecy, Cosmology, and the New Age Movement (Abingdon: Ashgate Publisher, 2012), p. 146.] 
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research undertaken by the academic Brink.[footnoteRef:4] In his paper, he expressed surprise at his hypothesis not being proven, however, while likely unintentional, his study well demonstrates the need for a qualitative element of any research exploring subjects that possess a great deal of nuance, such as belief systems.  [4:  T.L. Brink, "Inconsistency of Belief Among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation". Review of Religious Research, Vol. 2, No. 1 (Fall, 1978). https://doi.org/10.2307/3509943, p. 82.] 

For this project, qualitative data were collected through Zoom interviews. Initially aiming for three to five interviews, eight individuals put themselves forward for interviews, and due to logistics, six were conducted.  Each interview, lasting between thirty minutes and an hour, was recorded with participant consent for transcription purposes. A couple of set questions were asked in all of the interviews, but ample opportunity was provided to allow the participants to direct the discussion. Eager to share their own developed spiritual practice one participant had prepared notes to provide examples illustrating components of their prayer practice. 

Findings

Three themes emerged 

	The research would seem to confirm a link between progressive political ideology and an openness to spiritual practices that fall outside of most mainstream religions. In fact, most expressed this as tied to a personal and political commitment to supporting diversity and plurality. Three themes emerged that are supportive and complimentary but only emerge when exploring the data using a qualitative method. Those are: religion is viewed as an aspect of ethnic and racial identity; a 'spiritual but not religious identity' may still include a belief in a higher power; and finally, respondents want a government that makes space for all religious and spiritual practices.


Religion is tied to other identities

	The scholar and academic Terry Eagleton asserts that the term "culture" poses significant challenges in defining it within the English language.[footnoteRef:5] Much of his scholarly work delves into the historical evolution of this term and its shifting connotations. For the purposes of this study, "culture" is utilized within a predominantly American context, understood in American English as encompassing the norms, practices, and beliefs predominantly based on one's racial and ethnic identity.	Since its inception, the United States has been characterized as a pluralistic nation, often metaphorically described as both a "melting pot" and a "tossed salad," as it has grappled with reconciling its diverse population under the national motto of 'E pluribus Unum' (Out of many, one). Race and ethnicity have prominently figured in national policy discourse over the past half-century.	 [5:  Terry Eagleton, The Idea of Culture (Oxford: Blackwell 2000), pg. 1.] 

	Entering into this research, a speculation posited that individuals' cultural identification, rooted in their ethnic and racial backgrounds also has a great deal of influence on their religious and spiritual beliefs. Here, too, issues of identity have become a polarized political issue. The Democratic Party has asserted its dominance among voters identifying as non-white, championing causes such as LGBTQ+ rights, immigrant rights, disability rights, and other identity-based issues. Conversely, the Trump presidency took a firm line against efforts addressing and promoting diversity and inclusion.
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	The demographic inquiries included in the survey were directly sourced from the publicly accessible application for employment in President Biden's administration.[footnoteRef:6] While these questions might appear extensive outside the United States, they are not deemed unusual within the national context. Only one respondent declined to identify by race or ethnicity but completed the survey and sat for an interview. [6:  Presidential Personnel Office, The White House (2021) < https://www.whitehouse.gov/get-involved/join-us/> [accessed 15 March 2024]] 

	Speaking to the nexus of ethnicity, faith and political beliefs, one participant who grew up outside the US said of their personal belief trajectory, 
'Growing up in a country, AKA Mexico, where it's 99% Catholic, you are embedded into these beliefs. As I grew older, realizing who I was, and understanding that, the current religion that I believed in really conflicted with my personal growth, really was a little bit of a disappointment, I would say that I think it (my belief system) just kind of evolved. And as I said, I was taking the good parts leaving the bad parts. I tend to believe spiritually, you know, but I do have this foundation of growing up in a very strict religion.' 
	All who were interviewed and identified as Hispanic/Latino were raised Catholic. They expressed a perspective that faith and ethnicity supported each other and that their religion was as much about their ethnicity as it was about issues of values and faith. For those who no longer practice (approximately half of survey participants), their political views were the primary reason with all citing their opposition to the Church's stance on abortion and same-sex marriage. While it was not probed directly, it can be assumed that, since a majority of respondents identified as left of or somewhat left of center, most would share the political stances of being in support of abortion and gay rights even if they still chose to practice Catholicism. 
	Other noticeable findings, of the four respondents who identified as White, three of them were not raised in any religion. The fourth person identified as Jewish. Of the three interview participants who were parents, none were raising their children in a religion. Experiences also shape identity; almost half of the respondents indicated that they were the first generation of their family to attend college, a point of pride as well as an influencing factor in how they thought about and acted on political beliefs. 
	An interview participant who identified with both a non-white ethnicity as well as being gay, said of their identity,  

	'(My identity) comes from two places. One is my politics of presenting myself as a Democrat or a 	impoverished. So it's a political component here. I think the other part, more of a subconscious part, is 	feeling or being, an outsider myself, as the (child) of immigrants, and (child) of someone who doesn't 	speak English.'

	In another interview, a participant described their evolution away from Catholicism to a spiritual practice, however, maintaining ties to their cultural and religious upbring was important.

	'There's some little statues and a handful of rosaries sprinkled all over the house. Same thing 
	with this scapular. So, the stuff is kind of peppered, but, with no ascribed specific or specific 	purpose. A lot of those are generational gifts. It was something that they belong to my mom or my 	grandmother. (Spouse) has a bible because it belonged to their father.'

	Overall, the responses in this research demonstrated a strong correlation between ethnic and racial culture and religious upbringings. Additionally, experiences as a member of a minority group in any way, 
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is a factor in determining one's sense of social justice and political ideologies. The layers and intersection of points of identity cannot be separated and further affirm the idea that exploring issues of faith and belief are nuanced and complex.
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Spiritual but not religious is not devoid of religion

	In the United States, as in other parts of the western world, surveys are finding that "spiritual but not religious" is quickly replacing formal religious identification.[footnoteRef:7] Earlier this year, two major U.S. polling firms released studies concerning Americans' religious beliefs or lack thereof, possibly in anticipation of the presidential election where understanding voters’ values is a critical part of the campaign messaging process. Analysts and pundits will scrutinize these findings to make correlations between these belief identities and what it means for each candidate. However, the findings of this research suggest that broad surveys may misrepresent what it means to identify as spiritual but not religious.  [7:  Gallup, How Religious Are Americans? 
<https://news.gallup.com/poll/358364/religious-americans.aspx> (29 March 2024) 
[accessed 13 April 2024]] 

	Of those who participated in the research, the vast majority were raised in an organized religion. Consistently in interview, they expressed an intentional process to create and develop some range of spirituality in their lives. An important point to note, just under half of the survey respondents indicated that they would be available to be interviewed. Of those, only one continued to practice the faith in which they were raised; another participant was the only one of the interview group who had not been raised in a faith. The remainder had been raised as Catholic but no longer practiced the religion regularly.

	Those who chose 'Spiritual but not religious' expressed consistently a desire to maintain some belief in a higher power in their lives. They may continue to incorporate specific elements from organized religion into their practices, symbolism, or traditions. The common thread among this self-selected group is a keen interest in exploring spirituality in its diverse forms.

"...I was born, Catholic, but I sort of veered off the path...I believe in heaven, but not in hell, and that's a personal sort of journey I've been on. I know, it's not what the Catholic Church teaches." 
(It) "just brings me peace of mind."
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	Expressing the importance that even without a formal religion, belief in a higher power, one participant explained their spiritual life as 
	
	'a form of humility and acknowledgement that there's a greater thing;' And further explaining the 
	intersection of their political and spiritual beliefs they expressed a feeling that it was 'important to  	send a signal to society that I didn't or not have the power, that was the most important thing to 	me. I think people go into church in different reasons, but that was my main reason.

	The survey also probed beliefs in what is commonly termed "New Age" practice areas[footnoteRef:8], though as Campion explained, 'New' is a misnomer as the term dates back to the 1700's.[footnoteRef:9] For the purposes of this survey New Age beliefs were defined as a series of practices and beliefs that include other encompass an amalgamation of metaphysical and spiritual beliefs, some originating from Eastern religions. A 2018 Pew Research study does make a link between those who practice at least one New Age belief and those who lean Democratic, [footnoteRef:10] a point that was not lost on President' Biden's reelection campaign which sent an email to supporters in early April 2024 with the title, 'Mercury is in Retrograde'. (Appendix C) It went on to explain that during this time communications might be muddled and encouraged the email recipients to make a clear statement by purchasing campaign merchandise. However, the survey responses did not rank astrology at the top of the list of practices these individuals engaged in. Asked about how they support their spiritual and religious beliefs, one hundred percent said they practiced yoga, mediated or both. Following those, using tarot cards was more popular than practicing astrology. Of the practices listed, at least one person had engaged in all of them. [8:  Claire Gecewicz, New Age' beliefs common among both religious and nonreligious Americans, <https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2018/10/01/new-age-beliefs-common-among-both-religious-and-nonreligious-americans/> 10 October 2018 [accessed 2 April 2024]]  [9:   Campion, pg.29]  [10:  Gecewicz, <https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2018/10/01/new-age-beliefs-common-among-both-religious-and-nonreligious-americans/> 
] 


	Practices that you have tried or regularly participate in

	1
	Practiced yoga

	2
	Meditated

	3
	Used Tarot cards

	4
	Smudged/Use incense for religious or spiritual reasons

	5-6
	Believe in/Practice astrology

	5-6
	Used crystals for prayer or spiritual practice

	7-8
	Consulted a traditional folk healer/Used medicinal plants & herbs

	7-8
	Participated in a nature-based ceremony or practice

	9-10
	Sought the services of an astrologer/Consulted a psychic

	9-10
	Sought the services of a professional astrologer

	11
	Other

	12
	Participated in Wiccan or Witchcraft ceremonies
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	Practices most likely to be considered in opposition to their faith/beliefs

	1. Wicca/Witchcraft

	2. Using crystals

	3. Using Tarot cards

	4. Consulting a psychic

	

	Practices least likely to be considered in opposition to their faith/beliefs

	1, 2, 3, 4. Practicing astrology; consulting an astrologist; meditating, yoga



	For individuals who came from a Christian background but also seek to integrate or reinterpret their beliefs in alignment with principles of diversity, inclusion, and belonging, this often involves creating space for different practices and accommodating individuals whose identities may conflict with traditional religious teachings. For example, three participants mentioned the importance of daily prayer in their lives.  All quotes cited are from those who identify formerly Christian but now consider themselves 'spiritual'. 

'I no longer say the Our Father of Hail Mary, but I use words that are more meaningful. At the end of the day, I say "thank you" three times.'

(Spouse) and I decided to add the Our Father back into our prayer routine, but neither of us could remember it (laugh). We figured it out and now it's part of our rotation.'

'I begin the day around 5 am with prayer and mediation and stretching. I don't use formal prayers, but I pray.'

	These statements illustrate a nuance that is not specifically expressed in large surveys about American religious belief and may allow for a false conclusion that spiritual individuals may be devoid of a god, but for this research's target group, almost all expressed the need to believe is a supreme power whatever term is used for it. Here, too, one can find an intersection of spirituality, identity and political belief. As one former Catholic expressed, 

	' I tend to believe that I did bring it (my religious upbringing) into my politics, and more than 	anything else, it was about the fairness part that really drove me to the (political) party that I 	belong to.'


Separation of Church and State?

	In 1789, two years after the ratification of the Constitution of the United States, the members of the Continental Congress added a series of amendments, called the Bill of Rights. The first of these stated, "Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof,". This phrase has phrase is now known as the principle of the separation of church and state, and what that means in both theory and practice, has been debated and at times litigated, ever sense. 
	In recent years, especially since the Trump presidency, national political dialogue has seen a surge of rhetoric that has intrinsically linked some forms of Christianity, especially Evangelicalism, with 
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conservative and right-wing political ideology. Responding, the Democratic Party has begun to use terms such as 'White Religious Nationalism' to describe the words and actions of some in the Republican Party, thus also adding a layer of racial identity to the already charged rhetoric.[footnoteRef:11] As if to illustrate this point, earlier this spring, former president Trump sent an email to his supporters announcing a promotional offer of a 'God Bless the USA Bible' (Appendix D) The contents of this publication, included in the appendix, included the Saint James Bible, the Declaration of Independence, the Constitution of the United States, the Bill of Rights, and lyrics to a country-western song often used in his campaign rallies. This amalgamation of religious and national documents set a new precedent for the blurring of the lines between church and state.   [11:  Jack Jenkins, 'Democrats pass resolution condemning ‘white religious nationalism’' Religion News 8 February 2023 < https://religionnews.com/2023/02/08/democrats-pass-resolution-condemning-white-religious-nationalism/> [accessed 22 April 2024]
] 

	On the survey, respondents were asked to mark the level to which they agreed or disagreed with three statements: the US was founded as a Christian nation and should protect that heritage; the US is pluralistic, and therefore government practices should make space for a variety of faiths; the US was founded on the principle of separation of church and state and, therefore, not include anything religious in official government activities. 
	Not surprising, all responses disagreed with the first statement in varying degrees, the majority disagreeing strongly. Yet, while the last two statements seemingly contradict one another, the levels of agreement were even. In the interviews, participants were queried about this question, citing as an example, the practice of having an official Congressional chaplain who has always been Christian and opening each session of Congress with a prayer. While one might expect individuals in politics who identify as liberal or progressive, to advocate strongly for the separation of church and state, the responses were much more nuanced. As one respondent explained, it is less about the essence of religion as much as about tradition, saying:

	'Fundamentally, we are a Christian nation; we're opening up with those prayers 
	every day, even though we have a separation between church and state, but it's a 
	culture, right? So (former House Speaker Nancy)Pelosi could have canceled prayers, 
	but because we have this (historical) foundation of being a Christian 
	nation, they (Congressional leadership) don't like to go against tradition.'

	With one exception, an interview participant who thought that Congress should not be praying, the other responses advocated for making room for prayer and spirituality as long as it was inclusive. A participant, who had been raised Catholic but no longer practiced, referenced the word 'humility' throughout their discussion linking it to the notion of service. Therefore, so long as the act of praying was inclusive, they saw a place for it and spirituality in the realm of public service, stating, 
"It's a form of humility and acknowledgment that there's a greater thing."
	Another participant, who was not raised in a religion but now explores metaphysical and spiritual practices including astrology and tarot, stated that they hoped that 'Congress would always make room for spirituality,' reinforcing the ideal that any formal government practice had to be inclusive of any and all belief systems.
	In further questioning, interview participants were asked if they saw a point where Congress would expand their practices to be more inclusive of spirituality rather than organized religion. Responses were varied, but the majority believed that would be the case. A source for this question was a 
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memorandum from the US Department of Defense updated in 2017 [footnoteRef:12] that provided the list of authorized religions from which those entering military service could choose to identify. The list contained188 religious and spiritual groups including 'Druid' and 'Shaman'. This may be an example where extreme political rhetoric clouds the reality of practice, and that spirituality is one more place where the US can formally and has affirmed its commitment to spiritual and as well as religious pluralism.  [12:  Lernes J. Herbert, Acting Deputy Assistant Secretary (Military Personnel Policy), United States Department of Defense, 27 March 2017. Memorandum, Faith and Belief Codes for Reporting Personnel Data of Service Members. https://religionnews.com/2017/04/21/defense-department-expands-its-list-of-recognized-religions/
] 
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	Despite the political rhetoric of a trend to 'turn away from god' supported by surveys affirming the declining numbers in religious identity, the reality may be more layered. For these political professionals, the three parts of their identities, personal, political and religious or spiritual, cannot be separated. They are integrated and complimentary and the belief in a higher power whether a formal religious notion of god or something else in fundamental to what they see as a value driven lives of public service. In a comment on a survey response, someone wrote, 

	'It’s hard to write out in a short statement, but I simply live to ensure I am making the most of the 	time I have to make a meaningful contribution to society and others.'


Conclusion

	In conclusion, this research sheds light on the complex interplay between personal, political, and religious identities among political professionals in the United States. Through a mixed-method approach, it explored how individuals construct their cosmologies, drawing from both traditional religious beliefs and non-traditional spiritual practices. While affirming the nuanced nature of belief systems, the study underscores a consistent theme of inclusivity as a unifying factor across various dimensions of identity. As surveys suggest a shift towards identifying as "spiritual but not religious," this research challenges broad generalizations, revealing a deliberate process among participants to cultivate spirituality alongside or apart from formal religious affiliations. These findings invite a deeper understanding of how individuals navigate their values within the realm of public service, complicating simplistic narratives about religious decline in contemporary American society and hint to a future United States that when it can finally wade through the extreme rhetoric, will be guided, at least in part, by those committed to defining their country not as a 'Christian nation' but one committed to a higher being in all the ways that it can be defined.
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Appendix
A. Survey Questions
B. Survey Results in chart form
C. Biden campaign email on Mercury in retrograde
D. Trump campaign ad for bible that includes the US Constitution


A.  Survey Questions
The Cosmology of Politics
April 2024
This study will look at the connections between influences that shape one's cosmology and their political beliefs.

Personal Identity

Gender
	[bookmark: Check6]|_| Female
	[bookmark: Check9]|_| Male
	[bookmark: Check10]|_| Non-binary

	[bookmark: Check7][bookmark: Text4]|_| Another gender:      
	[bookmark: Check8]|_| Prefer not to say
	



Age
	[bookmark: Check11]|_| under 30
	[bookmark: Check12]|_| 30 – 50
	|_| 51 +

	|_| Prefer not to say
	
	



Race/Ethnicity (Check as many as apply)
	|_| American Indian or Alaska Native

	|_| Asian/Asian American

	|_| Black or African American


	|_| Hispanic, Latino/a/e/x

	[bookmark: Check19]|_| Middle Eastern, North African or Palestinian

	[bookmark: Check20]|_| Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander


	[bookmark: Check21]|_| White
	[bookmark: Check22]|_| Other Indigenous
	

	[bookmark: Check23][bookmark: Text5]|_| Other:      
	[bookmark: Check24]|_| Prefer not to say
	



Sexual Orientation
	[bookmark: Check25]|_| Straight/heterosexual
	[bookmark: Check26]|_| Gay or Lesbian
	[bookmark: Check27]|_| Bisexual

	[bookmark: Check28][bookmark: Text6]|_| Another orientation:      
	
	

	[bookmark: Check29]|_| Prefer not to say
	
	



Other points of identity. Check any that apply.
	[bookmark: Check30]|_| Transgender
	[bookmark: Check31]|_| Disabled
	[bookmark: Check32]|_| Military Veteran

	[bookmark: Check33]|_| Immigrant
	[bookmark: Check34]|_| First generation college grad
	[bookmark: Check35]|_| Religious minority
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Political Identity

Political Party
	[bookmark: Check37]|_| Democratic
	[bookmark: Check38]|_| Republican
	[bookmark: Check39]|_| Independent

	[bookmark: Check40]|_| Green
	[bookmark: Check41]|_| Libertarian
	[bookmark: Check42]|_| None

	[bookmark: Check43][bookmark: Text8]|_| Other:      
	
	

	[bookmark: Check44]|_| Prefer not to say
	
	



If you identify with a political party, how would you describe your own political ideology compared to your party’s platform on major issues?
	[bookmark: Check45]|_| Far to the left of center
	[bookmark: Check46]|_| Slightly to the left 
	[bookmark: Check47]|_| Always or almost always aligned

	[bookmark: Check48]|_| Far to the right of center
	[bookmark: Check49]|_| Slightly to the right 
	[bookmark: Check50]|_| Depends on the issue

	[bookmark: Check51]|_| Prefer not to say
	
	


	
Which of the following have you done either as a paid job or as a volunteer? Check any that apply.
	[bookmark: Check56]|_| Run for elected office
	[bookmark: Check54]|_| worked on a campaign to get a candidate elected

	|_| Served as a political appointee
	[bookmark: Check55]|_| Worked on the staff of an elected or appointed official

	[bookmark: Check58]|_| Raised money for a candidate or cause
	[bookmark: Check57]|_| Worked on to get a ballot issue passed

	[bookmark: Check59][bookmark: Text9]|_| Other:     
	


worked in civil service

Spiritual and Religious Identity

Do you identify with or are you a member of an organized religion?  
	[bookmark: Check60]|_| Yes. Skip to question # 

	[bookmark: Check61]|_| No. Skip to question # 

	[bookmark: Check62]|_| Prefer not to say. Skip to question # 



If you answered yes, which religion do you identify with or are you a member of?
	[bookmark: Check63]|_| Christianity
[bookmark: Text10]Denomination:      
	[bookmark: Check64]|_| Judaism
[bookmark: Text11]Religious movement:      

	[bookmark: Check65]|_|Islam
[bookmark: Text12]School/branch:      
	[bookmark: Check66]|_| Buddhism
[bookmark: Text13]School:      

	[bookmark: Check67]|_| Hinduism
[bookmark: Text14]Branch:      
	[bookmark: Check68]|_| Paganism 
[bookmark: Text15]Type:      

	[bookmark: Check69][bookmark: Text16]|_| Other:      
	[bookmark: Check70]|_| Prefer not to say



Were you raised (before the age of 18) in that religion?
	[bookmark: Check71]|_| Yes
	[bookmark: Check72]|_| No
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If you do not identify with or are a member of an organized a religion, do any of the       following apply to you?


	[bookmark: Check74]|_| Spiritual but not religious
	[bookmark: Check75]|_| Agnostic
	[bookmark: Check76]|_| Atheist

	[bookmark: Check77]|_| Humanist
	[bookmark: Check78]|_| None of the above
	

	[bookmark: Check79][bookmark: Text17]|_| Other:      
	[bookmark: Check80]|_| Prefer not to say
	




The practices and rituals listed below generally fall outside the doctrines of western religious beliefs and may be labeled as "New Age". Please check the boxes that relate to how you may or may not have engaged with them. If you prefer not to answer, skip to Question #  . 

	
	Yes, once/ rarely
	Yes, frequently
	No/not interested
	No, but I am open to the idea
	No, it goes against my faith

	Read your horoscope
	
	
	
	
	

	Practice astrology 
	
	
	
	
	

	Seek the services of a professional astrologer
	
	
	
	
	

	Use tarot cards
	
	
	
	
	

	Consult a professional tarot reader
	
	
	
	
	

	Consult a psychic or medium for advice
	
	
	
	
	

	Cast runes or other divination practices
	
	
	
	
	

	Use crystals or stones for prayer or spiritual practice
	
	
	
	
	

	Meditate
	
	
	
	
	

	Practice yoga
	
	
	
	
	

	Practice traditional medicine/healing
	
	
	
	
	

	Use herbs for spiritual/religious practice
	
	
	
	
	

	Smudge or burn incense for spiritual or religious practice 
	
	
	
	
	

	Other practice/ritual:
[bookmark: Text18]     
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Do you believe in reincarnation?
	[bookmark: Check81]|_| Yes
	[bookmark: Check82]|_| No

	[bookmark: Check83]|_| Don't know
	[bookmark: Check84]|_| Prefer not to say



When making an important decision affecting your personal life, please rank in order of importance (1 = most important, 3 = least important) factors that may influence that decision. 
	[bookmark: Text19]      My points of identity (age, gender, race/ethnicity, sexual orientation, etc.)

	      My political ideology

	      My spiritual or religious beliefs 



	[bookmark: Check85]|_| They are all equal factors.
	[bookmark: Check86]|_| It depends on the issue.



When making an important decision affecting your professional life, please rank in order of importance (1 = most important, 3 = least important) factors that may influence that decision. 
	      My points of identity (age, gender, race/ethnicity, sexual orientation, etc.)

	      My political ideology

	      My spiritual or religious beliefs 



	|_| They are all equal factors.
	|_| It depends on the issue.




Do you have any comments or anything you would like to elaborate on?
[bookmark: Text20]     

	[bookmark: Check87]|_|
	Please check here and provide your email/cell if you would be willing to participate in a 30-minute interview via zoom about the topics covered in the survey.

	[bookmark: Check88]|_|
	Please check here and provide your email if you would like to receive a follow up report at the end of the project.



Thank you.
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B. Survey Results
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Note: a technical glitch misnumbered the questions. There was no question 2 and 3.
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C. Biden campaign email, 'Mercury is in retrograde' 4 April 2024
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D. Trump presidential campaign ad for 'God Bless the USA Bible'


[image: A person holding a bible

Description automatically generated]
Were you raised in a religion?

Yes	No	Prefer not to say	15	3	1	


I believe the US was founded as a Christian nation, and it is important, for the sake of our country, that our government and elected leaders act in ways that recognize this historical tradition.

Strongly agree	Agree	Somewhat agree	Somewhat disagree	Disagree	Strongly disagree	Prefer not to say	1	0	3	0	6	8	1	


I believe the US is a pluralistic nation, and for the sake of our country, it is important that our government and elected leaders act in ways that reflect its wide array of religious and spiritual beliefs.  

Strongly agree	Agree	Somewhat agree	Somewhat disagree	Disagree	Strongly disagree	Prefer not to say	9	6	2	0	0	1	1	


I believe the US was founded on the principle of separation of church and state, and for the sake of our country, it is important that our government and elected leaders never take any action that could be seen as reflective of any religious or spiritual 

Strongly agree	Agree	Somewhat agree	Somewhat disagree	Disagree	Strongly disagree	Prefer not to say	8	4	3	3	0	0	0	


Racial/Ethnic Identities of Survey Respondents

American Indian or Alaska Native	Asian/Asian American	Black or African American	Hispanic, Latino/a/e/x	Middle Eastern, North African or Palestinian	Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander	White	Prefer not to say	Other	1	2	1	10	0	1	5	1	1	


Other Points of Personal Identity

Heterosexual/Straight	Gay or Lesbian	Bisexual	Disabled	Military Veteran	First generation college grad	Religious minority	Other	16	2	1	1	1	8	1	1	
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