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Summary

Building on rescarch demonstrating relationships between well being and perceptions of aspects of
life as sacred, this study describes the rationale for and development of a scale measuring perceiving
sacreduess in life. It then explores assaciations beoween perceptions of sacredness in life and these
four domains: religiows/spiritual (intrinsic/extrinsic religiosity, quest, mysticism, religious/spiritual
history, worship attendance, frequency of prayer, importance of religion/spirirualicy), personal (pur-
pose in life, commitment 10 empiricism, narcissism, self esteemn, relational attachment), social
{communiry service atritude and helping, social support, imagination tutoring), and sitwational
(enjoyment and frequency of everyday pleasant events, impact of negative events, positive childhood
recollections). Participants (# = 113) responded to a muiling to 2 national random sample within
the Unired Srates, completing 16 scales pertaining to the religious/spiritual, personal, social, and
situational domains. While many variables were correlated with perceiving sacredness in life, there
were three overall predicrors: intrinsic religiosity, mysticism, and communicy service attitude.
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Perceiving Sacredness in Life: Correlates and Predictors

As a growing body of empirical research demonstrates, people ﬁnc‘l it meaning-
ful to describe aspects of their life as sacred, a term used to 'chIjgna[e qu'm?;
thing as extraordinary, set apart for a special purpose or manifesting sp}mtua
qualities, meanings, or significance (Pargament, 1.997; I.’argamcnt & M;l E-OT?)
2002; Pargament & Mahoney, 2005). The mamﬁ:sczfnon of the sac;"e in 1;’6
is, as Pargament (1997) notes, spoken of in the scripures ’ofal‘i t «;wch s
major religious traditions, and the experience of this marfl[’.estat!()ﬂ as Oeen
studied on a theoretical level by classical scholars Of.mllglcfn S.m.:h as Oto
(1923) and Eliade (1958, 1959, 1973). As psychologists of religion, Pahrga—
ment and Mahoney (Pargament, 1997; Pargament & Mal:mncy, 2002.) av;
called attention to the process in which aspects off)fdlnar?' hfc are cxpefncn'cﬁ
as sacred, taking on extraordinary qualities and spiritual mgmfican%c. Virtua dy
any aspect of life (objects, ideals, actipns, erc.) ca‘n l'>e experienced as salcre ;‘
and this process has a powerful impact on people’s ll\fcs. Oftcnvthe ress ]ts ¢
perceiving sacredness in aspects of life are constmc'nvc, cnxbl‘mg peogc tQ
gain increased meaning and help from these dimensions of theu: lives (}arga-
ment & Mahoney, 2002). However, it may also lead to negative rcsxg tlsé ?s
when destructive leaders are sancrified or wars are w;?ged over objects he as
sacred, or when there is the perception that something sacred has been vio-
lated {Jones, 2002; Pargament & Mahoney, 2002;.1‘.:1rgamcnt et al.,ﬁ 2005?.
Several empirical studies have looked at per(fcwu)\g sacredncssdl& v;mous
activitics of people’s everyday lives, a process wbxcl} Iargamc‘nt'an a 1onc);
(2005) call sanctification of various aspects of life. Ic%enufymg aspects od
life, like marriage, parenting roles, and marital sexual' intercourse a; sacre
is often associated with positive outcomes, such as providing a scfnsc of greater
fulfillment and an investment in preserving such aspects of life (Mahoncyg
et al,, 1999; Swank et al.,, 2000; Murray-Swank et al,, 2005). In a s.uxdy .<l)
the extent to which personal strivings (goals which people purs?c mddé;: y
life) were perceived as sacred, Mahoney (Mahoney et al, 2.?05) aoun : -[13:
people were more likely to perceive strivings as sacz;f:d if such sltr:vTr %
were associated with family relationships, religious or sparatn}al issues, alcruistic
activities, and existential concerns. The more people pf:rccﬂ.red (hf:lr‘smvmgs
as sacred, the more likely they were w be psycholo.gically .mvestcd in (hem.f
Perceiving strivings as sacred was also associ?tcd WI'[h an mcrea}sed stsi 0
life purpose, meaning, and joy, but not, interestingly enough, wit h.es;
psychological and physical health problems. In a study ofthc*cxilcn; 0 wi zck
healthcare professionals working with elderly people perceived their worl
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as sacred and God as present in their work, Grant (2004) demonstrated that a
greater sense of che presence of God in work and a greater belief in work as
sacred were positively associated with both stress-related growth and positive
religious outcomes (increased spirituality, closeness with God, and relation-
ship with faith tradition).
One of the purposes of this study was to develop and test a scale measuring
the extent w which people perceived sacredness in life. The authors conjec-
tured that such a scale could be particularly useful with people who may not
identify themselves as overtly religious, or who might reject refigious and, in
particular, theistic language in describing cheir spiritual lives, but whose spiri-
tual lives mighr include a perception of sacredness in life. For example, in a
study of women who had had abortions, Geoghegan (2000) found a correla-
tion between Christian orthodoxy (as measured by the Christian Orthedoxy
Scale [Fullerton & Hunsbergcr, 1982]) and religious problem solving styles (as
measured by Pargament er al., 1988) among the Christian women in her sam-
ple. The correlations berween orthodoxy of belief and religious problem solv-
ing styles yielded a negative and statistically significant correlation berween
orthodoxy and the self-direcring religious probiem-solving style (.51, p <.001).
Positive and statistically significant correlations were obtained berween ortho-
doxy and the deferring religious problem solving style (.49, p < .001) and
collaborative style (.39, p < .001). Geoghegan and Doehring (2002) used these
findings to reflect upon the choices that women face in using pacriacchal reli-
gious traditions to understand their abortions, Do they draw upon tradirional
pattiarchal beliefs about God and crearion? Or do they reconstruct these tradi-
tions? Those adopting a self-direcring style of religious problem solving will
likely reconstruce their religious traditions; these self-directing women scored
significandy lower on the orthodoxy of belief scale. For these women, a scale
measuring the extent to which they perceive sacredness in life might have been
more meaningful than scales which use religious and in particular theistic
terms to describe their spiricual lives.

Two doctoral dissertations using the scale (Percciving Sacredness in Life)
developed by the authors demonstrated significant correlations in samples
whete an overdly religious scale was not useful. In a longitudinal study of teen-
agers who participated in g spiritually-oriented bur not overdy religious sub-
stance abuse prevention program, Gould (2004) found thar at the end of the
week-long program, there were moderace increases in participants’ perception
of sacredness in life. These increases were maintained six months later. Draw-
ing upon people from a broad diversity of religious traditions, Clacke (2004)
found chat perceiving sacredness in life correlated modestly with personal
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creativity, a relationship that was even stronger for those with a panentheistic
view of God and for women.

As these studies demonstrate, people do perceive various aspects of their life
as sacred, and perceiving sacredness has significant associations wich health
and well being. Though we know something about the associations berween
perceiving sacredness and various aspects of life, as yet we do not understand
how perceptions of sacredness develop. In theory, such perceptions are likely
related to religious/spiritual formation and practices, aspects of personality,
aspects of one’s social life, and situational factors. Building on this multi-level
contextual approach, the authors hypothesized that perceiving sacredness in
life would be correlated with variables in four domains: religious/spiritual,
personal, social, and situadional.

In terms of the religious domain, we hypothesized that perceiving sacred-
ness in life would be correlated with insrinsic religiosity, speculating that the
more one perceived life as sacred, the more likely one would be engaged in a
process of making one’s religion/spirituality intrinsically meaningful. We also
theorized that having mystical experiences would correlate with perceiving life
as sacred. We speculared that having the experience of self transcendence chat
characterizes mystical experiences would make one more likely o be able to
look beyond the horizons of one’s own life and perceive a sacred quality in life,
We speculated that experiencing one’s religion a5 a quest would make one more
open to perceiving all of life as sacred. Finally, we wondered if having a child-
hood in which oné’s family participated in religious or spiritual practices, cel-
cbrated religious holidays, and sought out religious professionals would make
people more likely, in their adult lives, to see life as sacred. In other words,
being acculturated in a religious or spivitual sradition would go hand in hand
with heightened beliefs that all of life is sacred. We also included measures of
worship attendance and frequency of prayer, and rating religion or spirituality as

imporiant, because these global measures of religiosity often are correlated
with measures that focus on a particular aspect of religiosity or spirituality, like
perceiving life as sacred.

1n terms of the personal domain, we hypothesized that perceiving sacred-
ness in life would be correlated positively with self esteem, because having a
healthy sense of one’s own value would make one more open to an awareness
of life as sacred. Building on research on what happens when people perceive
their strivings as sacred (Mahoney et al., 2005), we speculated that feeling «
sense of purpose in life would make one more likely to sce life as sacred. We
speculated chat relational health, measured in teems of secure relational attach-
ments, would be pare of a trusting attitude that would be positively correlated
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W}tll perceiving life as sacred. We hypothesized that as narcissism, and Jearful
z{umissing, or preosccupied relational attachments increased, one would be les;
likely to look beyond one's own needs and one’s insecure relational attach-
ments to experience a sense of life as sacred. In other words, one’s basic sense
of trust in oneself and others would correlate wich perceiving life as sacred
We furt-hcr speculated that an intellectual orientation which we described as-
a commitment to empiricism would make one less likely to be open to perceiv-
ing life as sacred.

In terms of the social domain, we hypothesized that perceiving sacredness
in lifc would be positively correlated with having an attitude that supports com-
mun{'ty service, as well as wich being involved in social and community belpin
Valuing ‘communi ty service, as well as reaching out to others would be rclalci
to perceiving life as sacred. We also hypothesized chat experiencing social sup-
port, with its sense of being embedded in a relational matrix would be corri—
lated with perceiving all of life as sacred. We hypothesized that perceiving lif
as sacred would also be correlated with having childhood cxpericnccsgth;
encouraged & rich and active imagination, allowing one to enliven mundane
and scemingly banal events with a sense of sacred possibilities.

We hypothesized tha in the situational domain of life, factors that corre-
lated positively with perceiving sacredness in life would be enjoyment and
frequency of everyday positive events, and positive childhood recollections, We
speculated that the more one could experience and enjoy everyday evcms' and
the larger onc’s repertoire of positive memorics, the more one would a, re-
hend iife as sacred. We also hypothesized thac the impact of negative fy}:m
would be correlated negatively with perceiving sacredness in life; we specu-
fated chat the more one experienced the impact of overwhelming l;cgatifc liL;c
events ifx one’s daily life, the less one would be able to perceive life as sacred

Our intent in this exploratory study was to test whether perceiving sacrcc‘{—
ness in life would be a significant correlate wich many aspects of people’s lives:
their religious/spiritual, personal, social, and sicuational lives. ’ ‘

Method

Sample and Procedures

tﬂ}e sample was solicited from a national random sample of 1,000 residents
1; the United States, who were sent letters about the research project. Of
those who received the letters, one hundred and seventy-five people returned
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postcards indicating interest in completing the survey. Surveys were mailed to
chem, and 113 surveys were returned. The sample was 60% male and 40%
fernale and ranged in age from 23 to 90 years old, with a mean age of 56.1
years (SD = 15.7). It was predominantly Euro-American {88%) and well-
educated (24% had some college education and 53% had completed college,
professional, or graduate school; in the 2003 United States census, ‘27% oft-he
population had completed a bachelor’s degree). In terms of religious aﬂ?}la-
tion, 60% identified as Protestant, 16% as Roman Catholic, 5% as Jewish,
14% as none, and the remaining were New Age, Unitarian Universalist,
Mormon, or Buddhist.

Measures

The Perceiving Sacredness in Life Scale was developed initially through discus-
sions in a research group consisting of faculty and doctoral students at Boston
University in the Counscling Psychology and Religion program. ’Mem‘bcrs of
the rescarch group interviewed 13 individuals whom they had 1dentlﬁed‘ as
having a high perception of sacredness in life as well as a group of hospital
chaplains, and did a thematic analysis of these people’s descriptions 'ofsacrcd—
ness in life. This qualitative study, along with ongoing group discussions, geu-
crated 48 statements, both theistic and nontheistic, about perceiving sacredness
i life. We then combined statements that were similar, eliminated items chat
were too specific to any particular religious tradidon, and modified iterns to
make them more experiential and less cognitive. This 37-item scale was p‘llc.ncd
with a sample of 23 people (12 men and 11 women) from a variety of religious
and ethnic backgrounds, occupations, and income and educa(io?;?! levels, and
with an age range of 22 to 68. In response to feedback from participants of the
pilot study, we further modified the scale by shortening it, changing Fhe
response category from an intensity rating to a frequcncy‘ rating, and making
the language more inclusive of people from different religious l‘mckg‘round‘s.
Finally, we added a section at the beginning of the scale that identified six
statements abour God: theistic, deistic, pantheistic or panentheistic, agnostic,
atheistic, and none of the above, We conjectured that people would be more
likely to interpret items on the scale within the framework of their own beliefs
after they first endorsed a statement describing their basic beliefs. Our final
version consisted of 28 items, 14 theistic and 14 nontheistic (see Appendix).
These were divided cqually (with one exception) into the following‘nine cate-
gories: perceiving sacredness in life in general, nature and creation, time,
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everyday life, the journey of life, people in general, relationships with people,
the self, and qualities or aspects of life.

The following scales were used to measure the religious domain. The intrin-
sic subscale (1) of the Intrinsic/Extrinsic Religious Motivation Scale (Gorsuch
et al.,, 1989, 1998) measures genuine commitment to faith, and the extent
to which people have made their faith personally meaningful. The extrinsic
subscale (E) assesses whether religion has extrinsic value for the individual
adherent, and is a means to some end (i.c., used for sacial benefits). The Quest
Scale (Batson et al., 1991) has twelve items that measure che degree to which
an individuals religion involves an open-ended, searching quality, often
prompred by existential questions. Twelve of the twenty items from the Fxtro-
vertive and Introvertive subscales of The Mysticism Scale (Hood, 1975) were
used 1o measure the extent to which people have had profound experiences
associated with a sense of dmelessness, ineffability, oneness with the universe,
or “nothingness.” The third subscale of The Mysticism Scale, Religious Inter-
pretation, was eliminated because its similarity to the Perceiving Sacredness in
Life Scale could confound our results. These instruments all have established
construct validity and reliability; alphas range from .65 1o .83, indicating that
all these scales have reasonable to strong internal consistency. In addition, The
Religious/Spiritual History Assessment was developed by Dochring for this
research project. 1 is an 18-item scale that assesses people’s exposure 1o reli-
gious or spiritual ideas and practices in their childhood and teenaged years
in terms of participation in religious schools, worship events, relationships
with people who were experienced as deeply religious/spiritual, and the use of
religious/spiritual meanings to make sense of life. For example, the scale asked
questions like the following: In a crisis did your family use religious/spiritual
practices or ideas {e.g., talking about God or a higher power) to help them deal
with the crisis?

The following scales were used to assess the personal dimension. The Pur-
pose in Life Scale and the Existential Vacuum Scale from The Life Auitude
Profile (Reker, 1981) (16 items total) measure the extent to which people
experience a sense of meaning and purpose in life. The Narcissistic Personality
Inventory: Alternate Form (Emmons, 1984; Raskin & Hall, 1981) is a 40-
item forced choice measure that assesses the extent of narcissism as a personal-
ity trait. The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1979) has 10 items
measuring feelings of self wortl and self-acceprance. The Relationship Ques-
tionnaire and Self-Report Auachment Style (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991)
consists of four descriptions of attachment styles: secure, dismissing (being
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comfortable without close relationships), preoccupied (being uncomfortable
without close relarionships and worrying about this) and fearful. Each descrip-
tion is ranked according to how closely it fits one’s self-descriprion. Validicy
had been demonstrated for all these scales through peer reportts and correla-
tions with similar measures. Reliability has also been confirmed; scores, using
various methods of analysis, have ranged from .72 w0 .95. Finally, The Com-
mitment to Empiricism Scale (developed by Hammer for this research proj-
ect) is a five-item scale that assesses whether people have a positivist actitude
toward life, with statements such as “seeing is believing” and “science will be
able to answer the important questions of life.”

Various aspects of the social dimensions of life were assessed using the fol-
lowing scales. Two subscales from the Community Service Atditude Scale
{Farris Shiarella et al., 2000) were used to measure sense of connectedness
with and empathy for people in the community. The List of Helping Activities
(Amato, 1985, 1990) was adapted to make a 15-item scale of various helping
behaviors and measures social responsibility. The Multidimensional Scale of
Perceived Social Support (Zimet ec al., 1988} is a 12-item scale that measures
sense of belonging and perceiving a sense of support from family and friends;
one additional item on community was added. Construct validity is supported
for all of these scales, and reliability is strong; alphas have ranged from .75 to
.93. The Imagination Tutoring Scale (developed by Clarke for chis research
project) measures the extent to which people recall being raised in an environ-
ment that encouraged imagination, and the degree to which they have retained
that outlook on life {for example, “My parents, grandparents, and/or other
elders told me stories that involved faith, acts of compassion, mysterious won-
der, or awesome happenings in nature”).

The scales used to assess situational dimensions of life were as follows.
The Pleasant Events Schedule (PES) {MacPhillamy 8 Lewinsohn, 1982) is a
49-item scale of pleasant events (26 of which were employed in this study)
that are rated in two ways: how frequently they have occurred in che past month
and how much enjoyment was derived from each event. Validicy and reliabil-
ity have been demonstrated, and internal consistency is strong (alpha = .96 for
frequency of pleasurable events and .98 for enjoyabilicy). A list of life stressors
was drawn from The Health and Daily Living Form (Moos, Cronkite, &
Finney, 1992) and respondents were asked to check which of chese events they
had experienced. Respondents were also asked to identify the most serious

negative life event they had experienced. Four items from The Impact of Event
Scale (Horowitz, Wilner, & Alvarez, 1979}, which has established validiry and
reliability, were used to measure whether this evenc still has a traumatic impace,
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in the form of intrusive thoughts or avoidant behaviors, In addition, five ques-
tions, devised for this research project, were asked about the extent to which
respondents fele they had control over the event, derived a deeper meaning
from it or considered it helpful or a burden (for example, “Did this event
allow you to derive deeper meaning from and about your life?"”). The Posirive
Childhood Recollections Scale was developed by Hayes and Hughes for this
research project. It consists of 12 items about positive and negative childhood
experiences, like having a best friend, having difficulty frting in at school, and
other similar negative and positive events, A demographic questionnaire was

included.

Results

The coefficient alpha for the Perceiving Sacredness in Life Scale was .98, showing
very high internal consistency reliability. The correlation coefficient betweer
theistic and nontheistic starements was .89 (p < .001), indicating that this
sample did not differentiate between these two sets of iterns,

In cerms of construct validity, the coefficient alpha demonstrates that the
scale is measuring a single construct. Data relevant to convergent validity was
obtained by relating the Perceiving Sacredness in Life Scale {PSL) to the Daily
Spiritual Experiences Scale (DSE) {Underwood, 1999; Underwood & Tercsi
20(‘)‘2), a scale with established reliabiliry and validity which was developed’
to “assess aspeces of day-to-day spiricual experience of an ordinary person”
{Underwood, 1999, p. 11). Given that it measures something similar o the
PSL, we expected thac if our scale had validity it would be strongly correlated
with the DSE. Our data confirmed this hypothesis (r = .83, p < .001).

‘Though closely related, these two scales measure two distinet dimensions of
spiritual or religious experience and can be distinguished from each other in
the following ways. First, the PSL is more accessible to people from a variety
of religious backgrounds and theological beliefs. For instance, it gives partici-
pants the opportunity to circle one of six statements about God. The items of
the DSE draw upon theistic and Western understandings of the spiritual to a
greater extent than the PSL. Second, the DSE generally references personal
connectedness with God and che PSL is more concerned with seeing sacred-
ness manifested in a variety of domains of life. Third, the DSE tends to describe
positive aspects of religious or spiritual experiences. The PSL, in contrast, gen-
erally does not identify the experience of sacredness either positively or nega-
tively. Finally, correlation coefficients of the PSL and of the DSE with rhe
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religious, personal, soctal, and situarional factors that we studied are not the
same, and, in some cases, are quite different.

Regarding the six statements about God, 42% (n = 47) endorsed the state-
ment describing God in theistic terms, 35% {n = 40) the panentheistic descrip-
tion, 12% (n = 14) endorsed the deistic description of God, and 8% (n = 9)
the agnostic statement. No one endorsed theatheist belief statement or selecred
“None of the above.” Three participants did not select any statement.

Table 1 presents the correlations berween perceiving sacredness in life and
all of the variables in each domain, Table 2 presents the predictors, and Table 3

the overall predictors.

Discussion

All of the religious variables measured in this study, except for Quest, had
significant positive correlations with perceiving sacredness in life. The largest
correlation was with the measure of intrinsic religiosity, demonstrating that
the more a person’s religion is personally meaningful, the more he or she is
likely to perceive sacredness in life. Religious involvement, or a sense of spiri-
tuality in general, also correlates strongly with perceiving sacredness in life.
Frequency of prayer and worship attendance and the felt importance of reli-
gion or spirituality have robust correlations with petceiving sacredness in life.
Even going to church or other places of worship for extrinsic reasons, for
example, to make friends and see people one knows, is modestly related to
perceiving lifc as more sacred. Being raised in a religious or spiritual family
culture goes hand in hand with perceiving sacredness in life in adulthood.
Finally, the frequency of personal mystical experiences had a scrong moderare
correlation with perceiving sacredness in life, indicating that the more a per-
son experiences a sense of transcendence and oneness with creation, the more
likely he or she is to experience life as having extraordinary quality or special
purpose. In sum, it appears that many aspecrs of religiousness or spiritualicy
are associated wich experiencing sacredness, but the more that this religiosity
can be made personally meaningful, so rhar it plays an integral role in one's
inner and outer life, the more one is likely to perceive sacredness in life.

It is worth noting that those who chose 10 participarte in this study were all
quite religious in terms of their frequency of worship artendance and prayer.
Given this religiosity, it is not surprising rhart there was no significant differ-
ence between their endorsement of theistic and nontheistic items on the Per-
ceiving Sacredness in Life scale. Given that one of the purposes of the study
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Table 1. Rel::l(‘ionships Among Perceiving Sacredness and the Rel
Spiritual, Personal, Social, and Sicuational Variables

igious/

65

Correlations with
Pecceiving Sacredness in Life
Total Theistic Nontheistic
Religious/Spiricual Variables
Inrinsic Religiosity Foa Vi dde G4**¢
Mysticism 3gee 337 ~43”“
Religious/Spiritual History 35 350 .3;9‘
Exurinsic Religiosity 22° .20* ‘23‘
Quest -.07 -12 —A0.l
Frequency of Worship Auendance .
And Prayer ' Vb
Importance of Religion/Spirirualicy b4
Personal Variables
Purpose in Life R¥alll 42r* 3gr=
Commitment ro Empiricism ~.33% -.35%* -“30"‘
Narcissism -.31 -.35% —,‘25"‘
Self Esteem 30" .30% .28"
Secure Attachment 26 23 ‘28“
Fearful Actachment =2 -_zé* ,..20*
Dismissing Artachment -.21" -.23* —'18
Preoccupied Artachment =21 =220 - ‘20”
Sociaf Variables |
Community Service Artinude K5 3and 40 470
Social and Community 1 Telping .28% 25+ .29"
Sacial Support 16 18 ‘13
Tutoring the Imagination 05 01 .l
Situational Variables '
Enjoyment of Everyday
Pleasant Evenrs 25% .20 29
Frequency of Everyday ‘
Pleasant Events 20" 18 22+
Impact of the Most Negative Event - 11 -2 —. o
Dositive Childhood Recollections -.00 -0 .00

n=113

e 001
*p<01
*p<05
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Table 2. Religious/Spiritual, Personal, Social, and Situational Predictors of
Perceiving Sacredness in Life

Perceiving Sacredness in Life

Religious/Spiritual Predictors Standardized Beta
Intrinsic Religiosity OO
Mysticism 33
Religious/Spiritual Hiscory 2
Extrinsic Religiosity A1
Quest -07
Personal Predictors
Purpose in Life .39
Commitrnent to Empiricism -.23
Narcissisn -~ 16
Self Estcem .02
Secure Attachment .02
Fearful Actachment =11
Dismissing Actachment .08
Preoccupied Attachment 06
Social Predictors
Communiry Service Attitude 450
Social and Community Helping ki3
Social Support 06
Tutoring the Imagination -10

Situational Predictors
Enjoyment of Everyday

Pleasant Events A5
Frequency of Everyday

Pleasant Events 09
Impact of the Most Negarive Event -05
Pasitive Childhood Recollections -.04

n=113

w5 001
“pebl
’p<_05
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Table 3. Overall Predictors of Perceiving Sacredness in Life

Perceiving Sacredness in Life

Overall Predictors Tortal
Intrinsic Religiosity .63+
Mysticism 1 i
Community Service Artitude 16*
n=113
e 001

*  p<.01
* op<.05

was to see if the scale could be meaningful for people who identified them-
selves as spiritual and not religious, the study was not able to test this hypothesis.
Future research using the scale could use the scale with people who were more
likely ro identify themselves as spiritual but not religious.

Turning to the personal variables assessed, a strong correlation was observed
between the sense of having a purpose in life and perceiving sacredness in life.
Moderate correlarions were also evidenced with several of the other personal
variables. The more a person is committed to empiricism, and adopts a posi-
tivist actitude toward life, the less likely it is that this person will perceive life
as having extraordinary qualities. The more narcissistic or absorbed a person is
in his or her self, the less likely he or she will perceive life as special or extraor-
dinary. This finding implies that the more a person is able to “forget about” his
or her self, and transcend the horizons of his or her own world, the more he
or she will be able to see life as sacred. In contrast to being narcissistically
absorbed, self-esteem is positively related to experiencing sacredness; having a
positive sense of self may allow persons 1o look beyond themselves, and see
special or blessed qualidies in the life around them. In addition, the more
secure a person’s relational actachmenss to others, and the less a person experi-
ences attachments to others that are fearful or dismissing, the more a person
will see life as sacred. These findings on the personal dimensions taken together,
create a porrrait of people who perceive life as sacred: they have a sense of
purpose in their lives, have high self esteem, are not narcissistic, and have
secure attachments to others.

Relationships between perceiving sacredness and the social variables indi-
cate that the more people have a sense of responsibility for helping others in



68 C. Doshring et al. / Archive for the Prychology of Religion 31 (2009) 55-73

need and concributing to the community, the more they will perceive life as
sacred. An awareness of the needs of others, along with a commitment to help
is linked with the ability w lock beyond one’s self and see sacredness in life.
Similarly, those who do extend themselves and help families, friends, and peo-
ple in the community are more likely to perceive a sense of the sacred in life.

In terms of relationships between perceiving sacredness and the situational
variables, significant correlations were found with the frequency and enjoy-
ment of pleasant events. Being able to enjoy pleasant events suggests the
ability o be present in the moment, withoutr ruminating on past events or
worrying about future events. The fact that frequency of everyday pleasant
events is not as highly correlated with perceiving sacredness in life as is actually
enjoying these events, suggests cthat it is the depth of enjoyment more than
the frequency of everyday pleasant events that is related to perceiving sacred-
ness in life.

None of the demographic variables indicated differences in perceiving
sacredness in life except for age, which had a small to moderate correlation
with perceiving the sacredness in life {correladion coefficient of .25, p < .01).
Given that many studies in psychology of religion find that religiosity is cor-
related with age, it is not surprising that in this sample, the older a person was,
the more he or she perceived sacredness in life.

Three factors were overall predicrors: intrinsic religiosity, mysticism, and
community service attitude. In terms of intrinsic religiosity, people are not
simply accepting beliefs as generic truths. Having an intrinsic religiosity means
that people have developed personally meaningful religions symbols that mark
the boundary between the known and the unknown., When they have this
kind of religious faith or spirituality, we can predict that they will perceive
sacredness in life; that is, they will be open to the experience of the unknown,
the sacred, and the unconditioned infinite simultancously with the awareness
of cheir own fnitude.

Mystical experiences are a separate predictor of experiencing the sacredness
in fife. Hood (1975), who developed the scale to measure the frequency of
mystical experiences, also uses the imagery of “boundary situations” to describe
events that cause people to experience that boundary between the known and
the unknown. He has empirically demonstrated a correlation between experi-
encing boundary situations and mystical experiences. Examples of this con-
nection are the moments reported by people in the days following a profound
loss when they experience a sense of deep connection with creation and the
creator {if their faith is theistic) and a sense of peacefulness amidst the chaos of
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acute grief. It is not surprising that mysticism is a predicror of perceivin
sacredness in life. ’ s
While both intrinsic religiosity and mystical experience can be described as
referring o being on the boundaries between the known and the unknown
and finding or having ways of experiencing that sense of the infinite that lie;
beyond the horizon of what is known, the third predictor-—attitudes about
the importance of community service—has to do with the nity-gritty of life.
We can predict that people who feel a need to help in the community are more
likely to have a sense of the sacred in life, The more one develops a sense of
responsibility for one’s fellow human beings and creation as a whole, the more
likely one is to perceive the sacred in the world. This predictor could be
described as having to do with incarnation, perceiving the sacred in each other
fmd in the community: loving one’s neighbor. Whereas with intrinsic religios-
ity and mysticism one reaches toward che transcendent beyond, a positive
community service attitude relates ro recognizing the penetration of the tran-
scendent into the known world.
' thn reflected upon psychologically, these three separate predictors—
intrinsic religiosity, mystical experiences, and attitudes toward helping in the
community—make sense. While chis study does not demonstrate the religious
or psychological outcomes of experiencing che sacred in life, it does support
religious and spiritual notions concerning the incarnate and transcendent
aspects of the sacred, and helps psychologists of religion better understand the
perception of the sacred: its correlates and predictors.
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Appendix

Perceiving Sacredness in Life Scale

tastrucrions: This scale refers to ways people may experience religion and/or spi riruality in theic
lives. We want to find aut about your own spiricual ar religious experiences. If the rerms we use
ro describe spiritual or religious experiences do not fit your own experiences, please substitute
words or ideas that describe your own experience when you respond o the question.

Below are five stateraents about God. CIRCLE the statement which comes closest to your

undersranding of God.

a. 1 believe God is a personal being who reigas over all creation, who looks after us and listens
to our prayers and praise. God responds to our needs and stays close 1o us when cvil comes.

b. I believe Gad created the world and everything in it and then made us responsible for
ourselves and for creation. God looks down on us from above without inrervening in cre-
ation or our lives.

¢. 1 believe that God is the spirit or source of all creation. God is all around us, in nature and
in all people.

d. 1 am not sure what or who God is but I do think that it is beyond out understanding to
comprehend such ultimate things. | often wonder if there is 2 God burt | do not think thac
[ will ever know for sure.

e. Ido not believe there is 2 God. [ do not helieve that God created the waorld or controls our
affairs. There is no higher power that can intervene in our lives.

f None of the above statements comes close to my beliefs concerning God or spirituality.

Please use ygur understanding of God to respond to the following statemenrs:
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Occasionally
Infrequently

I3
v

Ji=
]
>
b

=

Often
Never

6. 1see euch person, each leaf, each raindrop. all of creacion 5 4 3 2 1
harboring a spiritual presenc

8. In tragic experiences as well #s joyful, I fecl that od is 5 » 4 3 2 1
present in the world around me.

14. [ experience somerhing more sacred in life than simply 5 4 3 2 1
material existence.

16, | see people as having something holy within them. 5 4 3 2 1

18. 1 see each day, good or bad, as a gift from God. v 5 4 3 2 1

24. There are things, ideas, or actions in life that [ experience 5 4 3 2 1
as sacred.

Y x

28. 1see God's presence in all of life. ' 3 4 ' 3 2 1 ‘




