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Spirituality is big business. In fact, for many, it's as important as eating healthily, looking good and finding the right partner. The problem for most people is that there seem to be few safe places in which to nurture faith. 

 In 2001, The Henley Centre, strategic marketing consultancy, quantified the significance people attribute to spirituality in their lives.  Fifty per cent of the UK population have either made spiritual changes to their lives, or would like to, or have tried and failed (The Henley Centre, 2000). This shatters the myth that falling church attendance is indicative of a general spiritual apathy.

However Christianity still has a problem: people are hungry for spirituality, yes - they just don't expect to find the answers in church.  If you consider the rate at which churchgoers are leaving mainstream churches - while still claiming to maintain their Christian beliefs - you could argue that churchless Christians comprise one of the fastest growing groups in the country.  According to estimates by the Christian Research Association, their number is increasing by 200,000 every year. 

The clue to the difficulty faced by the church lies in a concept called 'Spider Lives', also identified by The Henley Centre.  Once upon a time, identity was fixed and handed to you on a plate. The town you grew up in was where you also worked, lived and socialised. Now, these parts of our lives are often physically separate. Not only do we live, work and socialise in different places, but there are so many activities and interests claiming our attention that each of us constructs a web of personal identity to which we make constant adjustments. The Henley Centre groups these into four main areas: 'territory', 'exploration', 'recovery' and 'sanctuary'.

We all have 'Territory' responsibilities: working, travelling, cleaning, DIY, walking the dog... Territory is the stuff of small talk at parties. It is safe and uncontroversial.

 'Recovery' represents our leisure activities: it is about relaxing after a day's work. A lot of recreational reading and TV watching falls into this category. Anything you do to relax is a form of therapy or restoration; and everyone has to do it.

'Exploration' is the area in which people exercise their creativity. This expresses itself in activities such as cooking, redecorating the house, surfing the internet and, surprisingly, spirituality too.

'Sanctuary' is where people go to feel safe. It is linked to Recovery, but is characterised by a retreat to childhood certainties and an idealised past. Sanctuary, like Recovery, is essentially passive - it involves retreating to the familiar, to the things that make us feel secure. We all need to spend time in Sanctuary occasionally and when we feel stronger, we leave. The Henley Centre interprets occasional churchgoing as Sanctuary behaviour. Critically, spirituality has parted company with religion in most people’s minds: you can be a spiritual person without being “religious”. Which is why people have little time for church going unless there is a national crisis such as the death of Diana or Sept 11th, when churches fill with people seeking solace.

Most regular church attenders fall into one of two modes - Recovery (recharging their spiritual batteries) and Territory. This might explain why so many ministers tend to focus on either providing restoration to their church members, or giving them as many jobs as possible to increase their involvement. When the church consults the local 'non believing' community, we understand the need to make the church a safe haven (with a brief nod toward tradition and heritage). But where do the Explorers go?

If the church is to take mission seriously, then we need to take people in Exploration mode seriously - and that means changing what we do, where we do it and who we do it for. The mission goal of the church should be to attract those who will consider the Christian faith as a way of exploring the world and themselves. 

How to do this is quite a different matter. Plenty of ink has been spilt on the importance of new styles of 'alternative' worship, in which interpretation is more open ended and where there is a stronger focus on community and creativity. But while this is all highly commendable, the words of Pete Ward at Greenbelt 2001 seem to ring true: ‘If alternative worship is so great, how come so few people are doing it?’  Perhaps we should spend more time examining what explorers are looking for in the first place. 

A second piece of research The Dissatisfaction Syndrome, produced by the agency Publicis, explores the relationship between consumer behaviour and identity. They discovered that 50 per cent of the population will admit to having felt depressed or unhappy within the last 12 months. Interestingly, the survey also found that these people were twice as likely to have bought something they wished they hadn't. In other words, they are shopping to try to resolve certain issues in their lives. The Publicis study identifies six such conflict areas that people are trying to resolve. It is worth considering these areas in relation to The Henley Centre's so-called 'explorers' - those whom the church should be seeking to serve.

First, explorers are looking for community, although this has to be a community that doesn't cramp their style. They want help from others but are scared of commitment. They want to be more open with others, but don't want to appear vulnerable. The brilliance of the Alpha course is that it provides a halfway house where people can belong without having to make a commitment beyond the course itself. 

Second, explorers will keenly use work as a means of identifying themselves. However, although they want to be identified by what they do, they also want more time off from the job. Work is a fundamental element in our identity, a growing number of people believe that work isn't good for them. If we identify ourselves by what we do, then there is a new hunger for work to mean something. Any church that can help people to integrate spirituality within the workplace will find a ready audience. 

Third is an issue that women particularly face.  As they overtake men in education and break glass ceilings in established career structures, women are under pressure to perform, but face a struggle to balance their multiple roles and responsibilities. There is little or no time to relax or develop personal interests.  Working women need permission to relax and to shed the pressures of their job without seeming to fail - or to submit to gender stereotypes when they do so. 

The fourth source of tension occurs in men. They want to prove their identity at work, but also maintain an integral role in the life of the family. Many men feel the pressures of their mixed roles, especially while the roles they want to explore - such as fatherhood - are ever evolving. Consequently, we have a generation of pressurised, unprepared fathers-to-be. Nick Hornby's novel About a Boy highlights how male ambivalence to parenting reacts with a parallel desire to master it. 

The fifth area consists of massive information overload. We are now in danger of drowning in the deluge of data available to us, and there is a balancing act to be performed. Ignorance may be bliss, but it is also lethal. The primary way for explorers to manage information is to find people whose opinion they trust and whose judgement they value - which is an increasingly difficult task in a world in which it is dangerous and unwise to appear too vulnerable. Therefore mentoring, and recommendation have never been so important as ways of making choices without being overwhelmed – but who can you trust in spiritual matters? Those who can share their spiritual experiences will have more credibility than those acting as librarians for a religious tradition.

Last, explorers want to buy products that will change their lives. Thanks to credit cards, we are able to acquire virtually anything on a whim, long before we have the ability to pay for it. The result is hasty, badly thought out purchases. There is so much pressure to consume, but there is no forum in which we can contemplate the awful question, What is going to really change once I have bought this new treasure? People want to make changes in their lives but have never had less time or resource to make those changes – apart from buying things of course!

Some of these areas are locked deeply into people's view of themselves. Some have clear implications for buying and selling. But we can recognise all of these within ourselves, too. The challenge lies in how much our churches become places where these tensions can be explored. Most people see our churches as the last place to start wrestling with the issues.  But if we were to really start to engage, then many will surely wish to come and find out more - because there is so few other places where people can do this. 

This is not a plea for the church to abandon 'therapy'. Or to stop offering 'sanctuary'.  But it is to ask why, in heaven's name, we can't make our church communities safe havens in which to explore, argue and make mistakes. In short, to provide the training grounds where people can find out more about who they are ... and meet Jesus in the process. It is folly to abandon exploration to other faiths, ideologies and personal development coaches. When it’s our business.
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