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To explore the womb, or tomb, or dreams; all these are usual


Pastimes and drugs, and features of the press:


And always will be, some of them especially


When there is distress of nations and perplexity


Whether on the shores of Asia, or in the Edgware Road


T.S. ELIOT, “The Dry Salvages”

















introduction



NOTES FROM A SO-CALLED SECULAR AGE


IT’S THE END OF 2018. THREE IN THE MORNING. IN THE MIDDLE of a rave. We’re in the McKittrick Hotel, equal parts warehouse, performance art space, bar, and party venue in the heart of Manhattan’s Chelsea neighborhood. Ten or twenty years ago, this used to be a different sort of nightclub—populated by “freaks and crackheads,” as one regular put it, in the heart of New York City’s Club Row.1 The sort of place where people did coke in the bathroom line, had sex in the stalls, ended up on Page Six. “We’d find people passed out in the bathroom,” one former employee of a West 27th Street club said. “You would think it was a dead body. Passed out, like scary passed out, like smack them, pick them up, they’re like Jell-O, like someone took their spine out. And on the street. You would literally see people face down in the gutter.” Someone else called the neighborhood “a Disneyland for drunks.”2


But the place is different now. You might even say a little bit more sacred.


It’s still a party. People are still drunk. One or two may still be having sex in the bathrooms. Some are definitely making out on the dance floor. One of the performers onstage, dressed in a baroque costume that’s equal parts Marie Antoinette and diabolical siren, is singing “God Is a Woman,” and everyone is screaming along in joyous collective effervescence, because they, and she, really believe this. The theme of the party is vaguely inspired by The Odyssey, and by sirens and their call to self-defeating decadence. Because of this there is candy everywhere, streaming from the false-cobwebbed candelabras, for guests to eat: a playful riff on the idea, ubiquitous from the Greek myth of Persephone to the book of Genesis, that eating something illicit traps you in the world of death. Almost every single person in this building—and there are about a thousand—is taking a selfie.


But in the middle of all this revelry is something profound. Whether its participants are fully aware of it or not, they are in the middle of a religious ritual. More than that, it is one of the most representative religious rituals of our so-called secular age: a place where faith and fantasy, art and irony, capitalism and creation converge. We are at the holy of holies for the religiously unaffiliated—the fastest-growing religious demographic in America—the spiritual but not religious, the religious mix and matches, the theologically bi- and tri-curious who attend Shabbat services but also do yoga, who cleanse with sage but also sing “Silent Night” at Christmastime. Throughout America, already the religiously unaffiliated make up about a quarter of the population—and almost 40 percent of young millennials. Here, in the middle of hipster New York, those numbers are wildly higher.


BUT HERE, AT THIS RAVE, WE AREN’T JUST WATCHING THE “RISE OF THE Nones,” as this phenomenon is often called. Rather, it’s a collective celebration—what the sociologist Émile Durkheim once termed the “collective effervescence” that defines religion—of a new, eclectic, chaotic, and thoroughly, quintessentially American religion. A religion of emotive intuition, of aestheticized and commodified experience, of self-creation and self-improvement and, yes, selfies. A religion for a new generation of Americans raised to think of themselves both as capitalist consumers and as content creators. A religion decoupled from institutions, from creeds, from metaphysical truth-claims about God or the universe or the Way Things Are, but that still seeks—in various and varying ways—to provide us with the pillars of what religion always has: meaning, purpose, community, ritual.


Let me explain: Back in 2011, you see, the British theater company Punchdrunk took over the space that would become the McKittrick. They transformed the lattice of warehouse rooms into a 1930s hotel, a forest, a cemetery, a speakeasy. Dead flowers hang from the walls of an apothecary. Taxidermy moose heads overlook teak floors. Most of the time, the space serves as the home of Sleep No More, the company’s near-wordless, dance-based, Hitchcock-inflected retelling of Macbeth. Masked audience members are free to wander the space in silence: rummaging through drawers, prowling around corners. If you’re lucky, you might be singled out for a “one-on-one”—a coveted, intimate, often sexually charged encounter with a character in one of the production’s secret locked rooms. (Lady Macduff, for example, might ask you to pray with her for the fate of her imperiled son; she’ll whisper Bible verses into your ear and press salt into your palms as a good luck charm. The sultry witch Hecate might try to seduce you on a mission to reclaim a lost magical ring and leave a diabolical kiss on your mask, or even your neck.) It’s equal parts video game, voyeurism, and religious pilgrimage.


You’re encouraged to look around, to explore, to find hidden connections. To figure out how it all fits together: What the mysterious nurses in the insane asylum on the fifth floor (where Lady Macbeth tries to scrub out, of course, that damn spot) have to do with the lonely taxidermist on floor two. How Hecate and her three subservient witches who hail Macbeth as a would-be king—presaging his prideful downfall—have left their mark (or lipstick kiss) on nearly every room. The McKittrick—as even the elevator bellhops remind you on your way in—is an enchanted place.


Everything here, you see, has meaning. The show’s creators have gone on record as claiming that every single line of Macbeth is “embedded” in the production’s design, somewhere or other.3 There’s still an orgy, nightly, at the McKittrick, but this time it’s a blood orgy: in the script, repeated three times per show. Techno music blares. Strobe lights flare. (Epileptics are not encouraged.) Hecate’s witches strip bare. They fling blood—chocolate sauce, actually—on the crowd. The music is so loud that it’s impossible to tell whether or not audience members—let alone Hecate—are screaming along.


Ostensibly, it’s a reimagining of the famous prophecy scene from Macbeth’s act 4, in which Hecate and her witches tell Macbeth all the different ways he might be killed. Only this time, if you follow the characters, you might get to participate. You see moments of vulnerability and pain. You become part of the ritual. You might help the fully nude Boy Witch, shaken from the intensity of his revels, put his clothes back on—if he makes eye contact with you, invites you to come closer, you might even get to touch him. You might get to comfort him in his pain. Sometimes, sometimes, he hugs you.


Back in 2011, Sleep No More got a rapturous critical response. “The show infects your dreams,” New York said.4 The New York Times crowed about the erotic element of the show’s immersivity, calling it “a voyeur’s delight, with all the creepy, shameful pleasures that entails.”5 The show seemed destined to have a long, profitable run as a must-see, delightfully provocative New York tourist attraction, if nothing else. It augured a hunger, in New York and London alike, for immersive theater pieces: not art but experience.


But then something unexpected happened. The show developed fans. Not fans as in people who tweeted about it once or twice, but full-on, rapturous, devoted fanatics. (I should know. Reporting on the phenomenon, back in 2012–2013, I ultimately became one.) People came back ten, twenty, fifty, one hundred times—spending about $100 a ticket, and that’s before you get to the coat check, the drinks, the cab home. Several communities sprang up on the blogging platform Tumblr devoted to painstakingly recapping trips to the show, sharing tips and tricks for garnering secret one-on-ones, and trying to predict the constantly changing cast. Blogging friends became real-life friends, or at the very least financial supporters: one well-known Tumblr user, whose Sleep No More viewings easily ranked in the hundreds, raised $2,000 from well-wishers on GoFundMe to attend the final performance of Punchdrunk’s similarly structured London show, The Drowned Man, which he’d already seen dozens of times. Some self-proclaimed superfans came three hundred times or more.


Fandom is nothing new, of course. But Sleep No More was different. You didn’t just watch a show or read a book or even write a blog. You got to participate. You got to touch people. You got to go inside a magical world, discover symbolic connections, find meaning. Almost unanimously, the superfans I interviewed cited the power of living—even for a few hours at a time—in an enchanted place: a world where everything, even the design of a room or the arrangement of dead flowers or the cards on a table, had symbolic weight. They cited the sense of profound intimacy they got from those coveted one-on-one interactions with characters. “It’s like a switch went off and the power of this art form became clear,” one fan told me. “Your first personal interaction is the catalyst. It feels like the story is choosing you to be a part of it.”6 “I’d never seen or felt anything like it,” said another. “I felt I was both an observer and a part of the story being told.”7 Her husband, who told me they’d spent at least $17,000 on the show in the past couple years, added: “We didn’t travel, go out, even go to movies. We pretty much only spent money on this one thing for a couple of years.” But that was fine. Because, his wife told me, “every time I come out the end of the [entry] maze into that beautiful red light, I break into the biggest smile. It feels like I’ve come home.”


And the McKittrick was a home. And a therapy session. And a bordello. And, yes, a church. Fans would go to celebrate a birthday. They’d go when they were sad, when they needed to be alone in a dark room with a mask to hide their tears. They’d go when they were lonely and wanted a moment of intimacy with the Porter—who pined for the male member of Hecate’s triad of witches—or with Hecate herself. They’d go to feel tears—actors in one-on-ones often really cried—on their cheeks.


They’d forge personal relationships with Annabella, a folk-witch character (conceived and created by Punchdrunk actress Ava Lee Scott, who told me once that she “studied every night and day” and that she “disappeared in living this role”) who sat in the show’s bar—the only place outside the one-on-ones where talking was acceptable. At the bar, performers interact consistently with audience members, like NPCs in a video game, listening to their problems, concocting magical potions and charms, and giving life advice. (One fan attributes his decision to leave his day job and become a full-time artist to Annabella’s advice.) Fans would speak fondly of Max, the bar’s flirtatious MC, or Calloway, another bar local, as if they were personal friends.


The enthusiasts have expanded the world of the McKittrick. At private parties—including those I attended as a fan, and ultimately as a friend—we would write our own one-on-ones: bonding with friends by creating intimate, ritualistic spaces and expressions just for us. One fan created his own special coin to “tip” the bellhop who escorts guests from the bar into the show proper. Another developed his own costumed character—a lumberjack named Clyde—and took to haunting the McKittrick’s (non-ticketed) rooftop garden bar while studying for his university exams, delighting in the fact that most people never quite figured out whether he was really part of the show.


As Sleep No More got more popular, the idea of the immersive experience started to get bigger and more commercial. Immersive theater productions in New York—often just repackaged sexy nightclub acts—all but outnumbered their fourth-wall-preserving counterparts. As of 2019, there was even immersive theater for babies.8 In the decade since Sleep No More opened, the pop-up experience—a capitalist reimagining of immersive theater as Instagram bait—became an essential base of any worthwhile brand’s marketing strategy. As exhausted critic Amanda Hess wrote on the rise of the “Instagrammable pop-up” in 2018 for the New York Times, “The ‘experience’ has emerged as among the defining fads of a generation. There have been New York experiences centered on tea, dreams, eggs, illusions and cereal. Soon the Museum of Pizza, ‘the world’s first and only immersive art experience celebrating pizza,’ will open. There’s one for dogs now, too: Human’s Best Friend, which offers 20 ‘photo moments’ for your pet to endure.”9 (Punchdrunk today does as much, if not more, advertorial work as independent creative projects, producing immersive ad campaigns for the beer company Stella Artois, the tech giant Samsung, and, of all people, Rihanna.)


Meanwhile, the McKittrick expanded. Sleep No More opened a second outpost in Shanghai: the McKinnon Hotel. Meanwhile, the New York McKittrick opened restaurants, extra performance space, and concert venues. It started throwing public ticketed raves on holidays like Halloween and New Year’s Eve. It created an expanded universe for its characters: the pageantry of its parties was often filled with clues, likely to sail over the head of novices or party-only guests, as to characters’ backstories. It encouraged attendees to come in themed costume. Inevitably, a slate of finance bros would arrive in half-hearted black with drugstore masks, while superfans would often spend months preparing intricate costumes based on characters from the show or on oblique references to lines of Shakespeare hidden in that enchanted world. Whether you were a superfan or just a Halloween reveler, these parties were, like the religious festivals they mimicked, rituals: ways of marking the passing of time through a carnival atmosphere of transcendence. They were invitations, not just to enter this world of witchcraft and magic that one British theater company had, via Shakespeare, created, but also to celebrate a very particular, if informally codified, worldview. A worldview that celebrated not evil, exactly, but subversion. A wholesale fuck you to repression, to patriarchy, to rules, to order, to the petty offices of men.


Whether you were a superfan or a novice at one of the McKittrick parties, you’d notice a recurring theme embedded in the dance numbers, songs, stories, and exclusive one-on-ones specially designed for each event. The McKittrick had a distinct and consistent ideological system underpinning its plays and parties alike: The world was a darkly magical place. Hecate and her witches were pulling the strings. They’d seduce uptight virgins and make them into maenads. They’d eat their hearts and lick the bones. The witches were evil, sure, but they were also fun. The way Milton’s Satan was fun. Hecate’s signature appearance—the reveal, at almost every party, that she and her witchy acolytes were behind some incident or another—engendered applause, not offense.


After all, Hecate is cool. In the world of the show, at least, she stands for personal freedom, for bodily autonomy, for sexual agency and empowerment, for unabashed, unapologetic being. She doesn’t just break the rules, she makes her own. She tricks that silly, haughty Macbeth (ironically, the actual Macbeths feature little in the fandom) into throwing away his life on a futile power quest. She wears a bias-cut red dress with black ostrich trim. She is sexy. She’s living her best life. We’re supposed to side with the witches, at least secretly. When we celebrate Hecate and her witches, when we scream along as confetti pours down from the warehouse roof, we’re celebrating her agency—our agency—to live freely.


Which brings me back to our rave, and the decision made by one particular member of the Sleep No More fandom, a woman I know socially but not well whom I’ll call Shelley. Shelley decided to come to this party dressed not as a character from the show itself but as the Virgin Mary, flanked by a retinue of similarly costumed saints. Shelley had designed her own one-on-one: an interaction that specifically spoke both to the McKittrick’s celebration of subversion and to the culture of creativity it had fostered. Over the course of the evening, her confidence bolstered by the party’s open bar, Shelley made eye contact not just with fellow superfans but with total strangers. She brought them to her. Like the professional Sleep No More actors she was mimicking, she got spine-tinglingly, erotically close to them, her lips tickling their ear. (She later told me she’d had a special bespoke perfume manufactured for the occasion.) She whispered them prayers. She fed them candies. Then, the reveal. The Virgin Mary was Hecate all along. The audience member had been tricked into a deal with the devil. And, more often than not, they loved it.


But it wasn’t just the superfans who got excited. The casual partygoers, too, got in on the action. Nearly everyone Shelley made eye contact with wanted to participate, fully, in the ritual. While a few people got offended, most embraced her. Some, Shelley told me later, thanked her profusely. “We asked people to confess their sins—and some people really did.” One man, apparently a newlywed, admitted that his greatest sin was that he had no idea how to be a good husband.


“We wanted people to have an intimate experience with strangers or heavenly creatures,” Shelley told me. “To feel like they were special and blessed in an otherwise crowded and anonymous party. We wanted them to leave feeling some sense of wonder and delight.” She used the words “private performance” and “blessing” interchangeably. “We wanted them to wonder why they were picked.” To feel, in other words, chosen.


FROM ONE VANTAGE POINT, SHELLEY’S ACT WAS QUITE SIMPLE. SHE WAS a fan playing around with the themes of her favorite media property—not so different from dressing as a character from Star Trek or Buffy at Comic-Con (although even these, as we’ll see, are deeply imbued with religious significance). But, seen another way, what Shelley was doing was, well, extremely 2019. At three in the morning, at the heart of a $100 ticketed rave dedicated to celebrating the sexual subversion and empowering potential of witchcraft, at a theater space that started a national craze for experiential, enchanted, and Instagrammable performances, bolstered by an Internet-fueled fan culture obsessed with creating newer and ever-more-elaborate symbolic rituals in search of intimacy and meaning and homecoming, flanked by a close-knit community of superfans who have devoted tens of thousands of dollars to uncovering the mysteries of this enchantment, Shelley created a religious-but-not-really-but-actually-kind-of-yes ritual that spoke to what people really needed. She “blessed the sinners,” in her words. And the sinners embraced her.


SURE, MOST OF US DON’T ATTEND PARTIES AT THE MCKITTRICK HOTEL. And, even if we do, we don’t pal around with women pretending to be Hecate pretending to be the Virgin Mary. But the story of Shelley and the McKittrick and its superfans, however seemingly fringe and specific, is also the story of the religious sensibility of a whole generation. It’s the story not just of the religious “Nones,” but of an even broader category: those who aren’t rejecting religion, but rather remixing it. It’s the story of how more and more Americans—and particularly how more and more millennials—envision themselves as creators of their own bespoke religions, mixing and matching spiritual and aesthetic and experiential and philosophical traditions. The Remixed hunger for the same things human beings have always longed for: a sense of meaning in the world and personal purpose within that meaning, a community to share that experience with, and rituals to bring the power of that experience into achievable, everyday life. But they’re doing it differently. (Or, at least, they think they are. More on that in the coming chapters.)


Today’s Remixed reject authority, institution, creed, and moral universalism. They value intuition, personal feeling, and experiences. They demand to rewrite their own scripts about how the universe, and human beings, operate. Shaped by the twin forces of a creative-communicative Internet and consumer capitalism, today’s Remixed don’t want to receive doctrine, to assent automatically to a creed. They want to choose—and, more often than not, purchase—the spiritual path that feels more authentic, more meaningful, to them. They prioritize intuitional spirituality over institutional religion. And they want, when available institutional options fail to suit their needs, the freedom to mix and match, to create their own daily rituals and practices and belief systems.


FROM SOULCYCLE TO CONTEMPORARY OCCULTISM, FROM OBSESSIVE fan culture to the polyamorous and kink-based intentional communities of our new sexual revolution, from wellness culture to the reactionary, atavist alt-right, today’s American religious landscape is teeming with new claimants to our sense of meaning, our social place, our time, and our wallets.


If you’ve ever been to a yoga studio or a CrossFit class, ever practiced “self-care” with a ten-step Korean beauty routine or a Gwyneth Paltrow–sanctioned juice cleanse, ever written or read Internet fan fiction, ever compared your spiritual outlook to a Dungeons and Dragons classification (“lawful good, chaotic evil”) or your personal temperament to that of a Hogwarts house, ever channeled your sense of cosmic purpose into social justice activism, ever tried to “bio-hack” yourself or used a meditation app like Headspace, ever negotiated “personal relationship rules”—be they kink or ethical nonmonogamy—with a partner, ever cleansed a house with sage, or ever been wary of a person’s “toxic energy,” you’ve participated in some of these trends. There are more. Just you wait. We’ll get to that.


Scholars of religion often claim that it’s impossible to separate out the invention of the printing press from the Protestant Reformation. The technology that gave us the ability to sit with a text in the privacy of our own home and internalize and interpret its message for ourselves gave us at once a profound sense of agency and a retraction of the boundaries of a public sphere. Protestantism is, perhaps, the ultimate religion of the printed book. The Remixed religions we’re about to explore are the religions of the Internet.


But first, a caveat.


As you’ve probably noticed, I cannot write about the McKittrick, or Sleep No More, or what it means to find a church in a secular place, from a standpoint of total journalistic objectivity.


I am not just a fly on the wall.


I started going to the McKittrick regularly as a reporter around 2013—I’d been once before, as a casual viewer, and been entranced by both the show’s artistic intensity and, after a subsequent frenzied Google search (“what the fuck was that all about?”), its fan culture. I started interviewing fans in New York, where I was from, as well as fans of The Drowned Man in London, near where I was living. I told myself, at first, that my interest was purely intellectual—why do these people love this show so much?—as well as artistic (I’d briefly considered becoming a theater director). So many ironies were lost on me. I was a lonely academic theologian in my midtwenties, uncertain about graduate school, about my future, about what I believed about the world, about what was beyond it. I studied God, but I had no idea what I actually believed. I knew, only, that I wanted more.


And, for a time, I found what I was looking for at the McKittrick. I made my own fan blog. I made friends—first online, then off—some of whom remain pals to this day. I had a community, an identity. I went to the show thirteen times (a paltry number compared to many of the people I knew). I went annually to its Halloween and New Year’s parties. There was a time in my midtwenties when I could show up at the McKittrick’s Manderley Bar and be all but certain that someone I knew would be there. I remember, vividly, sneaking awkwardly and still sober out of a literary journal party next door on West 27th Street, where I knew nobody, only to all but sob with relief when I entered that red room. I, like my initial interview subjects, had found a place I felt “at home.”


I remember telling myself that I wanted to live in the McKittrick, in this place where everything seemed meaningful, where everything mattered. A place that—although, despite nearly a decade of academic study, I did not have the language for it yet—was sacred.


LONG BEFORE EVER THINKING ABOUT WRITING THIS BOOK, LONG BEFORE I made a career out of my fascination with intense subcultures and the communities they foster—out of my search for meaning in what seems at times to be an astoundingly unenchanted world—I, too, fell under Hecate’s spell.


She was wearing a red dress, a diamanté belt. She had black hair. She was swaying. She looked me straight in the eye and was lip-synching to a distorted cover of that old Peggy Lee song “Is That All There Is?”


The narrator of that song—which I later learned recurs throughout Sleep No More’s soundtrack—suffers from profound ennui. Nothing—not a fire that destroys her childhood home, not the excitement of a circus she attends as a teenager, not the heartbreak of lost love, not even death itself, that “final disappointment”—can shake her conviction that the world is a fundamentally meaningless place: a random kaleidoscope of atoms and mistakes.


“If that’s all there is, my friends,” she sings, “then let’s keep dancing / Let’s break out the booze and have a ball.”


WE DO NOT KNOW FOR CERTAIN WHETHER THIS IS, WELL, ALL THERE IS. But that night in 2012, watching Hecate sing for the first time, overwhelmed by the magic—and, yes, it was a kind of magic—of the space, I remember both the wrenching terror that this was, in fact, all there is and the hope that maybe there was something more. That promise of something more was what brought me back to the McKittrick, and, through my love for the McKittrick and the friends I’d made there, to so many of the worlds explored here. (And, through that, to faith—but that’s a story for a different book.)


This book is, in large part, about charlatans. It’s about capitalism and corporations and the new, cutthroat Silicon Valley of spirituality. It’s about people who want to sell us meaning, brand our purpose, custom-produce community, tailor-make rituals, and commodify our very humanity. It’s about how the Internet and consumer capitalism alike have produced experientially satiating substitutes—many, though not all of them, poor—for well-developed ethical, moral, and metaphysical systems. It’s about the denatured selfishness of self-care, and the way in which “call-out culture,” at its worst, serves as psychic methadone, providing us with a brief and illusory hit of moral belonging.


But this book is also about the hunger and hope I felt that first night at the McKittrick. It is about the Americans who don’t know if this is all there is, or what all means, or there, or even is. It is about our quest for knowing, for belonging, and for meaning: the pilgrimage none of us can get out of.
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WHO ARE THE RELIGIOUSLY REMIXED (AND WHAT IS A RELIGION, ANYWAY)?


STRANGE BEDFELLOWS SEEM TO AGREE THAT WE LIVE IN A godless world. Back in 2001, right after the terrorist attacks of 9/11, pastor Jerry Falwell—among the most influential evangelical architects of the right-leaning political movement known as the Moral Majority—blamed the fall of the twin towers on the fact that America had turned its back on God. Speaking on the Christian talk show The 700 Club, Falwell told interviewer Pat Robertson that America was a godless nation. “The abortionists have got to bear some burden for this,” Falwell said, speaking of the attacks, “because God will not be mocked. And when we destroy 40 million little innocent babies, we make God mad. I really believe that the pagans, and the abortions, and the feminists, and the gays and the lesbians, who are actively trying to make that an alternative lifestyle, the ACLU, People for the American Way, all of them who have tried to secularize America. I point the finger in their face and say ‘You helped this happen.’”1


Five years later, in a 2006 interview with Wired magazine, author Sam Harris—widely known as one of the Four Horsemen of the New Atheist movement, alongside Richard Dawkins, Daniel Dennett, and Christopher Hitchens—lauded the contemporary rise of secularism as a kind of apocalyptic triumph: a battle won by the shining forces of Reason and Truth over Irrationality and Superstition. Comparing belief in God to the legitimization of slavery, Harris told interviewer Gary Wolf that “the most intelligent, sophisticated people used to accept that you could kidnap whole families, force them to work for you, and sell their children. That looks ridiculous to us today. We’re going to look back and be amazed that we approached the asymptote of destructive capacity while allowing ourselves to be balkanized by fantasy.… At some point… it’s just going to be too embarrassing to believe in God.”2


Falwell and Harris agreed on almost nothing when it came to religion or politics. But on this point, at least, they were in accord. The country we’re living in now—as opposed to the America of sixty or a hundred or three hundred years ago—is secular, and only getting more so. We’re hurtling at top speed through a tunnel, heading straight for that blinding light—be it zenith or nadir—of a world without God.


The numbers seem to bear this out. Back in 2007, 15 percent of Americans called themselves religiously unaffiliated, meaning that they didn’t consider themselves to be members of any traditional organized religion. By 2012, that number had risen to 20 percent, and to 30 percent when it came to adults under thirty.3 Now, those numbers are higher still. About a quarter of American adults say they have no religion.4 And when you look at young millennials—those born after 1990—those numbers reach almost 40 percent.


In fact, the religious Nones, as they are often known, are the single biggest religious demographic in America, as well as the fastest-growing one. As a political unit, the Nones significantly outnumber white evangelicals, a group traditionally considered among the most influential voting blocs in America, but whose numbers are now dwindling to just 15 percent of the population.5


In 2009, 41 percent of American weddings were held in houses of worship.6 By 2017, that number had plummeted to just 22 percent. Almost 30 percent of Americans do not anticipate having a religious funeral when they die.7


At first glance, the story both Falwell and Harris tell seems like a plausible one. America is getting less religious. America’s youth—its future—are more irreligious still. The gays and the abortionists and the ACLU have won. The secularists have emerged, victorious, from the culture wars and salted the earth behind them. We’re all Nones now. Or, at least, eighty-one million of us are.


But let’s look a little closer.


While more and more Americans are saying that they don’t belong to an organized religion, that doesn’t necessarily mean that they aren’t spiritual—or even that they don’t believe in a Judeo-Christian God. Only around 7 percent of Americans identify outright as “atheist” or even “agnostic”—most just say they’re “nothing in particular.”


A full 72 percent of the Nones say they believe in, if not the God of the Bible, at least something. According to a 2018 Pew Research Center study, 55 percent of the religiously unaffiliated believe in a higher power or spiritual force distinct from that described in the Judeo-Christian Bible.8 Furthermore, an additional 17 percent of the unaffiliated said that they believed precisely in the God of the Abrahamic Bible.9


Forty-six percent of those Nones talk to God, or this higher power, regularly, and 13 percent say that God talks back. Forty-eight percent of them think that a higher power has protected them throughout life. Forty-one percent say that it has rewarded them. Twenty-eight percent say it has punished them. Forty percent experience a sense of “spiritual peace and well-being” at least once a week—a percentage that actually increased by five points between 2007 and 2014.10 Forty-seven percent believe in the presence of “spiritual energy” in physical objects. Forty percent believe in psychics. Thirty-eight percent in reincarnation. Thirty-two percent in astrology. And 62 percent, it turns out, in at least one of those four.11


In other words, our Nones may not be traditionally religious, in the sense that either Jerry Falwell or Sam Harris is used to. But they’re not exactly secular, either.


The story of the rise of the religious Nones in America, it turns out, isn’t really about Nones at all. Rather, it’s about three distinct and complicated groups of people, people whose spiritual lives, sense of meaning, community, and rituals are a blend of what you might call traditional religious practices and personal, intuitional spirituality: privileging feelings and experiences over institutions and creeds.


It’s a blend we see among the officially religiously unaffiliated—people who call themselves spiritual but not religious, or people who self-report as Nones but also say they believe in psychics or practice prayer. But it’s a blend we also see among the millions more people who officially identify as one religion—checking the census box for Episcopalian or Jewish, attending services on High Holidays or Christmas and Easter—but whose actual beliefs, practices, and sources of meaning vary widely and incorporate a much more diverse range of traditions. To truly comprehend America’s changing, dynamic religious landscape, we need to understand not only the Nones but also a significantly larger group: the Remixed. Now, it’s difficult to calculate precisely how many Remixed there are in America. Polling data on the religiously unaffiliated and the spiritual but not religious is pretty scant as is. But, by looking at three distinct groups of Remixed Americans, we can get a sense of just how widespread Remixed culture is in American religious life.


THE FIRST GROUP THAT MAKES UP OUR REMIXED IS THE MOST STRAIGHT-FORWARD. They’re the spiritual but not religious, a designation that—according to at least one 2017 Pew study—consists of a full 27 percent of Americans.12


This in itself is a striking increase from years past. Back in 2012, for comparison, polls using the same methodology found that just 19 percent of Americans felt the same way. During that period, the study found, the percentage of Americans who identified as spiritual and religious significantly declined—from 59 percent to 48 percent—while the percentage of Americans who identified as neither religious nor spiritual rose very slightly, from 16 to 18 percent. (Meanwhile, the number of Americans who identified as religious but not spiritual remained static at a perplexing 6 percent.) In other words, the marked rise in “spirituality” as distinct from religion tracks directly with a decline in organized religious affiliation. Only a tiny percentage of people are moving away from spirituality altogether.


So, who are these self-proclaimed spiritual but not religious (let’s call them the SBNRs)? The Pew poll also found them to be slightly whiter and significantly more left leaning than average, as well as more likely to identify as politically independent—not a surprising conclusion, given that they tend to feel comfortable questioning institutional hierarchies and creedal policies in other areas. They’re also a staggering six points more likely than the average American to have a college degree.


The study also found that women were slightly more likely than men to embrace the SBNR label, even though the converse is true among both self-proclaimed atheists and the unaffiliated more broadly. SBNRs are also not necessarily religiously unaffiliated. In fact, only about 37 percent say they are, with about an equal percentage describing themselves as Protestant (14 percent call themselves Catholic).


This apparent contradiction—what does it mean to be spiritual but not religious and yet identify with a given religion?—points to a much wider and more serious problem, which is how difficult it is to define what a religion actually is. Is it about identity—the box we check on a form, or the way we describe our cultural heritage? Is it about community—the family and friends we gather with at regular festivals? Is it about rituals and practices—attending weekly services at a church or synagogue, or fasting during Ramadan? Or is it about belief—what people actually think and feel about the metaphysics of the world around them and the transcendent beyond? One of the biggest difficulties that we’ll return to, again and again, in numbering America’s religiously Remixed is that it’s not so easy to pin down what we’re remixing. Among the SBNRs, at least, it seems that religious affiliation plays some role in many of their lives—be it social or cultural, for example, perfunctory Christmas Mass attendance or a sense of Catholic identity divorced from religious faith as such—but that their primary sources of what we might call meaning-making, their sense of purpose, their source of wonder at the world, come from outside their religious traditions.


Often, they come from the so-called secular world.


A 2017 survey of self-identified spiritual Americans (both religious and not), for example, found that the most significant spiritual experience they had undergone in the past week was not prayer or meditation but rather music. Seventy-one percent of spiritual Americans reported having been inspired or moved by a piece of music or a song (compared to just 43 percent of nonspiritual Americans).13


For Dain Quentin Gore, for example, an artist in Arizona who grew up Southern Baptist but now considers himself an SBNR, that sense of purpose comes from his artistic practice. For Gore, organized religion is “obtuse and hopelessly convoluted.” But when he creates, he feels closer to the divine. “Ceremonies, to me, have now become my puppet shows,” Gore told me back in 2017.14 “All of these things are the closest I get to ‘religious experience’ these days. Making art and puppetry are my transcendent moments.” Likewise, New Yorker Megan Ribar, who worked at a yoga studio, finds purpose in meditation and yoga, as well as personal rituals. Although she’s not sure how she feels about a higher power, she sets apart a space in her apartment as an “altar”—filled with objects that have personal significance to her. “The practices I consider spiritual,” she told me, “are the things I do to care for myself in a deep way, to calm myself when I’m distressed, to create meaning out of the experiences of my life.”15


THE SECOND GROUP OF OUR REMIXED ARE WHAT WE MIGHT CALL THE “faithful Nones,” the self-proclaimed religiously unaffiliated whose behavior patterns and poll responses nevertheless suggest a belief in, and a hunger for, something bigger. These are the 72 percent of Nones who, as we’ve already discussed, say they believe in a higher power (maybe even the Judeo-Christian God); they’re about 18 percent of Americans overall. They’re pretty similar to the SBNRs (many faithful Nones would also self-describe as spiritual but not religious), with one major difference: they by definition don’t see themselves as belonging to a religious community or having a religious identity in any way. While they have a personal spiritual tradition of some kind, which may or may not involve interfacing with organized religion, religious institutions are unlikely to provide them with a sense of community. When it comes to, say, dealing with a major life change or a personal catastrophe, faithful Nones don’t necessarily have access to the kind of structural and institutional support that a synagogue, church, or similar community might offer. They—perhaps even more than SBNRs, many of whom still have access to those spaces—often seek out other forms of community life, finding and creating rituals with a chosen family of like-minded people who may or may not share their metaphysical example.


Take, for example, the case of a New York social worker named Iris. Iris was a self-described “lax Jew” married to a queer man whose primary spiritual interest was in the occult. When she was suddenly and unexpectedly widowed, she found herself at a loss for how to best commemorate the life of her husband. She declined to attend the memorial service hosted by her husband’s family in their hometown—they were born-again Christians, uncomfortable with both her husband’s sexuality and his interest in the occult—and she felt that the service they chose would not honor his memory (she circulated an email to attendees asking them to donate to Planned Parenthood). Instead, she and her friends threw an eclectic ceremony in New York: one that incorporated everything from the Jewish mourner’s Kaddish to the theme song from The Legend of Zelda, her husband’s favorite video game. And when she struggled with mourning in the months after his death, Iris found comfort in a perhaps unlikely institution: that same gamer culture. She and her husband had often played a game called Destiny together. She hadn’t particularly enjoyed it, but she’d liked spending time with him. But when its sequel came out after his death, Iris found that connecting with other Destiny 2 players helped her make sense of her grief.16 (Months after our interview, she joyfully sent me a screenshot of the moment she finished the game.)


THE REMIXED CATEGORY ALSO INCORPORATES A THIRD GROUP, A GROUP that might not necessarily show up in polls in the same way that the faithful Nones and SBNRs do. These are the “religious hybrids”: People who say they belong to a given religion, and believe or practice a portion of it. But they also feel free to disregard elements that don’t necessarily suit them, or to supplement their official practice with spiritual or ritualistic elements, not to mention beliefs, from other traditions.


To better explain this particular phenomenon, let’s go back to the poll we looked at earlier about the prevalence of New Age beliefs, defined by Pew as astrology, reincarnation, psychics, and spiritual energy located in physical objects. About 60 percent of the religiously unaffiliated believed in at least one of these phenomena. But what is most striking about the poll is that so did an almost identical percentage of Christians. A full 29 percent of them said they believed in reincarnation, which any scholar of Christianity would agree is fundamentally incompatible with orthodox Christian doctrine. (About a third of the US public at large says the same thing.) In other words, the personal beliefs and practices of self-identifying Christians are themselves increasingly varied.


About a third of Americans say they’ve attended services in multiple different houses of worship, and that doesn’t include people who have, for example, attended an interfaith wedding or funeral. One in eight Americans say their spiritual life has been influenced by Buddhism. (For comparison, just 1 percent of Americans actually identify as Buddhist.)17


Just look at religion professor Paul F. Knitter, who in 2009 published his syncretic manifesto, Without Buddha I Could Not Be a Christian, which argued for his own hybrid religious identity. “Has my dialogue with Buddhism made me a Buddhist Christian?” he asks, using language like “InterBeing” and “Connecting Spirit” to refer to the Christian God. “Or [am I] a Christian Buddhist? Am I a Christian who has understood his own identity more deeply with the help of Buddhism? Or have I become a Buddhist who still retains a stock of Christian leftovers?”18


While Knitter’s explicit hybridism might be an extreme example, he reflects our increasing willingness to blur the boundaries of religious traditions, and to pick and choose what suits us. NBA player Joakim Noah—profiled in Duane R. Bidwell’s book on the “spiritually fluid”—regularly sports a Christian crucifix, Muslim prayer beads, and Tibetan Buddhist stones and says “I’m a little bit of everything.”19 Bidwell describes himself as spiritually fluid and is both a Presbyterian minister and a Buddhist, and, like many of his interview subjects, he characterizes spiritual fluidity as the preferable status of the legitimately spiritually curious: people who are “restless until they rest in a combination of spiritual thought and practice—a combination that speaks to and engages their entire being.”20


Of course, spiritual fluidity is nothing new. Syncretism has long been a hallmark of American immigrant traditions—particularly those of nonwhite Americans. Just look, for example, at the practice of voodoo or other Afro-Caribbean folk religions in places like New Orleans, or the ubiquity of Mexican folk traditions among otherwise orthodox Latinx Catholics. But what we’re seeing now isn’t just an increase in culturally specific syncretism, but religious fluidity on a personal level.


We’re witnessing the phenomenon that Harvard Divinity scholars Casper ter Kuile and Angie Thurston have called “unbundling”: the rise of bespoke religious identities. The more individualized our religious identities become, the more willing we are to mix and match ideas and practices outside our primary religious affiliation.


“In an Internet-defined generation,” ter Kuile told me last year, “we’re used to finding our own sources of information, and mixing it together with eight different perspectives. We want to contribute in the comments section; we want to engage with it in a more discursive way.” In an increasingly multicultural society, “people’s identities and relationships become mixed. Maybe they have a Buddhist practice. Maybe they use a tarot deck.”21


Scholars have been tracking this phenomenon for decades. As early as 2000, academics Steven Sutcliffe and Marion Bowman were commenting on how, “in our fin de siècle emporium, Irish Catholic nuns are enhancing their devotions with Buddhist meditation, Anglicans are learning spiral dances and Druids are teaching Neuro Linguistic Programming.”22 Sociologists Stef Aupers and Dick Houtman, likewise, wrote in 2007 of the rise of “bricolage” religion, inextricably connected to modern consumer capitalism and the room it has created for a robust spiritual marketplace. The “erosion of the Christian monopoly,” they write, has created a “market” where “religious consumers construct strictly personal packages of meaning, based on individual tastes and preferences.”23


But the contemporary rise of the Internet—and in particular of the self-creating power of social media—has only intensified that trend. The idea that our lives can and should be customized to our personal interests and wants and needs has bled into the way we construct our religious identities. As scholar and psychologist Phil Zuckerman, author of Living the Secular Life, told me: “We want to curate our own Facebook page. Why wouldn’t we want to curate our own funeral?”24 More and more people hunger for a spiritual identity and surrounding community that precisely reflects their values, their moral and social intuitions, their lived experience, and their sense of self.


As we increasingly consume our religious information the way we do the rest of our media—curated, like our Facebook feeds—so, too, does our religious “feed” become increasingly bespoke. More and more of us, even among the religiously affiliated, are religious hybrids: willing to incorporate non-Western or New Age spiritual traditions, or sources of spiritual energy, or regular meditative rituals within our spiritual diets. Concepts like “mindfulness”—a secularized version of principles associated with Zen Buddhism—have become ubiquitous in our workplaces, while the onetime meditation practice of yoga—associated with both Hinduism and Buddhism—has now become a $16 billion a year empire in the United States, as much associated with wellness culture and fitness as with spirituality proper.25


IT’S DIFFICULT TO ASCERTAIN EXACTLY WHAT PERCENTAGE OF AMERICA is Remixed. If, by rough estimation, we consider separately the SBNRs who technically profess a faith (65 percent of SBNRs), we get about 18 percent of Americans. If we add in the faithful Nones (72 percent of Nones, or another 18 percent of Americans overall), we get about 36 percent of Americans, already a pretty significant proportion. Adding in the religious hybrids is difficult, because they are harder to quantify. But even at an overly conservative estimate (say, exclusively looking at the 29 percent of self-proclaimed Christians who say they believe in something as counter to orthodox doctrine as reincarnation—or about 21 percent of Americans overall), combining the religious hybrids with the SBNRs and faithful Nones gets easily to over 50 percent of the population. At least half of America—and likely far more—is either a faithful None, an SBNR, or a religiously flexible hybrid.


But Remixed culture transcends its practitioners to become an embedded part of our environment. None of us—atheist, SBNR, hybrid, or orthodox Christian—can escape it entirely. Remixed culture is ubiquitous, in what high street stores and workout studios offer us, in the spiritualized language of advertising we see on billboards and street signs (halfway through writing this book, I noticed a giant sign at my local bus stop assuring me that YOU MADE IT TO THIS VERY SPOT AT THIS VERY MOMENT. THERE IS A REASON FOR EVERYTHING. It was a billboard trying to sell me oat milk). It’s in the mindfulness training we go through at work, and the meditation apps on our iPhones. It’s in the techno-utopian culture of Silicon Valley—equal parts messianic and libertarian—that shapes our daily life more than we know, as well as in the political narratives of both social justice and reactionary atavism that are battling it out as our new civil religions.


We may not all be Remixed, but we all live in a Remixed nation.


AT THIS POINT, YOU MIGHT BE LOOKING UP FROM THIS BOOK IN PERTURBATION. Come on, you may say. SoulCycle, a religion? Really? Sure, New Age stuff may be “weird” or “unconventional,” but at least it makes metaphysical truth-claims about the world and the magical “energy” around us. But CrossFit?


Before we can get into these new religions, therefore, we should talk a little about what, exactly, a religion is. Now, I’m not looking to provide a thoroughgoing definition of religion, as anthropologists, sociologists, and other scholars of religion have been disagreeing about that for centuries. But, in briefly touching upon some of these debates and the different ways in which scholars have tried to pin down what religion is, I’ll be focusing primarily on what a religion does: the way in which it functions both individually and societally to give us a sense of our world, our place in it, and our relationships to the people around us. Functions that today’s religions—whether or not they make claims about God or the Supreme Being or the Interconnecting Energy That Runs Through Us All—fulfill.


TRADITIONALLY, WE (OR AT LEAST THOSE OF US WHO AREN’T ANTHROPOLOGISTS or sociologists or scholars of religion) think of religion as straightforward: a box you can tick on a form. People are Christian, or Jewish, or Hindu, or Buddhist. Those are all “real” religions. But that doesn’t tell us what a religion is, just what society has considered to be a legitimate and institutionalized form of one. Are newer religious categories, such as the New Age movement or Scientology, not religions? Any account that privileges merely size and history when defining a legitimate religion rests on academically shaky ground. (Again, we’re not making claims about whether a religion is true, just how it can be defined.) While it’s possible to knee-jerk categorize some practices into “real religions” and others into “cults,” it’s far more difficult to ascertain why, or what the precise differences are between religions and cults other than size or historical convention. Indeed, scholars tend to avoid the label “cult” altogether as unnecessarily pejorative, preferring the more ambiguous “new religious movements.” Is religion, therefore, just faith in God? Or, at least, a codified or organized faith in God? That’s what many of the earliest nineteenth-century scholars of religion—such as Edward Tylor and James Frazer—believed. They defined religion as a faith in a higher power. But, if so, then what does that make certain branches of Confucianism or Zen Buddhism, which are popularly acknowledged religions that don’t formally hold to truth-claims about the divine?


Is religion about believing a certain set of principles? If so, what does that mean for those people whose internal beliefs don’t track 100 percent with the external doctrines of their faith? How do we distinguish the people who profess beliefs—reciting the Nicene Creed in church, for example—from those who really believe? And are people only religious during periods of their life when they’re surer of God, even when their personal feelings and intuitions fluctuate? Even the Catholic saint Mother Teresa grappled with yearlong terrors about whether God, in fact, existed. Was she only Catholic on the days she experienced security in her faith and atheist on the days she did not?


For the sociologist Émile Durkheim (1858–1917), often considered the founder of the field of sociology of religion, religion wasn’t about belief, or really content at all. Rather, it was about how a given society cohered. In his 1911 book The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, Durkheim argues that religion is basically the glue that keeps a society together: a set of rituals and beliefs that people affirm in order to strengthen their identity as a group. Religion, he writes, is a “unified system of beliefs and practices which unite in one single moral community called a Church all those who adhere to them.”26 This church, furthermore, is sustained not through a top-down hierarchy, or through some invisible spirit, but rather through the collective energy of its adherents, a process he calls “collective effervescence,” a shared intoxication participants experience when they join together in a symbolically significant, socially cohesive action. Collective effervescence is both a result and a cause of the church: each time it happens, participants renew, reiterate, and reify their experience of being members of that church.


But Durkheim doesn’t specify an object for that effervescence. For him, the metaphysics and the ideas being expressed don’t really matter. The ultimate object of worship he sees in a society’s church is society itself. “God,” he writes in Elementary Forms, “and society are one of the same.… The god of the clan can be none other than the clan itself, but the clan transfigured and imagined” as a totem, be it plant, animal, or deity. “Religious force,” he ultimately concludes, is “nothing other than the collective and anonymous force of the clan.”27


By this logic, you can find Durkheimian “churches”—examples of collective effervescence keeping communities together—outside of the venues traditionally constituted as religious. You can find it in the exuberant joy fans experience at a Jonas Brothers concert, or in the intense in-group identity formation you find at a Super Bowl game, or, in its darkest iterations, at a Hitler Youth march. What matters is that participants have a common symbolic object of worship—and that they have rituals and routines to help them solidify their social bonds around that object.


But, other scholars have argued, religion isn’t just about social glue. It’s also about making sense of the world around us: answering the question What does it all mean? Another foundational scholar in the field, Peter Berger, argues that religion is ultimately about creating a coherent and meaningful narrative. In his 1967 book The Sacred Canopy, Berger characterizes religion as the way in which humans internalize an orderly picture of the world and how we should act within it: what he calls the “nomos.” The nomos, Berger writes, is a “shield against terror,” something rooted in a “human craving for meaning.” Human beings, he says, “are congenitally compelled to impose a meaningful order on reality.”28 In linking the nomos to a fundamental metaphysical truth, religion serves as the sacred canopy: the only way we feel that we can meaningfully resist anomie, the sense of meaninglessness we experience when we stop to consider the suffering and chaos of existence. The problem of evil and meaninglessness—Why do bad things happen in the world?—is too overwhelming for human beings to contemplate without recourse to a God whose wisdom far exceeds our own. Submitting to the “sacred canopy,” a kind of self-denial that Berger compares to sexual masochism, is the “intoxication of surrender to another—complete, self-denying, or even self-destroying.”29 The social function of religion comes in the way it gives us a sense of personal and social meaning, allowing us to frame our identities within that of a collective cosmic narrative. “It is not happiness that theodicy primarily provides,” Berger ultimately concludes, “but meaning.”30


By this account, too, Berger’s sacred canopy can extend beyond the boundaries of traditional religious doctrine. We can see, for example, that the language of “energies” and “toxins” promoted by contemporary wellness culture—which locates evil and sickness within the pharmaceutical-industrial complex and a society bent on destroying our “natural,” “authentic” selves—is, while not dealing with deities as such, nevertheless a foundational theodicy. It explains why there is evil and suffering in the world (or at least in our own bodies) and gives us a series of rituals—exercise, skin care, jade eggs—to help us supposedly counteract them. It transforms the seeming randomness of cell decay, mutation, and death into an illusorily controllable system.


One final foundational definition of religion comes from the anthropologist Clifford Geertz, whose work straddles elements of both Durkheim and Berger. Like Berger, Geertz sees religion as a way of making sense of the world. But, like Durkheim, he emphasizes the social aspect of that meaning-making. Religion, like language, is a way to communicate and emphasize the meaningfulness of the world. Geertz emphasizes the subjective, personal, emotional experience that religions provide. “A religion,” he wrote in 1973, “is a system of symbols which act to establish powerful, pervasive, and long-lasting moods in men by formulating concepts of a general order of existence and clothing these conceptions with such an aura of factuality that the moods and motivations seem uniquely realistic.”31


DURKHEIM, BERGER, AND GEERTZ ARE ONLY A FEW OF THE SCHOLARS who, over the past century or so, have worked to expand our definition of religion beyond “organized faith in a higher power.” Taken together, they can help us narrow down four elements of human need that religions function to satisfy. Today’s new religions provide their various Remixed flocks with these four elements: meaning, purpose, community, and ritual.


Let’s start with meaning, which I’m using here to describe something like Berger’s nomos: a bigger-picture sense of why the world is the way it is. It’s not just about whether there is a God, or an ultimate reality, but about the shape of that reality—and, as Berger rightly points out, about the location of evil. Grand narratives of classical Greco-Roman paganism often saw the world through a fatalistic lens: the destinies of men were determined by internal battles and squabbling among uncaring gods. The grand narrative of Christianity tells us of the struggle we have with sin: how human beings, though created by a good God for good purpose, are nevertheless born in a fundamentally broken world, with a fundamentally broken will—slaves, without the grace of God, to the moral and spiritual phenomenon known as sin. Contemporary grand narratives often locate goodness (or evil) not in a metaphysical out there, but within the world itself. Heavily influenced by the political philosophy of Marxism, for example, the progressive civil religion of social justice activism sees ultimate reality as a story about continued power and oppression. Conversely, the grand narrative of reactionary atavism—the kind we see among fans of contemporary gurus like Jordan Peterson—sees history as a process by which feminists and the “politically correct,” alongside other insufficiently heroic examples of modern, decaying civilization, have caused us to lose touch with our primal, masculine instincts. The most successful of our modern new religions provide a clear, if nontheistic, account of the meaningfulness of the world.


But meaning is only part of the bigger picture. Religions need to provide an account of what role each individual adherent plays: a sense of personal purpose that allows believers to shape their life in accordance with that meaning. Whether it’s the call to evangelize the good news of the gospel, or the need to fight in a holy war, or a summons to contemporary political activism, religions provide a framework to link the existential decisions we make in our own lives with the overarching structure of reality. What a wellness junkie who spends days on an expensive juice cleanse to purify her body of toxins shares in common with an “incel” or white supremacist domestic terrorist perpetrating a mass shooting is a sense that their personal decision-making is rooted in a grand narrative about why the world is the way it is—and who (or what) is to blame.


But men are, of course, rarely islands. Religions provide their adherents not just with a personal outlook and purpose but also with a sense of community. Traditionally, religions did this in physical spaces: your church, your synagogue, or your mosque was the place where you commemorated major life rituals with like-minded people, where you ate and drank and celebrated and mourned. It was where people would come support you when you were in need, and where you were expected to support them in turn. Members of your religious community were, in many ways, extensions of your own family. A primary function of today’s new religions—most of which make use of the geographical irrelevancy of the Internet to foster digital, rather than physical, communal spaces—is to offer alternate sources of community, new forms of chosen family. From the familial bonds of intentional romantic communities exploring kink and nonmonogamy, to the sense of accountability felt by workout-class junkies, to the intense and often toxic reactionary forums that foster alt-right ideologies, one of the most important functions of today’s new religions is to provide the sense of social order and place that organized, institutional religion once did. Often, in today’s new religions, these makeshift communities—cognizant of their less established status—consciously stress the moral and ideological importance of “rewriting the script” or “remaking the rules” when it comes to societal behavior, rather than adhering to traditional or institutional norms.


As psychologist of secularism Phil Zuckerman told me, “One of the biggest problems for secular culture [is that] you have to cobble together and make it yourself. If you want your kid to have a bar mitzvah, it’s all taken care of. You want your kid to go through confirmation class in the Episcopal church? Boom, they’re enrolled. If you want to do a secular version of that? Good luck. You’re on your own. You have to figure it out, explain it to people, rent the space, find people, figure out how to write up your own program.”32


And finally, there’s ritual: the solemnized, formal occasions by which, through activity and participation, adherents achieve collective effervescence, reifying and reaffirming their role in the community and their sense of purpose in the grand narrative religion provides, while communally marking the passage of time. Traditionally, rituals have included sacraments like the Eucharist, or mealtimes like Shabbat dinners, or Friday prayers. But today’s rituals include, for example, regular morning workouts at SoulCycle—an integral part of the narrative of self-care so embedded in the cult of wellness—or attending meditation or yoga classes. They include, too, the near-liturgical process of call-out culture in social justice activism, and the even more insidious and abusive “pile-ons” beloved by right-wing Twitter trolls, both of which imbue relatively straightforward actions (clicking away on a keyboard, pressing “send”) with cosmic and communal significance.


Taken all together, rituals and a sense of purpose link a community with a wider meaning. Sure, almost anybody can hop on an exercise bike. Or light a candle. Or post on Twitter. But what about when they’re sharing energy with a pack in pursuit of eliminating toxins and practicing self-care? Or when they’re lighting a candle in contact with thousands of other self-proclaimed witches on Facebook or Instagram in order to collectively hex a despised political figure as a form of performance-art political activism? Or when they’re “shitposting” in a political meme war, sharing right-wing talking points and trolling their political enemies as part of a brotherhood devoted to taking down the cathedrals of feminism?


That starts to look a lot more like a religion.


While not every new religion described in this book fulfills all four criteria, they no longer have to: today’s mix-and-match culture means that the Remixed can get their sense of community from one place (an intense fandom, say) and their sense of meaning from another (social justice activism, or techno-utopianism). They can practice the rituals associated with wellness culture while seeing their purpose as primarily political. That said, we can see in the rise of today’s various new religions a few commonalities.


By and large, today’s new cults of and for the Remixed are what I will call “intuitional religions.” By this, I mean that their sense of meaning is based in narratives that simultaneously reject clear-cut creedal metaphysical doctrines and institutional hierarchies and place the locus of authority on people’s experiential emotions, what you might call gut instinct. Society, institutions, credited authorities, experts, expectations, rules of conduct—all these are generally treated not just as irrelevant, but as sources of active evil. Wellness culture, modern occultism, social justice activism, techno-utopianism, and the modern sexual revolution all share a fundamental distrust, if not outright contempt, for institutions and scripts. Most of these new religions share, too, the grand narrative that oppressive societies and unfairly narrow expectations stymie natural—and sometimes even divine—human potential.


Today’s Remixed religions valorize different forms of emotional experience—a person’s perceived energy as a clue to their bad character, a modern witch’s sense of divine presence during a spell-casting session, a feminist’s lived experience as an authoritative account of the world—as the key to interpreting both meaning and purpose. They value, too, authenticity: the idea that one’s actions are in harmony with one’s emotions. They’re less keen on rules, or doctrines, or moral codes that they dismiss as restrictive or outmoded. They’re suspicious of moral or truth-claims that don’t root themselves in subjective experience. Three-quarters of millennials (and 67 percent of the religious Nones overall) now say they agree with the statement “Whatever is right for your life or works best for you is the only truth you can know,” compared with just 39 percent of the elderly, and 47 percent of practicing Christians of all ages.33 The Remixed demand agency and creative ownership in their spiritual lives, dissatisfied with the narrowness of the options available. Among the most common sayings I heard among the people I interviewed was, “I make my own religion.”


And the Remixed are willing to put their consumer dollars into pursuing these new religions. If “sex sells” was the unofficial advertising mantra of the Mad Men era, then “spirituality sells” is the slogan for post-2016. One “experience management software,” for example, promises without a shred of irony that it will “help turn customers into fans/products into obsessions/employees into ambassadors/brands into icons.”34


The most successful new religions of 2020 and beyond are the ones that have taken this intuitional turn and found ways to make it both communal and—in an increasingly brand-driven age—salable. They’re the ones that take the extant consumer-capitalist culture of our age—smartphones, social media, Moon Juice, 4chan boards, oat milk—and make interacting with it into a sacred ritual, an avenue to fulfilling a wider purpose in a meaningful world. They’re the ones that alchemize our everyday activities—eating, working out, following the news, posting on social media—and turn them, as Punchdrunk did to the McKittrick Hotel, into strange and sacred rites, not hobbies but rituals. They’re the ones that have figured out how to take Twitter, or Instagram, or consumer culture, and enchant it.


For some, this freedom is revelatory, even necessary. For many women who see in organized religion the relics of an oppressive patriarchal culture, or for the nearly 50 percent of queer people—so often marginalized by traditional faiths—who now call themselves religiously unaffiliated, these new religions offer an opportunity to seek out spiritual truth and a connection with the divine, beyond doctrine (and often communities) that would treat them as pariahs.35


But, at the same time, the refractory nature of these new intuitional religions—each one, at its core, a religion of the self—risks creating an increasingly balkanized American culture: one in which our desire for personal authenticity and experiential fulfillment takes precedent over our willingness to build coherent ideological systems and functional, sustainable institutions.


When we are all our own high priests, who is willing to kneel?






OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Contents





		COVER



		TITLE PAGE



		COPYRIGHT



		DEDICATION



		EPIGRAPH



		INTRODUCTION: NOTES FROM A SO-CALLED SECULAR AGE



		one: WHO ARE THE RELIGIOUSLY REMIXED (AND WHAT IS A RELIGION, ANYWAY)?



		two: A (BRIEF) HISTORY OF INTUITIONAL RELIGION IN AMERICA



		three: TODAY’S GREAT AWAKENING (AND WHY IT’S NOT LIKE THE OTHERS)



		four: HARRY POTTER AND THE BIRTH OF REMIX CULTURE



		five: WELLNESS CULTURE AND THE REBIRTH OF NEW THOUGHT



		six: THE MAGIC RESISTANCE



		seven: THE NEW PERFECTIONISM: OUR SEXUAL UTOPIAS



		eight: TWO DOCTRINES FOR A GODLESS WORLD



		nine: TWILIGHT OF THE CHADS



		CONCLUSION: CLASH OF THE TITANS



		ACKNOWLEDGMENTS



		DISCOVER MORE



		ABOUT THE AUTHOR



		NOTES













Navigation





		Begin Reading



		Table of Contents











OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.png
PUBILICAFFAIRS





OEBPS/images/9781541762510.jpg
72]
Z
o
1
O
—
—
28]
[+






OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
STRANGE
RITES

New Religions for a Godless World

Tara Isabella Burton

o

PUBLICAFFAIRS
NEW YORK





