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Recent research by Ashworth and Farthing (2007) demonstrates that church-going is mainly associated with the middle-classes rather than the working-classes. For both sexes, professionals as well as senior and middle management have an above-average frequency of church attendance, whilst skilled, semi-skilled and unskilled manual workers have the lowest proportion. 

In September 2008, the Christian charity Tearfund reported that 34% of social classes 1 & 2 and 32% of owner-occupiers had above-average churchgoing levels compared with 21% of social class 3, 22% of social classes 4 & 5 and 19% of council tenants. However, surveys of non-attenders suggest that more members of the middle-classes are non-believers or atheists. There is still a strong ‘belief without belonging’ among the working-classes. 

Reasons for class differences in church attendance

(1) The Church of England has traditionally been seen as a middle or upper class institution, and has always had a close relationship with the monarchy and state. The monarch, members of parliament and other dignitaries are frequently seen at religious ceremonies such as Remembrance Day services. Church of England bishops sit in the House of Lords. In the past working-class membership of the church and attendance often went hand in hand with deference to the upper classes generally. 

In the past, the adoption of middle-class cultural standards was generally seen as a mark of decency and respectability.  The middle classes went to church and so too did ‘decent’ working-class people. The greater decline in working-class attendance may, therefore, reflect changes in the relationship between the classes, where deference or respect is no longer expected or given.

Aherne and Davie attribute working-class non-attendance at church to a general mistrust of institutional life. Institutions such as churches are perceived as too closely tied to the ruling establishment. Halevy argues that one of the appeals of John Wesley’s Methodism to the working-class was its critique of the Anglican Church as ‘the Tory party at prayer’. Davie notes that the working-class generally mistrust officialdom – churches may be interpreted as too official or formal because they issue instructions to people about how they should behave. Non-attendance today may simply be a continuation of the working-class non-conformity that Halevy observes in 18th century working-class behaviour. 

(2) The middle classes tend to be more geographically mobile and this can have an impact on churchgoing. Research for Religious Trends showed that while churchgoing is in decline, there are pockets of growth in prosperous areas: 9.6 per cent of people in wealthier areas went to church compared to 5.9 per cent in the poorest areas. According to Brierley (1999), the church offers people new to an area an opportunity to become part of the community. However, this may have the negative consequence of alienating working-class people in poorer areas from churches they perceive to be middle class.

(3) Church attendance for the middle-classes, especially in rural areas, may have become a secular or social activity – people may go to be seen or because it is the ‘thing’ to do rather than go to worship God. 

Denominations

Wallis notes that denominations are slightly anti-establishment because they have broken away from the established Church of England. However, Wallis notes that denominations are respectable organisations and consequently they do not attract the lowest classes. Rather they appeal most to the skilled working-class and lower middle-class. 




Sects 

Sects have traditionally recruited the most disadvantaged members of society and often require them to give up their previous life. Those with too much to give up are unlikely to be attracted by sects. 

Glock and Stark note that people may be attracted to sects because of their experience of various types of deprivation and social change. A number of observations can be made with regard to deprivation, social change and social class:

· Economic deprivation is more likely to be experienced by the working class and the poor – there is some evidence that evangelical Christian sects, the Nation of Islam, Rastafarianism, the Branch Davidians, Jim Jones’ People’s Temple etc appealed mainly to a working-class clientele because they offered divine compensation for their low economic status. Sects may give the economically deprived a way of coping with their disadvantages. 

· Andrew Holden’s work on the Jehovah’s Witnesses suggests that the skilled working-class and white collar workers who become members of this sect may do as a result of social or status deprivation, i.e. they derive little or no satisfaction from their jobs. The evangelical goals of the Witnesses may be an alternative source of status. 

· Roy Wallis notes that middle-class students were attracted to the sects that appeared in the 1960s and 1970s because they were suffering a crisis of meaning in a materialist society. These university-educated young people were experiencing psychic deprivation – they felt they lacked a spiritual life - and consequently turned to sects that could offer spiritual fulfilment and enlightenment. 

· Ethical deprivation might also explain the appeal of Islamic fundamentalism to the young upwardly mobile Muslim middle-class. Bruce (2002) argues that middle-class university-educated young Muslims may feel that the Western capitalist system is both too dependent on materialism and corrupting in terms of its lack of emphasis on the spiritual.  They may feel that there is a need to return to traditional principles is an attempt to reclaim the past and redress the balance.

Cults

The composition of New Age cults is overwhelmingly middle class. As Bruce (1995) argues, spiritual growth appeals mainly to those whose more pressing material needs have been satisfied but who feel there may be more to life. Interest in the New Age also often depends on having the spare material resources to buy into the services these cults offer. For example, the cost of investing in the spiritual services offered by religious organisations such as Scientology or Forum can be quite high. 

Bruce further maintains that New Age cults appeal specifically to ‘university-educated middle classes, especially females, working in the “expressive professions’: social workers, counsellors, actors, writers, artists, and others whose education and work cause them to have an articulate interest in human potential’. 

This seems to be confirmed by the Kendal research conducted by Heelas and Woodhouse which suggested that take-up of New Age services was a middle-class rather than working-class pastime. 
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