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PREFACE

Religion and politics and the dynamic interactions between them are visible everywhere in the United States—and they are the focus of this book. We see the continuing presence of the conservative religious movement and its concerns with abortion, homosexuality, sex education, and family breakdown—as well as its increasing interest in human rights, the environment, and poverty. We also see the assertiveness of the Roman Catholic Church, which allies itself with evangelical Protestants on abortion and educational choice and with mainline Protestants on foreign policy and social welfare issues. We note the enduring legacy of African American churches in American politics, as well as the increasing political relevance of Latino religious expressions. We continue to observe vigorous lobbying efforts by progressive religious groups, both Protestant and Catholic. We consider the prominent role of Jewish groups in American politics, especially regarding support for Israel and the continuing efforts of the United States’ growing Muslim population to gain political influence. We watch the persistent flood of cases in the American judicial system, especially cases brought by religious minority groups. Everywhere one looks, religion and politics appear to be intertwined in American public life.

The aim of this book is to understand the politics of religion in the United States and to appreciate the strategic choices that politicians and religious participants make when they participate in politics. We try to make sense of how religion and politics come together in the voting booth, Congress and the state legislatures, the executive branch, the courts, the interest group system, and the larger culture of the United States. The subject is large and complex, and it features fascinating and often contradictory currents. It is a topic of tremendous importance because we believe one can understand American politics and society today only with an appreciation of religion’s role in them.

We have worked hard to make this book accessible. Although we take account of what many political scientists, historians, and other scholars have said about religion and politics, our goal through four editions has been to produce a readable and informative text, not a scholarly tome. We have thoroughly updated the content from the third edition here to reflect current trends and important changes in the relationship between religion and politics. One of the challenges we have faced in preparing this edition relates to the very nature of American religion—its real and ever-growing pluralism, its diverse regional and ethnic bases, and its tendency to change rapidly. These characteristics preclude the possibility of any single definition of religion. Moreover, we are not especially attracted to elaborate philosophical or linguistic attempts to define such a changing and fluid concept as religion. Rather, we define religion phenomenologically. That is, we discuss the politics of religion in the United States with the understanding that what the culture generally treats as religion (or as a religion), we do, too—from Protestantism in all of its varieties, to Judaism, Roman Catholicism, Islam, the LDS Church, and innumerable other faiths. Despite the great religious diversity of American culture, religion is ordinarily assumed to involve the acknowledgment and worship of a transcendent god or gods, spirit, or force. Usually it is more specific than the alternate definition, which would suggest that any general system of meaning is a religion.

We endeavor to strike a balance between providing enough information and cluttering the narrative with endless nuance. Historical background, we believe, is an essential part of this context, so we devote an entire chapter to historical roots, in addition to providing historical details elsewhere in the text. As we present the big picture, we may oversimplify at times or give short shrift to some subjects. For example, there are plenty of complexities today in the relationship between evangelical Protestants and Roman Catholics, and we discuss many of them in various chapters. But the most significant development may be their emerging cooperation—a fact that can be appreciated only if one understands the deep historical antipathy between these two groups.

Our book also depicts the arena of struggle and strategic calculation, of the clashing ideals and necessary compromise that mark all of politics, a concept we define as conflict and agreement in public life. We shift back and forth between describing practical politics, religious traditions, and theology. We try to illuminate religious politics as it operates in government, among clashing interest groups, and in American voting behavior. At the same time, we explore the nature of citizens’ faiths and the personal values that have so much effect on their political beliefs and behaviors. Only by doing both tasks may the dynamics of religion in American politics today be appreciated.

Chapter 1 of this book begins with a thematic interpretation of religion and politics in American history. We avoid presenting a merely chronological review because we are more interested in broad themes that resonate with current issues. We move to the contemporary scene in Chapter 2, where we describe the status of religion in America today. Here we examine the religious affiliations of the American people, their religious practices, and the theological and political outlooks of major Christian religious traditions in America—evangelical Protestantism, mainline Protestantism, and Catholicism. In Chapter 3 we turn to the politics of Judaism; Islam; the LDS Church; and other, smaller religious traditions in the United States. Not only do such traditions highlight important themes in religion and politics, they sometimes have a tangible impact on politics in the United States. In the next three chapters we turn to practical politics: voting and party politics in Chapter 4, lobbying in Chapter 5, and political elites in Chapter 6. Chapter 7, which is new to the fourth edition, examines the intersection of religion and political culture, and especially the role that religion plays in fostering the values and norms of American democracy.

This brings us to the legal and constitutional arenas, which are the subject of Chapters 8 and 9. Here we consider clashing views about the meaning of the First Amendment’s provision for religious free exercise and its prohibition of official religious establishment. We explore crucial court cases that have defined church-state law and indelibly shaped the way religion and government interact; we also examine various legal interest groups involved in the relevant legal battles both within and outside of the courtroom. We then explore several important topics that merit focused treatment, including Latino and African American religion in Chapter 10 and gender, religion, and politics in Chapter 11. Finally, in Chapter 12 we discuss several broad theories that attempt to explain religious politics in America today. Looking at the big picture helps us understand the fascinating, ever-changing world of politics and religion in America.

We owe special thanks to John Green of the University of Akron, who shared data from the University of Akron’s 2012 National Survey of Religion and Politics. The Pew Forum also proved an invaluable source of information, data, and support. We also benefited from the excellent research assistance of University of Oklahoma graduate student Jason Pudlo and undergraduate student Gabrielle Skillings. Two individuals in particular contributed immeasurably in the preparation of this book—our helpful editor at Westview, Ada Fung, and our devoted editor, Alice Honeywell, in Madison, Wisconsin.
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RELIGION AND POLITICAL CULTURE IN AMERICA: THE HISTORICAL LEGACY TO THE PRESENT

It would be difficult to understand American politics today without knowing something about American religion. And it would be equally difficult to understand either politics or religion without a sense of history, a sense of how the interplay among religion, politics, and culture has shaped the story of the United States to the present time. Since colonial days, religion has played a profound role in molding American culture, directly and indirectly, in ways that no one at the time of the founding could ever have imagined or predicted. In order to sort out the complex history of the relationships among religion, politics, and culture, we have organized this chapter around five themes: the Puritan temper, pluralism, the evangelical dimension, populism, and the contemporary growth of religious and spiritual individualism.

THE PURITAN TEMPER

The United States was born of religious zeal. Its colonization coincided with, and was fueled by, vast upheavals in Europe that had been unleashed by the Protestant Reformation. None of these was as important as the Puritan revolution, which shook England and inspired many to emigrate to the New World. Today the term puritanical connotes a narrow-minded, self-righteous rejection of anything pleasurable. But the Puritan legacy is something quite different. The Puritans bequeathed to Americans strong civic institutions, a sense of national mission, and a reformist impulse that continues to shape American society and political culture.

The Puritans earned their name from their desire to “purify” the Church of England and, more broadly, society itself in the late 1500s and early 1600s. Inspired by Calvinist Reformed theology, Puritans reacted vehemently against what they saw as laxity and corruption in Christian churches. Infused with a sense of moral urgency, Puritans threatened established political and religious elites, and they often suffered persecution as a result of their agitation. To many Puritans, America offered both an escape and a fresh start. Thus in the early 1600s, many Puritans (along with other religious dissenters) found their way to the American seaboard.1

Although the American colonies were characterized by religious diversity from the beginning, the Puritans brought with them such a powerful vision that they exercised a disproportionate influence for a century and a half before the Revolutionary War. Many people at the time, regardless of their denominational affiliation, embraced the central tenets of Puritanism, and several of the leading colonial intellectuals were Puritan ministers.2

To the Puritans, the new land was not just a place where they could freely exercise their religion. It was literally the New Israel, the Promised Land on which the faithful could build a holy commonwealth unencumbered by Old World corruption. The Puritans called their mission an “Errand in the Wilderness” and saw it as divinely ordained. In the celebrated Puritan phrase, America was to be “a city upon a hill,” a light to all nations. This sense of the New World’s providential destiny continues to fascinate, mystify, and sometimes shock people in other countries. From the “manifest destiny” of westward expansion, to Abraham Lincoln’s determination to preserve the Union, to Woodrow Wilson’s quest to “make the world safe for democracy,” to John Kennedy’s Peace Corps, to George W. Bush’s interest in foreign nation-building, some Americans have continued the Puritan legacy by acting on a sense of special mission and destiny. Understanding this legacy is especially important now as the United States strives to define its global responsibilities in a complex and often unsympathetic larger world.

Puritan doctrine also helped to nurture self-government in the new land.3 Puritans articulated a “covenant theology” that was a blatant rejection of the longstanding “divine right of kings” doctrine. As the Puritans saw it, political leaders did not derive their authority directly from God; instead, Puritans favored a model of government based on a community’s covenant with God. Puritan churches were autonomous, self-governing parishes. This “congregational” tradition gave rise to a parallel political preference for community self-governance.

To be sure, the Puritan conception of democracy was hardly today’s understanding of democracy. Only the religious “elect,” or church members, were allowed to participate. People could become church members only by persuading church leaders that they were most likely predestined for salvation; this status was understood to be enjoyed by only a small percentage of the population. But even if the Puritan colonies were more theocracies than democracies, they fostered a form of self-government from the start. Christian colonists had become outraged by 1775 as England and its established church continued to assert authority over the colonies. By then, the colonists had governed themselves for more than a century, and those in the Puritan tradition believed their religious doctrine justified their action.4

The Puritan emphasis on all humans’ tendency to sin also affected American politics, though scholars disagree on the extent. Certainly the Puritans’ skeptical view of human nature contributed to the American fear of concentrated governmental power. If political leaders are as tempted by sin as other human beings, then precautions against abuse must be built into the system. Thus some scholars see evidence of the residual cultural influence of Puritan doctrine in James Madison’s concern about diffusing and checking power in the US Constitution. Others note that early Americans in their Revolution largely avoided romantic and utopian thinking of the sort that led to the excesses of the French Revolution soon after. A deeply ingrained understanding of sin thus tempered the early American practice of government.5

In addition, throughout the nation’s history, many Americans have based their social practices on the Puritan understanding of the need to restrain individual sin for the good of the community. As the French observer Alexis de Tocqueville noted in the 1830s, the majority of Americans shared the Puritan conviction that “freedom” did not mean license to do anything one pleased, but rather the ability to do those things that are good and right. Tocqueville found Americans remarkably faithful to this ideal in their organization of churches, schools, communities, and families. Powerful socialization forces restrained human impulses deemed destructive to the community.6 Thus morally intrusive laws and practices that may seem suffocating today were actually viewed as helpful in early America, as they would liberate the individual from “slavery to sin.”7

Puritans emphasized the community’s central role in nurturing and restraining the individual. This aspect of their outlook is receiving renewed attention today. The Puritans and their heirs could be harsh, but their focus on community meant that people were not isolated. Women were not abandoned if they became widows; orphans were cared for; people did not suffer from rootlessness. Religious mores and strong communities restrained the atomizing tendencies unleashed by modern political freedom. Even today, many Americans continue to align themselves at least nominally with religious groups, even if their attendance is sporadic, in part just because they perceive this sense of community in congregations.8

Finally, Puritanism bequeathed to the nation a mighty store of moral zeal that often did not recognize that shades of gray are needed in a political system whose lifeblood is compromise. Critics note how Puritan clergy moved with equal stridency from depicting the French as anti-Christian during the French and Indian War to viewing the British in similar terms only a decade later during the American Revolution.9 More sympathetic voices note that politics sometimes cries out for an infusion of religious conviction and fervor. Where would the nation be, they ask, without the uncompromising fervor of the abolitionists in the nineteenth century or the reformist energies of suffragists?

Whether for good or ill, we see evidence of this zeal among some religionists across the political spectrum today. When today’s religious leaders prophesy against the evils of society and equate their political struggles with God’s cause, they are exemplifying the American Puritan tradition.

RELIGIOUS FREEDOM AND PLURALISM

Important though the Puritan legacy was and is, the reality of religious pluralism played an even more powerful role in shaping the nation’s history. The roots of the dominant characteristic of American religion today—its almost bewildering multiplicity of religions, denominations, theologies, and organizational styles—may be traced to early colonial patterns. Moreover, the American break with the 1,500-year European tradition of maintaining a state-established church, as well as the eventual constitutional protection for religious freedom, combined to allow religious pluralism to flourish in the New World. And no one in any way planned this confluence of events.

Most colonies installed official state churches. The New England colonies formally designated the Congregational (Puritan) Church as their official faith; Maryland was at one time officially a Catholic colony; most southern colonies established the Anglican Church (the Church of England, which later became known as the Episcopal Church in the United States). This commonplace practice of establishing an official faith meant citizens had to pay a tax to support the colonial church and in some places had to be married by government-supported clergy.10

Despite the existence of established churches, however, members of other religious groups, including Jews, Quakers, Baptists, and many more, all found more room to practice their faiths in the New World than they had in Europe. If one found Massachusetts too suffocating, there was always Rhode Island, home to a host of dissenters, or New York, which had received numerous Jewish settlers by the late seventeenth century. Then there were the middle colonies—especially Pennsylvania, where religious freedom was official policy from the start—which modeled religious tolerance for the rest of the new nation. And there was always the seemingly endless wilderness, which became a haven to religious nonconformists and visionaries. So Catholics settled in Maryland and tolerated Protestants; Quakers settled in Pennsylvania and tolerated Lutherans; Baptists agitated for their own freedom in a number of colonies. The idea of a society in which each faith tolerated all others in order to enjoy its own freedom took root.11

Religious tolerance was strengthened in the late eighteenth century when the Constitution and the Bill of Rights were drafted and adopted, officially founding the United States. The framers of the US Constitution faced an enormous challenge: knitting together thirteen colonies with different cultures, religions, economies, and climates. The solutions were born of necessity and compromise, as we can see in the language of the religion clauses of the First Amendment, which are clearly an attempt to address the complexities of religious pluralism: “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof.” The federal government was not to be allowed to favor one religion over all others, nor limit the liberty of worship of any particular religion.

Then as now, the goal of religious freedom meant different things to different people. Some of the framers, such as Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, and James Madison, favored religious liberty in part to reduce any established clergy’s interference with politics, which to them represented a vestige of the corrupt and oppressive European world. Most of such men were Enlightenment deists who believed in a God who had set the universe on course with natural laws and then left it alone. They saw a chance to create an enduring United States free of the intense religious squabbles involving government interference that infected the Old World.

Jefferson, a religious skeptic who wrote his own version of the New Testament in which he did not affirm Christ as God, authored the Virginia Statute of Religious Freedom (a precursor to the First Amendment). Madison shared Jefferson’s belief that leaving individual conscience unfettered by the state would be the best guide in religion and morality. He therefore joined Jefferson’s effort to disestablish the state church in Virginia.

But this is not the full story. Fervent Baptists, along with other religious dissenters, also strongly supported constitutional protection of religious freedom and an end to state support for Virginia’s established church. Persecuted by Anglican authorities in the southern colonies and Puritan leaders in New England, Baptists remembered the times when they had been jailed for seeking marriages outside the established church or for refusing to pay the church tax. As a result they were natural allies of separationists, such as Jefferson and Madison.

Even for those Christians who initially favored state-established churches, the sheer necessity of protecting their own faiths ultimately led them to support religious freedom. Given the religious pluralism already present in the thirteen colonies, no one could ensure that any particular church would be the one established by the new national government. All believers wanted freedom for themselves and concluded that the “only way to get it for themselves was to grant it to all others.”12

The bold national experiment in religious freedom, as embodied in the First Amendment, did set the stage for an end to established churches in the states. Even though the language of the religion clauses was understood to prohibit only establishment by the federal government, the national model eventually swept through the states, which took it upon themselves to end the practice. Massachusetts was the last state to do away with its official faith, disestablishing the Congregational Church in 1833.13

This ideal of church-state separation and religious freedom is deeply ingrained in American culture today. It is also one of the central contributions of the United States to the world. To understand the uniqueness of the American experiment, it is necessary only to observe that from the time of the Emperor Constantine in the fourth century to the founding of the colonies in the seventeenth century, European practice and doctrine always had been to establish an official religion by law. So embedded is this practice in Europe that government support for religion continues to this day even though most European countries are largely secular. On the other hand, from the start the United States never had a state-established national religion, which has had the somewhat ironic effect of allowing religion to flourish.

By the nineteenth century in the United States, state governments continued to help organized religion in a few ways, but religious institutions were mostly on their own. Cut off from the paternalistic hand of government and largely freed from persecution, churches became voluntary associations, dependent almost entirely upon the continued support of their members for survival. And contrary to what some expected, churches thrived. Indeed, in the wake of disestablishment, remarkable religious growth and innovation occurred in the nineteenth century, spurred by those faith traditions—especially the Baptist and Methodist varieties of Christianity—that adapted best to the rapidly changing conditions of life on the frontier. Unsupported by the state and facing all the challenges of westward expansion, “volunteerist churches” sprang up as circuit-riding ministers traveled west to preach the gospel.

A new kind of entrepreneurial climate fostered the emergence of a multiplicity of worship styles and faith interpretations. If you did not like the local minister or if you held unorthodox views, you could always join a new congregation or form your own. Such freedom was unheard of in Europe, as it is in most Islamic countries today. Churches blossomed and new faith traditions sprouted as religious entrepreneurs competed with one another for the loyalty of the faithful. Religious practice, in turn, adapted endlessly to changing economic and social circumstances as Americans pressed westward. The peculiar vitality of American religion that we observe today (in contrast to the relatively moribund state churches of Europe) owes its origin to this unique blend of religious freedom, evangelical fervor, and frontier life.

The fruit of this nineteenth-century pioneer religious culture was a proliferation of religious experiments, from utopian communities to the practice of transcendentalism. Another development was the rise of millennial sects. Convinced they could divine the coming of the End Times prophesied in scripture, charismatic leaders of the nineteenth century forged new denominations and contributed to the eschatological theology of modern fundamentalism. A host of movements and sects today trace their lineage to this era. The popularity of the Left Behind series of novels and related media (including movies, music, and even a video game), which focus on the End Times, is an indication of the continuing appeal of millennial religion in America today.14

This God-intoxicated culture also produced religious movements in the nineteenth century that the Protestant-dominated society viewed as threats. The most important of these was the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS Church) and its faithful, the Mormons. Their story illustrates the limits of tolerance and how religious clashes in America sometimes took violent turns. The Mormon story also illustrates how the American experience can give rise to a popular new faith, one with worldwide membership that is continuing to grow rapidly in the twenty-first century.

Mormons trace their origins to the vision of Joseph Smith Jr. of Palmyra, New York, who claimed to have found sacred tablets describing how the lost tribe of Israel migrated to the New World. A farmer’s son with limited formal education, Smith published his translations of the sacred tablets in 1830, thereby writing what became known as the Book of Mormon, which Mormons take to be an additional testament of Jesus Christ. Within a few years of the book’s publication, Smith’s following became a serious new movement.

But the new religious movement Smith fashioned, which was fervent, disciplined, and situated outside of the mainstream with its practice of polygamy, aroused the enmity of neighbors. Smith’s followers were chased successively out of New York, Ohio, Missouri, and Illinois. Smith himself fled a near war in Missouri (where the governor issued an extermination order against Mormons). After founding the city of Nauvoo, Illinois, he was arrested by the Illinois state militia. Before Smith could stand trial, a lynch mob stormed the jail in Carthage, Illinois, and killed him. Smith’s successor, Brigham Young, then led the faithful across the Rocky Mountains to safety in the Salt Lake Valley, where he founded what amounted to a theocratic nation.15

The safe haven was short lived, however, because the territory of Utah came under US control in 1848, following the Mexican War. To Protestant society the Mormon practice of polygamy (which was grounded in their interpretation of faith) was repugnant, and politicians responded aggressively. President James Buchanan ordered troops to besiege Salt Lake City in 1857, and Congress followed suit by passing a series of laws outlawing polygamy in the territories. Penalties included the confiscation of church property and the loss of citizenship privileges. These actions, which the US Supreme Court deliberated in its 1879 decision in Reynolds v. United States, ultimately succeeded in forcing Mormons to conform to the marital norms of mainstream American society. LDS Church leaders issued a declaration late in the nineteenth century against plural marriages and pledged loyalty to the laws of the United States. Only then could Utah be admitted to the Union, which officially happened in 1896.16

In addition to homegrown pluralism, of course, immigration also fueled religious diversity and continues to do so. By far the most important legacy of the nineteenth century was the dramatic expansion of the Roman Catholic population in the United States. From the mid-1800s on, successive waves of immigrants from Catholic countries such as Ireland, Italy, and Poland poured into the United States. This phenomenon produced a long-enduring religious and cultural divide in American history—the Catholic-Protestant split—which shaped partisan political loyalties for over a century and a half. Indeed, one cannot understand the significance of John F. Kennedy’s election to the presidency in 1960 or the unexpected current political alliances between Catholics and many evangelical Protestants without appreciating how much the divide between Protestants and Catholics once shaped American political history.

The first large wave of Roman Catholics arrived in the 1840s and 1850s, as Irish immigrants settled in American cities and built a vigorous and public Catholic Church. A second group came from Germany in the same period and continued in the second half of the nineteenth century. A third came at the turn of the century, this time from southern, central, and eastern Europe. As the American Catholic presence grew, some political issues took on overtones reflecting religious division. Temperance was in part a Protestant attempt to discipline Catholic drinkers; campaigns against corrupt big-city party machines also were partly a reaction against the political power of Catholic immigrants and their descendants. Even before the Civil War there were occasional Catholic-Protestant skirmishes. Civil War draft riots in New York, in which Irish Catholics protested military conscription, reflected their resistance to the evangelical Protestant tendency to view the Civil War as a holy crusade.

Political parties, which were much stronger in the late nineteenth century than they are today, naturally channeled this cultural combat, especially in the North. There, Protestant voters were disproportionately Republican, whereas most Catholics became loyal Democrats. Some vestiges of this division linger to this day.

One of the most graphic examples of the Catholic-Protestant split concerned education. Although church and state institutions were constitutionally separated in nineteenth-century America, Protestant domination of society produced an unofficial, cultural Protestant establishment. Public schools frequently used texts—from the Protestant King James Bible to the McGuffey Readers—that promoted Protestant values. Catholics developed their own parochial school system and, where they were strong enough, pushed for state aid for it. Protestants fought against such efforts.

After the Civil War, Catholics intensified their effort to secure public support for their church-run schools. Protestant fealty to the Republican Party produced its response: the Blaine Amendment, an attempt by the Republican administration of Ulysses S. Grant to amend the US Constitution to prohibit any state governmental aid to parochial schools. Introduced in the House of Representatives by James G. Blaine of Maine in 1875, the amendment became a symbol of anti-Catholic sentiment among the Protestant majority (Blaine, a Republican, became associated with the charge that the Democrats were the party of “Rum, Romanism, and Rebellion”). The proposed constitutional amendment passed the House but fell short of the two-thirds vote needed in the Senate. Republican platforms from 1876 to 1892, however, continued to call for an end to government aid to sectarian schools.

These kinds of battles continued to be fought at the state level. Many states passed a version of the Blaine Amendment in their own constitutions, but state-level restriction of parochial education did not end there. In the 1920s, for example, Catholics had to take their case all the way to the US Supreme Court when the State of Oregon decreed that all children had to attend public schools—in effect making parochial systems illegal. Catholics won, and the Oregon law was overturned.17 With that victory, however, the battle shifted once again to state public support, which remains a major constitutional issue today.

These events remind us that the remarkable religious pluralism of American religion was not achieved without struggle. Our religious history has had plenty of conflict as new religions emerged or new peoples came to the United States, inevitably altering the established religious equilibrium. But pluralism has flourished nonetheless. The evidence from our history confirms what data show from the study of religion worldwide: sometimes, but not always, pluralism can reduce religious conflict in the long run. On the other hand, repression and persecution from those in or out of government guarantees religious conflict, a lesson not to be ignored.18

And there are quite contemporary signs of the continuing struggle to preserve or enhance the reality of religious freedom in the United States. Examples abound today where governments pursue agendas that negatively impact religious freedom. For example, New York City recently attempted to force hundreds of religious and spiritual groups to abandon their longtime use of public schools for services (for a fee), citing the separation of church and state. In another example, the Roman Catholic Church and the federal government are in conflict as the government promotes policies on gay adoption, the morning-after pill, and contraceptives that the Catholic Church cannot support. In the Catholic Church’s view, the government’s policies are marginalizing the Church’s views on adoption and its hospital institutions, and thus the religious freedom of Catholics.

THE EVANGELICAL DIMENSION

Intimately linked with both the Puritan heritage and the American experiment in religious freedom is the strong evangelical dimension of American religion. We mean “evangelical dimension” in two senses. First, we mean the branch of Protestantism that is deeply committed to the Bible as the only authoritative source of God’s revelation and stresses the adult conversion (“born-again”) experience and vigorous evangelizing (seeking converts).

Second, the evangelical dimension also refers to the fact that all major faiths, to some extent, have had to adopt evangelizing strategies to survive in the American religious marketplace. Because evangelical Protestants have been assertive about seeking converts, evangelical Protestantism became the paradigm of successful religious growth in America. But whether Protestant or Catholic, Mormon or Muslim, any faith must spread the word—that is, evangelize—to thrive. And given the close link between culture and politics, this sense of evangelicalism often produces political fallout.

These two senses of the evangelical dimension are strongly related. In a major study of religious growth and decline from the revolutionary era to today, Roger Finke and Rodney Stark contend that there is a consistent pattern in which disestablishment, religious freedom, and the frontier have combined to produce a “religious marketplace.”19 In this marketplace, religious faiths thrive or decline on the basis of how well they serve the needs of existing members and evangelize by reaching out to new members or “fallen away” former members.20

Finke and Stark’s study supports what others have argued: Sometimes the intensity of the religious experience offered by a particular faith tradition wanes over time; members become comfortable and do not look outward. Clergy can contribute to this decline in intensity if they grow complacent and accommodating. As a result the religious message becomes watered down, and the church itself becomes unable to convey a powerful message about the meaning of life.21 People yearning for such meaning may therefore leave and seek out other settings for meaning—religious, spiritual, or something else altogether. Evangelical faiths of all kinds convey that their message is about meaning in what they preach and practice inside their religious institutions. They also seek to reach to others outside their walls with their message about meaning. Religious institutions that do not convey such conviction cannot expect to flourish in the long run.22

In American history we do observe this pattern of rising sects and the decline of once-dominant churches. For example, Puritan sects of the seventeenth century, which were otherworldly and severe, eventually were transformed into the comfortable Congregational churches of the eighteenth century. When they became more comfortable, these churches lost a good share of their members to the new evangelical congregations born of revivals in the 1730s and 1740s. Upstart Methodist and Baptist congregations, which had grown dramatically after the founding era, eclipsed them. The cycle continued: As Methodism became the home of an increasingly settled membership and its ministers grew less strict about enforcing traditional rules in the late nineteenth century, a fervent Holiness religious movement drew away a significant portion of its membership (see Box 1.1).

This pattern is why almost all religious groups in the United States are increasingly committed to evangelizing movements, reaching out to new or former members. They know that if they fail to do so, decline will follow. Thus even a relatively insular (if large) church as the Roman Catholic Church has an active Office of Evangelization as well as a Evangelical Catholic youth organization and formation movement. They join such successful groups as the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints, the religion of Islam, and many Protestant evangelical churches in assertively attempting to bring their faith to others.






BOX 1.1 ARE HIGHLY PAID MINISTERS A SIGN OF A DECLINING CHURCH?

Yes, say Roger Finke and Rodney Stark. In their book The Churching of America, Finke and Stark argue that there has been an inverse ratio between clergy salaries and church vitality in church history. Upstart churches with few material resources depend on ministers who are willing to make extraordinary sacrifices for their cause.

Low-paid, circuit-riding clergy transformed the Methodist Church from a tiny sect in the mid-1700s into the largest denomination in the United States a century later. The Methodist Church grew rapidly in relation to Congregational, Episcopal, and Presbyterian churches, which paid their ministers far more. But as the Methodist Church became more affluent and comfortable with the world—and paid its clergy accordingly—it began to lose its vigor, stopped placing high expectations on its members, and slipped into decline. Methodism thus has lost its “market share” to Baptist and Pentecostal churches, both of which still have an abundance of low-paid clergy.

Source: Roger Finke and Rodney Stark, The Churching of America, 1776–2005: Winners and Losers in Our Religious Economy (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2005).







In American history, surges of evangelical energy have often stimulated significant political upheaval. Consider several major examples of political fallout from Protestant evangelical revivalism, beginning in the eighteenth century and continuing into the modern era.

Special Case: Evangelicals, Slavery, and the Civil War

One of the characteristics of evangelicalism in America at times has been its tendency to view politics at times as a struggle between good and evil. We see this evangelical temper in one of the most momentous, religiously infused movements in the nation’s history: the crusade against slavery. No issue so tormented the young nation as slavery, America’s “original sin.” Black people came to the New World in bondage, which was a contradiction with both professed political ideals and Christian beliefs from the beginning. Some early leaders, such as George Washington and Thomas Jefferson, acknowledged this contradiction but did little to address it. The Quaker faith expelled slaveholding members in 1776, and antislavery societies sprouted among some churchgoing people, particularly in the North. But the practice of slavery was so entrenched by the late eighteenth century that the Constitution itself made a “pact with the devil” by accepting servitude and allowing southern states to count, for purposes of allocating members in the House of Representatives, three-fifths of their enslaved population.

A revolution against slavery began in northern thinking in the early 1800s as more antislavery societies sprang up in the wake of religious revivals. These revivals awakened Christian consciences against slavery, and churches increasingly became the fulcrum of antislavery agitation through the decades leading up to the Civil War. Many great revivalists and preachers eventually joined the cause. During debate over the Kansas-Nebraska Bill, which allowed the extension of slavery into new territories, Congress was presented with a petition from three thousand New England ministers who opposed the bill.23

This heightened northern agitation served only to harden southern attitudes. White southern evangelicals came to view the defense of their land and institutions (including slavery) as divinely ordained, and biblical justifications for slavery became common.24 The evangelical tendency to see political clashes as spiritual struggles between good and evil increasingly characterized both sides of the debate about slavery. Thus the irreconcilable conflict was, in some sense, a clash of evangelicals.

When war came, preachers in both camps depicted their cause in religious terms. From the pulpits of both the North and South came invocations of God’s wrath toward the other side in martial prayers of vivid and bloody mien. Hymns similarly carried an almost apocalyptic message, as this stanza of Julia Ward Howe’s “Battle Hymn of the Republic” shows:

I have read a fiery gospel, writ in burnished rows of steel.

“As ye deal with my contemners, so with you my grace shall deal”;

Let the Hero, born of woman, crush the serpent with his heel,

Since God is marching on.

But how could both sides invoke God? And how could anyone find God’s will in the carnage of the Civil War? These questions deeply vexed Abraham Lincoln, whose story is central to the religious and political history of America.25 His thinking on the meaning of the Civil War reveals a great deal about the potential of religiously inspired politics.

The Second Inaugural Address (1865) rivals the Gettysburg Address (1863) as Lincoln’s greatest speech. In it, reflecting on the bloodthirsty prayers of partisans, Lincoln observed that “both North and South read the same Bible, and pray to the same God. . . . The prayers of both could not be answered; that of neither has been answered fully. The Almighty has his own purposes.” Perhaps, pondered Lincoln, God had prolonged the war as the means to eradicate slavery, something neither side had expected. Perhaps the war was also God’s punishment of both North and South for the sin of slavery. Lincoln prayed for a speedy end to the war but accepted that God might will that it last until “every drop of blood drawn with the lash, shall be paid by another drawn with the sword.” For Lincoln, this decision was God’s. The same God expected him to articulate a forgiving vision of reconstruction and reunification once the war was over: “with malice toward none, with charity for all.”26

Special Case: Evangelicals and the Temperance Movement

The Temperance Movement—the crusade against intoxicating drink—constitutes another example of evangelical politics, and it provides some important practical lessons for religious partisans today. The crusade, which began in the early 1800s and lasted well into the twentieth century, was one of the landmark efforts by churches to affect American politics. Led by Protestant ministers and laity, it attained a remarkable public following. The Temperance Movement was in large part rooted in patterns of excessive alcohol consumption that had begun in the colonial period and continued long afterward. Alcohol use in the colonies was widespread and included the consumption of hard liquor by youth. Spurred by the difficulties of life on the frontier, consumption rose to extraordinary levels. Alcoholism was a pervasive problem, especially among men. Given the role of the male as breadwinner at the time, this posed an enormous threat to women and children and was debilitating to men’s health and community life as well.

To understand the central role of churches in the Temperance Movement, it is helpful to trace the history of one of the most effective pressure groups in American political history, the Anti-Saloon League. Founded in 1895 by Rev. Howard Hyde Russell, the league united Protestant pietists across denominational lines in a strategic approach that led to political success. Because of its close ties to Protestant churches, which served as the grassroots basis for local organization, the league became a formidable national force, able to field twenty thousand speakers nationwide for the cause.

What made the Anti-Saloon League successful was its relentless pressure and clear strategic calculation. Knowing that state legislatures would resist, league leaders realized they would win only through ceaseless education, lobbying, and electioneering. The organization overcame the multitude of divisions within Protestantism with a simple message of democratic appeal: Fight for the right of local communities to regulate or close down saloons. League organizers compromised when necessary, formed alliances, flooded wavering legislators with mail, and played hardball with opponents. Where they could expand on Protestant fears of Catholic immigrants, they did. Where they could form alliances with Catholics, they would, but there were few of these. Most Catholics were opposed to prohibition not only because they were often of ethnic backgrounds that did not oppose drinking, but also because they knew that behind the prohibition movement lay a good deal of anti-Catholicism.

Moreover, once local “option laws” passed that allowed local governments to set their own policies on alcohol, the League moved to get local governments and communities on board. Where they were not powerful enough to close down saloons, they fought to regulate their hours and locations. As more and more local communities acted, remaining wet areas became isolated, and most of a state went dry. Then organizers fought to repeal local option laws in favor of statewide prohibition.

The strategy of beginning a political effort in states before acting nationally worked extremely well. In 1900, five states were dry, and four others held down the amount of drinking by enacting high license fees from sellers. All other states allowed local communities to regulate alcohol, but wet areas still predominated in many of them. The Anti-Saloon League increasingly began to avoid state legislatures, which were often responsive to beer and alcohol interests. They moved instead to get voters to decide about alcohol policy directly through state referenda. State after state enacted prohibition in this manner. Swept by a mood of optimism, the league finally turned its attention to the federal government, and Congress passed the Eighteenth Amendment to the Constitution banning the production and sale of intoxicating beverages. Only the heavily Catholic states of Connecticut and Rhode Island refused to ratify the amendment. Prohibition became the law of the land in 1920.

Prohibition represented the high-water mark of the political clout of evangelical Protestantism. But its success ironically contributed to its downfall. Evangelicals increasingly became a social and political lightning rod throughout the 1920s. One reason is that while Prohibition did actually reduce drinking, it also fueled political corruption and gangsterism and made lawbreakers out of millions of otherwise law-abiding citizens. Moreover, during the Roaring Twenties, American culture itself was changing. Religiously speaking, Catholics and Jews had grown in number and clout in just a few decades, so the religious pluralism of the nation had expanded again, eroding Protestant domination of the culture. The Great Depression was the final straw, making pietist moral concerns far less pressing than economic ones. While many Protestant churches vigorously fought the repeal of Prohibition, the nation moved on, and the Twenty-First Amendment was passed, repealing the Eighteenth.27

This reality of evangelical impact has been repeated many times. For example, there is the remarkable shift of evangelical Christians from the Sun Belt to Southern California in the first decades of the twentieth century that had dramatic religious and conservative political results.28 Such events’ testimony to evangelicalism in American history are hardly the end of the story, either. Today, wherever we look in American religion, the tradition of ardent evangelical energy goes on. The impulse, motivated by a deep desire to confront perceived evils and to reach out the hand of God to help those who face troubles remains strong, sometimes transforming, and often controversial as it can take a political direction. It gives spirit to many causes—sometimes opposing ones—and comes from many citizens in numerous religious and spiritual groups. It brings some Protestants and Catholics and Muslims and Orthodox Jews together to oppose abortion or gay marriage, other Protestants and secular or liberal Jews to support choice regarding abortion and gay marriage, or the faithful from many persuasions to engage in helping the poor and hungry or to protect God’s creation, the environment. The evangelical dimension remains alive in American religion and American politics.

THE POPULIST DIMENSION

Churches in America, as we have seen, depend upon the voluntary support of the faithful to survive, let alone thrive. But thrive many do. Churches and spiritual groups were, and are, the most common means (apart from work and family) by which ordinary Americans meet voluntarily in large numbers. To a great extent, religion in America is popular religion—and the churches that succeed understand this reality. Thus popular religion is often a way for people to discover and express their common hopes and concerns. It can be, therefore, a conservative force, helping to preserve traditions people cherish. It can also be a radical force, however, channeling mass discontent and challenging elites with prophetic denunciations of injustice. Whatever its specific directions, popular religion often fosters populist politics that focus on mass-based democracy and hold elites accountable to the people.

This populist dimension was evident in the religious Great Awakening of the eighteenth century, which fostered grassroots evangelism and prepared colonists for the Revolution. It was present in the crusades against slavery and alcohol. It is alive today in black churches that serve as vital social and political centers for many African Americans, directing both their hopes and their challenges. There is also a kind of populism alive today among Christian conservatives who attack out against the hegemony of “cultural elites.” To understand this form of contemporary religious politics it is helpful to survey some important chapters in the evolution of popular democracy and populist politics.

The drafters of the Constitution did not view direct democracy or majority rule favorably at all. Key figures, such as James Madison, feared popular demagogues and knew that the masses could trample on liberty just as easily as a single tyrant could. The resulting Constitution, as well as standard suffrage restrictions (the exclusion of women and African Americans, for example) and the absence of strong political parties combined to ensure that politics in early American history remained far from fully democratic.

As historian Nathan Hatch suggests, however, a continuing democratization of Christianity advanced political democracy in the early 1800s. At the forefront of democratized religion were itinerant and often untutored grassroots preachers (especially Baptists and Methodists) who understood the special needs of people on the frontier.29 Tent revivals, which brought souls to Christ by the thousands, originated in this period; later, Rev. Billy Graham and many other evangelists updated the setting and the technology. Clergy who arose from among the common people dominated religious life on the frontier because, as the eighteenth-century evangelist George Whitefield observed, Harvard and Yale divinity schools did not prepare their elite students “to spend half their days in the saddle going from one rural hamlet to another.”30

Circuit-riding preachers endured many hardships to spread their message to the masses and brought with them a democratic faith that all are equal before God. Many people were profoundly moved by this populist Christianity and began refusing to see themselves as inferior to others. They pushed for elimination of property restrictions on voting and other measures that advanced democratization. By the late 1820s, mass democracy (at least for white males) had come to America, propelled in part by Protestant evangelical forces in the young nation.

This link between popular religion and popular democracy emerged again toward the end of the nineteenth century, the era from which the term populist derives.31 This was an era of great expansion in manufacturing, when industrialists garnered wealth while millions of farmers and workers struggled to survive. Along with rapid economic growth and ferment came a new set of ideas—especially the gospel of wealth, conspicuous consumption, and social Darwinism. In 1859, biologist Charles Darwin had shocked religious sensibilities with the publication of The Origin of Species, with its central argument that life forms develop and change slowly over time by a natural process of evolution. Herbert Spencer and William Graham Sumner popularized a social counterpart to this theory, with a competitive “survival of the fittest” model of human social evolution. Some saw captains of industry as the “fittest” by virtue of their success and wealth. To critics, this new doctrine provided a suspicious justification for the plunder perpetrated by nineteenth-century robber barons.

This new age and its justifying doctrine clashed sharply with rural Christian life, where more traditional, communal norms of barter, shared work, and extended families still operated. This clash of worldviews turned into a fierce political struggle beginning in the 1880s, when hard times settled over much of agricultural America.

For our purposes, what is notable about the populist movement was its religious overtone. Many populists were evangelical Protestants. The crusade took on a distinct revivalist flavor, complete with camp meetings and stirring speeches. The crusade was “a pentecost of politics in which a tongue of flame sat upon every man.”32 Populists sought a series of religiously connected goals aimed at a moral structuring of society, which also was reflected in the Protestant-led Temperance Movement (many populists were also “temperance men”). They concluded that the threat posed by industrialists required that government act with vigor and authority to protect the people. They proposed a variety of radical ideas, from inflationary monetary policies to outright state ownership of the railroads and the telegraph.

In the presidential election of 1896, the Democratic Party nominated William Jennings Bryan, a fiery speaker who shared the populist repugnance for the emerging industrial society. Bryan could sound like a socialist one minute and a pietist preacher the next. For Bryan, as for many populists, the gospel of the New Testament was the proper basis for a good and caring society.33 Bryan’s followers lauded the pietist idea of creating a Bible-based moral social order, insisting, as Bryan did in his famous 1896 “Cross of Gold” speech, that “you shall not crucify mankind on a cross of Gold,” a reference to the gold standard that Bryan hoped the United States would abandon to help farmers repay their substantial debts.34

To be sure, many other pietist Protestants branded the populists and Bryan as dangerous radicals. But voting studies show that Bryan, as a Democrat, did better than expected among many pietist Republican voters. At the same time, he fared relatively poorly among many Catholics and Lutherans who were uncomfortable with his particular brand of evangelical politics.

Bryan’s crusade was inherently limited, however, because it created an urban-rural cleavage and undercut traditional Democratic support among Catholics and some Protestants. But Bryan’s legacy lived on. We hear echoes of Bryan and populism today—from across the political spectrum—as religious and political leaders denounce the various elites and demand that “the people” or “the majority” be heard.35

SPIRITUAL AND RELIGIOUS INDIVIDUALISM

As we have observed, all of these historical themes have their echoes in our time in the United States. Another theme that is definitely in sharp focus today is spiritual and religious individualism, soaring in significance and increasingly taking place outside the doors of any established religious institutions, whether a church or synagogue or mosque. Its most evident sign is the burst in numbers of Americans who, while describing themselves as spiritual to one degree or another, self-consciously distinguish themselves from a religious connection and approach meaning explicitly outside traditional religious organizations. Another sign is the simultaneous and also rapid expansion of the number of people who are explicitly nonreligious or just indifferent to the whole realm of the religious or spiritual. While this development is not new, its major contemporary growth is, bringing another dimension into broader consciousness in American religious life, the movement from organized and communal religion to individual and self-directed approaches to or away from religion.

Recent surveys identify many of these citizens as “Nones,” people who say they have no religion or at least no connection with any organized religion—and want no such connection. Some are more spiritually oriented than others and only about 4 percent of the US population declares itself agnostic or atheist. But from fully 15 to 20 percent of the population now falls into the “None” category in various surveys, and its voices repeatedly sound the tones of individualism regarding religion, especially organized religion. A very large portion of this group comprises young people who often sharply articulate resistance to organized religion in the name of personal freedom and dislike for authority.

Whether this part of the population will continue to expand is unknown, although it has more than doubled in the last twenty-five years. Many observers believe it will grow and become an essential actor in the American religious landscape and perhaps affect American politics as well. It is not clear, however, what the future may bring. Many of the Nones are young, college graduates, with very low birth rates, whereas many of today’s immigrants to the United States are more religious and have more children. In any case, the rise of the Nones, like the broader overall expansion of spiritual individualism in the nation, is a historic phenomenon of unmistakable importance.36

Of course, American religious history has a vibrant tradition of practicing and celebrating individual spirituality and explicitly rejecting organized religion. It also has a tradition of attacking all religions and another of behaving indifferently toward religion. These individual attitudes, not in accord with the dominant culture, are a part of US history, just as the Puritan temper, the evangelical impulse, or the populist dimension are. Consider Ralph Waldo Emerson and his historic “Divinity Address,” in which he proclaimed his determination to follow his individualistic spirituality and turned away from organized religion.37 Consider Robert Ingersoll, the famous (or notorious) campaigning atheist of the second half of the nineteenth century.38 Such dissenters were hardly alone, either. Consider Emma Goldman and other radical socialists in the early twentieth century who were self-confident atheists. Consider Thomas Paine and his Revolutionary War–era Age of Reason, a relentless critique of the Christian Bible. Consider Elizabeth Cady Stanton, major feminist and suffragist, who was openly skeptical of the Bible and Christianity. The presence of such “freethinking” dissenters in our history is real as was the pressure they often faced as individualistic rebels in religious America.39

What is different today is the rapid spread of individualistic expressions of spirituality, cafeteria religion (as in “cafeteria Catholicism,” choosing personally what to believe or follow), religious skepticism, and indifference. Much of this phenomenon’s origins lie in the 1960s and thereafter in the wave of disillusioned, anti-institutional feelings that also affects attitudes toward political and economic institutions. Also important has been the simultaneous growth of New Age spiritualities that have moved people from churches to other, more individualistic and noninstitutional orientations. And even among those explicitly seeking an institutional religious home, the approach today is often an individualistic shopping expedition, to locate a place that fits the seeker’s individual values with the assumption that the individual should not have to conform his or her values to any religious institution. The focus is on the self.40

The following chapters will note this individualistic movement in its several expressions with ample and revealing data, but about the reality there is no dispute.

For example, the shift toward “spirituality” and away from institutional religion—especially among younger people, suggesting the possibility of an even greater shift in this direction in the future—is unmistakably an affirmation of individualism. At one level, this may be seen as yet another burst of pluralism in American society. Its most characteristic expression is the widespread reaction of people who, when asked whether they are religious, often are increasingly quick to respond and say, “Well, no, but I see myself as a spiritual person,” by which they often mean someone who cares about more than just the material world or material things.

The unmistakable rise of the “Nones” and the companion increase in so many people who self-consciously see themselves as more or less “spiritual” but not religious—especially among adults aged eighteen to twenty-nine—also suggests that any idea that the United States will soon become a secular nation is doubtful. At the same time, however, most younger people are neither very religious nor spiritual in their interests, given their many other goals and distractions.41 Attitudes toward marriage among young people today show the same direction. Many young people see marriage more and more as something that is acceptable if it is in accord with their individual development and less and less about anything social and institutional—or religious and sacred.42 This is just one more side of the entire generation’s common attitude of skepticism of religion and religious institutions that Anne Graham, the daughter of Billy Graham, sums up as: “Procedures, rituals, creeds, how in the world can they help you connect with God?”43

Those who are nonreligious today tend to be more liberal than the public at large on a wide variety of public issues. They also tend to identify as Democrats more than the public at large. Indeed, it is now appropriate to view the category of the nonreligious, whether secular or spiritual in orientation, as an informal but not self-conscious coalition in political terms. It is just as worthy of attention from those interested in voting behavior and religion and politics as Protestant evangelicals or Roman Catholics or Jews.44 The crucial question, one that will only increase in significance if the nonreligious grow in numbers, is why this political orientation is so widespread and to what extent it is a response to or reaction to a sense that the self-consciously religious tend often to be among the more conservative members of the citizenry.

Another and large question that the growth of individualistic and anti-institutional approaches to religion among the American citizenry poses is what may be its long-term effect on religious freedom. The expansion of citizens with these attitudes is itself a product of religious freedom in the United States, which now includes the freedom to opt out of traditional religion and religious organization with little or no cost. Yet there is also a warning sign here, regarding the future of religious liberty in the United States. The shift away from religion and formal religious commitments weakens well-established religious institutions at every level of society—local, state, and national. As some churches and synagogues empty and denominations decline, so does their power in politics, for better or for worse. It was the perspective of James Madison and the Founders of the Constitution that such power could be dangerous, but it could also be vital as a check on governments. Put another way, the paradox of our historical moment may be that the explosion of religious and nonreligious individualism may come to threaten the extent of religious freedom as government faces a weakened organized religion less able to check it. For some, this will be good news; for others, frightening news.

CONCLUSION

Threads of American religious history, past and present, interact with each other and inevitably help fashion the future. They are, as Mark Noll puts it so well, “frames” of the future. In the chapters to follow we will see how the themes explored here—the puritan temper, pluralism, the evangelical dimension, populism, and spiritual and religious individualism—help to understand politics and religion in the United States today.
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CHRISTIANITY AND ITS MAJOR BRANCHES

In this chapter and the next one, we analyze the status of the wide variety of religious traditions in America and chart their political impact. We focus in this chapter on the most prominent traditions of Christianity in the United States and their enduring yet changing roles in shaping public life. In Chapter 3 we examine Judaism, Islam, and other religious expressions that, despite size constraints and pressures from the broader culture, nevertheless exercise a significant voice in American society and politics. At one level, organized religion has enjoyed continuous vitality in the United States. At another level, however, the picture is complicated. A particularly important development is the growth in the number of Americans who see themselves as spiritual people, only loosely connected with Christianity or any other formal religion. And more and more people today tell pollsters they have no religious or spiritual interest at all.1 To understand the complexity of American religion and its interaction with politics, we now embark on our two-chapter examination of the status of religion in contemporary American society.

THE STATUS OF RELIGION IN THE UNITED STATES

Today, some 92 percent of Americans profess a belief in God or a universal spirit, with more than 70 percent claiming to be “absolutely certain” of God’s existence. Moreover, 83 percent of Americans say they belong to one religious tradition or another, while 56 percent say that religion is “very important” in their everyday lives. Despite the sizable and growing segment of secular (religiously unaffiliated) citizens in the United States, a large majority of Americans do continue to make religious faith part of their lives.2
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TABLE 2.1 Religiosity in the World’s Six Wealthiest Countries

Sources: World Values Survey, Wave 5 (2005–2008). Country wealth is derived from the US Central Intelligence Agency, World Factbook (2009); countries represented here comprise the top decile of Gross Domestic Product.

One way to understand the significance of faith in the United States is to compare Americans with citizens of other nations, particularly those of comparable socioeconomic status. This comparison lends credence to the description of the United States as religiously “exceptional,” because Americans are much more likely to express religious commitments than their counterparts in other wealthy, developed nations.3 Table 2.1 provides a striking look at various dimensions of religious commitment in the top six wealthiest countries in the world (as measured by Gross Domestic Product). On various other measures—belief in God, belief in life after death, and religious participation—the United States also consistently ranks higher than other developed nations. Only 61 percent of citizens in Great Britain, 56 percent in France, and 46 percent in Sweden profess a belief in God, as compared with more than 90 percent in the United States.4 Whereas 76 percent of Americans believe in life after death, that view is shared by just 45 percent in Britain and 39 percent in France and Sweden.5 Similarly, although close to half of Americans (46 percent) report that they attend worship services weekly, the same can be said of 15 percent or less of British, French, and Japanese people, as well as fewer than one in ten residents of all the Scandinavian countries.6

On the other hand, the United States is not so exceptional when compared with other nations more generally. Table 2.2 shows that levels of religiosity in the United States closely match the overall averages across fifty-seven countries where research was conducted for the highly regarded World Values Survey.7 In this table we also see evidence of religion’s continuing strength from the Middle East to Latin America to Africa. Such data hint at the future prospects of religion across the globe. If demographic trends continue, well over 50 percent of the world’s Christians will be in Africa, Latin America, and parts of Asia within twenty-five years—a clear shift from Christianity’s traditional home in Europe and North America.8 In addition, Islam, with more than a billion adherents worldwide, is the dominant faith in northern Africa, the Middle East, and other regions of Asia.9 From this perspective, the United States is hardly unusual; it is Europe and the Pacific Rim that are the exceptions.
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TABLE 2.2 Religiosity in Selected Countries (in percent)

Source: World Values Survey, Wave 5 (2005–2008).

Another useful comparison is between groups of citizens within the United States itself. Faith is especially important to women and nonwhites, for example. Nearly two-thirds (63 percent) of women in the United States say religion is a significant guide in their day-to-day lives, compared with just under half (49 percent) of American men.10 And research strongly suggests that African Americans are the most religious of all groups of US citizens.11 This high salience of religion is the basis for the tremendous political role of African American churches, which we explore in Chapter 10.

Despite growing religious diversity, the majority of the US population still places themselves within the Christian tradition. About three in four Americans (73 percent) associate with some form of the Christian faith, and eight in ten say they believe in God or a universal spirit.12 Likewise, three-quarters believe in an afterlife, and half are absolutely certain of this belief.13 A majority of Americans have a high view of holy scriptures as well: 63 percent say the scriptures of their faith tradition (which, for most, means the Bible) should be understood as the word of God.14

A sizable proportion of Americans say they have had extraordinary spiritual experiences, often through intense religious awakenings that change their lives. Of those, almost half claim to be “born-again” Christians, meaning they have had a profound, once-in-a-lifetime experience of repentance and commitment to Jesus Christ.15 Many Americans also report experiencing gifts of the Holy Spirit, such as witnessing divine healings (29 percent) or receiving direct revelations from God (26 percent).16 When the late sociologist and Catholic priest Andrew Greeley looked at the evidence, he proclaimed the United States a “nation of mystics.”17 This was an exaggeration, but for a notable portion of the population these spiritual experiences are a very real part of life.18

Despite some drift away from religious institutions, most Americans have considerable trust in religious institutions and clergy. The public expresses more confidence in organized religion than it does in the US Supreme Court, Congress, the health-care system, banks, public schools, the media, organized labor, and big business.19 Members of the clergy consistently rank highest among sets of social leaders in terms of public regard for their ethics and honesty. Three-quarters of the US population agrees with the contention that “churches and other religious organizations protect and strengthen morality in society.”20 Confidence in clergy dropped briefly in the wake of the televangelist scandals of the late 1980s, however, and has fallen for Catholic priests since high-profile child abuse accusations began surfacing in the 1990s.21 Here again, Americans are distinct from people in other developed Western nations. Whereas Americans express more confidence in churches than they do in public schools, for example, these confidence figures tend to be the reverse in Germany, France, Great Britain, and many other European countries.22

Many Americans are also churchgoing Christians. In fact, 39 percent say they attend religious services at least once a week, although some scholars argue that people are less than truthful in responding to surveys about church attendance.23 Even if attendance figures are a bit inflated, the fact remains that religious participation is the single most common group activity in the United States.24 Within the Christian tradition, evangelical Protestants attend services most frequently, followed by Roman Catholics, with mainline Protestants trailing behind. As we will see in Chapter 4 when we discuss voting behavior, this pattern has increased the political clout of evangelical voters while reducing that of mainline Protestants.

When we take a broad view, the portrait of religious and spiritual America is one of great vitality. How much difference religious and spiritual beliefs and practices actually make in the daily lives of Americans, let alone in their politics, is another matter. Critics suggest that religion in America is like the proverbial prairie river: a mile wide and an inch deep. They note an obvious gap between high levels of apparent faith and considerable business dishonesty, tax fraud, sexual promiscuity, marital infidelity, family breakdown, cheating in school, crime, violence, and vulgarity in the popular culture. In the 1990s, pollster George Gallup Jr., whose surveys continue to demonstrate the widespread appeal of religion in the United States, concluded that much of American faith is indeed shallow and marked by a gap between faith and ethics.25 A society that celebrates the individual pursuit of happiness, pervasively shallow (and, some argue, destructive) popular culture, and capitalism tends to privilege hedonism and materialism over religion.26

On the other hand, there is evidence that religious belief and practice do make a difference in people’s lives. Research suggests that religious conviction and practice are correlated with personal happiness, physical health, and general life stability—but it is the salience and authenticity of religious conviction that matters more than nominal affiliation: the greater the faith or practice, the more intense the benefits.27 As we discuss more fully in Chapter 7, on the social and civic level, religious people are more likely than the secular to vote, contribute to charities, and otherwise become involved in the community.28

One of the most important reasons that American religion—and more specifically, American Christianity—has so much vitality is its pluralism. The simple fact is that in Europe, people who become alienated from state-established churches simply drift away from religion entirely, whereas in America people who leave a congregation are much more likely to join (or even form) a new one.29 Basic economics teaches us that the greater (and more varied) the supply of religious options, the higher the demand will be for “consumption” of such options.30 A constitutional doctrine that has protected religious freedom, a relative openness to immigration, and a powerful cultural tradition of individualism foster a bewildering diversity of religious (and specifically, Christian) practice in the United States.

Part of the pluralism within Christianity, of course, is reflected by the familiar categories of Protestant and Catholic. Tremendous diversity within Protestantism dramatically increases the pluralism of American religion. The United States is home to virtually all Protestant denominations (organized subgroups, such as the United Methodist Church) and sects (smaller, less mainstream subgroups), some of which are internally diverse as well. Consider the Baptists. There are black Baptists and white Baptists, fundamentalists and moderates, northern branches and southern ones. Indeed, several hundred different Baptist denominations exist in the United States. Moreover, within each denomination every congregation tends to consider itself autonomous, as the Baptist tradition has always resisted hierarchies. We also encounter myriad independent churches, some of which are loosely affiliated with national organizations, others of which are entirely independent, or “nondenominational.” Even the hierarchical Catholic Church is pluralistic on the inside. There are liberal and conservative Catholics, a host of religious orders from Jesuits to Maryknolls, and numerous religious lay groups spanning the ultraconservative to the decidedly radical. The patchwork of American pluralism also includes small pacifist churches such as the Quakers, Brethren, Mennonites, and Amish, as well as Jews, Muslims, Mormons, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Native American religionists, viewers of television ministries, pre- and postmillennial fundamentalists, Pentecostals and charismatics, evangelical Presbyterians, high church Episcopalians, and members of gay churches, just to name a few—not to mention people who join the host of new religious movements that sprout with regularity.

Roughly three in four Americans today identify themselves as Christian. However, measuring the religious affiliation of various self-declared Christians can be a tricky matter in actual life. For instance, more than a few evangelical Protestants argue that many people who say they are Christian do not actually have a serious commitment to traditional Christian beliefs and lifestyles, so ought not to be counted as Christians.31 Social scientists use a carefully developed means of classifying people’s religious affiliations based on the traditions, denominations, and movements to which they say they belong.32 The largest religious subgroup of Americans place themselves within the Protestant tradition of Christianity; however, this proportion is in decline, and for the first time in the nation’s history, less than a majority of Americans today are Protestants. Just under a quarter of the US population places itself in the Catholic tradition. The remainder of the population is comprised of small percentages of Mormons, Eastern Orthodox Christians, Jews, Muslims, adherents of other faiths, and the religiously unaffiliated (Table 2.3). One of the most important general trends we see in twenty-first-century American religion is the slight decline of Christianity and the concomitant increase in adherence to non-Christian faiths and (even more prominently) religious disaffiliation.33
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