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Preface

The sociology of religion is as old as the discipline of Sociology. Almost without exception,
the “founders” focused on the role that religion and religious institutions played during the
era of rapid and radical social change in 19th- and early-20th-century Europe. August
Comte viewed religious explanations as the most primitive moment in his Law of the Three
Stages and argued that Western societies were moving from preoccupation with religious
arguments into the third stage, that of scientific reasoning. Durkheim, Weber, and Marx,
each in his own way, predicted the demise of religion as rationalization and secularization
supplanted the gods and demons that previously were thought to rule the world. As Lemert
(1999, p. 241) suggests, “It could well be said that the most unyielding of social scientific
puzzles over the last century has been just why religion, which was so firmly the foundation
of premodern social order, has lost so little of its effective force in post-traditional societies.”
The chapters in this Handbook are testimony to the fact that religion remains not only “alive
and well” in the 21st century but also that throughout sociological specialties scholars are
increasingly rediscovering the influence of religious factors.

National surveys (e.g., Greeley and Hout 1999; Gallup and Lindsay 1999) show that
the majority (59%) of American adults have a religious affiliation, believe in God (95%) and
the afterlife (80%), pray (90%), read the Bible (69%), and say that religion is important in
their lives (87%). The importance of socioreligious issues (e.g., abortion, stem cell research,
capital punishment, gay marriage) in recent political campaigns demonstrates the centrality
of religious interests in the political realm. The “War on Terrorism” that was declared in
the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks on the World Trade Center and America’s subsequent
involvement in Iraq have prompted interfaith dialogue and raised interest in Islam and its
sectarian organization. The proliferation of new immigrant religions in the United States
within the past 30 years has increased awareness of both non-Christian religions and the
many varieties of Christianity which the immigrants practice that are new to the United
States. President Bush’s Faith-Based and Community Initiative also has called attention
to the role that religious institutions play in the social welfare arena. Regardless of which
news media one accesses, there is a high probability that some religious story, event, or new
study will be reported. In terms of everyday civic life in America, religion is not only an
individual force but also a strong presence in the public forum.

Despite the centrality of religion in American life, it has been essentially ignored for
the past 70 or so years by the sociological mainstream. Evidence of this is the small number
of articles relating to religious topics appearing in the major journals and the fact that
only one president of the American Sociological Association (ASA) in the past 99 years
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could be considered as having a central interest in the study of religion (Milton Yinger,
ASA president in 1977). Likewise, it was only in 1994, 40 years after initiating substantive
speciality sections, that Sociology of Religion was approved as an ASA section.

There are a number of explanations for why religion was sidelined from mainstream
Sociology. As Dillon (2003) maintains, there has been an intellectual bias in social theory
against the compatibility of rationality and religion. Sociology, itself a product of the En-
lightenment, has a long tradition of skepticism toward religion. Secularization was accepted
as a doctrine, rather than a theory, and “the idea of secularization became sacralized” as
a taken-for-granted ideology (Hadden, 1989). If religion is obsolete in postindustrial soci-
eties, why take it seriously? Dillon (2003, p. 7) calls religion the “forgotten or excluded
variable in social scientific studies.” She posits that sociologists shy away from incorpo-
rating religious variables because the very act of studying religion might be interpreted
as legitimating religious belief. The commitment of sociologists to value-free, nonbiased
research is sometimes seen as incompatible with the study of religion as a normative, value-
laden system. Yet, religion as a system of beliefs, values, norms, and rituals can be and has
been studied as “scientifically” and objectively as other social phenomena. Even though the
Society for the Scientific Study of Religion has been around for 55 years, its commitment
to the nonbiased study of religion has been slow to find its way into mainstream sociology.

The chapters in this volume attest to the fact that religion is reentering the mainstream
of the discipline. Increasingly, over the past two decades, sociologists involved in various
specialty fields are discovering the influence of religious variables on human behavior.
Meso and macro social theories are beginning to include the organizational significance
of religious institutions in contemporary society. In a special issue of Sociological Theory
devoted to a symposium on religion, Calhoun (1999, p. 238) said that “Sociological theory
that makes good sense of religion is better sociological theory in general.” Increasingly,
sociologists are recognizing that explanations of social behavior that neglect religious vari-
ables are incomplete and missing what could be a major factor in explaining certain types
of behaviors. Alice Rossi (2001) acknowledged this in her study of social responsibility.
She found that religion emerged as having a major effect, even though she added a religion
variable in her research design as an afterthought.

The organization of the book begins with chapters focusing on the interplay of religion
with major social institutions (i.e., politics, economy, education, and social welfare). The
impact of religion on family is its own section with three chapters dealing with family in
general, adolescence and late life. The next part reviews research relating to religion and
inequality, including race/ethnicity, social class, and gender. Part IV turns the spotlight
on religion and social control, with chapters on law, crime/delinquency, and adolescent
delinquency. Next is discussion of religion and culture, with attention to sports, media, and
science/technology. Part VI considers religion as a social institution and includes chapters on
church membership trends, levels of religious organization, and religious leadership/clergy.
The final section considers the transnational and global dimensions of religion in the 21st
century.

Rather than writing yet another book about the sociology of religion for sociologists
of religion (Dillon has done that very aptly in her recent Handbook of the Sociology of
Religion, 2003), this one is written for sociologists who study a variety of subdisciplines
and are interested in recent studies and theoretical approaches that relate religious variables
to their particular area of interest. For example, criminologists can read Hoffmann and
Bahr’s chapter (Chapter 12) on crime/deviance to learn the latest research findings regarding
correlations between religious variables and acts of crime/deviance. They could discover,
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for example, research conducted within the past two years that shows that volunteer work
and religious civic participation are associated with lower adult and juvenile homicide rates,
even after controlling for the influences of such other social integrative factors as divorce
rates, population turnover, and unemployment rates. Likewise, sociologists studying law
could discover examples around the world to demonstrate the fact that some religious groups
enjoy a position of relative privilege and that the usual legal structures dealing with religious
groups are not applied to dominant religious organizations in the same ways they are used
with less popular religions (see Chapter 11 by Richardson). Benson and King, in Chapter 6,
provide a comprehensive summary of the most recent research concerning the relationships
of religion and adolescent development.

Although the 21 chapters in this Handbook cover a vast array of sociological subdisci-
plines, there are a number of topics that I originally wanted to include but was unable to do
so because of my inability to find authors or the lack of a substantial empirical literature on
the topic. These include relationships between religion and child development, the military,
prisons, and the arts.

It is my sincere hope that sociologists and social scientists, in general, will find this
volume helpful as they seek to understand the intersections between religion and their
particular area of interest. Perhaps the voluminous citations and findings reported in this
Handbook related to the impact of religion on an array of social institutions and research
topics will prod social researchers to examine ways in which religious variables impact
social life both in the United States and around the world. If that happens, the goal of the
volume will have been achieved.

Finally, I would like to thank Howard Kaplan, general editor of the Handbook series,
and Teresa Krauss, social science editor for Kluwer/Plenum, for the opportunity to include
a Handbook on the Sociology of Religion in their prestigious line-up of volumes. Most
particularly, I am grateful to the authors who contributed to the Handbook and were most
diligent in following my instructions to present a rich review of research findings on his/her
particular topic, to be as inclusive as possible in addressing issues of racial, class, and gender
differences, and, finally, to point to new directions of research in exploring relationships
between various social institutions and religion.
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CHAPTER 1

Politics and Social Movements

DARREN E. SHERKAT

Religion has been a central topic of study among social movement theorists, even if this
often goes unnoticed or unmentioned. Scholars examining deprivation theories looked to
new religious movements and sectarian groups for substantive examples (Lofland & Stark,
1965). Resource mobilization theory was forged on Mayer Zald’s studies of the YMCA,
and Zald has long argued that religious organizations and ideologies are key crucibles for
political action (Zald & Ash, 1966; Zald, 1982; Zald & McCarthy, 1987). The burgeoning
frame alignment perspective was developed with reference to David Snow’s (1993) work
on the Nichiren Shoshu Buddhists and Burke Rochford’s (1985) examinations of the Hare
Krishna. The current turn toward cultural explanations in social movements promises even
greater connection between the two subfields (Young 2002; Sherkat 1998).

Religion is best seen as a specific subset of social movements, because, in their con-
temporary forms, both institutions are defined by the voluntary character of individual par-
ticipation. My broadened definition of social movements follows Zald’s (2000) admonition
that normal institutional processes are key to understanding social movement dynamics. By
doing so, we will be able to understand collective, political, and religious action in terms
of their particular goals. Clear conceptual separation also will help us understand the
intersections between religious and political structures—identifying points of resource
complementarity and schematic transposition that comprise the intersection of religion and
politics (Young, 2002; Sherkat, 1998; Sherkat & Ellison, 1997; Sherkat & Blocker, 1994,
1997).

DEFINING THE TERRAIN: AN ENCOMPASSING VIEW
OF SOCIAL MOVEMENTS

In a radical departure from previous definitions of social movements, McCarthy and Zald
(1977, p. 1217-1218) defined social movements as preference structures for changing
some aspect of the social structure. This definition allowed McCarthy and Zald to dis-
tinguish between social movements—potentials for mobilization—-and social movement

DARREN SHERKAT ¢ Southern Illinois University, Carbondale, Illinois, 62901
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organizations—mobilization efforts that were successful in generating resources and con-
stitute the institutional bases of voluntary collective action. Given that many movements
seek to limit social change, this definition is a bit too narrow. Indeed, a reference to social
structures seems unnecessary. Instead, I propose:

Social movements are constellations of preferences for collective goods—goods that can only be
generated using collective resources, and could be enjoyed by all members of a collectivity.

Notably, this definition encompasses all possible collective goods—some of which are
cultural and apolitical. A great deal of effort has been unnecessarily expended to try to
distinguish social movements from cultural and political movements. These efforts have
generally led to the exclusion of religious movements from the realm of social movements,
and the confinement of political social movements to those operating outside of the regu-
lar processes on institutional politics. Recently, however, scholars working from a variety
of perspectives have come to see cultural factors as central to the study of social move-
ments, and the unclear political agendas in some social movements have created a storm of
controversy among those studying identity movements (e.g., Duyvendak & Giugni, 1995;
Taylor & Whittier, 1992). Is a lesbian feminist reading group a social movement? If a
group doesn’t engage in collective actions seeking politically generated collective goods
can it be a social movement? These have been difficult questions for scholars working on
social movements, and my conceptualizations generate clear parameters for identifying the
field. Social movement organizations (SMOs) are constellations of voluntarily extracted
resources directed at satisfying preferences for collective goods.

Neither the state nor capitalist organizations that deal in private goods are social move-
ments. Both can produce collective goods (and bads); however, they do so using the weight
of coercion or the accumulation of capital resources. Neither the state nor capitalist firms
rely on the voluntary provision of resources from constituents. Corporate actors may engage
in social movement activity by voluntarily giving their resources to try to obtain collective
goods, and states create the playing field on which social movements vie for a share of
the collective resources forcibly taken by the state through taxation (Tilly 1978, 1985).
The Islamic state of Iran is not a religious movement—it is a state that grants easy access
to collective resources for certain Islamic groups—-and harshly represses other Islamic
and non-Islamic groups by raising their costs of mobilization and collective action, and by
lowering their rates of return on collective action (Tilly 1978).

Political Movements

Politics is the process of engaging in collective action to seek collective goods from the
state—the entity that coercively accumulates collective resources and produces collective
goods. Political movements are constellations of preferences for collective goods provided
by the state. Attempts at generating collective goods or preventing collective bads that
are unmediated by state coercion of collective resources are not political movements. For
example, groups of individuals may band together to prevent a flood by filling sandbags and
piling them on a levee. Such an effort is a social movement organization, by my definition, as
presumably these individuals think of flooding as a collective bad (they prefer not to flood)
and they collectively attempt to alleviate the collective bad without appealing to resources
from the state. If the group appeals to the government for trucks, shovels, and sandbags,
then it is a political movement.
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In my definition of political movements, all political movements are social movements,
regardless of the relative success of acquiring collective resources from the state through
well-developed institutional channels. It matters not that an organized attempt to satisfy
preference for collective goods is ingrained in institutional processes for providing collective
goods from the state. To say otherwise is to conflate movement success and power—the
relative return in collective goods on collective action efforts—with institutional politics,
and to marginalize social movement activity to contending groups with limited power and
success (Tilly, 1978, 2002; Zald, 2000). “Mainstream politics” is simply the process of
mobilization and collective action of successful political movements.

Following Tilly (1978, 2002), in my definition of political movements, there is no
room for the common movement narrative, “the personal is political.” Personal decisions
and cultural affinities are not axiomatically political. Being gay or a religiously conservative
Christian, for example, is not political because it does not directly imply a desire for par-
ticular state-generated collective goods. Going to a gay bar or to a church is not a political
activity (unless such activity is banned by the state, in which case it could be seen as a form
of political protest). Frequenting a gay bar is an action seeking primarily private goods.
Gay bars generate collective benefits, but these are a result of spillover effects from the
consumption of private goods. Because of their focus on excludable private goods, gay bars
are not social movements. Churches produce more strictly collective goods, but they have
nothing to do with garnering collective benefits from the state. Church participation is social
movement participation, but it is not political action. Similarly, many “identity”” movements
are apolitical. A lesbian feminist reading group is a social movement—it generates some
collective benefit and is voluntary in action. However, it is not political—it is not engaged
in collective activities that seek a collective good from the state. Identity movements have
much in common with religious movements in that regard. The collective benefits that are
generated are “in process” goods that are a function of the collective activity itself and the
cultural composition of the group.

Religious Movements

Religious movements are social movements seeking collectively generated goods that im-
bue supernatural rewards and compensators—benefits or promises of future benefits that
cannot be evaluated in this world or cannot be attributable to worldly causes (Stark &
Bainbridge, 1985, 1987; Stark & Finke, 2000). Religious movements are constellations of
preferences for supernatural rewards and compensators, and preferences may not be satisfied
by existing religious organizations (a key point of “supply side” theories of religious ac-
tion). Religious movement organizations are mobilized groups seeking to produce religious
goods. This definition of religious movements encompasses established religious firms (de-
nominations in common Christian parlance) as well as more novel religious organizations.
Religious goods are collective products because supernatural rewards and compensators are
socially constructed explanations that humans might find valuable. The social genesis of
these explanations is what provides plausibility to rewards and compensators—implausible
explanations are valueless, and plausibility requires that others also hold the explanation
to be true. Famously, Peter Berger (1964) once argued that religious plausibility structures
would crumble in the presence of diverse explanations. It is interesting that nobody ever
argues that about political explanations, where pluralistic preferences for political goods
are deemed to be natural and a function of social diversity.
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Individuals’ religious preferences must be rooted in extant or nascent social structures.
Preferences for supernatural rewards and compensators that are not found among existing or
developing collective religious resources are not religious—rather, they are clinical evidence
of psychosis. Bellah et al.’s (1985) infamous Sheila doesn’t have her own religion—Sheila
has a psychiatric disorder, which may be mild if she doesn’t place much emphasis on her
sheilaism. Virtually all of the sociology of religion is encompassed by the study of social
movements, perhaps excluding only the sociological study of clergy careers.

Notably, once religious or political movements are mobilized into social movement
organizations, they are capable of generating selective incentives for participation, and
disincentives for defection (McCarthy and Zald 1977). When SMOs are heavily mobilized
(having substantial collective resources and membership), selective incentives can dominate
decision making about participation. One may not desire a particular religious or political
collective good, but may strongly desire social status, social connections, and tangible
incentives that highly mobilized religious and political movements can provide (Ellison &
Sherkat, 1995; Sherkat & Cunningham, 1998; Sherkat, 1997, 1998).

RELIGIOUS INFLUENCES ON SOCIAL MOVEMENTS. Religious beliefs and re-
sources are readily transposed into other social movements. The impact of religion is seen
in voluntary organizations with minimal political interest, as well as in highly politicized
social movements. Religious beliefs are commonly informative of desires for voluntary and
political collective goods, and religious organizations command substantial resources that
can be used by voluntary organizations and political movements.

RELIGION AND VOLUNTARY ORGANIZATIONS. Religious values and beliefs ema-
nating from all major religious traditions amplify an ethic of social concern—albeit generally
limited to fellow co-religionists. Buddhists, Christians, Hindus, Jews, Sikhs, and Muslems
are called to sacrifice their own comfort and pleasure for those who are in need. Widows,
orphans, the infirmed, refugees from drought and war are singled out in scriptures from
each tradition as being worthy of kindness and charity. Indeed, these ethical traditions pre-
scribe adherents to be charitable and merciful. However, there is little research investigating
whether or not such values are put into practice more often by religious adherents than by
those who deemphasize religious values. Ellison (1993) shows that religious people, more
specifically prayerful people, are friendlier toward interviewers, however other measures of
conservative Christian religiosity are predictive of hostility toward interviewers (Sherkat &
Ellison, 1993). Indeed, experimental research has demonstrated that the effect of religiosity
on kindness to strangers is limited to contexts that ensure that voluntary actions will benefit
co-religionists (Orbell et al., 1992).

The link between religious organizations and resources, and voluntary and charitable
organizations, is more defined. Given religious prescriptions regarding charity, religious
institutions have a template for becoming involved in community affairs to alleviate suffer-
ing. Religious groups are responsible for substantial resource outlays to fund orphanages,
poor houses, hospitals and insane asylums, and victims of natural disasters and war. Indeed,
some religious groups have made such causes their primary focus, such as the Red Crescent
and the Salvation Army. Religious institutions are well situated to engage in such activities,
in part because of a plethora of physical and human capital resources that could be used
for such tasks. Religious groups have physical plants, transportation resources, easy access
to volunteer labor, and professional activists who might be marshaled in times of need, or



Politics and Social Movements 7

to routinely engage in such activities. As a consequence, secular voluntary organizations
seek out religious groups for block recruitment of volunteers, and for coopting physical
resources such as buildings, buses, kitchens, and the like. Church groups are able to sponsor
and staff soup kitchens, homeless shelters, and programs for unwed indigent mothers using
their existing buildings, kitchens, and vehicles, and staffed with their normal professional
and secretarial help and readily recruited volunteers.

Research demonstrates that individuals who are active in religious organizations are
more likely to engage in voluntary activities (Wilson & Janoski, 1995; Janoski & Wilson,
1995) than those who are not religiously active. Activism in religious organizations places
people in a web of social affiliations that increases the likelihood of participation. Social
ties generated in religious groups lower the cost of participation in voluntary organizations,
particularly as these groups often are in concert with religious doctrines. Indeed, even secular
groups such as the Lions, Elks, and Shriners will benefit from social ties to religious groups,
as these will decrease the burden of individual participation by providing an environment
infused with solidary selective incentives. Individuals who are not involved in religious
groups are less likely to come into contact with recruiters from voluntary organizations, and
will be less likely to know others who are involved in such organizations. This will reduce
the likelihood and commitment to volunteer work for those uninvolved in religious groups.

Research has failed to demonstrate a link between religious values and volunteering
or participation in voluntary organizations (Cnaan et al., 1993; Wilson & Musick, 1997).
However, some denominational differences in volunteering are evident. Although some
commentators have claimed that the new niche of “mainline” liberal and moderate denomi-
nations is in worldly activism through voluntary organizations (Wuthnow, 1993), empirical
research has shown that rates of volunteering are highest among conservative Protestants and
Mormons (Wilson & Musick, 1996; Janoski & Wilson, 1995). Still, religiously motivated
activism in voluntary organizations is concentrated in organizations supported by religious
institutions, and that serve religiously inspired preferences for collective goods. Given this
sectarian motivation of religious charity, current enthusiasm for delivering social services
using religious institutions—deemed “charitable choice” in the 1996 Welfare Reform Act
and by activists favoring state support for religious goals—is untempered by concern that
such services would be rendered only to those who subscribe or submit to the influence of
religious institutions. Religious institutions provide social services in a religiously inspired
manner that many beneficiaries and potential beneficiaries likely find noxious—thus lead-
ing to an underutilization of services. The efficiency and effectiveness of state-sponsored
religious charity is of growing concern, since a sizeable fraction of the general population
and ethnic minorities are nonreligious and non-Christian (Sherkat, 2001, 2002; Sherkat &
Alanezi, 2004), and given the persistent need for social services among ethnic minorities
and the religiously unaffiliated. What is clear is that social movements militating for state
support of religious “charities” crosses the line between religious voluntary action and re-
ligious political action. Engaging state resources for delivering social services to the poor
or infirmed is political, not charitable.

RELIGION AND POLITICAL SOCIAL MOVEMENTS. Modern states produce a cornu-
copia of collective goods and bads, many of which are imbued with religious import. Even
seemingly innocuous rights or responsibilities required or proscribed by states can bolster
or impede the attainment of religious values. Because of this, religious schemata are read-
ily transposable into the political realm and are critical for evaluating political resources.
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Religious schemata are both extensive—having broad appeal across time and space—and
intensive—enabling a control over understandings and behaviors (Young, 2002). Because of
this, religious schemata are the most powerful ideological elements in any culture. Religious
orientations help define collective goods and bads, and also direct the propriety of collec-
tive action (Snow et al., 1986). Although classical treatments of religion often assumed
that otherworldly religion would hinder political action, contemporary research has shown
that religious beliefs, values, and institutions are crucial for supporting contentious tactics
(McVeigh & Sikkink, 2001; Sherkat & Ellison, 1991). Religious institutions recognize the
power of the state to influence commitments to their own organizations, and to generate
favorable or unfavorable environments for their congregants. Furthermore, political move-
ments understand the salience of religious ideological structures and the enormous actual
resources commanded by religious institutional infrastructures (Gill, 1996; Billings, 1990;
Billings & Scott, 1994). Hence, political actors often seek to coopt religious ideological
and actual resources, or to regulate or counteract their operation in the political field.

Classical treatments of political movements evidence a strong “structuralist” bias—
assuming that the motivations for political actions come from the relations of production or
coercion defined by feudal or capitalist states (e.g., Tilly, 2002). This rendering of history
is curious—particularly given the historical and geographic ubiquity of religiously inspired
coercive actions engaged in by feudal and modern states, and the omnipresence of religious
movements seeking to influence state actions. The formal separation of religious institutions
from state institutions in late capitalism only served to alter the dynamics of the process—
often resulting in an even more powerful religious influence over politically generated
collective goods and bads; as religious elites no longer had to worry about such worldly
trivialities as the efficiency, effectiveness, or universal ethics of policies desired by religious
zealots (Beyer, 1994). Of course, once religious elites come to control political resources,
they are forced to be responsible for other state concerns such as economic development, civil
unrest, international relations, and the like (Beyer, 1994). In a stable polity such as the United
States, this generally results in cycles of control by religiously inspired movements (Jelen,
1991). In less-developed polities, the imposition of religious domination onto political and
economic institutions generates protracted conflict and cyclical revolution, as is evident in
occupied Palestine, Pakistan, Iran, India, Malaysia, Nigeria, and elsewhere.

Religious Movements and the Politics of Education and Moral Behavior

Religious values inspire social movements that cut to the core of everyday life and how
it is lived. Religiously inspired social movements seek to establish collectively supported
or prescribed childrearing activities, patterns of mating and sexual regulation, calendars
of work and holiday, and the regulation of product markets deemed threatening to reli-
gious salvation (e.g., alcohol, pork, beef, meat, cannabis, clothing, music, literature, film).
Religious understandings and institutions are commonly mobilized on issues regarding
education, “obscene” depictions in cultural media, and sexual behavior, particularly with
contraception/abortion, prostitution, homosexuality, and marriage/divorce. Scholarship on
religious influences on moral issues long asserted status motivations—claiming that Protes-
tants were declining in status and sought to protect their status privileges by attacking the
symbolic value of Catholic and other alternative lifestyles (Gusfield, 1965). However, con-
servative Christian moral concern has never been empirically linked to any indicator of
status asymmetry or shift (Wood & Hughes, 1985). A more parsimonious explanation is
that moral movements are motivated by ethical principles dictated by the gods in the major
monolatries (Stark, 2000, 2003a, 2003b).
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Religious social movement organizations have been so successful in their control over
the regulation of content deemed immoral that such movements scarcely receive scholarly
attention—or fade into a mythical “Victorian” or “traditional” value set that is apparently
generated from sociological thin air. The power of religious movements to regulate moral
life is evident in the widespread destruction of cultural artifacts from pre-Christian and
pre-Islamic societies deemed obscene and pagan by Christian and Islamic movement ac-
tivists. Books, stories, songs, poems, sculptures, paintings, and murals were erased from
the historical record by religious activists who viewed such images threatening to salvation
(temptations to sin) or examples of idol worship. Indeed, it is remarkably easy to recon-
struct a mythical golden era of Christianity and Islam characterized by what contemporary
religious activists deem to be “traditional” Christian or Islamic values given the success of
these censorship movements. Serious examinations of history conclude that disbelief and
nonethical indigenous religious traditions were widespread until quite recently (Stark, 1996,
2002). Importantly, before the rise of the major monolatries, moral issues were substantially
less relevant for religious movements—the gods did not require humans to engage in moral
behaviors (Stark, 2003a, 2003b).

A key political goal for religious institutions is the establishment of childrearing in-
stitutions that indoctrinate young subjects into what they consider to be appropriate moral
values and beliefs. Religious control over educational institutions has always been a part
of religion-state relations before the differentiation of these institutions in late capitalism
(Beyer, 1994; Gill & Keshavarzian, 1999). This arrangement used the force of the state to
prevent competition from “alien” or indigenous religious faiths, and to limit the influence
of secular ideologies deemed dangerous for the dominant religion. For religious devotees,
the training of children is prescribed within the tradition, and any deviations or omissions
are considered a collective bad. Secular education is sometimes in conflict with religious
interpretations, and this is rightly perceived as a threat to their offspring’s religious faith. Re-
search shows a negative impact of secular education on religious belief (Roof & McKinney,
1987; Wuthnow, 1988; Sherkat, 1998), and religious movements on educational issues have
thrived in the United States and elsewhere (Darnell & Sherkat, 1997; Sherkat & Darnell,
1999; Deckman, 2004; Page & Clelland, 1978; Rose, 1988; Peschkin, 1986; Milligan, 2001;
Tamney, 1994).

Conflicts over education typically involve issues of religious ritual and prayer, and the
teaching of materials deemed improper on religious grounds (e.g., biology, evolution, sexual
education, social studies), or the employment of nonreligious persons as teachers (e.g.,
homosexuals, atheists, persons not of the majority faith) (Irvine, 2002; Castillo-Troncoso,
2000; Clark, 2001). Religiously inspired political movements also have been successful
in easing school attendance requirements to allow sectarians to “home school” children
without credentials, supervision, or evaluation (Apple, 2000; Riegel, 2001; Blacker, 1998),
and also are pushing for state funding for religious schools (Layton, 1996).

Alcohol and other drugs also are subject to moral edicts in the major monolatries, and
political movements in each tradition have long focused on the regulation of alcohol and
other drugs. In the United States, conservative Protestant religious beliefs and organizations
were used to militate for the prohibition of alcohol, contrary to the wishes of Catholics and
other Protestants who are not proscribed from using alcohol. Indeed, during the period of
the prohibition of alcohol, conservative Protestants banded together in the Ku Klux Klan to
further limit the influence of other religious groups, and to press for the strict enforcement
of prohibition laws (Jenkins, 1988; Wade, 1987). Even in the contemporary United States,
religiously inspired regulation of alcohol is evident in “blue laws” that regulate the sale of
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alcohol on Sunday. Islamic movements have waged similar campaigns in Muslim-dominated
countries, as have conservative Hindus in India. Religious communities also have mobilized
against other products they consider unwholesome, including beef and pork. Movements
against the consumption of other drugs also rely heavily on religious beliefs and resources—
and many antidrug campaigns are explicitly Christian in their mission.

Sexual morality is a focus of attention in all of the major religious traditions. In order
to satisfy the will of the gods, the faithful must conduct their sexual lives in accordance
with religious strictures. Although there is some variance across religious traditions, all ma-
jor monolatries (Buddhism, Hinduism, Sikhism, Judaism, Mormonism, Islam, Christianity)
proscribe nonmarital sexual relations (both pre-marital and extra-marital sex) and homosex-
uality. Each tradition also directs the faithful to marry, reproduce children, and most directly
proscribe divorce, masturbation, contraception, infanticide, and abortion. Interpretations of
these religious prescriptions and proscriptions vary considerably within each religious tradi-
tion. Indeed, on most issues of sexual morality there are religiously based social movement
organizations working on BOTH sides of the moral issue. The issue of the legalization of
divorce has prompted substantial religiously inspired social movements, primarily but not
exclusively opposing the legalization of divorce in Catholic strongholds of Spain, Italy,
and Ireland (Alberoni, 1979; Dillon, 1995, 1996). The legalization of contraception also
spurred substantial social movements, with most oppositional movements rooted in reli-
gious beliefs and institutions. Indeed, religious social movements opposed to contraception
have hindered social policy regarding the spread of AIDS in Africa—although these social
movements in Africa are largely undocumented.

Religious movements on the legality of abortion are well studied, particularly in the
United States. Conservative Protestants and Catholics are both staunchly opposed to legal-
ized abortion (Hoffman & Miller, 1997, 1998; Hughes & Hertel, 1986; Petersen, 1998),
and Catholic and conservative Protestant religious groups have forged substantial (though
largely separate) social movement organizations seeking to combat legalized abortion
(Blanchard, 1994). Importantly, religious activists have long crusaded on the other side
of the fence—supporting legalized abortion—and most religious bodies have active social
movements on both sides of the issue (Dillon, 1995; Luker, 1984; Staggenborg, 1991). In-
deed, religious coalitions were substantially involved in the process that legalized abortion
in the United States—and the liberal leadership of the Southern Baptist Convention (along
with most liberal and moderate Protestant groups) helped forge a friend of the court brief
in support of legalization.

Religious movements also have been consequential as oppositional SMOs against civil
rights for homosexuals. Religious conservatives hold significantly more negative appraisals
of homosexuality and homosexual civil rights (Peterson & Donnerworth, 1998), and these
values and beliefs are put into action through organized social movements. Many of these
movements target a variety of moral issues—often called family concerns—but homosex-
uality is one of the most salient targets of collective action for groups such as the American
Family Association and Focus on Family. Generally, these movements have suffered losses
in collective good over the last decades—with homosexuals being granted basic civil rights
in most cases, and seem poised to be granted the right to marriage or civil union in some states
in the United States. However, these victories are likely to spur substantial mobilization ef-
forts among religious conservatives (Meyer & Staggenborg, 1996). Religious movements
opposing civil rights for homosexuals have successfully passed ordinances restricting homo-
sexual rights and defeated ordinances that would have granted equal protections (Bernstein,
1997). With homosexuality (and abortion), social movements move quickly from issues of
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morality—the regulation of behavior—to rights—the treatment of people by the state. The
issue of human rights opens up new directions, which I will deal with below.

Literature and pictorial images of sexuality have also been targets of moral movements
(Zurcher et al., 1980; Wood & Hughes, 1984; Swatos, 1986). Religious values and beliefs
about the propriety of sexual imagery and the potential consequences of reading or viewing
such materials are transposed into a desire to move the state to regulate the production and
distribution of materials deemed sexually explicit, pornographic, or profane (Sherkat &
Ellison, 1997; Wood & Hughes, 1984). Many religious social movement organizations ad-
dress these issues at the local level—attempting to shut down adult bookstores, have books
removed from libraries, purge museums of art that is deemed lewd or blasphemous, or
ban nude dancing. Importantly, for anti-pornography movements there is little vigorous
opposition, and in this one realm of morality, there are no substantial religiously inspired
countermovements (in contrast to the issues of homosexuality, abortion, divorce, and con-
traception). Indeed, the issue of pornography regulation is one that largely unites religious
liberals and religious conservatives.

Most modern movements regarding state regulation of morality cut across specific
substantive issues, and in modern representative democracies their goals are best met through
the electoral process, through lobbying, campaign financing, public petition, and mobilizing
voters (Bruce, 1988; Rothenberg & Newport, 1984; Jelen, 1991,1998; Leege & Kellstedt,
1993; Green et al., 2003; Layman, 1997, 2001). For the last three decades, sociologists and
political scientists have devoted considerable attention to the political beliefs and behaviors
of conservative Christians, and their formation of interdenominational social movement
organizations such as the Moral Majority, Focus on Family, American Family Association,
and Christian Coalition. Notably, this body of research has found that conservative Christians
are conservative only on moral issues (Hoffman & Miller, 1997, 1998). Despite high profile
attempts by social movement cadre workers such as Pat Robertson to link conservative
capitalism with Christian edicts, members of conservative sects are not significantly different
from other Americans on environmental policy, redistributional/welfare issues, or labor-
business relations (Iannaccone, 1993; Sherkat & Ellison, 2004). Along with other factors,
this inconsistency in the political conservatism of sectarian Christians makes long-term
coalitions unstable (Jelen, 1991)—and leads to trepidation among economic conservatives
about forming alliances with religious conservatives.

Studies of political behavior and voting in the United States have yielded mixed re-
sults. Although many observers claimed and expected to find political hyperactivity among
religious conservatives, and shifts in their political behavior over time (cf. Liebman &
Wuthnow, 1983; Moen, 1992), analyses of individual level data do not reveal heightened
political activism in terms of mainstream political behaviors (voting, working for candi-
dates, donating money to candidates) when compared to other citizens—although there is a
modest positive association between church attendance and these behaviors (Rothenberg &
Newport, 1984). Ties to conservative religious organizations and beliefs are increasingly as-
sociated with Republican Party affiliation and voting, attributable to the shift in this party to
the right on moral issues over the last three decades (Rothenberg & Newport, 1984; Layman,
1997, 2001). However, many studies of voting behavior claim to find no influence of re-
ligious factors, or declining influence (Manza & Brooks, 1997; Brooks & Manza, 1997a,
1997b). These studies are flawed in that they only focus on presidential voting—which
can be confusing for religiously inspired voters. Who was the Christian candidate in 1980,
Reagan or Carter? Jimmy Carter was a dyed-in-the-wool Southern Baptist, and equally con-
servative on most social issues. Reagan embraced conservative Christian causes, but he was
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not an active church member, did not affiliate with a conservative Protestant denomination,
he drank, and was divorced. A similar problem is evident in 1988 and 1992, when the elder
and less religious Bush was the Republican candidate. Indeed, the Christian Right openly
challenged the elder Bush for his Republican nomination for president. The problem is not
lost on conservative Christian social movement organizations such as the Moral Majority
and Christian Coalition, each of which have published and distributed millions of elaborate
and geographically specific voter guides for their adherents and constituents. These guides
have been shown to be widely used and followed by conservative Christians going to the
polls (Regnerus et al., 1999).

Religious Movements for Political Inclusion and Exclusion
and Human Rights

Religious movements are often deeply involved in the politics of human rights—the priv-
ileges and sufferings produced by modern states. Modern nation-states control the means
of coercion, and can forcibly extract resources from the populous under their control. This
force includes the ability to tax economic resources, as well as the ability to coerce citizens to
work for the state, usually in a military capacity. Issues of representation and voice in states’
policies have been paramount concerns of political movements in the last four centuries.
Forced taxation means that resources are taken from the faithful and put to use in ways
deemed appropriate by the state, and forced conscription enables states to potentially sacri-
fice the lives of subjects for the good of the state. Given that the collective goods produced
by modern states are incredibly diverse, it is a virtual certainty that some of these “goods”
are considered collective bads by some plurality of the population—and religious devotees
may be particularly likely to object to certain uses of collective resources. This is especially
true because state resources are often used to maintain a monopoly for privileged religious
institutions (Iannaccone, 1991; Gill, 1996). Religious beliefs and institutions are also inter-
ested in more penetrating issues, including the propriety of state domination, and the duty
of states to serve the needs of their subjects. As noted earlier, all major monolatries amplify
the value of charity, and this ideological element is easily transposed from a requirement for
godly individuals, to an ethical directive for states that command even more considerable
resources. Religious legitimation of states has a rationale based on religious prescriptions
and proscriptions, with ethical demands on individuals applied in a more general way to
collectivities and the state.

Throughout human history, and continuing into the present, the collective goods gen-
erated by states have benefited a small proportion of the population, at the expense of the
majority of the population. This characteristic of human social organization is not lost on
religious institutions, all of which address issues of state domination in their sacred texts.
Should good religious people pay taxes to an unholy ruler? Must the faithful serve in the
military of an infidel king? If one kills in the service of a secular state, is that a sin? Is
disobedience to an ungodly state a sin, or a requirement for salvation? Obviously the an-
swers to these questions vary radically across and within religious groups, and over time
and space. Religious prescriptions and proscriptions have been used to justify political qui-
escence, as well as to amplify the necessity of radical political action (Zald, 1980; Zald &
McCarthy, 1987; Billings, 1990). Furthermore, religious ethical demands place responsi-
bilities on wealthy societies to care for the sick, orphaned, indigent, and elderly—often
ignoring the boundaries of nations. This characteristic of religious ethical movements has
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made them important for shaping foreign policies, and has forged substantial cross-national
movements.

Religion, Political Inclusion, and Human Rights

Religious values and institutions helped spur movements for the abolition of slavery in the
United States and Britain (Stark, 2003b; Young, 2002). Critical for these movements was
the religious foundations of morality that were interpreted as proscribing good Christians
and Christian nations from holding slaves (Stark, 2000, 2003b). The interpretation of Chris-
tianity that developed in early capitalism was one that embraced the divine sanctity of the
individual, and accorded individuals both human and political rights. This interpretation
of Christianity is incompatible with authoritarian dictatorship, because it views human
rights as accorded by the gods, and not by humans. Similar movements are evident across
religious traditions, and are the ideological foundation of religiously inspired political rev-
olution. Unfortunately, most studies of revolutionary movements go to great lengths to omit
or downplay religious bases in beliefs and institutions. Even scholarship on the Islamic
revolution in Iran has almost uniformly pointed to mythical social class bases of protest,
and ignored transformations in Shiite Islamic thought that enabled political mobilization
(Ayubi, 1994). In Christianity, the abolitionist movement also helped spark movements to
provide for basic human needs. If God grants the right to live, humans are failing if they
construct social systems that result in infant mortality, disease, and poverty. Indeed, this
“social gospel” movement went further to argue that in absence of basic human needs, peo-
ple become animalistic and incapable of moral judgment that can lead to religious salvation.
Hence, in order to save souls, religiously inspired SMOs sought to first combat poverty,
hunger, and disease. Although some of these movements were apolitical (as defined earlier),
many others engaged the political system directly by seeking resources from the state to
combat social problems.

Most impressively, religious beliefs and institutions were marshaled in support of
the movement for civil rights for African Americans (Morris, 1984; Robnett, 1996, 1998).
African-American churches provided both the ideological foundation for justifying collec-
tive action and overcoming oppression, as well as the tangible support of leadership, physical
plants, mail, literature, and other important tools for collective action (Morris, 1984). Fur-
thermore, liberal white religious groups provided substantial resources for the civil rights
movement, particularly through such movement “halfway houses” as the Fellowship on
Reconciliation (Morris, 1984). The Christian character of this movement was an important
symbolic resource in and of itself—because it helped to limit violent repression, and to es-
tablish some ideological common ground between supporters of civil rights and the largely
conservative Christian plurality that opposed the extension of human rights to African
Americans. Indeed, many white conservative Christians view the civil rights period as their
greatest spiritual failure—and the Southern Baptist Convention even issued a formal apology
for opposing the Civil Rights movement. Some religious activists see conservative Christian
movements such as the Promise Keepers and racially inclusive megachurches as the most
promising avenues for reducing racism and prejudice (Bartkowski, 2004).

Liberal Christian religious organizations became deeply concerned with human rights
issues in less-developed nations—in tandem with their decreased emphasis in spiritual
missions seeking conversion (Finke & Stark, 1992; Stark & Finke, 2000). These movements
have pointed to the political abuse of power in a variety of nations, and have documented
and attempted to counter human rights abuses under Soviet and Chinese Communism, and
in African, Asian, and South American dictatorships. Some scholarship has systematically
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examined a few movements of this type, most notably the largely Catholic and liberal
Protestant movements that sought to reduce United States support for brutal dictatorships
in Latin American (Gill, 1996; Smith, 1996).

Religion and Political Exclusion

Religious beliefs and institutions are commonly used to justify the political exclusion and
even the extermination of nonbelievers. Indeed, religiously inspired themes regarding racial
purity and the superiority of Christians, Jews, Hindus, Buddhists, and Muslims abound, and
movement organizations in each tradition actively militate against the political enfranchise-
ment of others. Successful movements of this sort have engaged in widespread genocide
and forced removal of nonbelievers, less radical solutions generally focus on maintaining a
political and economic caste system through disenfranchisement and legal discrimination.

In the United States, Christian religious beliefs and organizational resources helped
justify the slave system and provide a countermovement to the abolitionist movement. No-
tably, because of their support of slavery, the Southern branches of the Methodist and Baptist
churches split from their northern counterparts. White Christian religious organizations con-
tributed deeply to the anti—Civil Rights movement, beginning with mobilizations following
the American Civil War that helped reestablish white political supremacy and successfully
disenfranchised former slaves. Research on these movements is quite limited. Although
there are some works on the Ku Klux Klan, most of the best works focus on the 1920s-era
Klan, which mobilized largely against Catholics and their cultural influence. Research is
lacking on the more powerful and ubiquitous White Citizens Councils and their relationships
to religious organizations, and use of religious beliefs to bolster support. Barkun (1994)
provides a fascinating history of the theological beliefs undergirding racist Christian move-
ments in the United States. Aho (1990) has shown important connections between Christian
religious beliefs and affiliations and participation in right-wing hate groups. Aho’s research
demonstrates Mormon proclivities for “Christian constitutionalism”—a sacralization of
the United States constitution and the interpretations made of it in these communities.
Aho finds that conservative Protestants have an affinity for identity Christianity, which
claims that only European whites can be true Christians and all other races are children of
Satan.

In Apartheid-era South Africa, Kuyperian variants of Dutch Calvinism provided a
religious legitimation for the racial caste system and the political exclusion of nonwhites
(Tiryakian, 1957; Du Toit, 1985). Contemporary Zionist movements argue that Palestine
was territory given by God to the Jews, and that only faithful Jews should reside or have
political rights in Palestine. Hindu nationalism is increasingly militant in its emphasis on
Hindu superiority, and the expulsion of Muslims and other non-Hindus from the Indian
subcontinent. Islamic nations use religious ideologies to justify the continuation of tribal
monarchies (contrary to democratic values), and the exclusion of non-Moslems from the
political process. Sri Lankan Hindu and Buddhist activists each demand “home rule” that
essentially would require the forced removal or political exclusion of minorities in the
respective zones of control (Ellison, 1987). Similar controversies undergird protracted con-
flicts between Protestants and Catholics in Northern Ireland (White, 1989). Unfortunately,
social scientific exclusion of religious explanations over the last century has left this area of
research largely unexplored—particularly in non-Western settings where religious violence
is generally heaped into “ethnic violence” (Hadden, 1987)—a scientifically unjustifiable
assessment that seems to suggest that “ethnic” political mobilizations are the result of
irrational races fighting with one another.
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FUTURE DIRECTIONS. The systematic study of religion and social movements is
scarcely two decades old, and a tremendous amount of substantive and theoretical work
remains. Most glaring is the general lack of studies examining polities and religious
commitments outside of the United States. Indeed, there have been few studies of con-
nections between religion and politics that have been applied to Europe. Even the ongoing
Protestant-Catholic conflict in Northern Ireland is discussed as if religion has nothing to do
with it. The rise of religiously motivated right-wing nationalist parties throughout Europe
dismays European political scientists and sociologists who are uncomfortable dealing with
cultural influences on political and economic resources. What little research has addressed
Islamic and Zionist movements comes from an “international relations” perspective that is
devoid of data and theory, and is more political commentary than social science. Beyond
the Middle East, social scientific analyses of religion and politics in Asia and Africa are
almost nonexistent.

Studies of religion and politics are also lacking in their connection to novel devel-
opments in sociological theory. Social movement theorists have pointed to the importance
of identities for motivating participation—but even these treatments lack nuance or a con-
nection to broader theories of individual and collective identities in social psychological
theory (Zajonc, 1980,1984). Similarly, discussion of movement narratives as meaning con-
struction exercises have not been examined by scholars studying religion and politics,
despite the ubiquity of religious narratives for political movements. With a few exceptions
(Williams, 1995; Williams & Blackburn, 1996), sociologists of religion have been slow to
embrace frame analytic (Snow et al., 1986; Benford, 1993, 1997; Benford & Snow, 1992)
and structuration perspectives to help make sense of the connections between ideas and the
negotiation of commitments between members and movements.

This chapter has attempted to clarify the conceptual discourse regarding religious
movements, social movements, and political movements. With a more standard and scien-
tifically defined conceptual apparatus, analyses of religious influences on social movements
and politics will be less subject to the interpretive whims of religious and political activists
or to the fickle fancy of humanist scholars. Religion plays a dominant role in the production
of collective goods. Religious values influence what people and communities believe are
worthy public goods and noxious collective bads. Religious institutions provide resources
for both the collective production of secular and religious collective goods, and also for
political mobilizations to influence the production of collective goods by the state. Impor-
tantly, religious diversity makes it axiomatic that politically generated collective goods for
one religious group are likely collective bads for another religious group or for those who do
not desire religion. Much work remains, and future theoretical efforts should focus on the
nature of intra- and interinstitutional ties, their measurement, and consequences. Scholars
undertaking such contributions will need to define and theorize about network structures
within and between religious institutions, social movements, and political movements.
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CHAPTER 2

Economy

LARRY IANNACCONE

To the horror of some and the surprise of nearly everyone, a new body of religious research
roams our journals and conventions. Born of neglected data and rejected theory, the body
is variously known as economics of religion, the rational choice approach, the religious
economies model, and “the new paradigm.” By any name, however, it has animated research
on secularization, pluralism, church growth, religious extremism, rational choice, and more.
And by any measure, it continues to grow and gain attention. A field that scarcely existed
before 1990 can now claim hundreds of papers, scores of contributors, centers at major
universities, a yearly conference, a new association, a major grant initiative, and an official
AEA subject code.! The field also can claim a host of critics, the most strident of whom
decry rational choice as the “the malign influence of a small clique” and a theory in need
of a “stake through the vampire’s chest.”> Faced with diverse applications and divergent
assessments, our challenge is to scan the whole while not getting lost among the parts.

Contemporary research on religion and economics can be sorted into three major lines
of inquiry. The first explores economic theories of religion. The second studies the economic
consequences of religion. Adam Smith’s critique of state-supported religion exemplifies the
former; Max Weber’s protestant ethic thesis, the latter. Together these two lines constitute the
economics of religion. This essay focuses on economic theories of religion—in part because
it is what I know best, but also because the literature on religion’s economic consequences
is so vast.

Religious economics forms a third line of inquiry. Despite its size and scope, this lit-
erature is too far removed from mainstream sociology or economics to warrant inclusion
in this essay. Religious economics seeks to evaluate economic action in the light of sacred
precepts. The subject is as old as religion itself, for one can preach little of consequence
while ignoring property, production, and exchange. The main monotheistic faiths have in-
spired especially large bodies of economic doctrine and debate. With the help of economists
and philosophers, contemporary clerics keep this topic alive, debating the merits of private
property, income inequality, tax laws, deficit spending, monetary policy, income redistribu-
tion, workers rights, interest rates, banking laws, entrepreneurship, government regulation,
international trade, debt relief, unionization, entitlement programs, and much more. Among
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the many fine introductions to this literature are books by Oslington (2004) and Gay (1991),
review articles by Siddiqi (1981) and Waterman (1987), and essays in the journal of Markets
and Morality (http://www.acton.org).

This essay is a work of informed opinion. Although seeking to avoid bias, I do not
claim disinterest or neutrality when it comes to the economics of religion. My “revealed
preference” for formal models and rational choice theory is a matter of record. Nor is this my
first attempt to grapple with the field as a whole. Given the ease with which readers can access
my past work via on-line sources such as ATLA, JSTOR, and EconomicsofReligion.com,
I shall neglect many contributions that predate my 1998 Introduction to the Economics of
Religion (Iannaccone, 1998). I shall likewise skim the criticisms addressed in Iannaccone
(1995b) and gloss the assumptions and applications described in Iannaccone (1997). The
present goal is to extend, rather than merely update, these earlier works. Faced with a
sprawling field that no longer admits a chapter-sized review, I have economized—focusing
on topics that strike me as “best bets” for current and future research, while relegating the
broader literature to an on-line appendix (accessible through EconomicsofReligion.com).

ECONOMIC THEORIES OF RELIGION

Despite the extraordinary foundation laid by Adam Smith in 1776, economic theories of
religion languished from the 1770s through the 1970s. In The Wealth of Nations, Smith (1981
[1776], pp. 788—814) had argued that self-interest motivates clergy just as it does secular
producers; that market forces constrain churches just as they constrain secular firms; and
that the benefits of competition, the burdens of monopoly, and the hazards of government
regulation are as real for religion as for any other sector of the economy. Along the way,
he also developed a theory of sectarianism, a theory of religious violence and civility, and
a general theory of church and state.

In 1950 and again in 1968, the great economist Kenneth Boulding (1970, p. 188)
noted the “curious” fact that “no economist since Adam Smith seems to have dealt at any
length with the economics of religion.” For two centuries, Smith’s observations represented
“almost everything that economists, gua economists, . . . said on this subject.” As Boulding
recognized, this neglect hurt the social sciences twice over.> Economists lost a provocative
“nonmarket” application that broadens the field and encourages cross-disciplinary research.
And religious scholars lost a paradigm that complements, and sometimes contradicts, the
alternative perspectives of sociology, psychology, history, theology, and anthropology.

Economists finally returned to the study of religion in the 1970s, inspired by Gary
Becker’s pathbreaking work on the family. The first papers modeled church attendance
and contributions as a special form of household production—one that involved tradeoffs
between time and money inputs, secular versus religious outputs, and present versus afterlife
utility (Azzi & Ehrenberg, 1975; Ehrenberg, 1977). Extensions to this model soon added
preference formation and human capital, thereby broadening its application to childhood
socialization, age effects, conversion, intermarriage, and family interactions (Iannaccone,
1984; Neuman, 1986; Iannaccone, 1990; Lehrer & Chiswick, 1993). Around the same time,
several sociologists of religion began mining old data sources with new theories of rational
exchange and market competition (Stark & Bainbridge, 1980, 1985, 1987; Finke & Stark,
1988, 1992). By the 1990s, these economic and sociological streams of scholarship together
included studies of sectarianism, denominational vitality, religious extremism, doctrinal
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innovation, church and state, religious markets, non-Western faiths, religious history, and
more.

In the mid-1990s, it was easy to classify contributions to this literature based on
their primary level of analysis—individual, group, or population. The classification system
worked well because each level tended to emphasize a distinct set of economic concepts.
At the individual level, theories of household production and human capital helped explain
demographic determinants of religiosity and typical patterns of attendance, contributions,
intermarriage, and conversion. At the group level, the neoclassical theory of firm (and
the theory of economic “clubs”) helped explain the contrasting features of exclusive sects
and mainstream churches. And at the level of populations, theories of competition versus
monopoly challenged traditional models of secularization, while emphasizing the benefits
of free and competitive religious markets.

Although the three-level scheme retains some value, many recent contributions defy
simple classification. I shall therefore focus on ideas and issues rather than levels of aggre-
gation.

Choice and Rationality

Nearly all economic theories employ the twin assumptions of rational choice and stable
preferences. Within such theories, each individual is assumed to evaluate the costs and ben-
efits of all potential activities and then act so as to maximize net benefits relative to his or her
ultimate preferences. In the realm of religion, this means choosing which religion, if any, to
accept and how extensively to participate in it. These optimal choices need not be permanent.
Indeed, the theory is well suited for explaining differences in the level or content of religious
activity—both over time and across individuals. The stable preference assumption means,
however, that explanations rarely rely on varied tastes, norms, or beliefs. A good economic
story explains behavior in terms of optimal responses to varying circumstances—such as
prices, incomes, skills, experiences, technologies, or resource constraints.

I speak of economic stories to underscore the importance of intuition, judgment, and
aesthetic criteria in economic scholarship—a fact amply documented by McCloskey (1994,
1998). After decades of mathematical modeling and empirical estimation we have good
reason to doubt that economic science will ever succeed by the standards of physics. David
Friedman (1996, p. xi) thus describes “good” economics as “a blend of theory, intuition, real
world puzzles, and ingenious, if sometimes bizarre, solutions.” (And David should know,
for he is the son of Nobel Laureate Milton Friedman, a great economist in his own right,
and a Ph.D. physicist to boot!) Economists of religion must be especially sensitive to the
limitations of formal theory and statistical computation, lest they crank out claims that are
irrelevant or absurd.

For sociologists of religion the challenge is essentially the reverse. Sociological train-
ing not only emphasizes the limitations described earlier, it also instills distaste for formal
theory and economic reasoning—partly because the founders of sociology defined their
domain and methods as correctives to the omissions of economics and partly because
economists continue to threaten sociology’s academic turf and resources (Wrong, 1961,
p. 190; Swedberg, 1990, p. 8-18).* Toss in the influence of Max Weber (1963), who
made “rationality” central to his work but applied it in ways foreign to most contemporary
economists, and you have a recipe for miscommunication.
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As I see it, scholars have pursued the debate over rationality far past the point of
diminishing returns. For my own part, I have chosen (rationally, I hope) to emphasize
rationality’s “status as a simplifying assumption” (lannaccone, 1997, p. 26). I can (and
do) assert its usefulness without for a moment believing that people always act logically,
efficiently, or in accordance with their own self-interest. For those wishing to read the full
debate over rational choice theories of religion, I recommend Bruce (1993), Chaves (1995),
Demerath (1995), Ellison (1995), Iannaccone (1995b, 1995c¢), and Young (1997). But I
also recommend devoting one’s own scholarly energies elsewhere. The twin assumptions
of rationality and preference stability are false but useful. Not much else matters.

Production and Substitution

The simplest models of religious behavior (such as those of Azzi and Ehrenberg 1975;
Tannaccone 1990) ignore interpersonal interactions and market equilibrium, focusing in-
stead on the behavior of individuals. These models view religion as just one of the many
commodities available to consumers, and they thereby explain patterns of religious par-
ticipation as the result of commodity choice and production. Of course, most religious
commodities are neither tangible goods like cars and computers nor commercial services
like haircuts and banking. Rather, they are “household commodities” as defined by Becker
(1976)—valued goods and services that families and individuals produce for their own con-
sumption. Household commodities may be as concrete as meals and laundry or as abstract
as relaxation and love.

Although we cannot directly observe most religious commodities, we can observe
the inputs used to produce them. The principal time and money inputs—attendance and
contributions—are routinely measured by sociological researchers. More specialized stud-
ies provide detailed information on time (such as time devoted to religious services, private
prayer and worship, religious charity, and many other religious activities) and money (such
as expenditures for special attire, transportation, religious books and paraphernalia, sacri-
ficial offerings, and contributions used to finance staff, services, and charitable activities of
religious organizations).

Attention to input substitution, as opposed to mere inputs, distinguishes the household
production models from their sociological counterparts.® Virtually all productive activities,
whether household or commercial, concrete or abstract, require both time and money inputs.
But the ratio of these inputs can often be varied. Meals can be cooked at home or purchased
in restaurants; lawns can be watered by hand or by automated sprinklers; trips can be
taken by car or by plane; and children can be cared for by parents or preschools. In every
case, people with higher values of time will tend to substitute time-saving, money-intensive
forms of production for money-saving, time-intensive forms. Hence, high-wage households
are more likely to dine out, install sprinklers, travel by air, and send their children to
preschools.

People with high monetary values of time will tend to engage in time-saving, money-
intensive forms of religion. Their ratio of contributions to attendance will be relatively
high. People with low monetary values of time will adopt more time-intensive practices and
contribute relatively less money. These predictions have no precedent within traditional,
noneconomic models of religious but are strongly confirmed both by survey statistics and
case studies. Early studies of substitution between contributions and attendance include
Ehrenberg (1977), Sullivan (1985), and Iannaccone (1990). Recent work by Hungerman
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(2003) and Gruber (2004) give more attention to statistical problems of endogeneity, but
all studies confirm the tendency to substitute between money and time.

Although surveys fail to show how people substitute money for time, direct observa-
tion indicates that richer congregations opt for a variety of time-saving, money-intensive
practices. These include shorter services, more reliance on professional staff, more elaborate
and costly facilities, fewer volunteer workers, and more purchased goods, such as catered
meals in place of potlucks.

Both in theory and in fact, substitution encourages different denominations to adopt
different in methods of organization and worship. Relatively rich members can be quite
stingy about spending time on religion. Hence, even a very well-endowed Episcopalian
or Presbyterian congregation with plenty of (bequeathed) money to cover its salaries and
operating expenses may find itself hard-pressed to recruit volunteers for its choir, youth
programs, committees, and many other traditional programs. For the so-called Protestant
“mainline,” prosperity has proved a mixed blessing.

Other economic trends have forced adaptation in all denominations, and none more so
than the growth of women’s wages and workforce participation. As women have moved into
the labor force and overall family earnings have grown, congregations have had to purchase
many services formerly supplied by volunteers. The pattern is illustrated by Luidens and
Nemeth’s (1994) study of expenditure trends in Presbyterian and Reform denominations.
Although real per-capita giving increased dramatically in both denominations (from around
$200 per person in the 1940s to nearly $800 in the 1990s), nearly all the added money
went to fund local congregational expenses. According to Luidens and Nemeth (1994,
p. 119), “heightened demand for specialized services and professionally-staffed programs”
has squeezed out increased funding at all other denominational levels. Substitution strikes
again.

In studies too numerous to list, scholars have explored other implications of produc-
tion and substitution. (For an especially striking example, see Carmel Chiswick’s [1995]
work on American Jewish adaptations to economic success, which range from reduced
rates of individual observance to the establishment of an entirely new branch of Judaism—
Reform—designed to minimize the cost of religious observance in a prosperous and plural-
istic environment.) Suffice to say, substitution and production remain good candidates for
great research, especially where economic conditions have changed rapidly.

Religious Capital

Sociologists have often criticized economic models for their “undersocialized” view of
human action. James Coleman (1988, p. 97) introduced the concept of “social capital” to
rescue rational choice theory from this deficiency. Around the same time, I introduced
the concept of “religious capital” to rescue religious production from the same short-
comings (lannaccone, 1984, 1990). Each concept took its inspiration from the economic
theory of human capital (Schultz, 1961; Becker, 1964), but each extended the standard
theory by emphasizing relationships and social networks rather than purely individual
capacities.

As I have used the term, “religious capital” denotes the accumulated stock of skills,
sensitivities, and relationships that alter a person’s (real or perceived) benefits from subse-
quent religious activity. The concept can readily subsume a variety of other terms, including
habits, preferences, spiritual capital, social capital, and social networks. Sometimes it helps
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to distinguish between different types of religious capital, such as that which is specific to a
particular religious tradition or embedded in relationships. (see, for example, Stark & Finke,
2000). But most capital-oriented distinctions prove largely semantic and unproductive. (In
that list, I would definitely include debates contrasting “religious” versus “spiritual” capital,
or “preference change” versus “capital formation.”) Whatever the terminology, capital has
several key features. The first is that past experience alters the value of current religious ac-
tivities, and thereby affects rates of religious participation. The second is that most religious
experience is “context specific’—relevant only to a specific relationship, congregation, lo-
cation, denomination, or religious tradition. This means that capital also shapes patterns
of religious affiliation.® Yet another feature of capital is its tendency to depreciate, and to
initially rise but eventually fall over the life cycle.

Capital models yield numerous predictions concerning denominational mobility, re-
ligious intermarriage, the timing of conversions, the influence of religious upbringing, the
impact of mixed-faith marriage, the age-profile of religiosity, and much more (Iannaccone,
1990). For example, insofar as people accumulate religious capital over time, increased
age will lead to increased religious participation. The similarities between religious capital
and professional capital lead us to predict that most conversions and religious mobility
will, like career choices and job mobility, occur at relatively young ages. Rates of inter-
generational mobility are especially low within distinctive religious traditions, as most
children accumulate their religious capital in a (home and church) context determined by
their parents. Switching will be most prevalent between relatively similar denominations
(which allow the switchers to conserve on the value of their previous religious investments).
Similar patterns will characterize religious intermarriage. Moreover, the complementarities
inherent in shared-faith marriages will lead to higher rates of religious participation, lower
rates of divorce, higher fertility, and many other outcomes associated with greater marital
compatibility (Lehrer & Chiswick, 1993; Lehrer, 1999; Waite & Lehrer, 2003).

The great strength of religious capital is its capacity to integrate existing generalizations
and observations while also suggesting new generalizations and new avenues for research.
Survey data and case studies provide strong support for most capital-based predictions.
Tannaccone (1990) remains a good introduction to religious capital theory, predictions, and
data. The empirical studies of Sherkat and his associates provide further confirmation, and
illustrate the manner in which religious capital may be reconceived as preferences, habits,
and social constraints (Ellison and Sherkat 1995; Sherkat and Wilson 1995; Sherkat 1997).

Social Capital

It is but a small step from human capital to social capital. So small, in fact, that both theorists
and empiricists have trouble distinguishing the two. By any definition, however, religion
plays a major role in the formation and maintenance of relationships, social networks, and
shared norms. Empirical studies find that nearly half of all associational memberships,
personal philanthropy, and volunteering in the United States are church-related, leading
Robert Putnam (2000) to conclude that “[f]aith communities. ..are arguably the single
most important repository of social capital in America.”

Religion is, however, all but ignored in the immense contemporary literature on social
capital. See, for example, the literature reviews by Dasgupta (1999) Portes (1998) and Sobel
(2002). One can scarcely imagine a better “market opportunity” for high-impact research
(made all the more timely and marketable thanks to the Templeton Foundation’s recent
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“Spiritual Capital” research initiative). The opportunities are further magnified by the links
from social capital to other lively areas of economic and sociological research on “social
multipliers,” “threshold effects,” and “social networks.” See Becker (2000), Granovetter
(1978), and Kuran (1995) for ideas and applications that deserve more attention in the study
of religion.

Belief and Uncertainty

Capital also helps us study religious beliefs. Modeling beliefs as a combination of personal
and social capital is straightforward, and it conveniently captures the fact that people tend
to believe what they have been taught, what they have previously espoused, and what
those around them believe. As with other forms of capital, belief-related capital and belief-
related actions are closely related: beliefs shape actions by altering their perceived costs
and benefits, and current actions shape future beliefs. Studies along these lines are few, but
I would expect many more as researchers adapt insights from the relatively new economic
literature on preference formation and “rational addiction” (Becker, 1996). The models
become more complex, but also more rich and interesting, when we add social effects
(Schelling, 1978; Kuran, 1995).

How do we explain the content of religious beliefs? Existing economic models provide
very little guidance at this point, nor does contemporary sociology. Sociologists of religion
still cite the grand theories of Marx, Weber, Durkheim, and other 19th-century luminaries,
but when accounting for specific beliefs they almost fall back on individual rationality
(“Person X embraces belief Y in order to feel better”) or collective rationality (“Society X
embraces belief Y in order to function better”).

Some will argue that the answer lies in psychology. With titles such as Religion Ex-
plained and Darwin’s Cathedral, one gets the impression that evolutionary psychologists
Pascal Boyer (2001) and David Wilson (2002) have all but wrapped up the search for God.
But I expect most sociologists will come away disappointed, convinced that little has been
explained and no great edifice raised. Current work in cognitive, behavioral, and experi-
mental psychology strike me as equally limited. Despite some valuable ideas, none yields
anything approaching a general theory of religious belief.

Rational choice offers another approach, one that harkens back to the much maligned
“rationalistic positivism” of Edward Tylor, Herbert Spencer, and James Frazer. These and
other 19th-century scholars viewed religion as a product of the flawed but basically rational
attempts of “primitive” peoples to understand the world and their place in it. A Theory of
Religion, by Rodney Stark and William Bainbridge (1987) shows that this approach remains
powerful, particularly when married to 20th-century field studies, historical findings, and
survey research. (As became apparent from the moment anthropologists began doing serious
field work early in the 20th century, the source material used by Tyler and others was shot
full of factual errors concerning “primitive” societies.) Stark and Finke (2000, chapter 4)
offer a similar but streamlined theory in Acts of Faith. My own more economic approach is
outlined in Iannaccone (1999) and detailed in a forthcoming book.’

All three contemporary theories of rational religious belief share some compelling
features. They begin with just a few assumptions about human nature and the human
condition—in essence scarcity, rationality, and the capacity to conceive of supernatural
beings or forces. From these, they derive a universal demand for supernaturalism and a
universal distinction between magic and religion. (By definition, “magic” emphasizes the
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control of supernatural forces, whereas “religion” emphasizes interactions with supernat-
ural beings.) Specialized suppliers arise naturally in both realms, and the theory predicts
that markets for magic operate quite differently from markets for religion. In particular,
only the latter can sustain long-term relationships, high levels of commitment, and moral
communities. The theories thus derive Durkheim’s famous dictum that “there is no church
of magic.”

The theories, however, do not end with Durkheim. They also explain why “moral
communities” are so difficult to maintain, even for religions, and why they typically demand
exclusivity and sacrifice. Absent these costly constraints, rational consumers will patronize
many different suppliers, investing so to speak in diversified portfolios of supernatural
commodities. This last observation is strongly affirmed by historical and cross-cultural
evidence, but it is far from obvious for people raised in the exclusive religious traditions of
the monotheistic West. The demand for diversified religion is natural, however, given the
tremendous uncertainty that surrounds most religious claims. Even a child can appreciate
the wisdom of not putting all your eggs in one basket.

Uncertainty offers yet another “market opportunity” for contemporary research. Not
since Peter Berger’s (1969) work on “plausibility structures” have sociologists of religion
given much attention to this central feature of faith. As I sought to demonstrate in “Risk,
Rationality, and Religious Portfolios” (Iannaccone, 1995a), uncertainty is not just under-
studied, it is also a theme well suited to rational choice theory.

Churches as “Clubs”

If people are both rational and risk-averse, how can exclusive religions survive? Why
does not every worshipper assemble a “portfolio” of beliefs, practices, and churches? The
modern theory of church and sect provides offers an answer. Congregations are sustained
by collective production.® Except for a few full-time religious professionals and a handful
of benchwarmers, most members contribute both to production and consumption of these
religious commodities. Highly effective congregations require highly committed members,
not mere customers. In this respect, effective congregations are more like families than
firms.

The problem is that “shirking,” “defection,” and “free-riding” tend to overwhelm col-
lective action in large groups, and sometimes even in small families. Paying people to do
their job well fails to solve the problem, because members’ “jobs” can neither be defined nor
observed with precision, and because payments reward motivations that are the opposite
commitment. But free-rider problems can be mitigated by seemingly gratuitous costs—
the sacrifice and stigma characteristic of deviant religious group. Examples of such costs
include: distinctive diet, dress, or sexual conduct; physical separation from mainstream
society; painful or costly rites; rules that limit social contact with nonmembers; and pro-
hibitions restricting normal economic or recreational activities. Sacrifice and stigmas drive
away people who lack commitment while also boosting levels of involvement among those
who remain (for what else is there to do?). The net effect is a “good deal” for committed
members. Moreover, the resulting congregations manifest a long series of distinctive char-
acteristics that empirical researchers have long associated with “sectarian” religious groups.
For more on the modern theory of church and sect, see Iannaccone (1988, 1992).

We have thus solved the problem of risk, rationality, and religious portfolios in an
unexpected but highly informative way. The demand for diversification does not undermine
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every call for sacrifice, commitment, or community. People can be induced to commit
themselves to a single church, but only if that church can offer rewards that more than
make up the increased risk and inconvenience associated with exclusivity. The strategy
depends entirely on the collective character of religious rewards. Analogous strategies do
not work in standard markets, because exclusivity does not enhance the production of
standard (noncollective) goods and services.

The sacrifice and stigma model has received wide acceptance, in part because it fits
so much survey data and so many case studies. Despite some lingering debate over the
extent of free rider problems in mainline churches or the actual level of costs imposed by
contemporary conservative churches, the basic model remains the natural starting point for
studies of high cost groups. It works well not only with the religious groups routinely called
sects, cults, and fundamentalisms but also with communes, gangs, radical militias, and even
many terrorist organizations. See for example, Berman (2000, 2003 ) and Iannaccone (2005).

Churches as Firms

Whereas “club” models focus attention on the collective side of religious production, firm
models draw attention to the differing roles of clergy and laypeople. Never mind that most
churches are membership organizations, hence more like clubs than firms. The theory of
the firm is too well developed and too useful to ignore. Like Weber’s “ideal types,” religious
firms would be worth analyzing even if none actually existed. Both neoclassical theory and
new institutional economics provide fresh insight into the doctrine, structure, and practices
of the idealized religious “firm.”

Note also that many religious organizations do operate as legal firms, and many more
look surprisingly firmlike. This should come as no surprise because even the highly abstract
theories of religion described above predict the existence of different market segments. The
segments include: exclusive “sects” that operate like clubs; inclusive “churches” sustained
by a core of professionals; and markets for “magic” organized around simple exchanges
between practitioners and clients.

Rodney Stark and William Bainbridge (1985, pp. 171-188) have thus emphasized
the role individual entrepreneurship plays in the formation of new religions. Miller (2002)
applies insights from strategic management to analyze political strategies and alliances
among denominations. Finke and Stark (1992) trace the explosive growth of Methodist and
Baptist churches in 19th-century America to superior marketing, organization, and clergy
incentives. And Schmidtchen and Mayer (1997), Zech (2002), and Terkun (2004) are among
the many scholars to apply franchise models to the study of churches and denominations.

To date, the most ambitious work analyzing churches as firms is Robert Ekelund
et al.’s (1996) book on the political economy of the medieval Catholic church. Following
Adam Smith’s (1981 [1776], p. 797) classic observation that “the clergy of every estab-
lished church constitute a great incorporation,” Ekelund et al. explain numerous features of
medieval Catholicism in terms of its monopoly status. They view the Church as a monopo-
listic “multidivisional” firm characterized by a central office that controls overall financial
allocations and conducts strategic, long-range planning, but allows its (usually regional)
divisions a high degree of autonomy in day-to-day operations. Drawing on standard the-
ories of monopoly, rent-seeking, and transaction costs, they offer economic explanations
for interest rate restrictions, marriage laws, the crusades, the organization of monasteries,
indulgences, and the doctrines of heaven, hell, and purgatory.
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Work on churches as firms continues to grow rapidly, in part because firms are easier
to model than clubs, but also because the theory of the firm is so rich in predictions and data.

Markets and Monopoly

If individual denominations function as religious firms, then they collectively constitute a
religious market. Recognizing this, Adam Smith (1981 [1776], p. 788—814) argued that
established religions face the same incentive problems that plague other state-sponsored
monopolies.” No other economic insight has generated as much discussion and debate
within the sociology of religion. Sadly, however, the discussion and debate have tended to
collapse down to a single issue: the consequences of American-style religious pluralism.
When today’s sociologist speak of “religious economies” or “the market model” they almost
always mean claims concerning pluralism’s capacity to reverse religious decline. This is
unfortunate, for it submerges numerous insights and avenues for research beneath simplistic
slogans and flawed methods. It also misrepresents what economics really teaches about
market structure.

Before turning to these problems, note that the core elements of religious market theory
have utterly won the day. Almost everyone now accepts the notion that religion in America
constitutes a vast competitive market, overflowing with “products” that range from New Age
paraphernalia to orthodox liturgies. Scholars likewise accept that market success requires
entrepreneurship, innovation, and sensitivity to the demands of consumers. As a result,
themes that rarely surfaced prior to Finke and Stark’s Churching of America (1992) now
parade as common sense in books and articles with titles such as “Selling God” (Moore,
1994), “Shopping for Faith” (Cimino, 1998), and “Healing in the Spiritual Marketplace”
(Bowman, 1999).'° Even the harshest critics of rational choice theory (such as Bruce, 1999),
emphasize the centrality of religious choice in today’s world.

The market model is certain to remain popular for years to come for the simple rea-
son that it works. The most informative studies, however, will remain those that closely
study how markets actually work. Successful “business strategies” vary across time, place,
and people. Hence, good market-oriented research must carefully address numerous issues,
including product attributes, marketing strategies, incentive structures, exchange relation-
ships, consumer characteristics, and so forth. Andrew Chestnut’s (2003) study of “pneuma-
centric” religion in Latin America illustrates this point by showing how specific religions
offer distinctive products that directly address the health and family oriented concerns of
poor and middle-class women. In a similar manner, Anthony Gill (1998) compares Catholi-
cism across Latin America and finds that the Church is much more likely to side with the
poor (as opposed to the rich and politically powerful) in countries where Protestant growth
threatens the Church’s historic monopoly.

I take a much less positive view of the literature on “pluralistic” versus “monopolistic”
markets. A tremendous amount of effort has been expended (and mostly wasted) running
regressions that relate measures of pluralism to measures of religious vitality. Voas, Olson,
and Crockette (2002) have correctly emphasized that major statistical problems plague these
studies. The main problem, however, runs far deeper. There has never been much reason to
infer monopoly power from absence of pluralism in 20th-century America—no matter how
one measures religious pluralism—because barriers to entry have always been low. Good
economists know not to confuse market concentration with monopoly power, and they also
know not to equate monopoly power with inefficiency.
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Share-based measures of market concentration (including the standard diversity index
favored by the religious researchers) provide no direct information about barriers to entry.!!
Barrier size depends on technological, legal, and regulatory factors. Market concentration is
at best a weak and indirect indicator of these. The relevant market is also difficult to define,
as illustrated by the debate over whether religious market concentration is best measured at
the level of communities, regions, or nations. The modern theory of industrial organization
thus emphases market power rather than market share, especially in the case of so-called
contestable markets (which by definition lack major barriers to entry).'?

The notion of “lazy monopolists” is likewise problematic, and not just because a firm
must often work quite hard to acquire and maintain monopoly status. The classic monopoly
firm gains super-normal profits by charging relatively high prices and selling relatively low
quantities, but it sacrifices profits if it operates inefficiently, reduces product quality, or
ignores consumer preferences. It is not monopoly but, rather, government regulation that
routinely gives rise to inefficiency. This was precisely Adam Smith’s point when he critiqued
the “established” churches of his day. A church that derives special status from law and
government has little reason to “waste” resources on the captive customers is supposedly
serves, but it has every reason to lavish attention on its legal and political constituencies. So it
was that Smith (1981 [1776], p. 789-790) condemned the established (Protestant) churches
of Northern Europe for “having given themselves up to indolence,” while simultaneously
claiming that “in the church of Rome, the industry and zeal of the inferior [i.e., lower
rank] clergy is kept more alive by the powerful motive of self-interest, than perhaps in any
established Protestant church.”

As I see it, statistical studies of pluralism versus vitality long ago passed the point
of diminishing returns, and not even mathematically heroic efforts along the lines of
Montgomery (2003) are likely to reenergize them. Modern economic theory strongly sug-
gests a higher payoff to research that more directly observes market power, competition,
effort, innovation, efficiency, and so forth. Barriers to entry deserve emphasis, and case stud-
ies may prove especially enlightening. A decade of statistical debate has obscured the fact
that the religious economies model has always drawn its sharpest insights from historical
work—whether that of Adam Smith or that of Finke and Stark (1992).

Pluralism and Secularization

Beneath the frequently spurious statistics on pluralism and religiosity lie fundamental
questions about religious change. Most arguments about “rational choice” or “religious
economies” are veiled battles over secularization. The proxy war arose in part because
contemporary secularization theorists (especially Berger, 1969) saw pluralism as a major
factor undermining religious plausibility in the modern world."® In contrast, economi-
cally oriented scholars stressed pluralism’s link to competition, which promotes market
vitality.

The competing claims are, however, less contradictory than they initially appear. The
former emphasizes trends—the presumed tendency for pluralism to corrode religious plau-
sibility over time. The latter emphasizes levels—the tendency for (pluralistic) competition
to increase religious participation at any given time. In principle both could be true or
both false. Pluralism could raise equilibrium levels of religiosity in any given period yet
still promote long-run decline. One might even invoke rational choice and social capital to
model the process whereby pluralism eventually undercuts religious plausibility. In short,
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although religiosity may indeed be higher in a competitive market than in an otherwise
identical state-regulated market, that differential tells us relatively little about long-run
trends in either market.

By contrast, this ambiguity does little to reinstate secularization. The secularization
thesis has never been a simple statement about trends but rather a theory of modernization—
and in particular a theory about why modernization inevitably and irreversibly undercuts
religion. As Berger and Luckmann (1995, p. 36—37) have themselves emphasized, this thesis
receives very little support outside of Western Europe.'

Trends—Past and Future

Although numerous mistakes and misunderstandings have marred debates over seculariza-
tion and pluralism, religious trends deserve continued study. Quite apart from their intrinsic
interest and their relevance for the future, we need more and better trend research to deter-
mine how religion relates to other social and economic factors. This relationship lies at the
heart of debates over the economic consequences of religion.

Studies of religious trends suffer from disproportionate attention to a small body of
data—namely, survey studies of American church attendance from the 1950s through the
present. Here again, the marginal product of additional studies is low—whether they extend
the time series to the latest General Social Survey or subject the data to the latest time series
technique. The prospects look better for comparative studies, especially if tied with less
standard forms of data collection, such as the analysis of retrospective data (Iannaccone,
2002) or detailed collections of comparative-historical data Woodberry (2004). To speak
meaningfully of trends, we especially need data on the character, as opposed to mere
quantity, of religious observance over time—a subject not readily assessed by standard
surveys, but potentially measurable through numerous forms of content analysis.

The Economic Consequences of Religion

Although not the first study of religion’s economic consequences, Max Weber’s (2002)
Protestant Ethic certainly remains the most influential. And thanks to Weber this literature
is too large—and its core ideas too well known by sociologists—to permit any meaningful
review.' In the spirit of The One Minute Manager (Blanchard and Johnson 1982), I shall
therefore limit myself to a few observations. For more on the economic consequences of
religion, see the online appendix to this chapter and Iannaccone (1998).

The economic and social impact of religion is a subject both endlessly fascinating
and genuinely important. Despite the volume of past and current work, however, there
is nothing approaching consensus concerning the impact of Protestantism, Christianity,
monotheism, or religion in general. After leaving the field to sociologists and political
scientists, economists have reentered (e.g. Guiso 2002; Barro and McCleary 2003; Kuran
2004) and there is much more to come. One hopes that researchers can resist the temptation
simply to add religiosity variables to standard (and already problematic) statistical models
of economic growth. As development economists have learned, such methods yield many
publications but few real advances in understanding. By contrast, attention to religion is
both welcome and overdue. Attempts to promote development in poor and postcommunist
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countries strongly affirm the importance of norms and moral precepts—and religion ap-
pears to be source and sustainer of many such “cultural” factors.'® Communism is the
most striking example of an economically and socially destructive religion, albeit a reli-
gion without deities. In this sense, the most compelling evidence for Weber-like theories
may be negative—some widely embraced systems of belief do halt progress and destroy
civilization.

Evidence of religion’s social and economic impact is stronger at the level of individ-
uals, families, and communities. Numerous empirical studies suggest that religious belief
and participation do influence numerous outcomes: mental health, physical health, sexual
conduct, substance use, crime, education, work, political orientation, family behavior, fer-
tility, rates of marriage, divorce, and cohabitation, and much more. (Interestingly, economic
attitudes are one of the few outcomes often not related to religion.) Keep in mind, how-
ever, that problems of spurious correlation remain, despite careful attempts to eliminate
them, and that nearly all the data are contemporary and American. We need much more
information about different religions in different settings, and we cannot possible obtain it
from American-based estimates of socioeconomic status (SES) and denominational effects.
To illustrate how great the need may be, consider that nearly all religions advocate spe-
cific rules of sexual conduct, although by no means the same rules nor with equal success.
Whether some religions persuade more people to avoid sexual promiscuity, let alone other
forms of opportunistic behavior, is literally a matter of life and death. AIDS alone causes
millions of deaths each year, continues to spread rapidly, and threatens to radically reduce
health, longevity, and economic well-being of poor people and poor nations throughout the
world.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

The economics of religion has animated research on secularization, pluralism, church
growth, religious extremism, rational choice, the social consequences of religion, and more.
For the social-scientific study of religion—a field long on data but short on theory—these re-
cent contributions are no small thing. In the late 1980s, Wuthnow (1988: 500) lamented that
sociology of religion “has grown more rapidly in inductive empirical research and in sub-
specializations than it has in attempts to identify theoretically integrative concepts. ... The
problem is not one of lively disagreement over serious intellectual disputes but an absence
of unifying constructs.” Around the same time, Stark and Bainbridge (1987, p. 11) com-
plained that “there has been little theorizing about religion since the turn of the century”
despite “an amazing variety of new and well-tested facts.”

If nothing else, the economic invasion has shaken things up. Rational choice is a
unifying construct par excellence. Proponents invoke the economic paradigm to explain
empirical regularities, resolve old questions, and integrate previously distinct predictions.
Other researchers remain unconvinced, and so much so that critiquing rational-choice has
become its own little industry. “Lively disagreements over serious intellectual disputes”
have thus been standard fare since the early 1990s. The debates have generated some light
and much heat—welcome developments given the tendency for social science to leave
religion out in the cold.

Aseconomic theory has entered the study of religion so also have economic researchers.
This, too, is a welcome development, especially if it promotes cross-disciplinary exchange.
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Economists may be the world’s most forceful advocates of free and open trade, but they
rarely sample and almost never buy the output of other social sciences. Without the data,
case studies, and generalizations that lie beyond the shores of economics, rational choice
theory easily can drift toward emptiness or absurdity.

We need more intellectual exchange, but perhaps less work on a few tired topics.
Regression studies of religious pluralism versus religious vitality may have passed the point
of diminishing returns, as has the standard debate over secularization. The rate of return
is equally low for most statistical studies of widely available survey data. The standard
research questions remain important, but many standard techniques have ceased to inform.
Just as economic approaches have enriched our stock of theories, so we need to augment
our stocks of data and methods.

With one foot in economic history and one in sociology, Max Weber sought to answer
great questions about religion more than a century ago. Subsequent generations of sociolo-
gist aimed lower, and economists aimed not at all. Perhaps the 21st century will at last find
answers to some of those great questions thanks to a fruitful fusion of both fields.

NOTES

1. For afairly complete list of papers and contributors, see http://www.EconomicsofReligion.com. The same Web
site describes the Association for the Study of Religion, Economics, and Culture and includes past programs
for the association’s annual conference. The new university centers include Harvard’s Center for the Study of
Religion, Political Economy, and Society; George Mason University’s Consortium for the Economic Study
of Religion; and the Economics and Religion Research Group in Australia. The major research initiative was
launched by the Templeton Foundation, and the American Economic Association subject code for research
on religion is Z12.

2. These statements come from the introduction to Steve Bruce’s (1999) Choice and Religion: A Critique of
Rational Choice Theory. For similar sentiments and rhetoric, see Yamne (1997) and Hadaway and Marler
(1996). Other critiques include Robertson (1992), Demerath (1995), Marwell (1996), Chaves (1995), and
Neitz and Mueser (1997).

3. It does, however, seem likely that Smith’s theory of sects influenced Weber, especially the notion that sect
membership enhanced a person’s reputation and business prospects. Although The Protestant Sects and the
Spirit of Capitalism fails to cite Smith, The Wealth of Nations was required reading for all 19th-century
students of economics, and Weber held a chair in economics at the University of Heidelberg. Weber’s longer
treatise on The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (2002, p. 40, 107, 184) cites several passages
from The Wealth of Nations, and describes them as “familiar” and “well-known.”

4. According to Dennis Wrong (1961: 190), modern sociology “originated as a protest against the partial views
of man contained in such doctrines as utilitarianism, classical economics, social Darwinism, and vulgar
Marxism. All the great nineteenth and early twentieth century sociologists saw it as one of their major tasks
to expose the unreality of such abstractions as economic man, the gain-seeker of the classical economists.”

5. Household production also strengthens the theoretical justification for empirical studies that sift survey data for
correlates of attendance and contributions. Statistically “significant” predictors—such as income, education,
age, race, region, marital status, and gender—can be interpreted as determinants of the demand for religious
participation. In practice, however, the results differ little from those previously documented in sociological
studies.

6. Although most applications of the capital concept emphasize its tendency to increase religious activity, the
opposite occurs when the capital is specific to an institution or environment that becomes less accessible or
appealing. Voas’s (2003) recent study of Scottish religion may illustrate this point. The theoretical result is
analogous to sustained unemployment among older workers who lose long-held jobs.

7. The relevant draft chapters are available on request.

8. The skeptical reader will wonder why congregations cannot operate like commercial firms, hiring their
labor and selling their products. The simple answer is that the typical congregation operates as mutual
benefit organizations dedicated to the collective production of worship services, religious instruction, social
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activities, and other quasi-public “club goods” (Sandler & Tschirhart, 1980). Of course, this begs the question
why standard firms cannot offer the same goods and services. The answer seems to lie in the distinctive,
faith-based character of religious “products.” Most religious “firms” require networks of faith as opposed to
mere pools of labor.

9. Smith’s insight is too important not to quote: “The teachers of [religion]..., in the same manner as other
teachers, may either depend altogether for their subsistence upon the voluntary contributions of their hearers;
or they may derive it from some other fund to which the law of their country many entitle them. ... Their
exertion, their zeal and industry, are likely to be much greater in the former situation than the latter. In this
respect the teachers of new religions have always had a considerable advantage in attacking those ancient and
established systems of which the clergy, reposing themselves upon their benefices, had neglected to keep up
the fervour of the faith and devotion in the great body of the people.”

10. The brilliant and iconoclastic economist Kenneth Boulding deserves credit for discussing economic features
of religion long before Berger (1970), Stark (1972), and others did so. Unfortunately, his insights about
religion appear to have had no impact on economists or sociologists. Boulding’s 1950, 1952, and 1957 essays
on religion and economics appear in Beyond Economics (Boulding, 1970).

11. To calculate the diversity index for any given market, square the market share of each firm currently operating
in the market. (In the case of religion, we typically interpret each denomination’s “market share” as the
fraction of the population affiliated with it.) Then sum these squared-shares to obtain the “Herfindahl” index
of market concentration. The indices of diversity and concentration are complementary, so D =1 —H, and D
measures that probability that any two people, chosen at random, are affiliated with different denominations.
For more on these indices, see Iannaccone (1991, p. 164—-167).

12. In so-called contestable markets (where firms can easily entry or exit markets) latent competition takes the
place of actual competition. A single firm may account for all current sales in such a market but still lack
monopoly power, because it will immediately be displaced by new entrants unless its prices and quality remain
near competitive levels.

13. In fact, Berger and Luckman (1995) later concluded that pluralism was a much more powerful secularizing
force than modernity itself.

14. Proponents of secularization theory apply the term “modernization” to the combined forces of urbanization,
education, rationalization, and increased pluralism. See Roberts (Roberts 1990: 303—323) for an extended
summary of variants on the secularization thesis promoted by Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann, Thomas
O’Dea, Talcott Parsons, Robert Bellah, and others. For a historical overview of the secularization thesis and
debate, see Swatos and Christiano (1999).

15. Delacroix and Nielsen note that despite numerous studies challenging the empirical validity of Weber’s
argument, the Protestant Ethic thesis lives “as an article of faith in sociology primers, international business
textbooks of all stripes, [and] the middlebrow press” (cf. Eisenstadt, 1968; Samuelsson, 1993; Tawney, 1998;
Delacroix & Nielsen, 2001).

16. For a brilliant analysis along these lines, see Hayek (1988), especially the chapter entitled “Religion and the
Guardians of Tradition.”
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CHAPTER 3

Education

DAVID SIKKINK AND JONATHAN HILL

The relationship between religion and education has been at the heart of numerous cul-
tural conflicts in the United States. Struggles over educational institutions have in many
ways defined the relation of religious groups to U.S. public life. The orientation of Main-
line Protestantism to public life in the early to mid-20th century was reflected in their
active support for a general Protestant ethos within the public schools (Handy, 1967).
Many conservative Protestants define the boundary between themselves and dominant
trends in U.S. culture through their interpretation of cultural conflict in the public schools
(Sikkink & Smith, 2000). In his well-known work on “culture wars,” James Hunter (1991)
argued that education was a crucial front in the battle of orthodox and progressive ways
of knowing. Progressive views of truth, which see morality as unfolding rather than fixed,
lie behind an emphasis in secular educational institutions on child-centered education,
and this perspective is at war with traditional views of absolute morality (Hunter, 2000;
Nolan, 1998). This shift increases the tendency of conservative religious groups to frame
their relation to dominant American culture in terms of a cultural conflict over schooling
institutions.

Historians of education have employed the cultural conflict frame to shed light on the
education and religion nexus. Diane Ravitch (1974) uncovered the central role of Catholic
and Protestant conflict in the emergence of the public school sector as the sole government-
funded educational institution on the primary and secondary level. The conflict shaped the
relationship of Catholicism to dominant forms of American culture, contributing to 19th-
and 20th-century discrimination against Catholicism in public life. Jorgenson (1987) sees
this in more stark terms, interpreting the establishment of the U.S. public school system
as the imposition of Protestant cultural hegemony. Fearing immigrant pluralism and the
influence of the Vatican, Protestant public schools were designed to marginalize Catholic
voices in American public life (Jorgenson 1987). That public schools would be a key site of
cultural struggle linked to religious groups and ideologies was cemented in the expansion of
public schools in the late 19th century, which was intimately related in the West and North
to the organizational and cultural resources of evangelical Protestantism. John Meyer and
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colleagues found evidence that the expansion of public schools depended in large part on a
millennial theology of evangelical Protestantism, which included an emphasis on freedom
of the individual from constraining forces of ignorance and the importance of education for
achieving the good life (Meyer et al., 1979).

Ironically, cultural conflict within educational institutions was also closely con-
nected with secularization in the United States through the 20th century (Smith, 2003b).
The differentiation of religious and educational institutions in the United States not
only was one of the most important changes in creating a more secular public sphere
but also played a central role in realigning the religious field toward a conservatives-
liberal divide (Wuthnow, 1988). It also shaped the character and size of the religious
school and college sectors in the United States. Controversies over creation and evo-
Iution in public school science classes was driven in part by the development of a
monopoly of scientific knowledge that placed religion and science in separate spheres
(Gieryn, Bevins, & Zehr, 1985). A further secularizing impetus was the shift in pub-
lic schools from a Protestant ethos, which intimately linked moral development and the
educational task, to a managerial organizational culture focused on efficiency and pro-
fessionalism (Tyack, 1974). This was no more evident than in the changes in the orga-
nization and culture of the National Education Association, which moved from strong
support for public schools as nurturing moral character with the assistance of a general
Protestant morality to vigorous defense of the neutral and professional character of pub-
lic schools (Beyerlein, 2003). Influenced by the Progressive movement, teaching prac-
tices reacted against the influence of general Protestantism (Thomas, Peck, & De Haan,
2003) and toward a therapeutic ethos dominated by frameworks from psychology (Hunter,
2000).

Cultural battles within higher education that contributed to secularization in the college
sector have been well charted (Burtchaell, 1998; Reuben, 1996). George Marsden (1994)
explains the movement from colleges that explicitly integrated the ethos and theology of
a particular denomination to colleges and universities that embedded a general Protestant
ethos, which later became superfluous to the practice of the university and was set aside in
the middle of the 20th century. In this process of differentiation between religious and higher
education institutions, capitalist elites played a crucial role in providing the finances that
severed the ties between sponsoring denominations and colleges and universities (Marsden,
1994; Burtchaell, 1998). This differentiation set the stage for institution building efforts
of fundamentalists and later evangelicals to develop conservative Protestant or “Christian”
colleges (Carpenter, 1997).

Recent sociological work has asked whether fundamentalist and evangelical Protestant
colleges would remain religiously distinctive in the face of secular models of institutions of
higher education (Hunter, 1987). This research provides some evidence that secularization
is not an inevitable process (Smith et al., 1998). Schmalzbauer and Wheeler (1996) analyze
30 years of campus newspapers articles and other materials from six evangelical colleges
to look at the changing role of campus rules at these institutions. They argue that the weak-
ening of campus rules does not necessarily lead to secularization. Although the discourse
resembled secular “in loco parentis” debates in some ways, the majority of the evidence
revealed the use of religious arguments that were “grounded in the central doctrines of Ref-
ormation Protestant orthodoxy.” Both secularizing and sacralizing dynamics were at work
in evangelical Christian colleges in the late 20th century, although there is need for more
thorough evidence on this score.
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RELIGION AND THE POLITICS OF EDUCATION

Nineteenth- and early-20th-century conflicts over elementary and secondary schooling were
shaped by religious divisions, most notably the effort of social-gospel Protestants to remake
immigrants in their own image (Glenn, 1988; Reese, 1982; Rippa, 1988). Morality and
values in public schools remains an important part of the politics of education, and religion
plays an important role in shaping this conflict (Gaddy, Hall, & Marzano, 1996; McCarthy,
1996; Nord, 1995; Page & Clelland, 1978; Sargeant & West, 1996). Conservative Protestant
opposition to a “secular” public school system is believed to lie behind the growth of
nonpublic schooling, such as Christian schools and home schooling (Apple, 2000; Lines,
1996).

Some have emphasized the role of conservative Protestantism in fomenting a culture
war over the legitimacy of the public and secular role of public schools in our democracy
(Apple, 1996; Cookson, 1994; Diamond, 1998; Provenzo, 1990; Spring, 1998). The cul-
ture wars framework has been challenged (Davis & Robinson, 1996; DiMaggio, Evans, &
Bryson, 1996; Evans, 1997; Jelen & Wilcox, 1997; Williams, 1997), although some con-
flicts over public schools may fit this framework, such as sex education (Davis & Robinson,
1996). But in most of these political struggles over public schools, it is important to take a
careful look at the relationship between specific religious traditions and public educational
institutions to understand how religion shapes the politics of education.

For better and worse, mainline Protestantism has been closely identified with the
establishment of public schooling in its current form. Common notions of the public school
mission, melding diversity into an American whole and preparing citizens for democracy,
owes much to the mainline Protestant understanding of public life and the relation of
religion to it. The quiet approach to religion in public life of the mainline (Sikkink, 1998a;
Wuthnow & Evans, 2002) is expressed in support for a school system in which schools
are designed to be an expression of the collective identity of the community. Mainline
religious identities avoid creating tension with the surrounding culture (Hoge, Johnson, &
Luidens, 1994; Smith, Emerson, Gallagher, Kennedy, & Sikkink, 1998; Stark & Bainbridge,
1985), and are more likely to be comfortable with the value-neutrality and professionalism
of today’s public schools. Catholics who attend regularly also see no reason to construct
a symbolic boundary between themselves and public schools. Estrangement of Catholics
from the Protestant-dominated public schools of the past seems to have disappeared among
most Catholics today (Sikkink, 1999), perhaps because Vatican II and Catholic social and
educational mobility has changed the relationship between Catholics and American culture
(Gleason, 1995; Greeley, 1977).

Some religious conservatives juxtapose family and church to the professionalized and
“non-normative” culture that increasingly characterizes the public school system (Arons,
1983; Meyer et al., 1994). Conservative religious traditions that construct strong symbolic
boundaries with the professional and bureaucratic organization of public schools are more
likely to see public schools as hostile to their moral and spiritual values (Sikkink, 1999).
Orientations to public schools, however, differ within the family of conservative Protestant
religious traditions.

The fundamentalist Protestant religious movement arose during anti-modernist battles
with liberal Protestants in the early 20th century (Marsden, 1980), which ended with fun-
damentalists setting up alternative institutions outside the “mainstream” (Carpenter, 1997).
This separatist history and the development of countercultural institutions leads to strong
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alienation from public schools and greater support for alternative schooling over public
schooling among fundamentalists. Beginning in the 1940s, evangelical traditions opposed
the separatist strategy of fundamentalists, and attempted to move conservative traditions
into contact with the surrounding culture and society (Marsden, 1987; Marsden, 1991).
Moreover, the post—World War II formative period for evangelical traditions was marked
by a strong cultural link between nation, community, and school. With this genealogy,
evangelical thought and practice emphasizes the importance of religious presence in public
institutions (Glenn, 1987). The evangelical sense of a custodial relationship of religion in
relation to public life (Wacker, 1984) creates a greater sense of obligation to public schools,
despite a high degree of alienation from public schools (Sikkink, 2003). Evangelicals, and
especially evangelical women, tend to support public schooling over the religious alterna-
tives (Sikkink, 1999).

The charismatic movement grew in the 1960s and 1970s, emphasizing a strongly coun-
tercultural spiritual community of worship (Miller, 1997; Neitz, 1987). The movement was
affected by the growing disillusionment with dominant institutions of American life, which
was part of a long process that would weaken the historically tight link between commu-
nity, nation, and public schools. Pentecostalism emerged during the first two decades of the
20th century, in opposition to the rationalistic tendencies of conservative Protestant groups
(Riesebrodt, 1993). The lower-class, pietist origins of the pentecostal movement (Ander-
son, 1979), as well as their emphasis on special spiritual experience, includes a strong
sense of outsider status vis-a-vis the surrounding society and culture (Wacker, 2001). The
pentecostal and charismatic movements do not emphasize the evangelical custodial rela-
tionship between religion and public life. These traditions are less focused on a public
presence for religion than on creating spiritual separation between family, individual faith,
and religious community; and the outside world. Sharing a similar countercultural bent,
charismatics and pentecostals are highly alienated from and willing to abandon public
schools (Sikkink, 1999). These differences among conservative Protestants tend to miti-
gate the extent that conservative Protestantism poses a united front in challenging public
schools.

Public school legitimacy, built on the school role as an expression of a geographic
community, has been undermined by conditions of modernity, such as geographic mobility,
differentiation, and pluralism. An additional challenge is the global resurgence of religion
in the public square (Casanova, 1994). Religion has not remained sequestered in the private,
subjective experiences of individuals (Luckmann, 1967). Clifford Geertz argues that religion
is being driven “outward toward . . . the polity, the state, and that complex argument we call
culture,” creating a “religious refiguration of power politics” (Geertz, 1998). This calls for
empirical study of religious collective identities that unite religious experience and identity
directly with engagement in the “mundane” affairs of politics, economics, and schooling.

In the United States, local and state-level public school conflicts over sex education,
science curriculum, and so on are shaped by religious collective identities, and challenge the
secular, professional, and bureaucratic basis of public school legitimacy (Apple & Oliver,
1996; Bates, 1993). In some cases, these challenges are instances of the “deprivatization”
of religion (Casanova, 1994). These challenges from conservative religion are believed by
some scholars to threaten the differentiation of religion, morality, and values in the public
schools (Apple, 2001; McCarthy, 1996), and developments in the politics of education, such
as the school choice, may alter the relation of religious groups and public life.

Among the early defining issues in the role of religion in the politics of education
were school prayer, the teaching of evolution in the classroom, and textbook controversies.
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Conflict over school textbooks by religious groups has been interpreted as an instance of the
“politics of lifestyle concern” (Clelland & Page, 1980; Page & Clelland, 1978). Similar to
Hunter’s culture wars, Page and Clelland rooted the conflict in differences in the normative
ways of life of the traditionalist and modernist orientations. Other interpretations attempt to
show the relation of religion to class conflict (Billings & Goldman, 1979; Billings, 1990).
Sources of support for school prayer also have been linked to deeper cultural conflicts
over lifestyles, rather than to conservative religious beliefs in the benefit of prayer or in a
particular view of child socialization. The politics of school prayer represented a deeper
conflict in which cultural fundamentalists sought to dramatize the need for a return to
traditional values (Moen, 1984). Later evidence showed that Americans were diverging on
this issue, with conservative Protestant providing the main source of support for school
prayer (Hoffmann & Miller, 1997).

Evidence has shown that support for teaching creationism in the science classroom was
strongly linked to biblical literalism, even while school prayer drew support from a variety
of sources (Woodrum & Hoban, 1992). Some have interpreted support for creationism as
an expression of fundamentalist religious identities, which seeks through political action
to “bring the world to God” (Apple, 2001). The politics of school prayer and creationism
represents in this view the politics of authoritarian populism (Apple, 1996; Provenzo, 1990).
Although collective religious identities are important to the politics of education, these
interpretations seem overly general, describing some fundamentalist leaders and groups
at a particular time but not the whole of conservative Protestantism. It is not likely that
school prayer or creationism provides the glue that holds together a tight-knit conservative
Protestant political lobby, as only on issues of sexual morality do conservative Protestants
show attitude constraint (Jelen, 1990).

One of the important current issues in the politics of education is school choice, and
religious tradition plays a defining role in this debate (Cookson, 1994; Hanus & Cookson,
1996). Over time, school choice advocates attempting to include religious schools in choice
plans have attempted to shift the argument for school choice away from arguments about
the importance of religion and morality to educational practice and toward multiculturalism
and family choice as the justification for school choice (Davies, 1999). Although more
palatable in the current political culture, this reframing has the ironic effect of furthering
the trend toward recognizing religious claims in the public sphere only under the banner of
individual rights.

At the individual level, religion has continued to shape commitment to the public
school system in the United States and support for school choice. School board candidates
that support school prayer, creationism in the classroom, and school vouchers are much
more likely to be conservative Protestant, although this research shows the difficulty of
sorting out religious from political conservatism, which is the strongest predictor of support
for vouchers (Deckman, 2002). Other research at the individual level shows that mainline
Protestants remain among its strongest opponents, whereas conservative Protestants are
strongly in favor.

Conservative Protestants do not always operate as a monolithic bloc opposed to public
school innovation. In the case of multiculturalism in the classroom, conservative Protestants
are not more likely to oppose the teaching of respect for diverse races, religions, and cultures
than are mainline Protestants, and charismatics are more supportive of diversity education
than mainline Protestants. And those who see religious authority as a matter of the heart
rather than as an external authority, such as the Bible or the church, support multiculturalism
as a top priority for the education of children. Seeing one’s faith as an expression of an
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authentic self (Bellah, 1985; Taylor, 1991) creates support by analogy for multiculturalism in
schools as a way in which diverse self-expressions are recognized and understood (Sikkink &
Mihut, 2000).

At the organizational level, Catholic schools and leaders have played a strong role
in the school choice lobby. The commitment of Catholic schools to remain in the inner
city, despite the financial difficulties and the change to a primarily non-Catholic clientele,
has added a new dimension to the historic Catholic commitment to government funding
of religious schools. In the Cleveland legal case in which the Supreme Court approved
inclusion of religious schools, 90% of students using the city voucher to attend the school
of their choice were served by Catholic schools. Based on data from the 2000 National
Election Study, Catholics who regularly attend services are strongly supportive of school
vouchers, although this support is tempered somewhat by the traditional Catholic concern
that government play an important role in achieving social equality—in this case, through
the public schools. The strong defense that Catholics make for achieving public purposes
through government support of faith-based institutions appears to lie behind their support
for school vouchers. High attending conservative Protestants are strongly supportive of
school vouchers, although evidence shows that their support is more strongly influenced by
their view that morals have declined in the last 5 years (Sikkink, 2002).

How does religion affect actual schooling choices for children? What are the religious
characteristics of those who have their children in some form of alternative schooling, such
as private school or homeschool? Alternative schooling is higher among the more highly
religious, who seek value communities that are not found in many public schools. Both
church-related schooling and home schooling are strongly associated with higher church
attendance, according to data from the 1996 National Household Education Survey (Sikkink,
1998b).

An analysis of the types of religious identities associated with alternative schooling
offers a more nuanced picture of the religious motives that drive alternative schooling. An
analysis of churchgoing Protestants reveals that the most likely candidates for alternative
schooling are those identified with religious traditions that are most likely to be withdraw-
ing into separate religious worlds, the fundamentalists and charismatics. Fundamentalists,
who tend to be rooted in strong religious networks, are positively associated with alter-
native schooling. It appears that the establishment of value communities and some form
of closure of social networks would explain fundamentalists movement into alternative
schooling. Charismatic skepticism about public institutions is apparent in their support for
opting out of public schools. One additional factor explains the charismatic move into al-
ternative schooling: the religious practice of charismatics is strongly countercultural, and
charismatic identity is built through juxtaposing the rational expert with the emotional,
spiritual authority within charismatic circles (Sikkink, 1998b). The religious groups that
are moving into alternative schooling, however, do not provide support for claims that the
meaning of alternative schooling is to gain greater control over society through control of
the socialization of children (Rose, 1993). Many of the misunderstandings of the alternative
school movement result from inattention to the differences between conservative Protestant
religious traditions. Over the long run, the fundamentalists and charismatics are not likely
to have a sustained interest in political power. And evangelicals, enveloped in a religious
movement most interested in a public role for religion (Regnerus & Smith, 1998), are deeply
divided on schooling choices for children. According to the 1996 Religious Identity and
Influence Survey, evangelical religious identity is not significantly related to the choice
of nonpublic schooling for children, as evangelicals favor a public school strategy that is
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consistent with their tradition of “engaged orthodoxy,” or a “witness” through presence in
public schools (Sikkink, 2003).

RELIGIOUS SCHOOLS

The growth of the conservative Protestant schools in the 1970s and 1980s contributed to the
rise of the Christian Right in U.S. politics (see Guth, Liebman, & Wuthnow, 1983). Cultural
conflict involving religion and education has played a major role in the expansion of conser-
vative religious primary and secondary schools in the United States in the 1970s and 1980s.
The growth of conservative Christian schools coincided with the racial integration of public
schools, leading many to claim that “segregationist academies” predominated in the early
years of conservative Christian schooling (Nevin & Bills, 1976). No doubt racial integration
in public schools played a large role in spawning many Christian schools in the past. But
the larger issue for most of today’s Christian schools is the cultural shifts of the 1960s
and 1970s, which were symbolized so vividly for conservative Christians in the Supreme
Court decisions banning school prayer and Bible reading in the public schools. In general,
what has come to be known as the “Christian school” movement! of the 1970s and 1980s
responded to the events and trends of the turbulent 1960s: the consolidation of a secular sci-
ence curriculum after the Soviet Union raced ahead in space exploration, the counterculture
and urban riots, and Supreme Court decisions on school prayer and Bible reading in public
schools. These changes contributed to the sense that the traditional family that conservative
Protestants had championed in the 1950s and 1960s was under siege (Bendroth, 1999).

In this context, Conservative Protestant religious organizations were well positioned—
both in organizational and ideological strength—to respond with a bricks-and-mortar cam-
paign. The new breed of Christian schools grew from roughly 2,500 in 1972 to about 9,000
today, and now comprise about 25% of all private schools in the United States. The most
recent available data from the National Center of Education Statistics is the Private School
Survey for the 1999-2000 school year. This survey attempts to capture the population of pri-
vate schools in the United States. Private school enrollment is estimated at 5.1 million, which
is about 10% of total school enrollment in the United States. About half of the private school
students attend a Catholic school, whereas 36% attend some other type of religious school,
and 16% attend a nonreligious private school. Of the approximately 27,000 private schools in
the United States, many of the non-Catholic religious schools in existence in the fall of 1993
were founded between 1974 and (1983). About 60% of conservative Christian schools exist-
ing in 1993 were founded between 1974 and (1983). In contrast, only 2% of Catholic schools
were founded between 1974 and 1983 (Bianchi, 1982; McLaughlin & Broughman, 1997).

The Christian school landscape reflects some of the differences between fundamen-
talists, evangelicals, charismatics, and Pentecostals. And, in a few cases, the diversity
of Christian schools springs from denominations. The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod
(LCMS), a conservative branch of the Lutheran church, has a tradition of Christian schools
that reaches back to the 19th century. Schools affiliated with the LCMS, which, for a single
denomination, boasts the largest number of schools (over 1,000) outside of the Catholic
Church, have their origins in the German ethnic communities in the Midwest. Another im-
portant denominational source of Christian school organizations—especially considering
the small size of the denomination—is the Christian Reformed denomination, which traces
its theological heritage not to Luther but to John Calvin. Largely based in Michigan and
Towa, Christian Reformed churches developed schools in keeping with their Dutch ethnic
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heritage and their religiously grounded belief that education is inherently value-laden, and
therefore Christians must attempt to integrate a Christian perspective on knowledge into
education (Sikkink 2001).

How Conservative Religious Schools Work

One of the most widely cited works on Christian schools by Alan Peshkin (1986) claims
that this fundamentalist school fits the model of “total institution” (Goffman, 1961). The
school is founded and structured on the absolutist claim to ultimate truth, and places rigid
control on student’s lives. Although lauding the discipline and caring relationships he found
between students and teachers, Peshkin expressed concern about the tension between the
school culture and practices and broader values of a liberal democracy. Peshkin’s ethnog-
raphy is compelling, but questions remain about whether his findings can be generalized
to most conservative Protestant schools. Nancy Ammerman (1987) investigates a Baptist
school, finding that religious influence permeates the school through very strict rules, in-
cluding clothing and grooming restrictions, and student expectations for positive attitudes
and courteous and respectful behavior toward authority. Ammerman concludes that the stu-
dents have little opportunity to try on different roles and identities during their adolescent
years. Unlike Peshkin, Ammerman is clear that the fundamentalist school that she studied
would not be representative of all conservative Protestant schools.

But other studies show marked differences between evangelical and fundamentalist
schools. Susan Rose (Rose, 1988) found that the pedagogy of fundamentalist schools often
leaves little room for teacher-student interaction and the exploration of ideas. By contrast,
evangelicals tend to shape Christian schools toward less tension with the outside world,
greater emphasis on academic excellence, less rigid social control of students and greater
room for individual creativity and expression (Sikkink, 2001). Some have seen these dif-
ferences as at least partially rooted in class (Rose, 1988).

The most important qualitative book on conservative Protestant schools adds nuance to
interpretations of conservative religious schools that overemphasize class and social control.
Melinda Bollnar Wagner (Wagner, 1990) frames conservative Protestant schools not as “total
institutions” but as sites that meld dominant streams of American culture with elements
from their conservative Protestant worldview. Wagner points out that many conservative
Protestant schoolteachers rely heavily on secular pedagogical techniques and materials,
and students are hardly oblivious or dismissive of “worldly” teenage lifestyles. Wagner
concludes that these compromises are all part of a long process of adaptation that, in the
face of market pressures to maintain adequate enrollments, ensures the continued existence
of these schools. Even further, Wagner argues that conservative Protestant schools generate
a “generic” panconservative Christianity that tends to ignore historic doctrinal differences
within conservative Protestantism (Wagner, 1997). Under the influence of market pressures,
conservative Protestant schools tend to broaden their theological umbrella in order to appeal
to religious conservatives within several religious traditions, including Catholicism.

Religious Schools, Network Closure, and Educational Achievement

Although many of the studies of religion and education in the United States fit within the
framework of cultural conflict, a surprising source of interest in religion and education
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emerged from developments in sociology of education toward understanding the corre-
lates of effective schools. The first national study of school effectiveness (Coleman, 1966)
generated a great deal of research on religion and education at the organizational level.
In particular, interest in school effectiveness turned the literature toward the question of
whether and how religious schools shape educational outcomes. Commonly referred to as
the “Coleman Report,” this study concludes that family background characteristics con-
tribute far more to academic outcomes than characteristics of schools. That these studies
focused on public and private school differences ensured that religion at the school level
would be one point of contention, as well over half of private schools are religious schools
(Baker, Han, & Broughman, 1996).

The work of Andrew Greeley, James Coleman, and colleagues on the 1980 High School
and Beyond dataset argued that, on average and after controlling for family background,
Catholic schools are more academically effective than public schools. And Catholic schools
have a larger effect for those who are more disadvantaged (dubbed the “common school”
effect). In Catholic schools, academic achievement does not depend as strongly on family
background characteristics as it does in the public sector. But the sources of the Catholic
school advantage are not easily located in religion. This research claims that Catholic
schools produce higher-achieving students because they place more students in academic
programs, require more semesters of academic coursework, and assign more homework.
Catholic schools are far less “vocational” and far more “academic” in orientation (Coleman,
Hoffer, & Kilgore 1981a, 1982a, 1982b; Coleman, Kilgore, & Hoffer, 1982; Greeley, 1982).

Does religion play a role here? Most research has pointed to more general charac-
teristics of religious schools. Greeley focused on black and Hispanic students’ academic
achievement, showing that higher academic and disciplinary emphasis of Catholic schools
contributes to the Catholic school effect. The Catholic school advantage was attributed to
higher levels of discipline and academic demands. But public schools that have similar
levels of discipline and academic demands as Catholic schools produce similar levels of
achievement.

Other research argues that religion plays an important role in academic effectiveness.
A study of inner-city private and primarily Catholic elementary schools found that the effec-
tiveness of these schools derived from the strong leadership, shared values of teachers and
staff, orderly and disciplined environment, and a clear school mission (Cibulka, O’Brien, &
Zewe, 1982). At the organizational level, according to this research, religion shapes school
effectiveness through shared values and mission, and social order.

Coleman and Hoffer (1987) offer a more complete theoretical model of the Catholic
school effect. Catholic schools, according to this model, benefit from the more cohesive
community that they serve. Catholic schools offer nonmonetary resources in the form
of social capital that the public schools do not. Parents of Catholic school students are
more likely to know one another, which is likely to create intergenerational closure and
facilitate information exchange and social control. Therefore, students with low human
capital (minority and other disadvantaged students) benefit from the higher social capital
of the community that is served by Catholic schools. In this work, the effect of religion on
school effectiveness is primarily through its effect on social capital.

The role of religion in explaining the Catholic school effect is most prominent in the
seminal work by Anthony Bryk and colleagues (Bryk, Lee, & Holland, 1993). This work
argued that the organizational makeup of Catholic schools engenders a “common school”
ideal. Catholic schools create a communal organization, which is built on a high degree of
shared values among teachers and students as well as shared activities. Religion provides an
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inspirational ideology that animates the school mission and common symbols and assump-
tions that bind the school community. Religious commitments of school personnel also
infuse relationships in the schools with an ethic of caring. The authors explain much of the
Catholic school effect as the result of the influence of religion on academic organization and
communal organization. For academic organization, they find that the number of academic
courses required for all students and the breadth of curricular offered impacts differen-
tial student learning opportunities. The constrained academic structure of Catholic schools
minimizes initial student differences, whereas the comprehensive and highly differentiated
public schools accentuate them. The commitment to a common curriculum, according to
Bryk and colleagues, is rooted in religious conceptions of persons as created in the image
of God.

The work on Catholic schools inspired by Coleman and Greeley was not without its
critics. The positive effect of religion in Catholic schools has been challenged—at least in
the assumed positive effect of religion that is mediated through social capital. Morgan and
Sorensen (1999) addressed the extent that the Catholic school effect is explained by variation
in intergenerational network closure. Coleman held that Catholic schools were endowed
with nonmonetary resources in the form of social capital. One of the primary resources
of this social capital was intergenerational social closure, which putatively explained the
slight academic advantage of Catholic schools. Morgan and Sorensen distinguish between
Coleman’s “norm-enforcing” school and what they call a “horizon-expanding” school,
which is characterized by tight bonds between students and teachers, but not between parents
and school. This network structure, according to Morgan and Sorenson, contrasts with a
norm-reinforcing school, with its high levels of intergenerational closure, in that horizon
expanding social capital does not constrain creativity and learning by the limited information
and norms available in the family. Morgan and Sorenson find that intergenerational closure
is negatively associated with mathematics test scores in the public sector, which provides
evidence that horizon expanding schools are best for student learning. The authors conclude,
then, that the Catholic school effect cannot be explained by parental social closure. The
implication is that in many religious schools the norm-reinforcing character of social bonds
hinders academic success of students. If correct, religion is likely to hinder academic success
in some private schools because it does not allow students to bridge beyond their religious
enclave, in which norms and limited information hinder the educational task.

Important work on immigrants also points away from intergenerational closure but
toward the importance of religious organizations for educational achievement. Bankston
and Zhou (2002) argue that family network closure does not explain variation in school
achievement of children in immigrant families. But participation in immigrant religious
institutions does improve school performance of children. Using data from the National
Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, they find that the average grades of immigrant
children are not affected by parental involvement in social networks. Bankston and Zhou
argue that participation in an ethnic church helps immigrants recover some of the social
capital lost by migration (see also Bankston & Zhou, 1995; Bankston & Zhou, 1996).
These results appear to be consistent with the Morgan and Sorenson argument that family
social capital can be norm-reinforcing, and may hinder educational success. However, in
the case of immigrant students, participation in religious organizations, which Morgan
and Sorenson may see as sources of norm-reinforcing social capital, actually improves
educational achievement.

In sum, the literature on school effectiveness has led to the claim that religion at the
school level may have some impact on the nature of relationships in the school, and has
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provided stronger evidence that religion provides a moral order and common mission that
affects educational outcomes. Religion also shapes social networks within the school, but the
evidence does not confirm whether the overall effect is positive or negative on educational
outcomes.

Religious Schools and Deviance

Although the effects of religious schools on educational achievement are mixed, one would
expect that the social capital and normative environment of religious schools would affect
student deviance. Existing studies use careful controls to deal with possible selection effects,
and often use the more conservative strategy of determining whether religious schools
affect change in deviance over time. Although these studies are conservative tests, it is
still surprising that the results are mixed at best. One study, using the National Education
Longitudinal Survey (NELS), found that attending private religious school decreases the
likelihood of involvement in sexual activity, arrests, and the use of hard drugs, but does
not affect alcohol, tobacco, or marijuana use. The positive effects are particularly strong
for students in suburban, two-parent households (Figlio & Ludwig, 1999; see also Sander,
2001). Other work on Add Health data, however, did not find that the protective effect of
religious schools applies to Catholic schools. After including a rich set of controls, including
risk aversion of the student and parental supervision, Catholic schools do not affect selling
drugs, committing theft, robbery and burglary, having sex, engaging in gang-related fights,
attempting suicide, and running away from home (Mocan, Scafidi, & Tekin, 2002). The
effect of religious schools on deviance appears to be limited to non-Catholic religious
schools, and to more extreme forms of teenage deviance. Another recent study found no
protective effect of private schools on the incidence of teenage suicide (Watt, 2003), but it
should be pointed out that selection effects, the bane of school sector studies, may operate in
reverse in this case. Because suicide is relatively rare, the lack of a positive effect of private
school could be affected by a small number of parents who move their troubled child to
private schools in hopes that a school change would help. Nor does this study evaluate
religious schools separately from other private schools.

Religious Schools and Democratic Citizenship

Recent research on private schools has revived old questions about the relationship between
private education and the public good. Much of the debate on school vouchers has used
the assumption that private schools—specifically fundamentalist and evangelical private
schools—are not fit to educate children for participation in a democratic society (Blacker,
1998). Generally this research shows important contributions of religious schools to demo-
cratic education, but there are some mixed results for conservative Protestant schools.

For example, Godwin, Ausbrooks, and Martinez (2001) use a sample of 2,184 students
from 7 public and 24 private schools in New York City and Fort Worth, Texas. They find that
students enrolled in evangelical schools are far more likely to identify groups that are vying
for political equality as their least-liked groups as compared with public school students.
In addition, evangelical school students are far less likely to choose racist groups as their
least-liked group compared to public school students. However, once controls are added for
selection into school sectors, the family effects were able to account for these differences
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in tolerance. The findings show that nonevangelical private school students have greater
support for democratic norms than public school students, that there is no difference between
private and public schoolers on levels of political tolerance, and that there is no difference
between public and private schoolers on perceived threat from their least-liked group. Private
school students also report a higher incidence of interethnic friendship than public schoolers.
In sum, this research found no evidence that evangelical schooling necessarily leads to
decreased levels of tolerance. Concerns about democratic skills generated by religious
schools receive mixed support in other research. Non-Catholic religious schools (primarily
conservative Protestant schools) score higher in civic confidence but lower in political
tolerance (Campbell, 2001). On the other three measures, community service, civic skills,
and political knowledge, non-Catholic religious schools are no different than students in
public school.

As early as the 1960s, Greeley and Rossi (1966) found some evidence that Catholic
school students were no worse than public school students on measures of community
involvement, interaction with non-Catholics, concerns about “worldly problems,” and atti-
tudes toward other non-Catholic groups, such as Jews, blacks, and Protestants. The strongest
association between Catholic education and socially tolerant attitudes was found with
those respondents that attended a Catholic college. These students are more “liberal” than
Catholics who did not attend Catholic college, and they are more “liberal” than college-
educated Protestants (Greeley & Rossi, 1966). Wolf, Greene, Kleitz, and Thalhammer
(2001) use a sample of college students in introductory courses on American government
to examine political tolerance. They conclude that private school students (both religious
and secular) score higher on their measures of political tolerance. The effect is even greater
for those that spent most or all of their previous education in private schools.

Recent data from NELS has been used by Greene (1998) to argue that private schools
are better racially integrated within the classroom, have more racially tolerant attitudes,
and encourage more volunteering. Private schools are more likely to promote friendship
across racial and ethnic lines and less likely to have fighting in the school among racial or
ethnic groups. However, Gill et al. (2001) warn that Greene’s controls may not be sufficient
to counter selection into the private sector, nor does he adjust for unobserved prior differ-
ences in values and attitudes. Campbell (2001) provides a better set of controls that perhaps
overcomes the selection problem. His results indicated that students in Catholic schools do
better in all five domains he tests: community service, civic skills, civic confidence, polit-
ical knowledge, and political tolerance. Overall, the extant literature on Catholic schools
confirms Bryk’s (1994) claims that this religious school sector makes an important con-
tribution to the common good. Other analyses on the 1996 National Household Education
Survey show that parent civic participation is enhanced through involvement in Catholic
schools, but not through active participation in non-Catholic religious schools (Sikkink,
2003).

RELIGION AND EDUCATIONAL ACHIEVEMENT

How does religion at the individual level affect educational success? Historically, reli-
gion has provided a crucial impetus to educational endeavors (Meyer et al., 1979). Yet
an important article on religion and education in American Sociological Review places
John Calvin in the anti-intellectualist camp (Darnell & Sherkat, 1997),2 which would have
surprised Calvin’s contemporaries. The important emphasis on integrating religion and
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educational pursuits—and the obligation to pursue excellence in education—remains in
Calvinist movements today, such as the Christian Reformed denomination. Similarly, post
Vatican II Catholicism provides a religious impetus for educational pursuits.

There have been religious movements that discouraged education as a worldly pursuit.
The Amish provide the most well-known example today. And the fundamentalist movement
in 20th-century U.S. Protestantism certainly was suspicious of “modern” learning, such as
evolution and higher criticism of the Bible (Marsden, 1980). Some have claimed that funda-
mentalists are an important carrier of persistent cultural trends toward anti-intellectualism
(Hofstadter, 1963). But even here it is difficult to sort out the extent that the fundamentalist
emphasis was because of opposition to education per se or to the content of an increasingly
secular education and the differentiation of religion from educational institutions. The effort
that fundamentalist religious groups put into building religious colleges (Carpenter, 1997,
Marsden, 1987) should not only be seen as an attempt to shield their children from the world
but also as a partial acknowledgment of the value of education.

Other important movements within conservative Protestantism today may place a
damper on educational aspirations and achievement. The Pentecostal and to some extent
the charismatic movement emphasis on religious experience embeds an anti-intellectual
bent that may lead to less emphasis on education (Wacker, 2001). But one of the dominant
players in the conservative Protestant camp, the evangelical movement that emerged in the
1940s, has been largely supportive of the importance of education.

Do empirical studies show any effect of religion on individual educational achieve-
ment? We do not have an overabundance of studies in this area, but there are important
exceptions. Lenski (1961) pioneered work on religion and educational outcomes, show-
ing that Catholics do poorly on educational outcomes. Lenski attributed this difference to
Roman Catholic authoritarianism and anti-intellectualism, whereas Protestants were edu-
cationally advantaged by a religious emphasis on individualism. The post—Vatican II era,
according to most research, has erased the Protestant-Catholic educational gap. Mueller
(1980) uses birth cohort data from the General Social Survey (GSS) (1973-1978) to an-
alyze the relationship between religious background and educational attainment. He finds
no clear advantage for Protestants or Catholics over time, and notes that the net influence
of religious background on educational attainment has never been very large.

The world of Protestant-Catholic-Jew (Herberg, 1960) has largely disappeared, but
more careful measurement of religious differences have found that religion matters for
educational success. Darnell and Sherkat (1997) use the Youth Parent Socialization Panel
Study (1965—-1982) to investigate the effect of religion on educational outcomes. They find
that youth who affiliated with conservative Protestant denominations and youth who held
the view that the Bible is without errors had lower educational aspirations. These religious
conservative groups also were less likely to take college prep courses in high school. Having
parents who believed that the Bible was without errors also predicted less enthusiasm for
taking college prep courses in high school. Darnell and Sherkat attribute these findings to the
fact that, in contrast to most Americans, conservative Protestants are likely to view the good
life in terms that discount education relative to higher religious callings. Sherkat and Darnell
(1999), using the same data, find that parents with conservative views of the Bible are more
supportive of their sons’ educational advancement but have a greater negative impact on a
daughter’s likelihood of taking college prep courses when the daughter disagrees with the
parents’ conservative religious beliefs.

Lehrer (1999) looks at the influence of religious identity—again measured by de-
nominational affiliation—on years of schooling using the 1987-1988 National Survey of



54 David Sikkink and Jonathan Hill

Families and Households. When family background is held constant, religious differences
are still evident. Jews have the highest educational attainment and conservative Protestants
have the lowest. Catholics and mainline Protestants are in the middle and appear to be
very similar. However, other analyses of the National Survey of Families and Households
showed some lingering negative effects of being raised in a Catholic family (Sikkink &
Fischer, 2004). According to Lehrer, the importance of human capital investment to Jewish
families explains their higher levels of educational achievement, whereas the fundamental-
ist suspicion of the critical search for knowledge implied in the scientific method and the
high cost and limited supply of acceptable religious educational institutions explains the
lower levels of educational attainment within this group.

We note that these studies of educational attainment often lack accurate measures of
conservative Protestants. Reliance on literal views of the Bible as the indicator of con-
servative Protestants tends to capture the more fundamentalist, Pentecostal, and less edu-
cated adherents of conservative Protestantism, which may account for some of the religion
and educational achievement findings. Beyerlein (2004) shows how results can differ de-
pending on how conservative Protestants are measured. Using data from the 2000 GSS,
he finds that self-identified evangelicals and fundamentalists do not differ from average
Americans in emphasizing the importance of going to college. The source of lower educa-
tional aspirations among adult conservative Protestants, according to Beyerlein, is limited to
Pentecostals.® The discrepant findings point to the importance of avoiding the use of views of
the Bible as the sole measure of religious difference in studies of educational aspirations and
achievement.

Several other studies have discounted the effect of religious tradition on educational
outcomes and focused on the general effect of religious participation. In an important study,
Muller and Ellison (2001) use the second and third wave of the National Educational Lon-
gitudinal Survey (NELS) to assess religious involvement and access to social capital within
families; and the association of religious involvement and academic progress, including
locus of control, educational expectations, effort, opportunities and demands, and rewards.
They then attempt to answer the question of whether the connection between religious in-
volvement and academic progress is due to access to social capital. They find that religious
participation is associated with higher levels of social capital in the family and community.
Religious students report greater educational expectations from parents, more parent-child
interaction, greater intergenerational closure, and stronger relations with academically ori-
ented peers. They also find that religious involvement enhances academic effort and reward,
and is slightly positively associated with self-concept and educational expectations. The ef-
fect of religious involvement on educational outcomes is largely but not entirely explained
by family and community social capital. And the religion effect appears to be greatest for
the most able students and for those most at risk for failing.

Why would religious involvement have these positive effects? Muller and Ellison
suggest several possible explanations: First, religious involvement exposes adolescents to
nonrelated adults who act as role models and provide guidance for the teenager. Second,
the religiously active are more likely to take to heart messages from the religious commu-
nity about respect for authority, and the importance of good character and virtue. Third,
time spent in religious institutions may simply crowd out time that could be spent in less
productive pursuits that hinder a focus on education, such as drug use and other teenager
deviance. Jordan and Nettles (2000) find some support for this argument using two waves of
the NELS data. They find that for 12th graders spending time in religious activities results
in modest increases in school engagement, academic achievement, and perception of life
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chances, net of control variables. The authors argue that religious involvement provides
structured out-of-school activity that mitigates the extent of “unstructured” activity, such
as hanging out with friends, which does little for educational achievement.

Loury (2004) confirms the importance of religious involvement for educational attain-
ment by using data from the National Longitudinal Study of Youth. Loury claims that past
efforts at studying this link have been hindered by a large possibility of omitted-variable
bias when models fail to take into account important family, community, and individual
characteristics. Loury’s study corrects for these problems by including the number of older
siblings who attended college and the number who dropped out of high school (this con-
trols for unobservables that are common among siblings). The study also controls for ability
test scores and student educational aspirations to account for unobservable individual char-
acteristics. It finds that church attendance significantly increases the years of schooling
completed. Attending church weekly compared to not attending at all improves educational
attainment by least 3 years of schooling.

Regnerus (2000) uses the High School Effectiveness Study with matched Common
Core of Data and Census information to estimate the effect of religious involvement on aca-
demic achievement and attainment. He hypothesizes that religious socialization involves
building relationships and routinizing practices that contribute to educational outcomes re-
gardless of religious affiliation. He finds a modest positive relationship between religious
involvement and academic outcomes, even after controlling for extracurricular activities
and intact two-parent families.

The literature on religion and success in college is more limited. With a limited sample
from one Northeastern university, Zern (1989) found that past or present religiosity was
unrelated to GPA in college. However, those students who were more religious than the
atmosphere in which they grew up had significantly higher GPAs.

Keysar and Kosmin (1995) addressed the question of gender, religion, and educational
attainment through an analysis of the CUNY Graduate Center’s National Survey of Religious
Identification. After placing respondents on a continuum from religious conservative to
liberal, they find that among younger women (aged 18-24), religious traditionalism was
more strongly associated with getting married younger and having children, which indirectly
reduces educational attainment. Among older women (aged 25-44), they found a stronger
direct effect of religious traditionalism on educational attainment. They explain this finding
by suggesting that religious identification for older women is more likely to reflect actual
religious beliefs, whereas it may reflect more religious background and household of origin
for younger women.

In sum, there is evidence that conservative Protestants have lower levels of educational
attainment, whereas children from Jewish families tend to attain higher levels of educa-
tion. Studies of educational attainment, family size, and religion illuminate the mechanisms
through which religious tradition affects educational achievement. Research on family size
suggests that the number of siblings in a family is negatively related to educational perfor-
mance because parental resources are finite. Each additional child in a family dilutes the
quantity of parental resources any one child receives (Downey, 1995; Downey & Neubauer,
2001; Steelman et al., 2002). In particular, parent’s time, money, and energy are diluted as
family size increases (Powell & Steelman, 1993; Teachman, 1987). A handful of studies
find that religious traditions may affect the relationship between family size and educational
attainment. Religious communities, as found in Mormonism, for example, appear to mod-
erate the effect of sibship size on educational attainment of children (Downey & Neubauer,
2001; Shavit & Pierce, 1991). Another study, using the National Survey of Families and
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Households, shows that conservative Protestant families tend to lessen the negative impact
of number of siblings on educational attainment, whereas family size is even more detri-
mental for educational attainment in Jewish families (Sikkink & Fischer, 2004). This study
also showed that the negative relationship between Catholic upbringing and educational
attainment is entirely explained by the larger size of Catholic families.

One explanation for these findings focuses on social capital differences across re-
ligious groups. Although evangelical Protestant groups emphasis bonding social capital,
and tight networks that generate a strong sense of collective identity, mainline, Catholic,
and Jewish congregation social organization are much more likely to build bridging social
capital (Putnam, 2000; Wuthnow, 1999), which is less tightly bound internally and con-
nects participants to those outside the group. Some have argued that this strong bonding
social capital is effectively norm-reinforcing, reducing educational achievement for those
in religious schools (Morgan & Sorensen, 1999). But the strong bonding social capital of
conservative religious groups helps to overcome the dilution of parent time and energy that
negatively affects educational attainment. Although strong ties in conservative religious
communities may be detrimental for civic participation and other social goods (Fiorina,
1999; Wuthnow, 1999), this social organization is helpful when it comes to providing the
resources for children from large families to achieve high levels of education. Conserva-
tive Protestant organizations create for youth significant and trusted connections to adults
outside the family. In particular, these conservative religious organizations are likely to
embed youth in activities such as Sunday School and youth group that provide connections
to adults and normative guidance for youth (Smith, 2003a). Conservative religious youth
groups may provide additional social capital that provides support for youth.

Another mechanism through which religion may alter the effect of family size on
education is the relative emphasis placed on family and children within different religious
traditions. Religious groups that foster and promote close family relationships may lessen
the negative effects of sibship size. Theologically conservative parents tend to use more
positive emotional work when relating with children (Wilcox, 1998), and conservative
Protestant fathers are more committed to and involved in their families (Wilcox, 2004). The
emphasis on family within this religious tradition may extend to heightened concern for
spending time with each child. Parental involvement in families, in turn, is important for
educational success.

HOW EDUCATION SHAPES RELIGION

In much of the education and religion literature, the focus is on the influence of religion
on education. But important research also has reversed the causal direction, pointing to the
important role that education plays in shaping religion. Robert Wuthnow (1988) has pointed
out the central importance of rising levels of education for dividing the religious field into
liberal and conservative camps. Through the 1960s and 1970s, rising education levels led
to differentiation within denominations over religious issues, such as the view of the Bible
and Jesus Christ.

At the individual level, education has long been thought to influence religious commit-
ment and belief. The differentiation of denominations and institutions of higher education
was expressed in the level of religiosity of faculty. As early as 1916, Leuba showed that
professors and scientists were less religious than the public. A large national study of faculty
in 1969 showed that 20% of academics reported no religious ties whatsoever, whereas only
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4% of other Americans were had no ties to religion (Steinberg and Carnegie Commission
on Higher Education 1974). Using the 1969 Carnegie-Ace faculty survey, Stark and Finke
(2000) point out the general irreligiousness of the social sciences compared to the natural
sciences. Wuthnow (1989) provides a macro-cultural explanation for this variation. The less
“codified” disciplines, such as the social sciences and humanities, have a weaker claim to
the status of being a well developed science. To make up for this perceived cultural status
deficit, these disciplines erect external boundaries with the (primarily religious) public in
order to maintain the plausibility of their scientific orientations (Wuthnow, 1989, p. 153).
This boundary maintenance in response to the position of the discipline in the scientific
field results in corresponding lifestyles, values, and attitudes of the faculty, which are de-
cidedly secular. Thus, the conflict of religion and science in this framework is less rooted
in irreconcilable epistemological differences than in the cultural necessity for disciplines
to struggle for legitimacy in the scientific field.

Similar studies have focused on graduate students. In 1963, Rodney Stark. used one
of the earliest NORC surveys of arts and science graduate students and found that graduate
students as a whole are much less religious than the general population. Stark tentatively
argued that this finding was because of selection effects, but Greeley (1963) suggests that
educational experiences tend to lead to lower levels of religiosity. The 1958 NORC study also
shows that religious apostasy (being raised in a religious tradition but no longer identifying
with it) among college students was higher for those who attended elite colleges. Zelan
(1968) argued that elite college students are socialized more completely into an identity that
serves as a functional alternative to religion. In Greeley’s study, Catholic students are more
successful than other religious groups in maintaining their religiosity regardless of higher
education, whereas the experience of education has the greatest secularizing effect on those
from Jewish families. This early work suggests, according to Greeley, that there is some
value incompatibility between religion and science. Other early studies confirmed Stark’s
findings, though Campbell and Magill (1968) pointed to important differences depending
on the denominational affiliation of Protestants.

The negative effect of experiences in educational institutions on religiosity is far from
conclusive. Hunsberger (1978), using a cross-sectional study of 457 students at the Uni-
versity of Manitoba and a 2.5-year longitudinal study of 212 Wilfrid Laurier University
students, found little support for the theory that college liberalizes religious views, such
as belief in God and Jesus Christ and frequency of prayer, although the extent of church
attendance was negatively affected by college attendance. The effect of educational ex-
periences on individual religious commitment and belief may depend on the educational
context in surprising ways. Hammond and Hunter (1984), comparing undergraduates at
distinctly evangelical universities and colleges to undergraduates at University of Califor-
nia, Santa Barbara, found that evangelicals on secular campuses were able to thrive and
strengthen their Christian worldview, whereas evangelicals on insular Christian campuses
do not. Those who measured “high” on their evangelicalism index (measured theologically)
increased in religiousness from their freshman to senior year in the secular campus while
they decreased or stayed the same on the evangelical campuses. The external threat to the
plausibility structure of evangelicalism encourages Christians to join evangelical “ghet-
tos,” usually through some parachurch organization such as Campus Crusade for Christ or
InterVarsity Christian Fellowship. In contrast, evangelicals on Christian college campuses
relax their “defensive posture” and take their religious worldviews for granted. The data
is cross-sectional, not longitudinal, so conclusions about change over time are tentative at
best.
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Moreover, methodological questions plague existing research on the effect of education
on religion at the individual level. Johnson (1997), for example, suggests that existing
regression models, showing a slight negative effect of increased education on maintaining
religious beliefs, are inadequate. The regression techniques focus on changes in means, and
therefore are not able to reveal whether education erodes religious belief for most people,
or if it creates a “fissure” by pushing people to either end of the religious-secular spectrum.
Using a categorical method on data from the GSS, he finds that a combination of erosion
and polarization makes the most sense of the data.

Other studies show that the education-religiosity relationship is not uniform across
time and space. How education affects religion requires careful attention to historical and
educational context. Hunter (1987) pointed to the secularizing effect of education on evan-
gelical college students, but this has been countered by more recent evidence (Penning &
Smidt, 2002). Moberg and Hoge (1986), studying Catholic students across time, found that
between 1961 and 1971 students became much more individualistic concerning religion
and morals, doubts increased, and mass attendance dropped drastically (see also Moberg &
McEnery, 1976). Between 1971 and 1982 there continued a trend away from traditional
sexual morality, but the demand for intellectual autonomy was not as great and there was
evidence of a move toward more traditional religious positions, such as regular reception
of Communion and membership in Catholic organizations. They suggest that the 1960s
provided a shock to Catholics with the combination of Vatican II, Humanae Vitae, and the
Kennedy presidency. The 1970s was far quieter and the changes occurring among Catholic
students were very similar to the changes occurring among secular students nationwide.

A similar study of undergraduate men at Dartmouth College and the University of
Michigan found that major trends in values from the 1950s to the 1970s had reversed
themselves by 1984 (Hoge, Hoge, & Wittenberg, 1987). The percent with no religious
preference was highest in 1974 and then dropped sharply. The percent expressing belief
in a Divine God began to rise in 1979 and (1984). Traditional religion as a whole began
increasing in 1979 and strengthened even more in 1984 (see also Hoge, 1974; Hoge, Luna, &
Miller, 1981).

Then there is the interesting question of religious educational institutions affect on
individual religious commitment and orientation. Would educational effects on religiosity
also apply to religious schools, which often follow secular cultural models of education
(Scott, Meyer, and National Institute of Education [U.S.] 1984)? Most of the work in this area
focuses on Catholic schools. In the 1960s, some evidence showed that exclusive attendance
at Catholic schools led to moderate positive effects on religious orthodoxy, participation in
sacraments, and knowledge of church doctrine. However, these effects seemed to boost those
who entered from a fervent Catholic family, and do not affect other students (Greeley &
Rossi, 1966). Research after Vatican II seemed to show an increase in the Catholic school
effect on religiosity. Although Catholics on average decreased levels of religious practice
post—Vatican II, the drop was not nearly as severe among those who had attended Catholic
school. “Catholic education [was] second only to religiousness of spouse in predicting
religious behavior” (Greeley, McCready, & McCourt, 1976, p. 306). Catholic schooling
seemed to affect the level of institutional support of the Catholic Church, especially in
shaping positive attitudes toward the clergy (Greeley, McCready, & McCourt, 1976).

More recent findings have been more mixed. One study, which compared those with a
Catholic school education to other Catholics, found that Catholic school effects were limited
to those with 12 or more years in Catholic education. Catholic school experience increased
the likelihood that Catholics hold traditional beliefs and practices, agree with the church on
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social teachings and sexual ethics, and decreased the likelihood that Catholics supported
heterodox ideas, such as the ordination of women. Interestingly, Catholic education seems
to result in greater knowledge and awareness of Vatican II, which is related to the likelihood
that Catholics take up Vatican II emphases, such as the importance of service to humanity
and working toward social justice (Davidson, 1997). Significant years of Catholic education
(9-12 years) also has been linked to stronger Catholic identity, belief in life after death, and
increased giving to the Church, but is not related to church attendance (Sander, 2001).

Recent findings on post—Vatican II Catholics again show moderate to strong effects
on religiosity for those who attend significant years of Catholic education, and are stronger
for those who also attended a Catholic college (D’Antonio, 1995). What is particularly
interesting in this research are the findings that show evidence of both religious school
and general education effects. The findings suggest that those with all Catholic schooling
have very high levels of commitment to the church, but nontraditional views on church
authority. Although Catholic schoolers have great confidence in church authority, they
also are more likely than other Catholics to favor a democratic system within the church
with greater authority given to the individual conscience. They were the most likely to
stress lay participation in decisions concerning divorce, birth control, and the ordination of
women. However, they were less inclined than other young Catholics to give authority to the
individual on the abortion issue (D’Antonio, 1996). Rather than the “total institutions” of
Peshkin’s fundamentalist school, the Catholic schools seem to have moderate liberalizing
effects on young Catholics, while committing Catholic school students to the reforms of
Vatican II (Ebaugh, 1991).

RELIGION AND EDUCATION IN THE EARLY
21ST CENTURY

It would be surprising if cultural conflict linked to religion does not continue to be expressed
in political struggle over public educational institutions. The increasing diversity and extent
of school choice will ensure that religion plays a large role in the politics of education.
But this does not ensure a movement toward full school vouchers. Besides disagreement
within conservative Protestantism and opposition from mainline Protestantism, voucher
support among conservative Catholics and evangelical Protestants is often used effectively
to cast doubt on the motives of voucher supporters. But there also is evidence that the social
conditions that gave legitimacy to the civic purposes of public schools are giving way to
notions of education as a private choice. The strength of the cultural frames of individualism
and autonomous, private choice, particularly in a consumer capitalist society, are likely to
play a much larger role in creating an increasingly strong public voice in support of school
vouchers. How mainline Protestantism will respond to this shift provides an important topic
for research in the politics of education.

Understanding the direction of religion and the politics of education depends on an
account of religious differences within conservative Protestantism. The balance of power
in the religious field between the pentecostal, charismatic, and evangelical movements will
have some impact on conflicts over public schools and the relationship of religion and public
institutions. Although the pentecostal and charismatic movements are growing rapidly, the
evangelical movement seems the dominant player in the conservative religious field. It is
clear that religious conservatives are deeply divided on schooling issues; it is less clear
how that division will affect schooling issues in the future. The strength of pentecostal and
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charismatic support for alternative schooling, which contrasts with evangelicals support
for public schooling, is an important part of this division within the Protestant house. But
note that the alternative schooling movement within evangelicalism itself is much younger
than the traditional evangelical position of engagement as individuals in “secular” public
institutions as “witnesses” to the world. The evangelical tradition of a custodial relation to
public institutions—a tradition that lends legitimacy to many of the cultural and structural
divides between “sacred” and “secular” within public schools (Sikkink & Smith, 2000)—
faces the challenge that the alternative schooling movement, although small, is gaining more
legitimacy among evangelicals. Combined with challenges from the charismatic movement,
older expectations about the relationship of evangelical religion and public schooling may
give way.

A dynamic area of research that is now being charted in education and religion involves
central issues of sociology of education. Better measures of religion in existing longitudinal
datasets will allow more careful understanding of the mechanisms through which religion
shapes educational aspirations and achievement at the individual level. Several mechanisms
have been suggested, such as adult role models, discipline, time substitution, and religious
traditions, but the evidence is not conclusive. In particular, closer attention to the concept of
social capital, and its relation to religion and educational success are necessary to understand
the relation of religion and educational success.

Secularization through the effect of experiences in educational institutions seems less
likely. Conservative religious groups are more experienced and organized in their quest to
keep their children in the fold (Smith & Sikkink, 2003), and Catholic and mainline insti-
tutions are in some cases reasserting religious distinction. It appears that secularization at
the organizational level will compete with sacralization. Still, much remains to be done to
understand how religion and education interact within individuals and organizations. Longi-
tudinal studies at the individual level are necessary to understand the effect of education on
religion in an age when scientific certainty is less compelling and parachurch organizations
within the universities are more mature.

NOTES

1. Forty years ago, mainline Methodist and Episcopal schools, and perhaps even Catholic schools, would be num-
bered among the country’s “Christian schools.” The dramatic growth in the 1970s of schools within conservative
Protestant religious movements (which emphasized individual salvation through a personal relationship with
Jesus Christ, the authority of the Bible, missionary outreach, and close ties between individual faith and every-
day life) led to a narrower definition: a “Christian school” is one that is affiliated with Conservative Protestant
denominations, such as the Southern Baptist and Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod, and, in general, with the
dominant streams within Conservative Protestantism in the second half of the 20th century, the evangelical,
charismatic, fundamentalist, and pentecostal religious movements.

2. According to personal communication with Darren Sherkat, this was the result of an editorial decision.

3. Beylerlein also shows that his findings match Darnell and Sherkat (1997) when he replicates their less precise
measuring scheme.
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CHAPTER 4

Social Welfare

RAM A. CNAAN AND CHARLENE C. McGREW

INTRODUCTION

Although it is commonly agreed that social welfare ideas and philosophies emanate from
many faith traditions, the complex link between religion and social welfare merits careful
examination. Prowelfare values only set the overall social expectations; they do not create
formal social welfare programs. Helping the needy can range from a one-time help for a
known neighbor to the establishment of a national welfare state program.

In light of this complexity, this chapter commences with a short discussion of the
conceptual relationship between religion and welfare and moves on to discuss the history of
this relationship in the United States. After reviewing the link between religion and the foun-
dations of welfare in America, we will discuss the various forms in which religious people
and organizations provide welfare. We will discuss the question, what is a religious-related
social service? And we will provide a typology of the various religious welfare providers.

Recently, public policy makers, politicians, and the media have been paying homage
to the role of the faith-based community in social services provision. In particular, the 1996
Charitable Choice initiative brought public attention to the nexus between religion and wel-
fare. In order to understand this phenomenon, we review the advantages that faith-based
organizations can offer in the social welfare arena, and then we discuss their potential draw-
backs. We then explicate the Charitable Choice legislation as a means to examine current de-
velopments in the field. Next, we attempt the difficult task of assessing the contribution of the
faith-based community to social welfare provision. Finally, we consider how current trends
in religion and social welfare are likely to shape the coming decades in the United States.

The Religious Imperative to Help the Needy

The doctrine of helping others in need is not biologically determined but, rather, a norm
that one acquires through socialization and observation (Keith-Lucas, 1972). The act of
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helping another person, in many cases, provides no apparent benefit to the helper, and often
seems contrary to his or her best interests. Although helping one’s family and neighbors
may be explained as an investment, this is not the case in helping a stranger. To develop
altruism as a social norm, the value of helping strangers and anonymous giving must be
inculcated in people and transmitted through generations. Perhaps partly to this end, all
major religions include in their theology and moral code mechanisms to help others in need
(Cnaan, Wineburg, & Boddie, 1999).

Sociologically speaking, most religious teachings facilitate social order and cohesion
among their followers. By including all members of society and showing concern for the
poor, desertion from the faith is minimized, and belief in the rightness of the faith tradition is
preserved. Socially conscious religious teachings unify core believers and perpetuate mutual
responsibility. It is true that many—even most—nominal members of faith communities do
not adhere to such teachings. However, they still serve to show the groups’ value of moral
standards and care for humanity. Regardless of the function of the teaching and its various
interpretations, religious teachings are where we find the earliest clear examples of human
values that call on us to care for the needy among us. Religious social teachings have a
powerful and lasting effect on people’s attitudes and behaviors even in secular societies.
We briefly review the social teachings of a few of the major religions to show that all world
religions exhort serving the needy. The Jewish tradition distinguishes between values and
rules that define relationships with the Deity and those that define individual and communal
relationships with others. It is the latter tradition that has given rise to the concepts of
Tzedakah and Hessed, which mean justice or charity and deeds of love and kindness,
including mercy. The concept of Tikkun Olam stands for social justice and integrity. These
principles call upon the believer to feed the hungry, to leave part of the food production for
the local poor to gather, to care for orphans and widows, respect and care for older parents,
and to treat everyone with dignity (Sarna & Dalin, 1997).

Christianity’s mandate to help others is best illustrated in the parable of the “Good
Samaritan.” In brief, the parable tells of a man traveling to Jericho who was attacked by
thieves, stripped, robbed, wounded, and left for dead. A nobleman, a priest, and a Samaritan
passed by, but only the Samaritan stopped to help. Jesus then said that he who showed mercy
was the true neighbor and commanded his followers to do likewise. Wuthnow (1991) has
found that most Christians who are engaged in helping others know this parable.

The New Testament, like the Old Testament, has many references to helping the less
fortunate. Jesus tells his disciples that those who fed him when he was hungry and clothed
him when he was naked will be rewarded on Judgment Day. When challenged by his
disciples to reveal when anyone saw him hungry or naked, he responded: “When you did
it to one of these [the poor and dispossessed of his time], the least of my brothers, you did
it to me” (Matthew 25:31-46). Here, the Christian text explicitly informs the reader that
identification with Jesus involves the obligation to care for the poor.

One concept used often in Christian teaching is agape. Agape love is the valuing,
respect, willingness to assist, and commitment to the well-being of another person. Agape
love originated from the understanding of the nature of God as merciful and unconditional
care provider (Keith-Lucas, 1989).

Islam, like Judaism and Christianity, places a high value on charitable acts and giving.
The Qur’an emphasizes the importance of Zakat, which literally means “to thrive or to be
wholesome.” In practice, Zakat is a contribution or tax on property that is earmarked for
the poor, the needy, those in captivity, debtors, travelers in need, and those who serve Islam
(Zayas, 1960). The Qur’an also calls for the practice of sadagah which is voluntary giving
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to those in need. As in Judaism and Christianity, charity and social responsibility in Islam
are moral obligations rooted in the belief that the world belongs to God and not to people.
As such, giving is a statement about one’s belief in God.

Giving alms to the needy is one of the five pillars of the Islamic faith, and the Qur’an
states that divine punishment and reward are determined by the extent to which the faithful
fulfill these five principles. The other principles include: belief in one God and in Muhammad
as his prophet, the saying of prayers five times daily, fasting during the month of Ramadan,
and a pilgrimage to Mecca.

Nonmonotheistic religions also focus on helping others as a key religious tenet.
Buddhism is predicated on sympathy to poor people and the virtue of poverty. Many
Buddhists undertook to become—rather than support—beggars, as begging was consid-
ered the breeding ground for virtues such as modesty and appreciation of simplicity. These
virtues enabled a life of contemplation, which was considered the only justification of hu-
man existence. Others, who did not choose the life of a beggar, were expected never to pass
a beggar without giving alms and never to refuse a request for supporting a philanthropic
cause (Conze, 1959).

In Buddhism, the one who practices charity and compassion is born to a state that moves
him or her closer to Nirvana. It is believed that positive acts radiate positive karma, whereas
negative acts radiate negative karma. Thus, all life is interdependent, and reciprocity is a
central tenet of Buddhist philosophy. However, there remains the deterministic belief that
only a few will succeed in life, and the poor provide an opportunity for others to give in
order to improve their karma.

In Hinduism, the concept of nonviolence (Ashima) has been central to most of India’s
religious and philosophical traditions since the Vedic period (1500-900 B.c.) and is clearly
demonstrated in the classical Hindu text of the Upanishads (Chekki, 1993). The Upanishads
also make clear references to almsgiving and support of people in need. We are told that
“the eighty verses (of the hymn) are like food with reference to the gods as well as with
references to men. For all those beings breathe and live by means of food indeed. By
food (given in alms, etc.) he conquers this world, by food (given in sacrifice) he conquers
the other” (Aitareya-Aranyaka, 2nd Aranyaka, 1st Adhyaya, 2nd Khanda: 13). Like the
monotheistic religions, the Upanishads teach that the one who is generous to others will
benefit while others will suffer.

The Hindu religious community is most identified with the inequalities of the caste
system, belief in reincarnation, and the belief that poverty is inevitable. The Hindu faith
tradition teaches social harmony and social order that is best reflected in collective respon-
sibility among families, clans, and castes. Although the Hindu views poverty as a personal
condition and the result of karma, the community remains responsible to care for the poor.
Individual responsibility to perform actions that will gain merit in the next life and re-
sponsibility for the collective has created the motivation for giving to those in need. In
the Hindu tradition, gift-giving not only became a religious ritual and means to distribute
wealth among members of a clan but also a means to gain status for the donor and recipient
of the gift. Dana, the act of giving, and daks’ina, gifts displaying purity and respect, were
made to priests as sacrificial gifts or exchanges and redistribution of wealth among clan
members.

In sum, the tenets of all faith traditions have helped shape both the social values and
the institutions that are the foundation of modern social service provision in the secular and
religious arenas. Provision of services to the poor, orphans and widows, sick and disabled,
prisoners and captives, travelers, and neighbors in times of calamities were both emphasized
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and fostered in the sacred texts, and this spirit of faith-based service remains strong among
modern-day followers of these faith traditions.

Social Welfare and Religon in the United States: A Brief History

Leiby (1978) wrote that “religious ideas were the most important intellectual influence on
American welfare institutions in the nineteenth century.” To understand the significant role
that religion has played in forming our current social service system, it is necessary to
consider America’s historic religious tradition from its earliest days (1620) to modern times
(1935).

THE COLONIAL ERA (1620-1775). The church of the 17th and 18th centuries played
only a minor role in social service provision, although it was an important social institution
in all of the colonies. Most civic leaders were church members, and the best educated people
in the community were usually the local pastors (Morgan, 1966). The American church of
colonial times, however, was not a benevolent institution per se. These societies began to
focus more on the welfare of people in the community only with the legal separation of
church and state: a slow process that began with the First Amendment and was not complete
until 1833, when Massachusetts forswore Congregationalism as the state church.

The state churches in Colonial America were supported by taxes imposed on believers
and unbelievers alike (Hammack, 1998). With their salaries secured and competing religions
banned or dispreferred by the state, clergy members had little incentive to develop social
ministries, as these efforts are difficult to organize and unnecessary to establish the credibility
and importance of the church in the community. In the United States, before the Revolution
and independence, religious affiliation declined to a very low rate (Finke & Stark, 1992).
Even in colonies where church attendance was considered an obligation for citizenship,
religious apathy and lack of church attendance were the norm.

However, some of the nonestablished denominations did attempt to develop social
services in the colonial era. In Philadelphia during the early 1700s, the Quakers included
help for the poor (usually in the form of food, clothing, shelter, and coal) on the agenda of
their monthly meetings. In 1713 they established the Friends Almshouse to provide relief
to the poor (Compton, 1980). In 1724, the Episcopalians established the Boston Episcopal
Society to provide help to members in need (Axinn & Stern, 2001). As early as 1729 in
New Orleans, the Ursuline Sisters established the first home for children and women who
were the victims of the Indian Massacres. Such religious-based social service providers
encouraged acts of charity.

FrROM INDEPENDENCE TO THE INDUSTRIAL AGE (1776-1896). In 1826, Joseph
Tuckerman, a Unitarian clergyman from Boston, initiated “ministry-at-large” in response
to the devastating economic depression of 1819. He proposed that the church help needy
families regardless of religious affiliation, a revolutionary idea at the time. Initially interested
in spiritual needs of the poor, Tuckerman became engrossed in such issues as housing
conditions, wages, public education, delinquency, and public relief. In 1832 he organized a
company of visitors to the poor and in 1833 began an interdenominational union of ministers
to provide mutual help and consultation. These initiatives paved the way for the Association
of Delegates from the Benevolent Societies of Boston in 1834 (Watson, 1922). Whereas
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Tuckerman was active in Boston, the New York Mission and Tract Society was ministering
to the poor and imprisoned as well as to new immigrants by providing temporary assistance
to poor families and helping the unemployed find jobs.

The 18th and 19th centuries saw the emergence of many voluntary societies. These
independent bodies were formed for particular social, missionary, or benevolent endeavors.
For example, the Hartford Asylum for the Education and Instruction of the Deaf and Dumb
was established under the leadership of Reverend Thomas Gallaudet, and the Hartford
Retreat for the Insane was founded in 1822—1824 (Ahlstrom, 1972). In 1797, Philadelphia
Catholic parishioners met to organize an orphanage for children whose parents had died
following an outbreak of yellow fever (Oates, 1997). By 1806, they had established the
Roman Catholic Society of St. Joseph for the Maintenance and Education of Orphans.
In New York, in the 1830s, Bishop John Dubois ordered that all church collections on
Christmas and Easter go to the care of orphans. These collections were the forerunner of the
Campaign for Human Development which annually distributes some $50 million dollars to
community-based social services.

The 1870s saw the rise of regional and national conferences devoted to welfare. In 1872,
the first meeting of charities and correction people from three Midwest states (Michigan,
Wisconsin, and Illinois) took place at the Sherman House. This was the modest beginning
of the National Conference of Charities and Corrections. Two years later, in New York, a
conference was held under the auspices of the American Social Science Association. The
proceedings of that meeting indicate that key issues were care for the insane, residency
rules and practices, and building a questionnaire to study juvenile delinquency. Almost two
thirds of the participants were church officials.

Another key figure in the mid-19th-century social service arena was Charles Loring
Brace. Brace studied for the ministry and worked as a missionary with prisoners on
Blackwell’s Island just outside New York City. He left this ministry to establish the
Children’s Aid Society in 1853, and remained its executive officer for almost 40 years. Some
of Brace’s solutions for the city’s growing social problems were to find foster families for
children-at-risk, teach religion to New York’s many street children, provide children with
some form of education, and employ doctors and nurses to provide care for sick children. The
Children’s Aid Society is still active today in many child welfare projects (Bremner, 1972).

THE SoCIAL GOSPEL MOVEMENT AND CHARITY ORGANIZATION SOCIETY
(1890-1920). The social gospel movement was another powerful influence in the social
service arena of the day. The social gospel represented an attempt to respond to serious
social problems of the times such as slums, labor unrest, urban blight, and exploitation
of the poor. It was also a reaction to the evolving social Darwinism approach that called
on the wealthy to share with the poor. Proponents of the social gospel believed that the
material blessings of the few would, with proper stewardship, “trickle down” to the impov-
erished many. The Social Gospel Movement sought to improve the lives of the masses by
introducing the Christian values of just and harmonious living in society (Curtis, 1991).
In response to the Social Gospel movement, thousands of individual Christians and
churches became actively involved in the resolution of the social problems ranging from
helping a neighbor to challenging the social order. Hopkins (1940) noted that the social
gospel spawned a variety of social action initiatives such as “workingmen’s clubs.” These
religious-based clubs practiced cooperative buying and some owned their own libraries and
meeting places similar to the co-op movement of the 1960s, which was secular at best and
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smacked of being antireligious. Social gospel participants also were involved in helping the
poor, improving education, combating prostitution, opposing alcohol abuse, and helping
immigrants assimilate into the American society. The power of the social gospel was in its
wide reach and the fact that a social theology managed to move so many people into being
involved in social service provision and social change.

The Christian Women’s Temperance Union (CWTU) represents an early advocacy
effort of Christian women in America (Axinn & Stern, 2001). This national organization
summoned women to protest the damaging effects of alcohol on the family and to contain
the manufacture and sale of alcoholic beverages. This organization formed in 1874 and
quickly grew in influence and numbers, gradually exceeding 200,000 members.

One group that was highly influential in the Social Gospel movement was the Salvation
Army. In 1890, General Booth published In Darkest England in which he called for mem-
bers of the Army to reach out to the poorest people in society. He argued that the moral
improvement of the poor was dependent on the amelioration of their material conditions
and well-being. The overt presence of the Army’s religious and social soldiers made their
campaign visible and popularized the responsibility of religious people to help others in
need. The phrase, “No place was forsaken for the Army, no man or woman sunk so low
as to be excluded from God’s bounty,” best represents this denomination’s social perspec-
tive. Because all are God’s creatures, the Salvation Army made no distinction between the
worthy and the unworthy poor.

Only at the end of the 19th century did religious-based social services in America
begin to give way to secular forms of help. Reverend Samuel H. Gurteen paved the way
by establishing the Buffalo Charity Organization Society (COS) in 1877 (Gurteen, 1881).
Gurteen based his society on the London and Glasgow COSs (Leiby, 1984). The British
model’s principle was a simple one: members of the congregation, together with the wealthy
members of the community, were obliged to meet the needs of the poor. Church deacons vis-
ited the poor, counseled them, and supervised their use of charitable alms. Under Gurteen’s
leadership, the COS movement substituted “friendly visitors” for deacons, a major feature
of what was to become the new benevolent gospel and a continuation of the tradition started
in AICP. The COSs continued to change the face of American services. Through their
efforts, social services eventually left their community-religious base for one that was city-
wide, temporal, and professional (Magnuson, 1977; Tice, 1992), and the delivery of social
services became less arbitrary and more systematic. Gurteen’s work laid the foundation for
scientific charity, and his claim to fame was that the work of the Buffalo COS saved the city
$50,000 annually. In Gurteen’s words: “...the Organization plan keeps taxation down to
the lowest possible figure, and this without any unkindness to the poor; since in every case
where either a person is cut off from receiving official aid, or is prevented from applying to
it, work is invariably produced by the Society in order to make up for the degrading official
dole which has been withheld or withdrawn” (Gurteen, 1881, p. 7).

The use of churches became problematic because churches were often given responsi-
bility for districts where many residents were not of their faith. Thus, the churches’ friendly
visitors did not visit as frequently as required; reports to the COS headquarters were spo-
radic, and the churches were often unwilling to help. When the local COS worked directly
with the friendly visitors, the results improved, so the COS gave up working through local
churches. This movement of service delivery away from the churches presaged an even
greater change that was to occur in the 20th century: the secularization of social welfare,
due in part, to the contributions of Mary Richmond and the philosophy of the Charity
Organization Societies (COSs).
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TWENTIETH CENTURY. Johnson (1930) enumerated the elements of church work that
were socially oriented and not faith-required and that overlapped with the newly evolving
profession of social work. These included: (1) social evangelism; (2) miscellaneous ser-
vices such as employment services and hospital visitation; (3) cooperation / joint action
with other agencies (e.g., provision of probation workers or hospital workers for those with
religious affiliation or requesting Christian care); (4) church advocacy for moral and social
issues by supporting legislation and urging members to vote (e.g., prohibition law); (5) de-
velopment of social attitudes on industrial relations, international issues, and race relations;
(6) social education (training for volunteer service, industrial and racial situations, social
hygiene) and research such as study of crime in Pittsburgh or social conditions in Baltimore;
(7) social service experiments (e.g., coffee clubs as a social substitute for saloons, scholar-
ships to provide juvenile delinquents with shelter, schooling, and employment placement);
and (8) cooperation with agencies (e.g., Minneapolis Church Federation in 1928 conference
for ministers and social workers). Johnson acknowledged that some religious organizations
had not sought the aid of community organizations because “it would not be worth the
resulting complications, public scrutiny necessary for endorsement, or compromise in their
service” (p. 101). He concluded that “the role of religion as a vital factor in the social
rehabilitation of failures and misfits has been increasingly recognized in recent years.”

The growth of faith-based social services was severely curtailed through the Great
Depression and after the passage of the Social Security Act in 1935. The Great Depression
proved to that generation that private welfare was incapable of meeting human needs and
that massive public intervention was required. Indeed, from 1935 until the Reagan admin-
istration, public social services surpassed those of the voluntary community. These public
services reached a peak with the Johnson administration and the Great Society. In a span
of 60 years, religious social services were pushed from center stage and became ancillary
to public social responsibility. However, since the Reagan administration, the public com-
mitment to welfare has been waning, and fiscal allocations and actual public services are
diminishing. When the public sector withdrew from providing social services, religious
groups slowly moved in. This crowding-out process culminated with the passage of the
1996 welfare reform, which included Charitable Choice (Cnaan & Boddie, 2002; Skocpol,
2000).

Charitable Choice and Faith-Based Initiatives

The key sociopolitical issue is why religious organizations are called on to provide social
services. In all modern advanced democracies welfare is the role of the government, and
religious organizations are rarely tapped to provide welfare. The enhanced role of religious
organizations in welfare provision has its roots in two related trends in U.S. policy. First,
recent years have seen a marked shift toward the federal government shedding public re-
sponsibilities. At the same time, the government has moved toward contracting out activities
that formerly were the exclusive purview of government agencies.

The first trend is a key part of the “new federalism” approach that has characterized
the new right since the Reagan administration. Under this approach, the federal govern-
ment devolves responsibility for social welfare onto state, city, and local communities. The
government succeeded in shrinking the American welfare system to a minimum, but the
needs did not vanish. Often they were simply left unattended. When the burden landed in
local communities, often it was local congregations who picked it up. Motivated both by
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creed and the need to solidify the ranks by doing worthy projects, organized religion started
to play a major role in the welfare arena. This is a role that had emerged in the mid-19th
century, diminished after 1935 (passage of the Social Security Bill), and reemerged since
1980 when public welfare was curtailed (Cnaan, Wineburg, & Boddie, 1999).

The second trend relates to all levels of government preferring to hire outside private
providers rather than provide services themselves. The contracting-out trend extends across
the whole range of government responsibilities—everything from welfare right up to warfare
(Smith & Lipsky 1995; Singer, 2003). Contracting lets for-profit and nonprofit organizations
compete for government funds to deliver government services. Religious organizations’
existent proclivity to help people in need made them favored partners in the emergent field
of contract welfare provision (Conlan, 1998). The major breakthrough in this respect and
the culmination of this development, however, was the passage of Charitable Choice in
1996, which will be outlined in this section.

As the U.S. social welfare system continues to undergo radical transformation under-
scored by the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996
(P.L. 104-193), limited attention has been given to an important component of the welfare
reform law, section 104 also referred to as “Charitable Choice.” This provision significantly
changed the historic relationship of the religious community and the public sector by open-
ing the door for mixing religion and publicly supported social services. Section 104 outlines
the primary feature of this provision as follows:

The purpose of this section is to allow States to contract with religious organizations, or to allow
religious organizations to accept certificates, vouchers, or other forms of disbursement . . . on the
same basis as any other non-governmental provider without impairing the religious character of
such organizations, and without diminishing the religious freedom of beneficiaries of assistance
funded under such program.

The objectives of Charitable Choice are to: (1) encourage states and counties to increase the
participation of nonprofit organizations in the provision of federally funded welfare pro-
grams, with specific mention of religious-based organizations; (2) establish eligibility for
religious-based organizations as contractors for service on the same basis as other organiza-
tions; (3) protect the religious character and employment exemption status of participating
religious-based organizations; and (4) safeguard the religious freedom of participants.

Charitable Choice applies to services under the Temporary Assistance for Needy Fam-
ilies (TANF) program that replaced AFDC. Charitable Choice also applies to food stamps,
Medicaid, Supplemental Security Income (SSI), and a wide array of services that will
assist recipients of TANF to become self-sufficient. The range of services that religious-
based organizations can contract with states or counties to provide includes the following
areas: food (such as subsidized meals, food pantry, nutrition education, food budgeting
counseling, or soup kitchen); work (such as job search, job-skills training, job readiness
training, vocational education, GED preparation, and ESL programs); community service
positions; domestic violence counseling; medical and health services (such as abstinence
education, drug-and-alcohol treatment centers, health clinics, wellness centers, and immu-
nization programs), and maternity homes (such as residential care, second-chance homes,
and supervised community housing). By law, religious-based organizations may not only
provide such services but also are encouraged to play a larger role in the provision of these
services (Cnaan & Boddie, 2002).

In 1998, the scope of Charitable Choice was further expanded to include Community
Services Block Grants to establish individual development account (IDA) demonstration
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projects for individuals and families with limited means to accumulate assets through a
savings program. Other bills pending in the U.S. Congress may expand Charitable Choice
to include programs such as mental health, literacy, adoption, and juvenile delinquency ser-
vices. In fact, a Senate bill—the Charitable Choice Expansion Bill—if passed will expand
coverage of Charitable Choice to all federally funded social, health, and community devel-
opment programs. Charitable Choice is also being broadly used by some states to include any
collaboration between the government and religious-based organizations (Sherman, 2000).

In January 2001, President George W. Bush made faith-based help for the poor his key
domestic policy. By establishing the White House Office of Faith Based and Community
Initiatives (OFBCI) the president demonstrated that care for the neediest members of our
society will be encouraged to come from the local faith-based organizations and mainly
from congregations. The office, with branches in 10 government departments, is now in
charge of “leveling the playing field” and making sure that when granting public service
contracts, faith based groups are not discriminated against.

WHAT Is CHARITABLE CHOICE AND THE FAITH-BASED INITIATIVE? What is
so unique about the Charitable Choice provision? To answer this question, we must ex-
plain what the normative relationship between church and state was. Consider the case of
a religious organization (such as a congregation or a faith-based nonprofit organization)
that wishes to provide a publicly funded social program. Until 1996, the prevailing con-
ditions for contracting with the government meant that a religious-based organization had
to remove all religious symbols from the room where service was provided; forego any
religious ceremonies (such as prayers at meals); accept all clients, even those opposed to
the beliefs of the providers; hire qualified staff that reflected society at large and not the
organization’s spirit and belief system; adhere to government contract regulations; and in-
corporate separately as a 501(c)(3) designated nonprofit organization. No religious entity
could apply for public funds unless incorporated as a nonprofit. As 501(c)(3) designated
nonprofits, religious-based organizations were liable to public scrutiny and the same laws
governing secular nonprofit organizations. Qualifying religious-based organizations such
as Catholic Charities or the Salvation Army have a history of receiving public funding
and maintaining their religious character, whereas other organizations that receive public
funding have become more secular in their service practices.

Given that in the past religious organizations and congregations were heavily involved
in social service provision, voluntarily or with public funds, why does the Charitable Choice
provision represent a dramatic shift in the relationship between religious organizations and
public sector social services? One important feature of this legislation is that religious-based
service providers retain their religious autonomy. The law specifically states:

A religious organization with a contract described in subsection (a)(1)(A), or which accepts cer-
tificates, vouchers, or other forms of disbursement under subsection (a)(1)(B), shall retain its inde-
pendence from Federal, State, and local governments, including such organization’s control over
the definition, development, practice, and expression of its religious beliefs [subsection (d)(1)].

Additionally, under this law, the government cannot curtail the religious expression or
practice of a religious-based service provider by requiring them to change their internal
governance or remove from their property any “religious art, icons, scripture, or other
symbols” [subsection (d)(2)].

The exemption from compliance with employment policies mandated by section 702
of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 has also been preserved for congregations and religious
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organizations providing services under this provision [subsection (a)(2)]. This allows
religious-based organizations to have discretion in hiring only those people that share their
religious beliefs or tradition and to terminate employees that do not exhibit behavior consis-
tent with the religious practices of the organization. Such an arrangement should safeguard
religious-based providers from acting as mere arms of the government.

Religious-based organizations contracting with the government to provide services
are no longer required to establish a separate, secular 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization.
Although creating a separate 501(c)(3) may be prudent to protect the primary religious-based
organization from legal and financial liabilities, it is now acceptable for service providers to
simply maintain a separate accounting system for the contracted services. Religious-based
organizations are fiscally accountable to use government funds for the intended social
service purpose and not for religious worship, instruction, or proselytization [subsection
(h)(1-2); subsection (j)]. Religious-based organizations that offer religious activities with
social services must cover the cost of these activities from nongovernmental funding. By
mandating that the funds are used solely for contracted social services, this law seeks to
maintain the separation of church and state.

The Charitable Choice provision also protects the religious freedom of the beneficiaries
of the services. Under the law, religious-based service providers cannot discriminate against
participants in their programs on the basis of religion, a particular religious belief, or refusal
to participate in a religious activity [subsection (2)(g)]. Participants in welfare programs are
free to choose their provider. It is the burden of the state or county to offer a comparable
service for participants that object to receiving services from a religious-based provider.
Therefore, participants are protected from pressure or coercion to join a religious community
or participate in religious activities.

Finally, under the welfare reform law states receive block grants from the federal gov-
ernment and have the discretion to disburse funding through cost reimbursement contracts,
performance-based contracts, and vouchers (Sherman, 2000; Etindi, 1999). In cases of direct
financial collaboration religious-based organizations provide services such as job training
and mentoring under traditional cost reimbursement contracts or performance-based con-
tracts that are contingent on achieving certain benchmarks related to the participant’s tran-
sition to work such as program enrollment, program completion, employment placement,
or employment retention. Performance-based contracts and the voucher system present fi-
nancial challenges to organizations that may not have the capital to invest in a program for
an extended period without government payment and a guaranteed number of participants.
In cases of indirect financial collaborations, congregations provide mentoring, adminis-
ter government funds to participants for initial employment expenses, or subcontract with
for-profit companies.

A notable difference under the Charitable Choice provision is the willingness that
government agencies demonstrate to include religious-based social service providers in
welfare-to-work initiatives. A few states (for example, Arizona, Texas, and Wisconsin)
amended their laws on social services contracting to include the language of Charitable
Choice. Other states, for example, Colorado, have established policies under the auspices
of the social service departments to protect the religious freedom of beneficiaries (Owens,
2000). In the spirit of Charitable Choice, many states have appointed a staff person to link
congregations to participants in welfare programs or provide technical assistance for the
contracting process (Sherman, 2000).

Charitable Choice did not open the door to traditional religious organizations such
as Catholic Charities or Jewish Children and Families Services. These organizations were
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welcome before to apply for public funds and were quite successful at obtaining such
funds. The new actors are congregations that are not required to incorporate and funda-
mental religious groups that are incorporated but refused public funds and influence as it
entailed “going secular.” The traditional religious service providers, however, could now
reemphasize religious doctrine and incorporate more religious content in service delivery
if so desired. Experts expect that Charitable Choice will test the church-state separation
to an extent that its constitutionality will be challenged before the Supreme Court (a good
review of its chances to withstand constitutional challenge in the Supreme Court is offered
by Kuzma, 2000).

Although the debate on Charitable Choice captures the political scene and will mark
the terrain of church-state relationships, in fact, there is no new money for faith-based
welfare programs. Religious providers are encouraged to compete with traditional secular
providers for the same limited public funds. In the words of the Bush administration, the
aim of Charitable Choice is to “level the playing field” rather than add new resources. The
aim is to make sure the federal departments, states, and local authorities will allow and even
encourage religious providers to apply for public service contracts which these providers
will hopefully carry out cheaper and better.

The history of the link between welfare and religion culminated in Charitable Choice
and the establishment of the White House Office of Community and Faith-Based Initiatives
in 2001; however, one crucial issue still remains. As the next section will show, it remains
unclear precisely what a religious social agency is. In dealing with religious social services,
it is important to remember the fluidity of the religious content of the serving agency.

What Is a Religious-Related Social Service?

Whether the soup kitchen is provided by the public sector or a religious congregation, the
food will be the same and may often be provided by the same volunteers. Can we define
an organization that uses a religious congregation’s property as religious just because it is
housed in a sacred place? Can we define an organization that began as a social ministry
of a church and ultimately became independent as a religious organization? The line is
blurred, so we intend to clarify what types of organizations will be included in this chapter
as religious-based social service organizations (Ebaugh, Pipes, Chafetz, & Daniels, 2003;
Jeavons, 1994).

Smith and Sosin (2001) were among the first to study empirically religion and the
role of religion in various faith-based social service agencies. They found that the level that
religion plays in the organization varies between organizations. In fact, they found that these
organizations are constrained in the way faith plays in their activities. What is religious in
an organization is mostly the sense of dignity and rights. They strive to provide services
with low levels of stigma. Finally, they are not rigid with their ties to religion and change
their level of religiosity as time goes by.

If we stipulate that the religious tenets of an organization and its staff inform its social
service mission, then the religiosity of this organization is clearly of great importance to our
analysis. There is a broad continuum of “religious” social service agencies in the United
States, from those who consider themselves very religious to those who may have been
established for religious purposes, or by a religious person, but that have since become in-
distinguishable from secular service agencies. For example, the Young Men’s Christian As-
sociation (YMCA) no longer sponsors religious activities and is open to people of all faiths.
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The analysis allowing this arrangement of religious organizations along a scale derives
from the work of Sider, Olson, and Unruh (2002), Monsma and Mounts (2002), Schneider
(2002), and Jeavons (1994). These authors notably lay the groundwork for principles to use
when determining the religious identity of an organization. They observe the presence of
religious elements in social service activities of organizations, including actually giving of
services and hiring of staff.

Jeavons (1994) was the first to study this complex issue. To determine the religiosity
of an organization, he suggests a form of organizational analysis. Organizations may be ob-
served for their traditional organizational characteristics, but specifically for the religious-
ness of those facets. These include the organization’s self-identity, participants, material
resources and sources, goals, products or services, decision-making process, definition and
distribution of power, and fields in which it interacts. However, what qualifies as “religious”
remains to be more clearly defined. More recently, Schneider (2002) considers the influence
of religious beliefs and traditions on operational dimensions of para-church organizations.
These organizations, as will be discussed below are not officially affiliated with any reli-
gion or denomination, yet they are based on religious principles and have strong theological
undertones in their mission statements.

Sider and Unruh (2004) distinguish between organizational religious characteristics
(mission statement, founding, affiliation, controlling board, senior management, other staff,
support, and personnel religious practices) and program religious characteristics (religious
environment, program content, integration of religious components, and expected connec-
tion between religious content and desired outcome). Based on these characteristics they
propose a five-category typology of religious organizations. In faith-permeated organi-
zations faith is evident at all levels of mission, staffing, governance, and support. Faith
permeated programs extensively integrate explicitly religious content. Faith-centered orga-
nizations are those that remain strongly connected with the religious community through
funding sources and affiliation, and require the governing board and most staff to share
their faith commitments. Although programs are religious in nature, clients can readily opt
out of these activities and still expect the benefits of the program’s services. Faith-affiliated
organizations retain some of the influence of their religious founders but do not require staff
to affirm religious beliefs or practices. Although they incorporate little or no explicitly reli-
gious content, they may be spiritual in nature. Faith-background organizations tend to look
and act secular, although they may have a historical tie to a faith tradition. A faith-secular
partnership is a secular (or faith-background) entity that joins with one or more congre-
gations or other explicitly religious organizations. Secular organizations have no reference
to religion in their mission or founding history, and they regard it as improper to consider
religious commitments as a factor in hiring and governance. Secular programs include no
religious content.

In determining the “religiosity” of an organization, evaluators may observe declarations
of faith. For example, the mission statements of an agency, or more informal declarations of
being a follower of a certain religious figure, may provide “proof™ that an organization is in
fact religious. However, the actual operations of organizations may not reflect the tenets
and beliefs reflected in such creeds. As a result, some scholars have suggested observing
the actual practices of an organization for “religious” character of those activities. The
methodology given by Monsma (2004) is twofold. Monsma distinguished between faith-
based/segmented and faith-based integrated. This distinction is based on the faith-based
programs’ responses to a list of 11 potential religiously rooted practices. A scale was
developed depending on the number and the nature of the religiously rooted practices
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in which the programs reported engaging. Those practices that had a more integrative
nature—such as “using religious values or motivations to encourage clients to change
attitudes or values” and “hiring only staff in agreement with your religious orientation”—
were weighed more heavily than less integrative practices—such as “placing religious
symbols or pictures in the facility where your program is held” and “using religious values
as a guiding motivation for staff in delivering services.” The answers are tallied and those
organizations with high positive scores are “integrated” and the others are “segmented.”

Practitioners may observe programs or organizations in a more cursory fashion to place
them in one of four categories. Determining where an organization falls involves observing
the extent to which religious elements are integrated in welfare-related services. Non-faith-
based groups offer no religious activities. If religious elements or activities are largely
separate from services provided in an organization, it is defined as faith-based/segmented.
If those elements or activities are combined with elements or activities of the welfare
program of an organization, it is faith-based/integrated. These scholars have categorized
organizations rather then leaving them on a continuum. Employing a continuum is also
possible, as it may be difficult to draw a sharp line between a faith-based/integrated and a
faith-based segmented organization.

The bipartisan think tank, Search for Common Ground (2003) defined a faith-based
organization as any entity that is self-identified as motivated by or founded on religious
conviction. As such they resorted to the organization’s self proclamation in the same way
that Kearns (2003) used to study such organizations in Allegheny County, Pennsylvania.

The second prong of the method is to record whether a social service organization un-
dertakes certain religious activities or displays certain religious symbols. The “laundry list”
of religious elements includes the use of religious values to encourage clients to change atti-
tudes, the use of religious values in motivating staff, and the opening or closing of activities
with prayer. When Monsma and Mounts (2002) studied 1,559 welfare-to-work programs
in four cities, they showed that faith-based organizations that were integrated exhibited
more elements from the “laundry list” than faith-based organizations that were less inte-
grated/segmented. For example, the element of “using religious values to encourage clients
to change attitudes” was present in 95.8% of the faith-based/integrated programs or orga-
nizations in the study pool, whereas it was present in 37.5% of the faith-based/segmented
programs or organizations. Another example is that 79.2% of the former organizational type
opened or closed sessions with prayer, whereas 16.7% of the latter type did so.

The importance of this line of work is that it helps discriminate between different
kinds of religious organizations, based on some objective measures of how religious their
current practice is. Although it is essential to distinguish between faith-based social service
providers by the level of their religiosity, it also is important to distinguish between them
based on their key organizational structures. After all, the capacity of a small local church
is very different than that of a national social service organization such as the Salvation
Army or Catholic Charities.

Types of Religious Welfare Providers

The complexity of religious-(or faith-)based social service is because of variation not only
in organizations’ level of religiosity but also on variation in the size of organizations and the
geographic areas they cover. Quite a number of attempts have been made to solve this prob-
lem and systematize the field of study. For example, Search for Common Ground (2003)
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identified five categories of faith-based organizations: faith-permeated, faith-centered, faith-
affiliated, faith-background, and faith-secular partnership. They also acknowledged that
within the same organization, different projects may have different levels of faith adher-
ence. Yet, they advocate for scholars to see the organization as a whole. To assess reli-
giosity of an organization, one needs to look at its mission statement, founding history,
affiliation with external agencies, controlling board, senior and other staff selection, and
financial and nonfinancial support. To assess religiosity of a program, one needs to consider
its religious environment, religious program content, integration of religious content with
other program components, and expected connection between religious content and desired
outcomes.

Based on McCarthy and Castelli’s (1997) work, John Orr and colleagues (2000) pro-
pose another typology closer to the one we discuss below. Their five category typology
includes: congregations, denominations, faith-based national networks, freestanding public
nonprofit corporations, and faith-based for-profit corporations. As for the latter one, al-
though it is rarely studied in welfare to work programs, Bielefield (2001) found that they
are quite active and relevant.

Hence, our definition includes five types of religious service organizations. These
five types are: (1) local congregations; (2) interfaith agencies and ecumenical coalitions;
(3) city- or regionwide sectarian agencies; (4) para-denominational advocacy and relief
organizations; and (5) religious-affiliated international organizations. We have chosen to
use a typology that is based on the geographical locus of service and, by default, the
organizational complexity.

LocAL CONGREGATIONS. Congregations are groups of persons who voluntarily band
together for religious purposes, and who share an identity with one another. These groups of
people usually own a property where they periodically meet, and they observe a theological
doctrine that to some extent governs their governance and worship practices. Based on
the work of Wind and Lewis (1994), we propose that a congregation is a group that: (1)
has a shared identity as a religious congregation; (2) meets regularly on an ongoing basis;
(3) convenes primarily for religious worship or the spiritual practice of accepted religious
teachings or rituals (as opposed to people in prison, workplaces that allow prayers or people
who happen meet in airports or other places where people in transit may pray together);
(4) meets and engages in their religious/spiritual practices at a designated place; (5) has
voluntary membership and no requirement of working or living together (family devotions
are excluded by this criterion, as are convents and monasteries); (6) has an identifiable
leader or group of leaders; and (7) has an official name and a formal structure that conveys
its religious/spiritual purpose and identity.

Many of these congregations carry out numerous social programs to improve the qual-
ity of life of their communities. The terms applied to these efforts include social ministry,
social outreach, mission stance, and social action. Programs underwritten by the congre-
gation are often the means by which the members express their faith. Programs offered
by congregations range from the small and informal (church-based service) to incorpo-
rated organizations which have their own boards and tax-exempt status (Jeavons & Cnaan,
1997). Examples of such programs include food pantries, provision of space for Alcoholics
Anonymous (AA) meetings, clothing closets, volunteer visitors, day care for children or
the elderly, free transportation, soup kitchens, in-home assistance, and support for agency
efforts with volunteers or money.
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INTERFAITH AGENCIES AND ECUMENICAL COALITIONS. The second type of re-
ligious service organization includes interfaith agencies such as ecumenical coalitions
(Johnson & Dubberly, 1992; Pipes & Ebaugh, 2002). In these coalitions, organizations
and local congregations join together for purposes of community solidarity, social action,
or providing large-scale services that are beyond the scope of a single congregation. In some
cases, the coalition is based on one religion (such as all Christian denominations of a certain
area or a local evangelical alliance). In others, the coalition may include congregations of
all religions.

CITY/REGIONWIDE SECTARIAN AGENCIES. The third type of religious service or-
ganization and the one most often identified with religious-based social service delivery is
the city-/regionwide sectarian agency. Sectarian agencies can be further differentiated based
on their governance, affiliation with a religious body, and funding sources. For example,
agencies such as the Salvation Army are church organizations that provide social programs
and receive government contracts and funding. Catholic Charities, Lutheran Youth Ser-
vices, Episcopal adoption agencies, Habitat for Humanity, the YMCA, and the YWCA are
religious-based organizations that maintain affiliation with the originating religious body
while developing services and programs that are provided primarily by professional staff
and significantly funded by government revenue. Their boards of trustees consist of clergy
or lay leaders from the relevant denomination. They may receive some financial support
from the religious parent body, either directly from an area-wide headquarters (such as a
diocese) or through local congregational fund-raising, and were established by members of
the religious order. Jewish Family and Children’s Services, in many cities, is essentially a
secular organization that maintains a Jewish identity and commitment to the Jewish com-
munity, both secular and religious. The organization is often partially or fully funded by
the local Jewish Federation.

Sectarian agencies often employ social workers as service providers and managers
and serve as placement sites for social work students. The organization of many sectarian
agencies is similar to that of secular social service agencies because, as recipients of public
funds, they are required to employ qualified professionals and cannot discriminate on the
basis of gender, race, religion, disability, or sexual orientation.

PARA-DENOMINATIONAL ADVOCACY AND RELIEF ORGANIZATIONS. The fourth
type of religious service organization is the para-denominational advocacy and relief orga-
nization. These organizations serve or advocate for people in need or are concerned with
improving educational opportunities for people. What is unique about these organizations
is that, although they are not officially affiliated with any religion or denomination, they
are based on religious principles and have strong theological undertones in their mission
statements. The goal of these organizations is to improve social conditions by applying re-
ligious principles to a secular world. Often a group of concerned citizens who are members
of a particular denomination or religion form an organization for the purpose of helping
others. These organizations freely acknowledge that their activities are influenced by the
denominational or religious doctrines but in a way that makes them independent of any
religious body. Their members prefer not to be affiliated with any specific denomination so
that their activities will attract a wider range of support and clients.

Examples of such organizations include Bread for the World, founded by the Lutheran
Church to foster education and research on hunger, Friends in Service Here (FISH), Pioneer
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Clubs, Promise Keepers, and Pax Christi USA, a Catholic peace education and activist or-
ganization. Organizations such as these are not agents of any church or denomination,
but they do provide service and advocate according to religious tradition. Some organi-
zations have local branches (Coleman, 1996). A subtype is the local para-denominational
service organization. For example, Hope House in Nampa, Idaho is a residential facility for
51 abandoned and severely abused children. The 12 full-time staff members work without
pay as an expression of their religious beliefs (Shapiro & Wright, 1996). In this case, the
people who established the residential facility based on their religious ideology came into
conflict with the authorities not because of payment for services but, rather, whether or not
they have the credentials and qualifications to provide the services they are offering.

RELIGIOUSLY AFFILIATED INTERNATIONAL ORGANIZATIONS. Religiously affil-
iated international organizations that focus on helping people in other countries are either
directly related to or influenced by a certain denomination or religion. Many of these orga-
nizations originated in the missionary movement, the aim of which was to convert people in
undeveloped countries to Christianity. Although missionary work acquired a questionable
reputation in many countries in previous centuries, today most religiously affiliated interna-
tional organizations emphasize bringing relief and aid to underserved peoples of the world’s
poorest nations. In many countries in which these organizations are active, they are defined
and operate as Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs), whereas in other countries they
assume the form of missionary agencies. It is often assumed that religious-based interna-
tional NGOs have greater clout that enables them to serve people who otherwise may not
be served, such as the “untouchables” in India. Some such groups collect donations from
the public at large, while others restrict their collection to members of the faith.

Examples of religiously affiliated international organizations include The American-
Jewish Joint Distribution Committee (AJJDC or “The Joint™), the Catholic Relief Committee
(Caritas); and the International Friends Service Committee, which provided assistance in
the Rwandan and Somalian famines. As Kniss and Campbell, (1997) show, all American
religious denominations and many ecumenical groups are engaged in international relief.
The difference between them is not in whether they help but in how they ideologically
justify their international mission.

Advantages of Social Services Provision by Religious Organizations

Why have religious organizations recently become the focus of attention regarding social
welfare? In most advanced democracies, the social welfare domain is primarily occupied
by the government. In order to understand the American fascination with faith-based social
welfare, we need to discuss its advantages.

INTERMEDIARY FUNCTION. In a world in which large institutions dominate the life
of individuals, there is a need for intermediary organizations. Such organizations curtail
the power of corporations and large public bureaucracies and represent the needs of regular
people (Berger & Neuhaus, 1977). In many countries, this role is played by labor unions,
by neighborhood representing organizations, and by civic groups. In America, organized
religion (from local congregations to national denominations) often fills the role of interme-
diary group. This is an important concept because it speaks directly to the question of what
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holds civil society and community together. One important component of the American
answer has been the same from Tocqueville to the present day: voluntary associations and
religious institutions. Compared to the other major democracies, a vast number of Amer-
icans participate in religious life in myriad religious organizations. These organizations
work to buffer the power of cold anonymous big structures.

GEOGRAPHICAL DISTRIBUTION. With the disappearance of many factories to the
suburbs and to developing countries and the decline of fraternity organizations such as
Rotary Clubs and the Lions, secular community institutions are disappearing from America
(Wuthnow, 1998). Among the remaining vibrant social organizations in American inner
cities—and thus the main trustees of the hope for revitalization—are the congregations.
Although it is easy to lament what is missing, Kretzmann and McKnight (1993) remind us
that we ought to focus on the existing local organizations as a means to rebuild communities
in trouble. Their “mobilizing community’s assets” approach involves harnessing existing
prosocial powers into action for the local community. There is no existing social institution
so well placed for such action as the local congregation. In Philadelphia, with a total
of about 133 square miles, we found 2,120 congregations. This reported square mileage
includes the large Fairmount Park, the train station, industrial parks, and two airports. That
is, the inhabited area is considerably less than 133 square miles. But even if we figure 133
square miles, there are about 16 congregations per square mile (Cnaan & Boddie, 2001).
As integral parts of every community, religious groups can assess real and changing needs
in that community and can reach people where they live. Not surprisingly, Kennedy (2003)
found that strongly religious organizations tend to serve more people from the neighborhood
when providing welfare-to-work services compared with secular or moderately religious
organizations.

NoRrMs OF HELP. As outlined above, all major faith traditions emphasize helping the
needy. This teaching is translated into daily activates and norms that call on religious groups
to provide help to those in need. Ammerman (1997) summarized the spirit she found among
congregants in her study in the following manner:

Our culture sees helping the needy as a religious virtue and expects religious organizations to
be engaged in service activities. The people in the congregations we studied were no exception.
Eighty-eight percent said that helping the needy is very important or essential to living the Christian
life, and 92 percent said that the service to the needy is very important or essential to the ministry
of their congregation. Part of the cultural definition that surrounds religious institutions is that they
will provide direct services to people who need their help. That same cultural definition makes it
likely that people in need will seek out congregations as sources of help. (pp. 366-367)

VOLUNTEERS. Religious organizations are usually composed of many volunteers who
are motivated by faith and by their co-religionists. Having a pool of potential volunteers
makes the provision of social services less costly and often more personal (Ebaugh et al.,
2003). Furthermore, having volunteers also provides space for the volunteer members to
grow in their faith, build personal relationships with co-religionists, and bond together
(Baggett, 2000).

Kearns (2003) reported from a study of faith-based and secular human service corpo-
rations in Pittsburgh that faith-based organizations attracted more volunteers and ones more
committed (allocated more hours) than their secular counterparts. Furthermore, faith-based
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organizations did not lose volunteer commitment in the presence of paid professional staff;
while in secular organizations staff tended to replace volunteers. Similar findings were
found in New York City by Wolpert and Seley (2004) and Kennedy (2003) in her three-state
study.

PROPERTY. Most religious organizations own at least one property that they use for
religious purposes a few times a week. Most congregations, for example, own a worship
hall that is used on the weekend and perhaps one evening during the week. Most can
therefore allocate space for social causes. Instead of allowing the sacred properties to stand
empty, many religious organization open their doors to various social causes, most notably
12-step groups (AA and NA are the most common users), scouts troops, day care centers,
ESL classes, and youth groups. These properties also allow the faith communities to offer
their own services or to contract for publicly funded service delivery at a lower cost while
using the space that otherwise is unused.

ADMINISTRATIVE FLEXIBILITY. One of the key criticisms of public services is their
inability to bend the rules and eligibility criteria to meet unique personal needs. Once a
public program has been authorized and set in motion, no personal adjustments are to be
made. The authorization process is a long one that includes hearing and public debates,
and changes require a similarly lengthy process. Furthermore, a new public allocation takes
time to plan and authorize, so emerging needs are often not met for quite a time. Many
faith-based organizations, however, are less bureaucratic and can adjust their services to
meet changing needs. It is common for faith-based groups to change their programs to meet
new needs and to be relevant to their members. Furthermore, as they use some of their
resources they can adjust eligibility criteria to help clients with special needs that are not
“by the book.” Religious organizations thus serve as a barometer for changing needs and
as service providers for what political scientists call “people with discriminate taste” or
those “outside the median voter zone.” Cnaan and Boddie (2001) found that on average
congregational programs are less than 12 years old, and more than half of them had started
in the past 6 years.

SEGREGATION AS AN OUTREACH TOOL. The segregated nature of congregations is
quite universal in the United States. Most congregations are attractive to certain subgroups
of ethnic, country of origin, educational, or income. Members choose to which congrega-
tion to belong and they gravitate toward congregations that are full of other people like
themselves (McRoberts, 2003; Emerson & Smith, 2000). As Emerson and Smith (2000)
found, even among white evangelical Christian the congregations are divided by theology
and socioeconomic factors. In a country with some 350,000 places of worship it is naive
to expect them all to be alike. This diversity is both an asset and a limitation. It generates
trust and willingness among insiders and fosters a sense of community, mutual support,
and joint ownership of congregational projects. Although many of these congregations and
other religious organizations may be segregated and somewhat exclusive, there are enough
of them to reach every subgroup in our society and provide them with sensitive and relevant
services. Just as not all nonprofit organizations care for the plight of the needy, as some
are concerned with music, arts, or education, so do religious groups care for various causes
and needs those that are dear to their hearts. As such, the tapestry of social care providers
is significantly enriched in numbers and in variety.
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FINANCIAL SUPPORT FROM NONPUBLIC SOURCES. A few scholars who compared
faith-based and secular nonprofit organizations found that although secular organizations
tend to get a large share of their budget from public contracts faith-based organizations
get more money from individuals, congregations, and denominations (Ebaugh et al., 2003;
Kearns, 2003; Monsma & Mounts, 2002; Wolpert & Seley, 2004). Relying on private money
enables faith-based organizations to be flexible in services and to give individual care when
deemed relevant. Furthermore, many of these organizations refuse public funds and maintain
their own private welfare system that complements the public system.

The Drawbacks for Religious Organizations as Social Service Providers

The criticism against the use of faith-based groups as social services providers comes
from two directions. One camp of opponents is worried about the erosion in the church-
state separation. The other camp is concerned with congregational and other faith-based
organizations’ capacity to provide quality services.

CHURCH-STATE SEPARATION ISSUES. Ever since disestablishment became the law
of the land and the American way of life, the separation of church and state has been a hotly
contested issue. Although almost everyone applauds the services voluntarily provided by
religious organizations, many are concerned with the role religious organizations can play
as social welfare providers through public funding. In particular, many liberals groups see
the passage of Charitable Choice (see later) and the formation of the White House Office
of Faith-Based and Community Initiatives as a threatening trend. Their criticism is not
centered on the ability of religious organization to ameliorate social ills but on the fact
that the government finances faith-related activities. Critics further worry that vulnerable
welfare recipients may be coerced or enticed to join religious activities while being helped.

CAPACITY ISSUES. Another criticism regarding the role of religious organizations in
social welfare is predicated on the assumption that these organizations are of low capacity
and cannot really rise up to the challenge of caring for the needy. The most vocal opponents
of religious based social services on these grounds are Mark Chaves, Arthur Farnsley, and
Robert Wineburg. In a series of publications (Chaves, Konieczny, Beyerlein, & Barman,
1999; Chaves & Tistsos 2001), Chaves asserts, based on a national study of over a thousand
congregations, that most religious congregations are too small and lack the sophistication
required for social welfare programs (some of these findings are presented below). He
argues that because most congregations have less than 100 adult members and can raise few
resources, many of the advantages listed above do not obtain.

Similarly, Farnsley (2003), based on a thorough study of congregations in Indianapolis,
Indiana, suggests that some of the “accepted” advantages of faith-based organizations are
incorrect. Specifically, he contends that (1) many congregations do not possess important
local knowledge, and they are ignorant about the communities in which they worship;
(2) congregations cannot provide services with the least amount of bureaucratic or regulatory
interference, as they are also bureaucratically complex; and (3) when congregations bring
moral teaching to bear they also force their ideology and theology on clients. The latter
point is similar to that of those concerned with the church-state separation discussed earlier.
Farnsley, however, tempers his criticism by stating that “Anyone who does not realize how
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much congregations do both for their members and for the broader community is just not
paying attention. Congregations will continue to do great good, but it is not clear which
ones will take on the added role of partnering with public institutions in the interest of
strengthening civil society” (p. 13).

It should be noted that both Chaves and Farnsley focused their works on congregations
and did not study other forms of religious organizations. As Wineburg (2000) argues, “The
congregations and faith organizations that the policymakers want so desperately to be the
elixirs to our problems simply don’t have the skills or capacity to handle the complex
problems they are being forced to address. If there were huge increases in funds for training
programs, planning activities, and the like, I’d say there might be a chance for church based
services to make a difference” (p. 9).

Other scholars who compared noncongregational faith-based organizations found them
comparable to the nonprofit organizations. Kearns (2003) surveyed all 501(c)(3) organiza-
tions in the Pittsburgh area in an attempt to compare faith-based and secular organizations.
He noted that the faith-based organizations were comparable to secular nonprofits in many
respects such as size, funding, self-reported organizational capacity, and management so-
phistication. Similar findings also were reported by Seley and Wolpert (2004) regarding
nonprofits in New York. These authors found that religious and secular charities spend
equally on programs (a sign of efficiency). Monsma and Mounts (2002) studied welfare-to-
work programs in four cities covering a range of secular and religious providers. Although
they found various differences in how these organizations provide service, overall, the re-
ligious organizations were quite similar to the secular ones in capacity and organizational
sophistication.

Two studies with small sample sizes (30 and 15 organizations, respectively) found
that faith-based nonprofit organizations had greater difficulties in managing contracts and
attracting clients when managing public welfare contracts. In both studies, this difference,
however, was compounded by the age and size of the organization. The longer it had
been involved in contracting with the government, the more efficient it was in achieving
these tasks. Faith-based nonprofits, however, were more efficient in meeting internal goals
such as communication, fostering a good work environment, obtaining funding, and using
information technology (Bielefield, 2001; Poole, Ferguson, DiNitto, & Schwab, 2002).

Assessing the Effectiveness of Faith-Based Organizations
and Secular Providers

One of the most difficult tasks is to assess the involvement and contribution of religious
organizations in the welfare arena. In order to assess this issue, researchers have begun
to document their involvement in social welfare. The first group of studies focused on
congregations and their social service involvement. One study by Mark Chaves found that
only 59% of U.S. congregations are involved in any social service programs, and that these
are often very modest, small-scale, temporary programs. His study is based on the National
Congregations Study (NCS) and was conducted in conjunction with the 1998 General Social
Survey (GSS). GSS respondents who said they attend religious services were asked to name
their congregation and provide contact information. This procedure generated a nationally
representative sample of 1,456 congregations. The NCS gathered data via a 60-minute
interview with one key informant—a minister, priest, rabbi, or other leader—from 1,236
of the nominated congregations, a cooperation rate of 85%. The advantage of this method
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is that even nonlisted congregations can be accessed via their members. However, the way
the social services questions were asked and measured was susceptible to underreporting.

With the exception of Chaves’s research, all studies found that 9 out of 10 congregations
provide at least one social service program that benefits people in the community who are
often not members of the congregation (Cnaan & Boddie, 2001; Grettenberger & Hovmand,
1997; Hill, 1998; Hodgkinson et al., 1993; Jackson, Schweitzer, Cato, & Blake, 1997;
Kinney, 2003; Printz, 1998; Silverman, 2000).

For example, Nancy Kinney (2003) reported findings from a study of 631 religious
congregations across the 12-county St. Louis MO-IL Metropolitan Statistical Area. She
noted that almost all congregations (97.9%) reported providing at least one social program.
A small group (15.5%) reported only one program and the rest reported anywhere from 2 to
18 programs. Programs for youth were most frequently cited (59.9%), followed by another
youth program, summer camps (37.9%). Food pantries were reported by 31.1% and senior
programs by 28.2%.

Cnaan and Boddie (2001) carried out a census of congregations in Philadelphia. They
covered the city block-by-block and recorded all existing congregations. From a list of
2,120 congregations, they conducted face-to-face interviews with the senior clergy or his/her
representative for 3 hours in 1,393 congregations (66%). These authors found that 9 out of
10 congregations provide at least one social program that benefits people in the community.
On average, each congregation provides 2.41 programs and serves 102 people per month;
two thirds of them are not members of the congregation. The primary beneficiaries are
children (served by 49.2% of all programs) followed by youth (43.6%) and the community
at large (48.6%).

Cnaan and Boddie also studied the replacement value of congregational social welfare
programs. By replacement value they do not mean how much it costs the congregations to
run their programs in dollar terms. What they mean is how much it would cost others to
provide the same services or programs at the same level without depending on availability
of congregational property and member volunteers. The fact that a congregation pays a
mortgage for a building in which a social program is offered means that the value of the
space is a congregational contribution which has financial value. Similarly, if the clergy
member invests time in a social program, some percentage of his or her salary should
be reckoned as part of the congregation’s financial commitment to providing community-
oriented services. The replacement value takes into account seven costs associated with
social programs provided by local religious congregations: (1) cash support; (2) the value
of in-kind support (such as transportation, food, clothing, printing, and telephone); (3) the
value of the building utilities (such as heating, cooling, lighting, and cleaning); (4) the
estimated value of renting an equivalent space; (5) the number of hours clergy members
invest in the programs; (6) the number of hours that staff members invest in the program;
and (7) the number of hours invested by volunteers in carrying out the programs.

The study revealed that for Philadelphia, a city of about 1.5 million residents, the
total replacement value for social services offered by congregations is about $250 million
annually. This valuation of congregational contribution, however, does not include the many
religious nonprofit organizations. If one assumes that Philadelphia is representative of the
country as a whole, then this estimate for a country of about 293 million residents has to be
multiplied by 195—roughly $50 billion.

Although these studies document substantial involvement by religious congregations, it
is much more difficult to assess the impact and value of other faith-based welfare providers. It
is well established that Catholic Charities, the Salvation Army, Jewish Family and Children
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Services, Lutheran Homes, Episcopalian Youth Services, and many other smaller organiza-
tions annually contract with the government for billions of dollars. As a means of giving a
picture of their involvement in welfare provision, we use the following somewhat outdated
statistics. In 1993, Catholic Charities took in more than $1.25 billion in federal, state, and
local funds. Public money accounted for 65% of its total revenue for that year. In 1996,
based on responses from 1,400 agencies and residential facilities, it was estimated that
out of a combined budget of $2.1 billion, 64% came from federal, state, and local funds
(Flynn, 1997). The same study assessed that Catholic Charities assisted 12.8 million people
throughout the country.

Another way of assessing the impact of religious organizations in welfare provision is
offered by Wolpert and Seley (2004). These authors mapped all the nonprofit organizations
in New York (8,034) and studied the “operating charities.” They found that of 2,797 charities
more than a third (37%) can be defined as religious organizations.

Only a few studies that attempted to assess the relative effectiveness of faith-based so-
cial service providers suffer from key methodological issues. Yet, some interesting findings
emerge. Monsma and Sofer (2003) in a study of welfare to work programs in Los Angeles
found that although faith-based organizations were most liked and respected by clients,
for-profit organizations were the most effective in helping women escape unemployment
and retain employment. Kennedy (2003), in an interim report of welfare-to-work programs
in three states (Indiana, North Carolina, and Massachusetts) found that faith-based organi-
zations are somewhat less successful when compared with secular nonprofit organizations.
Her interim findings show that faith-based organizations working with welfare recipients
place their clients into jobs at similar rates and wage levels as secular providers, but that the
clients of these organizations work substantially fewer hours per week and are less likely to
be offered health insurance. Kennedy also found that very few faith-based organizations had
opted to collaborate with the government and her findings are limited to a few who ventured
to do so. Her findings suggest that even those religious organizations that provide social
services retain a considerable reluctance to partnering with government. Both Monsma and
Kennedy acknowledged that their findings are very preliminary and that they reflect one
industry (welfare-to-work), in a few locations, and with organizations that used to contract
with the public sector prior to the 1996 Charitable Choice provision.

Assessing these numbers and findings together suggests that although it is impossible
to assess the exact role of religious groups in welfare provision, it is clear that it is quite
large. Second to the public sector, religious organizations provide from their own resources
and through contract with the government a great deal of social services. In fact, in the
United States most “safety net” services such as food for the hungry, clothing for the poor,
and shelter for the homeless are provided by or through religious services (Cnaan et al.,
2002). As to their relative effectiveness, much studying is needed before the picture will
become clear. Yet, preliminary findings suggest that they do not offer any visible advantage,
nor do they seem to be visibly inferior to other providers.

Implications for the Future

The trend represented by the Charitable Choice provision is unmistakable. The Congress,
the President of the United States, local policy makers, and the public at large are seek-
ing greater involvement of the religious community in the provision of welfare services
and now even publicly-funded social services. As early as the Reagan years, the religious
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community has been voluntarily increasing its involvement in social service delivery (Cnaan,
Wineburg, & Boddie, 1999).

It is likely that with access to government funding that no longer regards the religious
character of the service provider as a threat to the separation of church and state, many
more congregations and religiously fundamental nonprofit organizations may engage in
partnerships with the public sector. This represents a significant change and one that may
have a major influence on social service delivery as we have known it. For example, it may
increase the number of social workers working in or with religious-based organizations.
But it is also likely to foster deprofessionalization of social services. One key trend in
transferring social services to faith-based group is a possible waiver not to employ fully
qualified professionals (graduates of relevant academic programs) and allow less qualified
people (people with high school diplomas) to provide the service. Many religious groups
claim thatin cases of day-care centers, drug rehabilitation programs, welfare to work projects
and so forth, good spirit and personal commitment are more important than a professional
education, and they ask and often receive a waiver not to employ such professionals. This
trend may simultaneously reduce the cost of services and, in the long run, the quality of
service. Secular services, with higher personnel and overhead costs than corresponding
congregational services, may have trouble competing.

Somewhat against the trend, it is worth noting that many religious-based organizations
that are interested in greater involvement in social service provision are still unlikely to
invoke Charitable Choice and compete for public funding. They refuse to contract with
government because they fear losing their religious character and independence. They fear
government intrusion and prefer to work within their own means. Charitable Choice would
allow them to provide government-funded service and maintain their religious environment,
but they would not be allowed to proselytize. Many religious groups still see it as too
restrictive of their mission. They almost always proselytize openly and do not want to
accept the public restrictions that come with accepting public money. Their philosophy is
that they can choose which clients to admit based on their willingness to accept the religious
credo and which employees to hire based on their commitment to their faith. There are too
few studies on these groups and their contribution to the American welfare. Some examples
include Teen Challenge (Bicknese, 1999), the Union Gospel Mission (Jeavons, 1994), and
the Lutheran Mission Society of Maryland (Cnaan, Wineburg, & Boddie, 1999).

Although Charitable Choice and the increased reliance on religious organization to
engage in welfare delivery may change the nature and appearance of social services in
the United States, many questions are yet unresolved. Although clients are to be offered a
secular alternative of equal quality, it is quite feasible that some clients will feel pressured to
participate in religious activities within and outside the service delivery sphere. In particular,
overt or covert pressure to pray or to attend worship when receiving service may be a source
of future legal challenges. Similarly, the practice of hiring, promoting, and firing staff
based on religious adherence rather than professional merit also may be a cause for future
legal challenges. The law is still vague in several areas. For example, the law says a state
may contract solely with a religious organization, but it also must provide for participants
who prefer nonsectarian services. Such services must be of equal quality and in close
proximity to the participant, but these are terms that are difficult to define concretely. How
will this be accomplished? The law also allows religious-based service providers to use
principles based on their religious tradition to foster responsibility and a strong work ethic.
How much religious beliefs can be integrated in the delivery of social services, and how
much influence religious providers can have over services, are yet to be determined. The
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law protects participants from religious coercion. However, what is pressure? Where does
instilling foundational virtues of responsibility that emanate from religious teaching end
and proselytism start? For example, a participant may feel compelled to please his or her
social worker by attending Sunday religious services. The participant does not attend the
worship service due to an overt pressure or explicit request but due to an assumption that
he or she will receive better services by exhibiting a desire for religious beliefs that reflect
the social worker’s religious framework. Is this coercion? Religious tenets call on religious
adherents to assist the needy. Government retrenchment of welfare services made this field
especially attracting to religious groups. Now, we face a new reality in which welfare is
more and more the domain of religious groups and our society is gradually adapting to it.
For as long as Americans refuse to pay higher taxes, for as long as government sheds its
welfare responsibility, and for as long as Americans remain connected to organized religion,
religious organizations will remain a crucial and complicated component of social welfare
provision.
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PART II

FAMILY AND LIFE CYCLE



CHAPTER 5

Family

W. BRADFORD WILCOX

In the last four decades, the United States has witnessed revolutionary changes in the
organization of family life and gender relations. A large number of sociological observers
of American religion in recent years have argued that religious institutions in the United
States must accommodate themselves to the “changing family” by reaching out to and
symbolically affirming persons in a range of nontraditional families: unmarried singles,
stepfamilies, single mothers, dual-career families, and gays and lesbians (D’Antonio &
Aldous, 1983; Edgell, 2005; Marler, 1995; Roof & Gesch, 1995). Pointing to marked
changes in the organization of family and work, from rising rates of female labor force
participation to the increasingly pluralistic character of American family life, these scholars
argue that religious institutions must change their family-related discourse and practice to
accommodate the family and gender revolutions of the last four decades if they seek to
flourish in the 21st century. For instance, Penny Long Marler, writing about the absence of
nontraditional families from mainline Protestant churches, observes (1995, p. 52):

Unfortunately, the “missing families”—mostly nontraditional—continue to “take their business
elsewhere.” Clearly, while bowing to the critical contributions of traditional families, past and
present, congregations must cast their nets farther and more conscientiously. Otherwise, contem-
porary white Protestantism may be forever “lost in the fifties.” Given the realities of an aging
population and a shrinking traditional family base, it is clear that a future mired in the past is really
no future at all.

This accommodationist perspective raises important religious and moral questions, but it
also begs fundamental sociological questions: Does the institutional vitality of religion
depend upon the institutional vitality of the family? Or, as this scholarship would suggest,
can religious institutions capitalize on recent declines in the institutional vitality of the
family?

Ironically, many sociological observers of the American family take a more pessimistic
view of the implications of recent family changes for religious institutions. They argue that
family changes in the developed world are consigning and will continue to consign reli-
gion to a marginal position as a cultural and practical influence over the family (Bumpass,
1990, 2001; Coltrane, 2001; Coontz, 1992; Goode, 1993). This view, which I call the
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family modernization perspective, argues that macro-level changes in the economy, the
culture, and the state—from the growth of individualism to the rise of the postindustrial
economy—are ineluctably stripping the family of its functions, salience, and authority
(Wilcox, 2004). Proponents of the family modernization perspective further argue that re-
ligious institutions, tied as they are to more traditional forms of family life, are becoming
increasingly marginalized by these trends, and are powerless to slow or reverse them. For
instance, Scott Coltrane argues that the “recent trend toward diversity in family forms is
inevitable,” an irreversible consequence of changes in the economic and cultural realms.
He further contends that religious efforts to “promote idealized father-headed families will
have little influence on marriage rates or fathering practices” (Coltrane, 2001, p. 391). This
perspective also raises important sociological questions: Do religious institutions shape
family life in the United States, particularly in the direction of strengthening the family
as an institution? Or, are religious institutions, as this scholarship would suggest, inca-
pable of reversing central manifestations of family decline, such as marriage rates and
fatherlessness?

This chapter addresses these questions by reviewing recent scholarship focusing on
the reciprocal relationship between religion and the family, and by offering a number of
propositions to guide future research on the subject. The focus of this chapter is largely on
research in the United States—especially research focusing on marriage, parenthood, and
religious responses to the family revolution of the last four decades—but the arguments
articulated in this chapter should apply to the developed world.

In general terms, I argue that religious institutions and families are linked together
by “relationships of dependency and control” (Edgell, 2003: 164) that make the vitality
of the family and religious institutions dependent, to a large degree, on one another. Re-
ligious institutions depend on stable, happy, and fertile families to successfully socialize
children into religious institutions and to orient adults to the social, moral, and religious
family-related goods that religious institutions have to offer (Christiano, 2000; Edgell, 2003;
Hout, Greeley, & Wilde, 2001; Sherkat, 2003; Stolzenberg, Blair-Loy, & Waite, 1995;
Wilcox, 2002a). Families depend on religious institutions to provide religious and moral
guidance, as well as social support and control, on behalf of marriage, parenting, and re-
production (Berger, 1967; Christiano, 2000; Edgell, 2003; Thornton, 1985; Wilcox, 2002a;
Wilcox, 2003). Consequently, the family modernization perspective is correct to argue that
declines in the institutional vitality of the family will be associated, other things being equal,
with declines in religious vitality—measured by individual religious participation, belief,
and affiliation—at the societal level.

But this analysis departs from the family modernization perspective by suggesting
three ways that the generic relationship between religious institutions and the family does
not always hold. First, I argue that sectarian religious institutions can thrive amidst family
decline in the larger society. They do so in part by capitalizing on the cultural and practical
discontents of family modernization, such as the sense of anomie that children often expe-
rience in the wake of a parental divorce (Wilcox, 2004). Second, I argue that these family
trends, and their religious correlates, are not ineluctable, especially in societies where re-
ligious institutions remain vital (Pankhurst & Houseknecht, 2000; Wilcox, 2004). In such
societies, such as the United States, religiously based family movements can successfully
resist family decline by devising strategies that invest the family with new meaning, func-
tions, and authority (Pankhurst & Houseknecht, 2000; Wilcox, 2004). Third, this chapter
suggests a number of ways in which religion in the United States remains an influential
force in family life.



Family 99

This chapter also suggests the accommodationist perspective is correct, on two counts,
to recognize that religious institutions must adapt to the changing institutional contexts of
family life. First, religious institutions need to accommodate some elements of the larger
social environment—in the contemporary case, new work-family patterns and expectations
for male familial involvement—if they wish to thrive in a changing social milieu. Second,
in times of dramatic family transformation, religious institutions will only thrive if they
respond with pastoral sensitivity to families and individuals who depart from traditional
family forms by accentuating the “lov[ing] and caring features of religious teachings”
(D’ Antonio & Aldous, 1983, p. 106).

Nevertheless, this chapter departs from the accommodationist perspective in arguing
that religious institutions need to lend normative and pastoral commitments to the sanctity
of marriage, the value of childbearing, and the importance of the parental vocation if they
wish to thrive in the midst of rapid social change. Finally, this chapter argues that sectarian
religious organizations, rather than churchly religious organizations, will be more success-
ful in managing the difficult tasks of responding to family change in an innovative and
pastorally sensitive, yet familistic, fashion. Sectarian organizations are better suited than
more mainstream religious institutions to respond to social change with a form of innovative
familism because they enjoy strong internal solidarity, high levels of religious commitment
and belief, and strong boundaries against the wider society (Smith, 1998; Sherkat & Ellison,
1999; Stark & Finke, 2000).

FAMILIAL LINKS TO RELIGIOUS INSTITUTIONS

Religiosity, defined here at the individual level by religious participation, religious belief,
and personal religious devotion, is influenced by a host of cultural, social, and political
factors external and internal to the religious sphere—from the state’s regulation of the re-
ligious sphere to the degree of religioethnic conflict found in a society (Casanova, 1994;
Houseknecht & Pankhurst, 2000; Smith, 1998; Stark & Finke, 2000; Warner, 1993). One
of the most important factors influencing the vitality of individual religiosity in the de-
veloped world is the institutional vitality of the family (Christiano, 2000; Houseknecht &
Pankhurst, 2000). The array of practical and cultural tasks and products associated with
the family—from the meaning afforded life by parenthood to the economic challenges
of supporting a household—often orient individuals to the social, religious, and moral
goods produced by religious institutions (Dollahite, Marks, & Goodman, 2004; Wilcox,
1998).

The dependency of religion on the family is particularly strong in the developed world,
where both religion and family life have, for the most part, been privatized (Christiano,
2000; Houseknecht & Pankhurst, 2000). As the family and religious institutions have come
to exercise a smaller role in the public sphere—for example, in influencing economic
production, social welfare, and the law—they have focused more attention on the domestic
world, particularly the expressive and moral dimensions of family and community. Likewise,
other sources of religious strength—such as religiously-sanctioned economic relations or
nationalism—have become less important in fostering individual religiosity. Consequently,
religious institutions are even more dependent on the institutional strength and success of the
family than they are in less developed societies, or societies from the past, where religion
drew on a range of interinstitutional ties, and sources of collective identity, to derive its
vitality. As Peter Berger (1967a, p. 373) observes, “religion has found itself in a state of
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social ‘proximity’ to the family in the private sphere. The family is the institutional arena in
which traditional religious symbols continue to have the most relevance in actual everyday
living.”

Mechanisms Linking Children to Religious Institutions

What are the specific mechanisms whereby the family influences the vitality of religious
institutions? This chapter focuses on five important mechanisms: socialization, solidar-
ity, religious unity, procreation, and familism. The first four mechanisms—socialization,
solidarity, religious unity, and procreation—play a particularly central role in fostering re-
ligiosity at the beginning of the life course, that is, as individuals move from infancy to
young adulthood.

The parental socialization of the child plays a crucial role in fostering the child’s
religiosity. Children are more likely to develop a strong religious identity if their parents
engage in religious education and practices in the home, devote a large amount of time
to parenting, and take a strict but not authoritarian approach to discipline. Research on
religion over the life course indicates that individuals are disposed most favorably toward
the religious beliefs and practices with which they have been raised—that is, toward the
religiously familiar—and that their religious dispositions are strongest and most stable if
individuals have been raised in a highly religious home. Specifically, children who have
been socialized by parents who regularly display religious faith and teach their children
their faith are more likely themselves to practice and identify with the religious tradition
of their parents as adults (Myers, 1996; Sherkat, 2003). There is also some evidence that
grandparents can play a role in fostering religiosity in their grandchildren if they take an
active role in the lives of their grandchildren (Elder & Conger, 2000).

With respect to socialization, the style of parenting also matters. Parents who take an
authoritative approach to parenting—characterized by high levels of parental involvement
and moderately high levels of parental strictness (Baumrind, 1971)—also have children who
are more likely to be religious as adults (Myers, 1996; Roof, 1993). As Wade Clark Roof
(1993, p. 163) observes, “Those [Baby Boomers] brought up in a permissive child-rearing
environment dropped out in far greater numbers and are less likely to return to church or
synagogue. ... A disciplined approach to bringing up children appears to instill religious
values and the habits of religious observance.” However, there is evidence that excessive
discipline is counterproductive. Parents who take an authoritarian approach to discipline
marked by excessively controlling behavior and emotional outbursts unwittingly encourage
their children to leave the faith as adults (Baumrind, 1971; Myers, 1996). The larger point
here is that children who receive the requisite support and structure from their parents are
more likely to gravitate toward religious practice as adults.

Solidarity—both in the marital relationship and in intergenerational family
relationships—also plays a central role in religious transmission. Both structural and emo-
tional solidarity in the family matter for children. Children who grow up in an intact, married
family are more likely to pray, to attend religious services, and to affiliate with a religious
tradition than children who grow up in a stepfamily or single-parent family (Lawton &
Bures, 2001; Marquardt, 2004; Myers, 1996; Wallace, Forman, Caldwell, & Willis, 2003).
For instance, research on religion and divorce indicates that some of the negative associa-
tion between a childhood divorce and religiosity appears to be an artifact of lower levels of
parental religiosity, along with parental conflict, before the divorce (Marquardt, 2004). But
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divorce also seems to undermine the symbolic and social support that parents can other-
wise provide to religion. Children of divorce are more likely to doubt the sincerity of their
parents’ faith, to have difficulty accepting religious teachings about God as father, and to
discount religiously based familistic values, in large part because they are more likely than
other children to feel abandoned by a nonresidential parent or let down by their parents
(Marquardt, 2004; Wallace, Forman, Caldwell, & Willis, 2003). Children of divorce are
also more likely to have difficulty attending worship services on weekends as they shuttle
back and forth between the households of their mother and father, which further distance
them from religious practice and belief (Marquardt, 2004). Consequently, in the wake of
divorce, adolescents are also more likely to pray less often and report lower levels of reli-
gious commitment (Wallace, Forman, Caldwell, & Willis, 2003). Thus, research suggests
that growing up in an intact, married family provides children with social and symbolic
support for religious belief, practice, and affiliation.

Emotional solidarity within and between generations—for example, husband and wife,
parents and children—also plays a crucial role in fostering religiosity over the life course.
Children who grow up in homes in which husband and wife are happily married are signifi-
cantly more likely to be religious as adults (Amato & Booth, 1997; Myers, 1996). Likewise,
children who receive high levels of affection and positive reinforcement from their parents
are more likely to identify with the religious tradition of their parents, and to return to
the fold if they drop out in adolescence or young adulthood (Myers, 1996; Roof, 1993).
This research suggests that when a high level of emotional solidarity is found in the family
that the religious participation of adult children is motivated both by an extrinsic desire to
maintain social solidarity with their parents and by an intrinsic desire to identify with a
religious belief-system that they link cognitively to a happy family life (Sherkat, 2003). In
sum, the literature indicates that high levels of investments in marriage and parenting, along
with marital stability, foster religious belief, practice, and affiliation in the next generation.

Religious unity in the family of origin also plays an important role in fostering the
religiosity among individuals over the life course. Children who grow up in a family where
their parents share the same religious belief are more likely to experience a greater number
of reinforcing religious cues—both in word and deed—from their parents than children who
grow up in families marked by religious heterogeneity. They are also more likely to live
with parents who share a higher level of religious practice and commitment (Sherkat, 2003).
By contrast, parents who hold different faiths are more likely to minimize the importance of
faith or send conflicting messages about religious faith to their children. Not surprisingly,
research indicates that parents who share the same religious faith are more likely to have
children who come to internalize those beliefs and to put those beliefs into practice (Myers,
1996). Studies (Sherkat, 2003) also indicate that children are more likely to apostatize later
in life from their childhood religious faith if their parents were affiliated with different
religious traditions while they were growing up.

Finally, procreation is tied in obvious ways to religiosity. Specifically, fertility rates
appear to be particularly important engines of religious growth for specific religious tra-
ditions. Religious institutions depend largely on procreation as their primary vehicle for
new members, because conversions tend to be markedly less common as a vehicle for new
members than procreation (Hout, Greeley, & Wilde, 2001; Stark, 1996). Consequently, the
survival or growth of particular religious traditions is tied to the success they have in fos-
tering high levels of procreation among their members and then in successfully socializing
the children born into their religious tradition (Hout, Greeley, & Wilde, 2001; Stark, 1996).
Obviously, religious groups who have higher fertility rates and higher retention rates than
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other religious groups will, other things being equal, grow at a higher rate than groups with
lower fertility and retention rates.

Mechanisms Linking Adults to Religious Institutions

When it comes to understanding the religious practice, beliefs, and affiliations of adults,
four family-related mechanisms are particularly important in understanding religiosity:
solidarity, religious unity, familism, and procreation. First, regarding solidarity, the presence,
quality and stability of the marital bond plays an important role in fostering religiosity.
Because marriage is a status that is associated with a range of conventional normative
behavior—especially religious participation—for adults, and because religious institutions
typically offer religious, normative and social support for married couples, men and women
who marry attend at higher levels than those who do not; the effect of marriage on religious
participation is particularly strong for men, who have fewer nonfamilial reasons to be
religious than women (Becker & Hofmeister, 2001; Hertel, 1995; Miller & Stark, 2002;
Nock, 1998; Stolzenberg, Blair-Loy, & Waite, 1995; Thornton, Axinn, & Hill, 1992; Tilley,
2003). The quality of the marital relationship is also an important predictor of religious
practice and salience. Couples who are happily married attend religious services more
often and are more likely to report that religion influences their daily life than couples
who are not happily married (Booth, Johnson, Branaman, & Sica, 1995). In all likelihood,
the marriage-friendly environment found in most congregations is particularly attractive to
happily married couples as opposed to couples facing marital difficulties. Men who divorce
are less likely to be church members and to attend religious services than men who are
married but there is some evidence that women actually increase religious participation in
the wake of a divorce (Nock, 1998; Stolzenberg, Blair-Loy, & Waite, 1995). This finding is
but another indication that men’s religious attendance is more dependent on family status
than is women’s religiosity. Overall, however, structural and emotional solidarity in marriage
is associated with higher religiosity among adults.

Religious unity for married couples is also an important predictor of religiosity. Couples
who share the same religious faith are able to lend cognitive and social support to one
another’s faith; they are also more likely to agree on key religious and moral questions that
shape religiosity. This religious unity can be particularly valuable when one spouse converts
to his or her spouse’s religious tradition (Sherkat, 2003; Stark & Finke, 2000). Such a move
can help cement their marital bond and deepen their commitment to a religious tradition
that has become a defining part of their identity as a couple. In any case, married couples
who share the same religious faith are more religious than couples who have a religiously
heterogamous marriage (Heaton, 1984; Shehan, Bock, & Lee, 1990).

Familism is another factor linking the family to religious institutions. Familism is
an ideology that accords the family, the obligations attendant to social relations in the
family, the emotional life of the family, and the civic functions of the family paramount
value (Christiano, 2000; Wilcox, 2004). Adults who accord marriage high value, and who
also report that they think it is important to live close to parents and relatives, are more
likely to be members of a religious congregation and to participate in religious services
and activities (Stolzenberg, Blair-Loy, & Waite, 1995). Here again, the normative and
social support that religious institutions afford marriage and family life makes religious
involvement more attractive to familistic men and women. Moreover, adults who think
it is best for family members to “attend church/synagogue as a family” report higher
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levels of religious belief and practice than parents who think family members should make
“individual choices about religion” (Roof & Gesch, 1995, p. 64). It would seem that the
association between familism and religiosity is particularly powerful when familism is
associated with religious unity in the family.

Perhaps the strongest family-related factor that fosters religious participation, belief
and affiliation among men and women is procreation (and the attendant opportunities and
challenges of childrearing). The arrival of a child often imbues life with new meaning and
fosters a heightened level of concern with the common good. These developments often
prompt parents to reexamine or return to the religious beliefs of their childhood, to consider a
religious worldview for the first time, and to begin or increase their level of religious practice
(Dollahite, 2003; Palkovitz, 2002; Roof & Gesch, 1995). Similarly, as children move into
their school-age years, parents often begin attending or increase their attendance at religious
services to supply their children with religious and moral formation (Becker & Hofmeister,
2001; Ammerman, 1997a; Marler, 1995; Nock, 1998; Roof, 1993; Stolzenberg, Blair-Loy, &
Waite, 1995). In the words of Wade Clark Roof (1993, p. 157): “The presence of young,
school-age children and feelings of parental responsibility for them drives boomers back to
church and to enroll their children in religious education classes.” This attendance, in turn,
can deepen their social and religious ties to a particular religious tradition or congregation,
insofar as attendance provides them with opportunities to be exposed to a range of religious
beliefs and practices and to be integrated into religious networks.

The effects of procreation and childrearing appear to be strongest for parents who have
and rear their children in a conventional manner—that is, both in terms of timing and family
structure. Parents who have children about when most of their peers are having children
attend at higher rates than parents who have their children markedly earlier or later than
most adults (Argue, Johnson, & White, 1999; Stolzenberg, Blair-Loy, & Waite, 1995). This
may be because parents and other adults in congregations are most likely to extend social
and normative support to conventionally timed childbearing.

Research also indicates that fathers who live apart from their biological children, or
who live only with stepchildren, attend religious services at significantly lower rates than
fathers who live in an intact, married household with their biological children (Eggebeen &
Knoester, 2001; Stolzenberg, Blair-Loy, & Waite, 1995). This association is probably rooted
in two social processes. First, fathers who live apart from their biological children or who live
with stepchildren tend to have weaker ties to those children (Furstenberg, 1988; Hofferth,
2003); consequently, they may have weaker family-related motivation to be religiously
involved. Second, religious congregations may be, on average, less welcoming to fathers
in nontraditional families. In any case, the association between family formation and adult
religiosity appears to be strongest for adults who have children in a conventional manner:
that is, in the context of marriage and about the same time as their peers.

Linking Family Vitality to Religiosity

This review has identified five mechanisms where the vitality of the family as an institution—
measured by the quality, stability, and religious character of family ties, as well as adults’
normative commitment to familism—influences individual religiosity. Thus, it provides
support at the micro level for the thesis that the vitality of the family is strongly associated
with the vitality of religious institutions in a society. A number of studies at the macro level
provide further confirmation for this linkage. Studies of religious participation at the national
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level and the community level indicate that religious participation is strongly associated with
the number of nuclear families (married couples with children) in a given community or
society (Ammerman, 1997b; Chaves, 1991; Wilcox, 2002a). Research focusing on trends
over the last half-century indicates that declines in religious attendance after the 1960s are
closely connected to changes in patterns of procreation: namely, lower rates of childbearing
and delayed childbearing (Wuthnow, 1998; Wilcox, 2002a). Recent research on religious
affiliation in the United States indicates that religious traditions with high fertility levels and
intensive religious socialization have grown at a significantly larger pace than traditions with
lower fertility levels and less intensive patterns of religious socialization (Hout, Greeley, &
Wilde, 2001). Given the strong ties between family strength and religious vitality, I propose
the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1: Societies (and communities) where the family is strong—that is, where marriages
are stable and happy, and where adults are deeply invested in the parenting enterprise—will witness
higher levels of religious attendance, belief, and affiliation than societies where the family is weak.

Strong families produce more children and socialize them into religious traditions more
effectively than families characterized by instability, unhappiness, and religious heterogamy.
Furthermore, strong families also foster adult religiosity, especially among men, by turning
the attention of adults toward children and by linking adults to family networks guided by
familistic values and norms—all of which tend to be reinforced and legitimated by religious
institutions.

A number of scholars have argued that the dependence of religious institutions on
strong families is more vestigial than real (D’Antonio & Aldous, 1983; Marler, 1995;
Roof & Gesch, 1995). They argue that religious institutions would thrive if they did more to
accommodate changes in the larger social world—particularly as they relate to recent shifts
in the organization of work and family. They are correct to argue that religious institutions
must adapt to some aspects of their larger social environment if they wish to survive. In the
contemporary era, for instance, religious congregations must accommodate, both pastorally
and discursively, changes in the organization of work—for example, by offering a Bible
study for working mothers in the evening—if they seek to continue to attract and incorporate
families into the life of their communities (Edgell, 2003).

These scholars also argue that religious institutions need to accommodate family plu-
ralism. In their view, the dependence of religious institutions on intact, married families with
children is largely an artifact of the fact that most congregations have historically adopted
organizational practices that focus—at least at the pastoral level—on conventional families
(Edgell, 2003; Marler, 1995). If congregations would only adapt inclusive pastoral practices
and rhetoric about family pluralism, the argument goes, they would successfully attract sin-
gles, cohabiting couples, childless married couples, and gays and lesbians (D’ Antonio &
Aldous, 1983; Edgell, 2003; Marler, 1995; Roof & Gesch, 1995). For instance, Roof and
Gesch (1995, p. 77) argue that religious congregations need to stop holding up the “old
normative model of the family” and instead adapt a supportive posture to a “variety of
family forms, and relat[e] to each of them in helpful and sustaining ways.”

But this line of argument is largely untenable. Although it is true that a few congre-
gations may thrive by catering in rhetoric and practice to adults who live in nontraditional
families, as a whole, religious institutions will not thrive if they do not lend discursive and
practical support to a familistic way of life that fosters strong families united by a com-
mon religious faith. After all, as this analysis suggests, stable and happy marriages, high
fertility rates, devoted parents, and familial religious unity are all important ingredients of
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religious vitality. Because they will not enjoy the social and cultural mechanisms linking
these dimensions of family life to religious belief and practice, religious institutions that do
not promote a family-centered way of life are going to have difficulty attracting, keeping,
and socializing members; they are also going to have a difficult time generating high levels
of commitment among the members that they do attract. That is, absent children and a
religiously-unified marriage that reinforces their faith, not to mention a familistic world-
view that prioritizes the good of others before the self, adults—especially men—will have
fewer reasons to consider, continue with, or commit to religious belief and practice.

Variations by Church/Sect Status

An important caveat here is that the above dynamic will be most pronounced for churches as
compared with sects. Assuming that religious institutions can be categorized on a continuum
from church to sect (Niebuhr, 1929; Stark & Finke, 2000), religious institutions that take a
more accommodating stance toward the wider society, enjoy lower levels of individual reli-
giosity, and have less internal solidarity may be categorized as churches (e.g., the Episcopal
Church, Reform Judaism). By contrast, religious institutions that operate in tension with the
wider society, enjoy higher levels of individual religiosity, and have high levels of internal
solidarity may be categorized as sects (e.g., the Latter-Day Saints, Hassidic Judaism).

Churches will be most affected by the vitality of the family as an institution because
they offer fewer religious and social goods to current, potential, and future adherents than
do sects. For instance, in comparison with sects, they do not offer their adherents a strong
supernatural worldview, nor do they offer them high levels of social support. Consequently,
in societies and communities where the family is comparatively weak, individuals who might
be attracted to a church for primarily family-related reasons but are unmarried or childless
will be less likely to attend religious services and, as a consequence of their weaker ties to
congregation life, of developing a strong and salient religious faith. Thus, churchly religious
institutions in societies where the family is weak should experience particularly low levels
of religious attendance, belief, and affiliation.

Indeed, the experience of countries as disparate as Sweden, Iran, and Japan suggests that
declines in family vitality—measured, for instance, by decreases in fertility, marriage for-
mation, or popular commitment to familism—are particularly consequential for churches,
mosques, and temples that are organized along more churchly lines (Abbasi-Shavazi, 2001;
Trost & Palm, 2000; Sciolino, 2001; S. Smith, 2000). In the United States, declines in
the vitality of the family since the 1960s have had particularly dramatic consequences for
mainline Protestantism, where a primary motivation for religious attendance among adults
is the religious and moral socialization of children (Ammerman, 1997a). Specifically, a large
body of research links fertility declines, increases in age at first marriage and childbearing,
and less public support for familism since the 1960s to declines in the vitality of main-
line Protestantism (Chaves, 1991; Hout, Greeley, & Wilde, 2001; Wuthnow, 1998; Wilcox,
2002a; Wilcox, 2004). As Mark Chaves (1991, p. 512) has observed, “As the fortunes of
that family/household type [two parents with children] rise and fall, so will the fortunes of
mainstream organized Protestantism.” Thus, I propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2: Religious vitality—measured by individual religious attendance, belief, and
affiliation—will be particularly low for churches in societies and communities where the fam-
ily is weak, compared to churches in societies and communities where the family is strong.
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By contrast, family decline need not necessarily lead to reductions in religious vitality
for sects. Because they tend to offer a strong sense of collective identity, a distinctly super-
natural worldview, and a high measure of internal solidarity to current, potential, and future
members, sectarian religious institutions depend less on family-related factors to attract and
keep adherents. In other words, the range of nonfamilial religious and social goods they
offer members enable them to attract and maintain adherents who are not motivated by
familistic concerns. Consequently, they are affected less by declines in the vitality of the
family.

Furthermore, sects can often rely on the boundaries they assert against the wider
society, along with the significant level of institutional resources they control, to maintain
high levels of family strength among their active members even if the family in the broader
society is weak (Smith, 1998; Smith, 2000; Wilcox, 2002a; Wilcox, 2004). Mormonism,
for instance, continues to enjoy high marriage and fertility rates even though marriage and
fertility rates have declined dramatically in the United States as a whole (Heaton, 1986).
Similarly, religiously active evangelical parents—including evangelical fathers—devote
significantly more time and emotional effort to parenting than do most American parents, in
part because evangelical institutions teach that the family is the most important instrument
for the religious socialization of the young (Wilcox, 1998; Wilcox, 2004). Thus, because
sects depend less on family-related factors to maintain their institutional strength and be-
cause they often maintain strong families in the face of broader declines in family strength in
the society at large, sects are less likely to experience declines in their religious vitality even
if the family is weak in the community or the society within which they find themselves.

Indeed, sects can actually capitalize on family decline in the wider society (Riesbrodt,
1993; Wilcox, 2004). The correlates of family weakness—for example, higher divorce
rates, more single-parent families, and more adults living on their own—create their own
discontents among some children and adults affected by recent family trends in the de-
veloped world: loneliness, depression, role overload, and so on (Amato & Booth, 1997,
McLanahan & Sandefur, 1994; Waite & Gallagher, 2000). To the extent that children and
adults respond to the family discontents of late modernity by turning to religion, the evi-
dence suggests that they may turn to sectarian religious institutions that offer them areligious
worldview and a high level of social solidarity, both factors that can compensate for the
weakness of their own families. For instance, children of divorce in the United States are
more likely to join an evangelical church than they are to join a mainline Protestant church
(Lawton & Bures, 2001; Sherkat, 1991).

Sects that combine strong pro-family rhetoric with a compassionate pastoral ethic
towards individuals who fall short of their family ideals may be most effective in attracting
children and adults who have been negatively affected by family dysfunction. In the United
States, there is growing evidence that evangelical churches—especially large churches in
urban and suburban communities—are able to combine normative support for familism, and
ministries for married couples with children, with a compassionate message for adults and
children in nontraditional families, and ministries that help adults and children struggling
in the wake of some family misfortune (Browning, Miller-McLemore, Couture, Lyon, &
Franklin, 1997; Edgell, 2003; Wilcox, 2004).

One of the reasons that evangelical churches seem to be more inclined than mainline
Protestant churches to offer pastoral support to adults and children in nontraditional fam-
ilies is that they are more likely to frame divorce, single-parenthood, and stepfamilies as
problematic departures from a family ideal, whereas mainline Protestant churches are more
likely to define life in nontraditional families as functionally and morally equivalent to life
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in an intact, married family. Consequently, evangelical churches offer ministries specifi-
cally targeted to individuals suffering from family “brokenness” and mainline churches shy
away from offering ministries targeted to individuals living in families that they view as
just as functional as intact, married households (Wilcox, 2002a, 2004). Perhaps as a con-
sequence, evangelical Protestant churches have higher numbers—both proportionally and
in real terms—of active members who are single parents or childless adults, compared to
mainline Protestant churches (Wilcox, 2002a). Moreover, in the midst of dramatic declines
in family strength over the last 30 years, the percentage of active churchgoing conservative
Protestants in the U.S. population has grown even as the percentage of active churchgoing
mainline Protestants has fallen (Wilcox, 2002a). Indeed, since the early 1980s, the num-
ber of people in evangelical churches on any given Sunday has consistently surpassed the
number of people in mainline Protestant churches (Wilcox, 2002a). In the United States, at
least, there appears to be some evidence that the fortunes of churchly religious institutions
rise and fall with the fortunes of the nuclear family, while the fortunes of sectarian reli-
gious institutions rise with the falling fortunes of the nuclear family. The forgoing analysis
suggests the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 3: The religious vitality—measured by individual religious attendance, belief, and
affiliation—of sects will not be lower for sects in societies and communities where the family is
weak, compared to sects in societies and communities where the family is strong. Indeed, sects
in societies where the family is weak may be able to capitalize on the discontents associated with
weak families, especially if they offer pastorally sensitive messages and ministries to adults and
children affected by family dysfunction.

Hypothesis 4: In periods of family decline, sects capture a larger share of the religiously observant
population than do churches.

RELIGION AS AN INSTITUTIONAL BULWARK
OF THE FAMILY

Most religious traditions around the world combine a familistic ideology with a family-
centered logic of practice (Kurtz, 1992; Houseknecht & Pankhurst, 2000; Wilcox, 2002b).
In the developed world, and especially in the Abrahamic religions, the ideological and
practical focus of religious institutions centers in large part on marriage and parenting. The
forgoing analysis suggests that this focus is not accidental. Insofar as religious institutions
depend to a large degree on the health of the family, it should not be surprising that the
world’s largest religious traditions devote so much effort to legitimate and inculcate norms
and practices conducive to marriage, procreation, and parenthood among their members.
This section focuses on the myriad ways in which the health of the family depends in part on
the religious vitality of the society or community in which families find themselves. Thus,
there is an elective affinity between religion and the family, such that numerous cultural and
social-structural features of both these institutions bind them together. But how, specifically,
does religion shape the family?

This analysis of the reciprocal relationship between religion and the family takes
place against the backdrop of a larger theoretical debate about the influence of religion on
the family. Much of the recent work on religion and the family have argued that generic
religiosity is the most salient determinant of family behavior, and that the distinctive religious
and family culture associated with particular religious traditions no longer plays a key role
in influencing such behavior—at least in the United States (Alwin, 1986; Clydesdale, 1997;
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Pearce & Axinn, 1998). However, other new research focusing on evangelical Protestantism
suggests that the distinctive religious and family ideologies produced in this subculture can
and do have significant, independent effects on parenting and marriage behavior, apart
from the effects of generic religiosity (Ellison, Bartkowski, & Segal, 1996; Sherkat &
Ellison, 1999; Wilcox, 1998, 2004). This work suggests that sectarian religion may have
distinctive effects on the family. Hence, in this section, I review the central claims made
by both perspectives to develop a theoretical framework that integrates the contributions of
both perspectives and then go on to discuss some of the ways in which religion influences
marriage, parenthood, and men in families.

Ties between Religiosity and Family Behavior

Why might generic religiosity—defined as any form of religious participation, individual
religious devotion, or religious belief—have fairly uniform effects on family life? Emile
Durkheim (1951, p. 170) argued that religion fosters the collective good by inculcating
“a certain number of beliefs and practices common to all the faithful, traditional and thus
obligatory. . .. The details of dogmas and rites are secondary. The essential thing is that they
be capable of supporting a sufficiently intense collective life.” In other words, the cultural
content of particular religious activities, beliefs, and practices is not overly important in
promoting prosocial behavior; what is important is that religious institutions promote beliefs
and practices that bind individuals to a common way of life that affords them a sense of
purpose, solidarity, and self-control and that makes them embrace the duties attendant to
social institutions such as the family. Thus, religion’s primary function is to integrate persons
into the social and normative structure of society’s many institutions, including the family.

A number of mechanisms may account for generic associations between religion
and family life. First, most major religious institutions—from Roman Catholicism to
Hinduism—foster religious and moral beliefs that have direct and indirect effects on family
life. These institutions endow family relations, including conjugal and parental relations,
with a measure of transcendent significance (Pearce & Axinn, 1998; Wilcox, 2002b). They
also encourage specific moral norms about marriage, parenting, and a range of other-family
related behaviors, and legitimate them with theological claims (Thornton, 1985). Religious
institutions also support generic moral norms, such as the Golden Rule, that foster ethical
behavior in a wide range of social domains, including the family (Ammerman, 1997a).
Finally, religious beliefs often help persons cope with stressful events, such as unemploy-
ment or the death of a loved one, that would otherwise cause them to withdraw from family
life or to adopt a harsh and punitive pattern of relating to their family members (Dollahite,
2003; Mahoney, Pargament, Tarakeshwar, & Swank, 2001; Pargament, 1997) Consequently,
as a number of studies suggest (Christiano, 2000; Dollahite, 2003; Mahoney, Pargament,
Tarakeshwar, & Swank, 2001; Sherkat & Ellison, 1999), men and women who have strong
religious beliefs bring the sacred into their secular spousal and parental roles by investing
more time and emotional effort in these roles.

The second set of mechanisms involves the family-centered rituals and ethos associ-
ated with religious institutions. Religious institutions offer rituals—from bar mitzvahs to
baptisms—that mark important stages in the life course and imbue family roles with reli-
gious significance. Through worship services, religious institutions also provide families
with regular opportunities to spend time together. Religious institutions also provide family
programming—couple retreats, youth groups, and family camps—that provide spouses and
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parents with opportunities to deepen their relationships with family members (Pearce &
Axinn, 1998). More generally, religious institutions tend to foster a family-centered ethos
characterized by a range of explicit and implicit norms and rituals that reinforce a family-
centered lifestyle. For all these reasons, individuals who are exposed regularly to family-
centered rituals and ethos through regular religious participation are more likely to have
strong, positive relationships with family members, compared to individuals who do not
participate in the life of a religious institution (Wilcox, 2004).

The family-centered character and functions of the social ties found in religious institu-
tions is the third set of mechanisms accounting for generic associations between religion and
family behavior. Observers of the contemporary American religious scene, such as Penny
Edgell (2003), note that religious institutions—regardless of their ideological stripe—often
embrace familism at the level of practice, even when their denominational elites and clergy
explicitly endorse a liberal, inclusive family ideology (Roof, 1999; Wilcox, 2002a). This
means—at least at the congregational level—that most religious institutions continue to
offer rituals, generic moral messages, and, to some extent, family-specific messages that
appeal to nuclear families composed of married couples with children. Consequently, reli-
gious institutions in the United States attract a disproportionate share of their active adult
members from the ranks of nuclear families who seek out religious participation in part
because of the religious and moral significance they attach to family life (Marler, 1995;
Hertel, 1995; Stolzenberg, Blair-Loy, & Waite, 1995; Wilcox, 2002a).

Accordingly, the social networks found in religious institutions tend to offer more
family-related social support and social control than that found in other institutions (besides
the extended family). Adults can seek family support from their religious congregations and
fellow congregants in the form of advice, free childcare, and emotional and financial support
in times of crisis. The family-centered character of these social networks exposes them
to implicit and explicit norms that prioritize family life. More generally, these networks
legitimate a family-centered lifestyle in a society that often emphasizes work, leisure, and
consumption in ways that compete with family life (Wilcox, 2004). Finally, these social
networks can also exercise social control over adults who depart from community family
norms in one way or another. Actions that threaten family life—such as physical abuse,
child neglect, excessive time devoted to work, and extramarital sexual activity—can lead
to formal and informal sanctions from the religious community. For all these reasons, the
social ties found in religious institutions can reinforce, affirm, and deepen congregants’
commitment to family life. There are thus three sets of mechanisms—associated with the
normative, practical, and social character of most religious institutions—that would lead us
to expect that individual religiosity is generically associated with higher levels of familial
involvement and expressive behavior.

There are two important caveats to the expectation that religiosity has generic effects
on family behavior. First, norms and behaviors regarding parenting, marriage, and other
family relations are more likely to be universally cultivated, both explicitly and implicitly,
by religious institutions if they are held throughout much of the society. That is, given the
ideological and religious diversity characteristic of religious institutions, religious institu-
tions are more likely to embrace family norms and practices on a nearly universal basis if
those norms and practices command widespread support in the society (Wilcox, 2004).

Second, as Durkheim’s work suggests, religious institutions must have aminimum level
of collective vitality to influence the beliefs and behaviors of their members. Specifically,
only those religious institutions that have a “sufficiently intense collective life” are likely to
provide the level of social integration associated with prosocial behavior, including higher



110 W. Bradford Wilcox

levels of practical and emotional investment in family life. Accordingly, religious institutions
that do not enjoy sufficiently high levels of religious vitality should be less likely to foster
family-related beliefs, practices, and networks (Wilcox, 2004).

Ties between Sectarian Religiosity and Family Behavior

Indeed, these caveats are suggestive of the ways in which sectarian religious institutions
may have distinctive effects on family behavior. Three sets of mechanisms explain why
sects may exert a unique influence on family life. First, because sects enjoy particularly
high levels of religious vitality, they are better able to cultivate an “intense collective life”
that secures high levels of social integration (Durkheim, 1953, p. 170; Smith, 1998; Stark &
Finke, 2000). Such institutions tend to cultivate strong ideological assent, exert a large
measure of social control, and generate high levels of solidarity among their members.

This high level of integration, in turn, makes their members particularly resistant to
succumbing to the anomic pressures of contemporary life, to life stresses such as unem-
ployment, poverty, and illness, and to despair in the face of the challenges associated with
family life. Thus, adults in sectarian religious communities should be better parents and
partners because they are more resilient than other adults to stresses that can harm family life
(Ellison, 1994). The high level of social integration promoted in strong religious institutions
also means that individuals are exposed to higher levels of family-related social support
and control, as well as the family-related and generic moral norms typically promoted in
religious institutions (Wilcox, 2004). For all these reasons, individuals whose religiosity is
tied to a religious institution characterized by high levels of religious vitality usually invest
more time and emotional energy in family life.

The second and third sets of mechanisms that account for distinctive sectarian effects on
family behavior are cultural: specifically, insofar as sectarian religious institutions promote a
distinctive symbol-laden “logic of practice” and a distinctive normative-ideological outlook,
these institutions also may have distinctive effects on family behavior—for good or ill. In
terms of the “logic of practice,” to use Bourdieu’s (1990) formulation, the type of rituals
and the broader ethos found in religious institutions may have implications for family life.
Different types of rituals can serve to clarify, communicate, and reinforce particular types
of family behaviors and norms, both for those who directly participate in these rituals and
for those who witness them. Religious traditions that rely on a particularly solemn wedding
ceremony, for instance, may reinforce the sense of sanctity with which newlyweds view
their marriage; they also may revive the marital commitment of onlookers at the ceremony.

Third, and perhaps most important, sectarian religious institutions can produce dis-
tinctive family-related ideologies—and attendant norms—that influence family behavior
in unique ways. Particularly in “unsettled times” when family ideals and norms have lost
their taken-for-granted character, religiously-inspired ideologies and norms can guide fam-
ily behavior (Swidler, 1986; Wilcox, 2004). Sects are most likely to produce ideologies
that dramatize the moral obligations and ends associated with family life by situating them
within a coherent and compelling worldview. These ideologies can then motivate individu-
als to imbue their family roles with heightened significance. The emphasis that religiously
rooted familism places on the mother-child bond, for instance, may lead a new mother to
accord her maternal role great social and religious significance.

Sects can also promote distinctive family-related norms, especially when these norms
are associated with central features of their religious tradition. Thus, the Mormon theological
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belief that “parents have a sacred duty to rear their children in love and righteousness [and
that they] will be held accountable before God” for their parenting is associated with a
Family Home Evening held weekly on Mondays, where the family gathers to worship and
discuss the teaching of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints (Marks & Dollahite,
2001, pp. 628-629). The effect that religiously produced family-related ideologies and
norms have on behavior should be particularly strong for individuals who identify with
these ideologies and norms and who are integrated into the life of their sect through regular
religious practice.

The point here is that the cultural content of particular religious activities, beliefs,
and practices can matter for family behavior. Variations in religious strength, the religious
logic of practice, and family-related ideologies and norms across religious traditions may be
associated with distinctive levels of familial involvement and patterns of familial interaction.
Religious institutions that have a substantial measure of religious vitality, a distinctive style
of religious worship and expression, and a family worldview that is—in important respects—
countercultural are especially likely to have a distinctive effect on the family life of their
members. In turn, individuals who identify with the religious and family-related ideologies
produced by their sectarian religious institutions, or who are integrated into the life of
a religious institution, will probably be more influenced in their family behavior by the
cultural content of their religion.

In sum, I offer the following two hypotheses for understanding the influence of religion
on the vitality of the family:

Hypothesis 5: In general, religion will have a generic prosocial effect on family behavior insofar
as most religious institutions enjoy a modicum of religious vitality that promotes social integration
and fosters rituals and norms that foster heightened investments in family life.

Hypothesis 6: But we can also expect sectarian religious institutions to have a distinctive effect
on family life, where they are able to rely on their religious vitality, their religious ethos, and the
family-related ideologies and norms they promote to foster particularly high investments in family
life.

I turn now to a brief consideration of the generic and distinctive effects of religiosity on
parenting, marriage, and male familial involvement.

RELIGION AND PARENTING

Contrary to assertions made by proponents of the family modernization perspective (e.g.
Coltrane, 2001), a growing body of research suggests numerous ways in which religious
institutions in the United States continue to influence family life and, in some important
respects, actually strengthen the family. Turning first to parenting, the literature indicates
that religiosity is associated with higher levels of parental involvement and emotion work
(e.g., praising and hugging one’s children). Parents who attend religious services on a weekly
basis spend more time with their children in one-on-one activities, they have dinner with
their children more often, and they spend more time in youth-related activities such as the
Boy Scouts and youth soccer, compared to parents who attend services infrequently or not at
all (Smith & Kim, 2003; Wilcox, 2002d). The association between parental involvement and
religiosity is particularly strong for parents who report doing religious activities together
as a family (e.g., reading the Bible, saying the rosary, observing Shabbat) more than once
a week (Smith & Kim, 2003). Parents who attend religious services weekly or more are
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also more likely to engage in positive emotion work with their children: that is, they are
more likely to praise and hug their children than less religious parents (Smith & Kim, 2003;
Wilcox, 1998).

Consistent with Hypothesis 6, parents who report an evangelical Protestant, traditional
Catholic, or Orthodox Jewish religious identity tend to be particularly involved in the lives
of their children (Wilcox, 2002d). For instance, one study found that evangelical Protestant,
traditional Catholic, and orthodox Jewish parents were 50% more likely than unaffiliated
parents to score in the top third of parental involvement (Wilcox, 2002d). Another study
found that theologically conservative Protestant parents are 147% more likely to praise and
hug their preschool children very often, compared to parents who are theologically liberal
(Wilcox, 1998). This research suggests that parents associated with sectarian religious
movements are more invested in the parenting enterprise than other parents.

Parents who attend religious services regularly are also stricter than other parents.
They are more likely to expect obedience from their children, more likely to monitor their
children’s activities outside the home, and more likely to set high expectations for prosocial
behavior for their children (Alwin, 1986; Ellison & Sherkat, 1993b; Smith, 2003). They are
also more likely to endorse and resort to corporal punishment (Ellison & Sherkat, 1993a;
Ellison, Bartkowski, & Segal, 1996).

Discipline appears to be a particularly salient issue among parents hailing from a sec-
tarian religious tradition. In the United States, evangelical Protestant parents are particularly
strict, as measured by their support for and use of corporal punishment (Ellison & Sherkat,
1993a; Ellison, Bartkowski, & Segal, 1996). They also devote more time and attention to
monitoring the activities of their adolescent children (Wilcox, 2004). Some scholars have
speculated that this focus on discipline results in an authoritarian parenting style charac-
terized by needlessly harsh and punitive approach to parenting (Gottman, 1998; Strauss,
1994). But other research indicates that evangelical parents are less likely to yell at their
children than are other parents (Bartkowski & Wilcox, 2000). This suggests evangelical
parents may take a uniquely neotraditional approach to parenting that combines a strict but
self-controlled approach to discipline, along with high levels of involvement and affection
(Wilcox, 1998, 2004). This approach probably falls closer to the authoritative style than the
authoritarian style of parenting and does not appear to have negative outcomes for children
(Wilcox, 1998; Sherkat & Ellison, 1999).

If the U.S. experience is any indication, research on religion and parenting suggests
the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 7: Religiosity is associated with more parental time invested in childrearing, with more
displays of affection, and with a stricter approach to discipline.

Hypothesis 8: In part because they are highly motivated to shape the religious and moral climate their
children encounter, members of sectarian religious institutions spend particularly high amounts of
time with their children and are especially attentive to the discipline of their children.

RELIGION AND MARRIAGE

Similar trends can be seen in the research on religion and marriage in the United States.
In general, religiosity is associated with higher rates of marriage, higher marital quality,
and marital stability. Women who attend religious services several times a month or more
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are less likely to bear a child outside of wedlock; they are also about 50% less likely to
cohabit compared to women who never attend religious services (Bumpass & Sweet, 1995;
Wilcox & Wolfinger, 2004). Marital commitment is higher, and marital conflict is lower,
among religious couples (Dollahite, Marks, & Goodman, 2004; Sherkat & Ellison, 1999).
Religious couples also report more emotional and physical pleasure in the sexual domain
of their marriages (Waite & Lehrer, 2003). Consequently, reports of marital happiness are
higher among couples who attend religious services weekly or more—especially when they
attend together (Christiano, 2000; Heaton & Pratt, 1990; but see Booth, 1995). Furthermore,
divorce rates are between 35 and 50% lower among couples who attend religious services
together several times a month or more compared to couples where neither spouse attends
religious services regularly (Call & Heaton, 1997; Laumann, Gagnon, Michael, & Michaels,
1994; Mahoney, Pargament, Tarakeshwar, & Swank, 2001; Wilcox, 2005). Thus, generic
religiosity is associated with stronger marriages—measured by prevalence, quality, and
stability—in the United States.

There is also some evidence that sectarian religious institutions promote stronger
marriages, although the evidence here is less conclusive. Research suggests that Mormons
and evangelical Protestants are less likely to have children outside of wedlock and are
more likely to marry earlier than other Americans (Lehrer, 2000; Wilcox & Wolfinger,
2004). Thus, in these communities, the normative and practical link between marriage
and childbearing remains strong. Evangelical Protestant men and women also are more
likely to report higher levels of marital satisfaction than other married couples (Wilcox &
Bartkowski, 1999; Smith, 2000).

Nevertheless, the association between sectarian religiosity and divorce is more am-
biguous. Divorce rates are not lower among evangelical Protestants (Mahoney, Pargament,
Tarakeshwar, & Swank, 2001; Wilcox, 2005); however, there is evidence that Mormon cou-
ples have lower divorce rates (Mahoney, Pargament, Tarakeshwar, & Swank, 2001). One of
the reasons that the relationship between sectarian religiosity and divorce may be ambigu-
ous is that sectarian couples marry at a young age, in part to avoid premarital sex, and early
marriage is a risk factor for divorce (Wilcox, 2003). A similarly ambivalent relationship
between sectarian religiosity and divorce also has been observed in some Islamic societies,
in which early marriage is linked to higher divorce rates (Cammack, Young, & Heaton,
1997). Accordingly, the forgoing analysis leads to the following propositions:

Hypothesis 9: Religiosity is associated with stronger marriages—measured by childbearing in
marriage, marital quality, and marital stability.

Hypothesis 10: Sectarian religiosity is associated with somewhat stronger marriages, as reflected
by childbearing patterns and marital quality, but not necessarily marital stability.

RELIGION AND THE DOMESTICATION OF MEN

Traditionally, men have devoted less time and attention to the family than women—at least
measured in terms of practical and emotional work associated with parenting, housework,
and marriage (Pleck, 2004; Thompson & Walker, 1989). With important variations, this
pattern continues up to the present, especially with rising rates of fatherless families where
men spend little time with the children they beget and even less time with the mothers
of these children (Furstenberg, 1988; Popenoe, 1996). This pattern of male distance from
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family life has been described as the “male problematic” by the theologian Don Browning
(2003), who argues that biological and cultural factors put men at risk of being less invested
in the children they help bring into the world.

Consequently, one of the central tasks that religious institutions take on in relation to the
family is the domestication of men (Browning, 2003; Wilcox, 2004). Religious institutions
seek to domesticate men by according status to family-focused men in their communities
status, by linking male members to family-focused men in their congregations, and by
reserving unique roles—often centered on the performance of particular religious tasks
or family leadership—to men in the family (Davidman, 1991; Gill, 1990; Wilcox, 2004).
Research on male familial involvement in the United States suggests that men who attend
religious services regularly are more attentive to the familial ideals and aspirations of their
wife and children. Churchgoing men devote more time and emotional energy to parenting;
they also spend more time with their wives, and they are more likely to be described
as affectionate by their wives (Wilcox, 2004). Their wives also report fewer incidents of
domestic violence than wives who are married to men who do not attend religious services
on a regular basis (Ellison, Bartkowski, & Anderson, 1999; Wilcox, 2004; but see Nason-
Clark, 1997). But there is no evidence that religious participation is associated with higher
levels of housework (Wilcox, 2004). Thus, religiosity does appear to foster a family focus
among men.

There is also some evidence that sectarian religious organizations are particularly suc-
cessful in fostering a family orientation among men (Dollahite, 2003; Wilcox, 2004). In the
United States, evangelical institutions devote more rhetorical and pastoral attention to men’s
family responsibilities than do Catholic and mainline Protestant institutions (Bartkowski,
2001; Edgell, 2003; Wilcox, 2004). Churchgoing evangelical men tend to devote more time
and emotional energy to parenting and their marriages than churchgoing men from other
religious traditions, though the differences are not always statistically significant (Wilcox,
2004). Churchgoing evangelical men also have the lowest rates of domestic violence of
any major religious tradition in the United States (Wilcox, 2004). Here, however, religious
homogamy is important. Evangelical men who are married to women who are theologi-
cally liberal have higher rates of domestic violence than other men (Ellison, Bartkowski,
& Anderson, 1999). Furthermore, men who attend evangelical Protestant churches do less
household labor than other married men (Wilcox, 2004). Overall, then, the research to date
suggests that men involved in sectarian religious communities focus more than other men
on the relational but not necessarily practical work associated with family life. Accordingly,
I propose the following two hypotheses:

Hypothesis 11: Generic religiosity is associated with higher levels of male familial involvement in
parenting and marriage but not necessarily housework.

Hypothesis 12: Sectarian religiosity is associated with markedly high levels of male familial in-
volvement in parenting and marriage but not housework.

CONCLUSIONS

Relying principally on research drawn from studies of religion and the family in the United
States, this chapter delineates the range of interinstitutional dependencies linking religion
and the family to one another. These mutual dependencies run so wide and deep as to sug-
gest that, in most cases, religious vitality and family vitality will move in concert with one
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another; in other words, religious institutions will not typically be strong in societies and
communities where the family is weak and the family will not usually be strong in societies
or communities where religious institutions are weak. Because the American experience
indicates that religious institutions depend in large part upon procreation, parenting, and
successful marriages for their vitality, [ argue that scholarly hopes that religious vitality may
be found through a strategy of accommodating family modernization are not likely to be
realized (cf. Marler, 1995; Roof & Gesch, 1995). I also argue that religious institutions in the
United States continue to foster higher investments in parenting, marriage, and the domesti-
cation of men, contrary to the assertions of scholars who believe that family modernization
has largely sidelined religious institutions when it comes to the family (cf. Coltrane, 2001).
Finally, I argue that the basic dependencies that bind religious institutions and the family
to one another vary along a church-sect continuum. Sects should be less dependent on the
institution of the family for their vitality than churches. They also should foster higher levels
of familial investments among their members, compared to churches.

Because this essay focuses largely on the American experience, and on Abrahamic
religions, it remains to be seen if the propositions outlined in this chapter will be supported
by future research focusing on other parts of the developed world. But demographic and
religious trends in Europe and East Asia do appear to be moving in the expected directions.
Specifically, declining fertility or marriage rates in European and Asian societies may well
be linked to declining rates of religious practice in countries as different as Sweden and
Taiwan (Lesthaege, 1995; Thornton, 2004). Of course, the religious and familial charac-
teristics, not to mention the economic, political, and cultural characteristics, of East Asian
societies are in many respects quite different from those of the United States. The depen-
dencies between religion and the family found in the United States may be less central in
these societies. Accordingly, future research will have to explore religion-family associa-
tions in cross-national perspective to see if they confirm the perspective articulated in this
chapter.

But this analysis does cast additional light on an irony found in the literature on
religion and the family in the United States: evangelical Protestantism champions the tra-
ditional family yet attracts a higher percentage of its members from nontraditional families
than does mainline Protestantism, which champions nontraditional families but has com-
paratively few adults among its active membership who reside in nontraditional families
(Roof, 1999; Edgell, 2003; Wilcox, 2002a). In Wade Clark Roof’s (1999, p. 251) words,
mainline churches “are open theologically to family diversity yet on the whole are bastions
of familism.” Likewise, evangelical churches may be theological proponents of the tradi-
tional family yet are more successful in attracting singles, stepfamilies, and single mothers
to their congregations than are mainline Protestant churches (Wilcox, 2002a).

Part of what may be going on here is that mainline Protestantism is forced at the
pastoral level to focus on married, two-parent families, regardless of its official rhetoric to
the contrary, to maintain its religious vitality. After all, as a churchly tradition, mainline
Protestantism depends largely on family-related factors for its vitality. By contrast, evan-
gelical Protestantism is able to attract adults and children living in nontraditional families
even though it valorizes the traditional family because it offers them a range of religious
and social resources that can help them deal with the challenges of living in a nontraditional
family. Specifically, the sectarian character of many evangelical congregations means that
they can offer potential adherents a strong supernatural worldview and a sense of solidarity
that is comforting to adults and children who find themselves unhinged by the family dis-
contents of late modernity. So this chapter suggests, among other things, that the basic and
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fundamental dependencies between religion and the family chronicled herein may vary by
the sectarian/churchly status of the religious institution under consideration.
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CHAPTER 6

Adolescence

PETER L. BENsON, PH.D., AND PAMELA EBSTYNE KING!

Interest in adolescent religious and spiritual development has gained momentum in the
last decade. This trend is likely because of a combination of scientific, political, and soci-
etal factors. The interdisciplinary field of positive youth development (Benson & Pittman,
2002) has recently identified religious engagement as a developmental resource that lessens
risk behavior or enhances positive outcomes (Bridges & Moore, 2002; National Research
Council, 2002; National Research Council, 2002; Scales & Leffert, 2004). This, in turn, has
led to renewed interest in the study of religion in the fields of public health, social work,
education, developmental psychology, and prevention. At the same time, new global con-
flicts have heightened interest in the role of religious ideology in creating or exacerbating
intertribal and international animosity.

These two themes (religion as developmental resource and religion as generator of
conflict) are contemporary reminders that religion can be a wellspring for the best of human
life (e.g., generosity, unity, sacrifice, altruism) as well as for the darkest side of human
life (e.g., genocide, terrorism, slavery). Exploration of these two sides of religious in-
fluence have a long scientific history (Benson, Roehlkepartain & Rude, 2003; Pargamet,
2002).

Additionally, interest in adolescence and religion has been triggered by significant
changes in the American religious landscape. Among these are the emergence of new
religious forms, the demographic shifts affecting mainline religious denominations, and
the growth in opportunities to purse spiritual development outside traditional religious
institutions.

This review focuses primarily on the theoretical and empirical literature emerging in
the last decade. It complements published reviews of earlier literature, including Strommen
(1971); Nelsen, Potvin, and Shields (1977); Benson, Donahue, and Erickson, 1988; and
Donahue and Benson (1995). The review covers four major topics: the demography of
religious engagement during adolescence, the role of religion in adolescent development,
religious socialization, and the consequences of religious/spiritual engagement.

PETER L. BENSON, PH.D. ¢ President, Search Institute, Minneapolis, Minnesota 55413
PAMELA EBSTYNE KING ¢ Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, California 91182
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THE DEMOGRAPHY OF RELIGIOUS ENGAGEMENT
The American Context

Although it varies in form and level of intensity, a high level of religious/spiritual engage-
ment has been documented across cultures and in different societies. A Gallup International
Association (1999) poll of 50,000 adults in 60 countries found that, on average, 87% of re-
spondents consider themselves part of a religion, 63% indicate that God is highly important
in their lives (between 7 and 10 on a 10-point scale), and 75% believe in either a personal
God or “some sort of spirit or life force.” There is wide variability across cultures in specific
beliefs about religious or spiritual matters and in whether people participate in religious
activities (with significantly lower levels of religious involvement on some continents than
religious affiliation or spiritual beliefs). Yet, the overall patterns reinforce that religion re-
mains an important part of life around the globe, with some of the strongest commitments
being evident in developing nations.

Self-reported engagement by North Americans is far above the international average.
A 2001 Gallup Poll in the United States showed that 55% of adults said religion was “very
important” in their lives, with another 30% reporting it as “fairly important” (Gallup Orga-
nization, 2000). Many have written about the high and persistent engagement percentages
in the United States, particularly in comparison to Western Europe (Eck, 2001; Kerestes &
Youniss, 2003; Wuthnow, 1994). This American pattern of engagement has remained fairly
constant across the last several decades, in spite of sociological predictions that processes of
modernization and secularization would lead to a significant withering of religious interest
(Berger, 1999).

What has shifted, of course is the diversity of religious forms. Harvard professor Diana
Eck captures this theme in the title of her recent book, A New Religious America: How
a “Christian Country” Has Become the World’s Most Religiously Diverse Nation (Eck,
2001). This is the story of the rapid rise of Muslim, Hindu, and Buddhist communities. A
second transformation of religious engagement—not covered in Eck’s work—is the rapid
rise of Pentecostalism in the United States (and throughout Latin America and Africa).
Finally, there is the growing number of American adults (and, one presumes, young people)
who consider themselves “spiritual, but not religious” (Fuller, 2001) each of these changes
provides additional challenge for monitoring the breadth and depth of religious/spiritual
sentiment.

In a nation in which religious/spiritual engagement is so normative, it is confounding
that the social sciences have, by and large, marginalized the inquiry of the development and
consequences of the religious/spiritual impulse. Many scholars have documented the rela-
tive lack of research attention in mainstream psychology (Gorsuch, 1988; Paloutzian, 1996);
in sociology (Smith, Denton, Faris, & Regnerus, 2002); within the study of adolescence
(Benson, Donahue, & Erickson, 1989; Bridges & Moore, 2002); and in child development
(Nye, 1999). Benson, Roehlkepartain, and Rude (2003) scrutinized the social science liter-
ature to determine the frequency with which keywords religion and spirituality are found in
recent published literature. Three findings clearly show what appears to be a “sin of omis-
sion.” First, a search of Social Science Abstracts for the years 1990-2002 shows that only
1.1% of all articles on children and adolescents address religion and/or spirituality. Second,
less than 1% of 1990-2002 articles in the six leading developmental psychology journals
(Child Development, Developmental Psychology, International Journal of Behavioral De-
velopment, Journal of Adolescent Research, Journal of Early Adolescence, and Journal of
Research on Adolescence) include keywords for religion or spirituality.
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There are, nevertheless, a number of research studies published in a variety of fields (e.g.,
social psychology, social work, sociology, the psychology of religion, sociology of religion,
medicine, religious studies, education, public heath) that constitute a body of knowledge—
though incomplete—from which we can extract a portrait of religious engagement. Ongoing
national studies such as Monitoring the Future and the National Longitudinal Study on
Adolescent Health provide useful descriptive data. Another source of data is an aggregated
sample of 217,277 students in grades 6—12 in public and alternative schools who completed
the Search Institute Profiles of Student Life: Attitudes and Behaviors survey in the 1999—
2000 school year (Benson, Scales, & Roehlkepartain, 1999). This self-selected sample—
which includes urban, suburban, and rural schools—was then weighted to reflect the 1990
Census data for community size and race-ethnicity. New analyses of this data set were
used to probe into greater detail on the predictive utility of religiosity among adolescents,
with a particular eye to testing how well patterns of relationships hold across demographic
subgroups. Greater details about this survey instrument and the concepts of developmental
assets, thriving behavior, and risk behavior can be found in a series of publications (Benson
et al., 1999; Leffert et al., 1998; Scales et al., 2000).

The ongoing Monitoring the Future study coordinated by the University of Michigan
(Bachman et al., 2000) shows that the religious engagement of American adolescents is both
stable and changing. In the senior high school class of 2000, 83.7% report affiliation with
a religious denomination or tradition. Although affiliation is still dominated by Christian
denominations, trend lines across 20 years (1976-1996) of Monitoring the Future studies
show increases in the percentages of youth affiliating with non-Christian traditions (Smith
et al., 2002).

Several reexaminations of Monitoring the Future annual surveys of high school students
show fairly high stability in both affiliation and self-reported religious service attendance
across time (Donahue & Benson, 1995; Smith et al., 2002). From 1976 to 1996, only small
declines are observed in both indicators (Smith et al., 2002). However, the major point to
be made here is that on general measures of engagement, the vast majority of American
adolescents report affiliation and at least occasional service attendance.

Using the two most commonly used indicators of religious/spiritual engagement (im-
portance or salience and attendance), a comparison of two large sample studies conducted
in 1999-2000 suggests that more than half of high school seniors are engaged at a mean-
ingfully high level. Comparing seniors in 2000 via Monitoring the Future and seniors in
1999-2000 via Search Institute’s composite dataset across several hundred communities
shows that: (1) both studies place frequent participation in a religious institution at about
50%; and (2) both find the self-report of religion/spirituality as quite or very important to
be above 50%.

Variability by Major Demographic Variables

The Search Institute composite data set from 1999 to 2000 has recently been analyzed
to estimate religious engagement by grade in school, gender, race/ethnicity, city size and
maternal education (Benson, Scales, & Sesma, 2005). Five of these demographic analyses
are reported here.

1. Grade Trends—As shown in Tables 6.1 and 6.2, both religious participation (hours
per week attending programs or services at a religious institution) and importance of



124 Peter L. Benson, Ph.D., and Pamela Ebstyne King

100% - . From Monitoring the Future, 12" grade
students in 2000 (N = 11,211)
90% - I:I From Search Institute’s aggregated dataset
on 12" grade students in 1999-2000 (N =
0% 18,870)
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70% -
60.9%
60% -
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Percent Reporting Participation Percent Reporting Religion is
in a Religious Institution' Quite or Very Important’

F1GURE 6.1. Religious Importance and Participation among High School Seniors (Class of 2000): Comparisons
of Two Datasets.

"Monitoring the Future data are form items C13B (“how often do you attend worship services?”). Responses for
“once or twice a month” and “about once a week or more” were combined; Search Institute data are from survey
item #64 (“during an average week, how many hours do you spend going to groups, programs, or services at a
church, synagogue, mosque, or other spiritual place?”’). Responses of one hour or more per week were combined.
2The Monitoring the Future item reads “how important is religion to your life?” Reponses for pretty important
(29.2%) and very important (31.7%) were combined. The Search Institute item reads “how important is each of the
following in your life (being religious or spiritual).” Responses for quite important (25.9%) and very important
(26.8%) were combined.

“being religious or spiritual” decline with grade. Summing across categories shows
that 70% of 6th grade students report one hour or more per week of participation,
falling to 54% in grade 12, with a fairly linear downward trend. However, the
percentage reporting that religion or spirituality is “quite” or “very” important
remains more stable across grades, as follows:

Grade 6: 55%
Grade 7: 57%
Grade 8: 55%
Grade 9: 54%
Grade 10: 53%
Grade 11:  56%
Grade 12:  53%
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TABLE 6.1. Hours Per Week Attending Programs or Services at a Religious Institution: By
Gender, Grade, Race/Ethnicity, Town Size, and Maternal Education (1999-2000)

During an average week, how many
hours do you spend going to groups,

programs, or services at a church,

synagogue, mosque, or other religious

or spiritual place?

11 or
Demographic 0 1 2 3-5 6-10 more
Category N %) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%)
Total 216,382 374 204 177 159 44 4.2
Gender Male 102,377 407 207 168 14.0 3.7 4.1
Female 112,415 345 20.1 185 17.7 5.0 43
Grade 6 25,822 30.1 232 20.1 16.2 4.2 6.2
7 27395 313 217 196 173 4.6 5.5
8 47,314 342 208 189 172 4.5 4.3
9 30,109 39.0 195 172 159 45 3.9
10 37,498 421 195 168 142 4.1 3.3
11 28,999 416 181 163  16.3 4.7 29
12 18,903  46.1 198 134 135 39 3.3
Race/Ethnicity American Indian 2,085 46.6 19.3 13.4 11.4 3.6 5.8
Asian or Pacific 6,486  46.6 68 144 143 3.8 4.1
Islander
African American 29,393 30.0 14.1 17.9 21.8 6.9 9.3
Hispanic 22,716 41.0 232 166 11.1 33 4.8
White 147,074 376 215 182 157 4.1 3.0
Bi-racial 8,629 410 172 158 157 4.8 5.6
City Population ~ Under 2,500 21956 388 218 177 147 34 35
2,500-9,999 12438 372 218 182 157 3.8 3.3
10,000—44,999 13803 357 213 181 16.9 44 3.6
50,000-250,000 76,849 377 210 178 156 4.4 3.6
Over 250,000 56,947 39.0 174 165 16.1 5.1 5.9
Maternal Grade school or 6,039 429 19.4 15.2 12.2 3.7 6.6
Education less
Some high school 15136 487 173 134 123 3.7 4.5
High school 49,855 41.7 20.7 16.4 13.7 3.8 3.7
Some college 34,686 365 196 176 172 4.9 4.1
College graduate 57,225 318 212 201 185 48 3.6
Graduate or 31,931 313 21.0 198 181 52 4.6
professional
school

Search Institute (2003). Unpublished tabulations.

Note however the slight increase in the percentage reporting that being re-
ligious or spiritual is “not important”: this rises from 10% in grade 6 to 16% in

grade 12.

2. Gender Differences—As shown in many studies (Benson, 1992; Bridges & Moore,
2002; Donahue & Benson, 1995), females report higher levels of engagement than
males. As seen in Table 1, female reports of 1 hour or more per week of attendance
stands at 65% and males are at 59%. As shown in Table 6.2, a small difference



126 Peter L. Benson, Ph.D., and Pamela Ebstyne King

TABLE 6.2. Importance of Religion and Spirituality, By Gender, Grade, Race/Ethnicity, Town
Size, and Maternal Education (1999-2000)

How important is each of the following to you in
your life: Being religious or spiritual?

Not Somewhat Not  Quite Very
Demographic Important Important Sure Important Important
Category N (%) (%) (%) (%) (%)
Total 216,044 12.9 15.5 17.1 26.2 28.5
Gender Male 102,205 15.6 15.8 17.0 25.7 25.8
Female 112,251 10.4 15.1 171 26.6 30.9
Grade 6 25,771 10.0 12.7 22.6 25.0 29.7
7 27,400 10.1 13.2 20.3 26.1 30.4
8 47,165 12.1 14.7 18.1 26.2 28.9
9 30,057 13.2 16.1 16.9 26.8 27.1
10 37,419 15.1 17.3 14.9 26.1 26.6
11 29,004 14.1 16.4 13.0 26.8 29.7
12 18,870 15.9 18.2 13.2 259 26.8
Race/ American 2,089 17.2 15.8 23.0 22.7 21.2
Ethnicity Indian
Asian or 6,461 9.5 13.1 25.0 279 24.5
Pacific
Islander
African 29,319 8.7 10.2 16.6 23.1 414
American
Hispanic 22,680 10.5 13.3 22.1 30.1 24.0
White 146,883 14.1 17.0 15.9 26.2 26.8
Biracial 8,613 14.6 15.3 17.3 239 29.0
City Under 2,500 21,918 14.1 16.5 17.0 25.8 26.5
Population
2,500-9,999 12,423 13.1 16.8 16.1 26.5 275
10,000-49,999 13,792 12.3 15.7 15.4 26.7 27.7
50,000- 76,704 12.6 16.4 16.8 26.7 27.7
250,000
Over 250,000 56,865 13.2 13.4 18.9 25.0 29.5
Maternal Grade school 6,031 12.3 13.2 22.1 26.7 25.7
Education or less
Some high 15,100 16.0 14.9 22.3 23.7 23.1
school
High school 49,787 13.6 16.7 17.5 26.3 25.8
Some college 34,642 11.1 15.7 15.1 26.5 31.5
College 57,131 11.9 15.6 14.0 27.0 31.4
graduate
Graduate of 31,895 13.3 15.0 14.1 27.1 30.4
professional
school

Search Institute (2003). Unpublished tabulations.

is also found with importance (58% of girls say religion/spirituality is “quite” or
“very” important compared to 52% of boys).

3. Race/Ethnicity—The major finding here is that the highest rates for participation and
importance are reported by African-American youth. This has been documented in a
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number of other studies (Benson, Donahue, & Erickson, 1989; Benson & Donahue,
1989; Swanson et al., 2002).

4. City Size—As seen in Tables 6.1 and 6.2, there is little change in participation and
importance rates across five categories of population size.

5. Maternal Education—This demographic item provides a glimpse at the relationship
of religious engagement to socioeconomic status (SES) (given the assumption that
maternal education is a proxy for family income). Among studies of adults, religious
engagement and SES tend to be inversely related. In this composite dataset, however,
we see some evidence for religious participation increasing with maternal education
(Table 6.1).

Though attendance and importance (or salience) are commonly used indicators, we
have identified only one publication that documents an attempt to see these two items
combine (Benson, Scales, & Sesma, 2005). At a descriptive level, it is useful to discover
how these items interrelate, beyond the fact that the correlation between them is .47 (N =
216,383) in the Search Institute composite dataset. Because one of the two items (atten-
dance) has an institutional face, and the other (importance) more directly taps salience or
commitment, it seems likely that there will be cases where adolescents are institutionally
active but report low importance (a combination that could emerge where teenagers are
compelled by parents to attend) and where the reverse is true (that is, high importance,
low attendance). This category represents what some presume to be a growing form of
spiritual expression in the United States (i.e., importance—and perhaps even an active life
of practice—outside religious institutions or communal expressions of spirituality.)

To describe these categories of engagement, two binary variables (low/high on im-
portance and low/high on attendance were created. For the religious/spiritual importance
item, not important, somewhat, and not sure were coded as low; quite important and very
important were coded as high. For the attendance item, O hours per week was coded as low;
1 hour or more per week was coded as high.

Results are shown in Table 6.3. For the total sample (N = 216, 383), 44.6% were
high/high and 27.7% were low/low. As expected, particularly during adolescence, there
is a sizeable percentage (18.0) that combine high attendance with low importance. There
are multiple explanations for this phenomenon. As noted earlier, this could be the result
of parental pressure. Equally probable, however, is that the social/friendship aspect of
participation is the primary motivator for some young people’s attendance in programs,
activities, and services, not necessarily religious or spiritual importance. Finally, some
youth spend time in religious institutions participating in youth programs that may or may
not have an explicitly religious or spiritual theme. An after-school tutoring program, for
example, may be based in a congregation’s facility but be largely secular in its orientation.

About 1 in 10 of the young people in this sample (9.7%) attach high importance to
religion/spirituality, yet report no attendance. As shown in Table 6.3, this percentage ranges
from 8.5% in grade 6 to 11.5% in grade 12.

Benson, Scales, and Sesma (2005) also combined percentages for youth high on
one or both items to yield a global indicator of religious/spiritual engagement. Overall,
72.3% of the total sample met this condition (high on one or both). This combination
puts into perspective the normative nature religious/spiritual engagement in the United
States. That is, nearly three of four adolescents in this 6th- to 12th-grade sample evidence
either importance or attendance (or both). In addition, two thirds or more of youth in each
race/ethnicity category reported “high” on one or both indicators. The percentages moved
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TABLE 6.3. Percent Reporting Importance and/or Participation, by Gender, Grade, and
Race/Ethnicity'

Religious/Spiritual Inportance———» Low Low High High High on
Importance and/

Participation in Religious Community» Low High Low High or Participation

Sample N
Total 216,383 27.7% 18.0% 9.7% 44.6% 72.3%
Gender Male 102,377 30.7 18.1 10.0 41.2 69.3
Female 112,406 24.9 17.9 9.6 47.6 75.1
Grade 6 25,822 21.6 24.1 8.5 45.8 79.4
7 27,395 22.7 21.2 8.6 47.5 77.3
8 47314 25.3 19.9 8.8 459 74.7
9 30,108 28.8 17.6 10.2 43.4 71.2
10 37,497 31.7 15.8 104 42.1 68.3
11 29,000 30.5 13.1 11.0 45.3 69.5
12 18,903 34.6 12.9 11.5 41.1 65.4
Race/ Native 2,085 34.2 22.0 12.3 31.4 65.8
Ethnicity American
Asian or 6,485 30.4 17.5 16.3 35.9 69.6
Pacific
Islander
African 29,395 17.1 18.9 12.8 51.1 82.9
American
Hispanic 22,716 26.3 19.8 14.7 39.1 73.7
White 147,073 29.6 17.5 8.0 449 70.4
Biracial 8,628 29.8 17.8 11.3 41.2 70.2

Search Institute (2003). Unpublished tabulations.

!For the religious/spiritual importance item, not important, somewhat important and not sure are coded as low; quite important
and very important are coded as high. For the attendance items, 0 hours of attendance at programs or services is codes as low; 1
hour or more per week is coded as high.

from a low of 65.8% of Native Americans to 82.9% of African Americans. And the type
composed of high importance/low institutional attendance was more common for each cat-
egory of minority youth (e.g., Hispanic, Black, Native American, Asian, biracial) that it
was for whites.

One other effort to map the religious landscape of adolescents combines findings from
three national and federally funded surveys of youth (Smith, Denton, Faris, & Regnerus,
2002). While replicating the age, gender and race findings described earlier, this synthesis
provides four additional findings:

1. 47% of high school students reported their religious affiliation as Catholic (24%)
or Baptist (23%). Thirteen percent claimed no religious affiliation.

2. Over a20-year period (1926-1996), a majority of American youth reported a Chris-
tian affiliation for each year in this 20-year span. However, protestant affiliation
declined 10%, with two categories increasing 5%—religions other that Catholic,
Protestant, or Jewish—and those report no affiliation.

3. Regional differences mimic those found with adults (Smith, Sikkiuk, & Bailey,
1998). Adolescents reporting no religious affiliation ranged from 8% of Southern
youth to 17% of youth residing in Western states.
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RELIGION AND ADOLESCENT DEVELOPMENT
Developmental Patterns

Historically, nearly all research on religion and individual-level variables have been cross-
sectional in design. Fortunately, four longitudinal studies have been published since 2002
(Benson, Scales, & Sesma, 2005; Gunnoe & Moore, 2002; Kerestes, Youniss, & Metz,
2004; Regnerus, Smith, & Smith, 2004). The Regnerus, Smith, and Smith (2002) study
examined the role of social and religious contexts on religious formation. And the study by
Gunnoe and Moore (2002) examined predictors of religiosity captured during the third of
a three-wave study. The key findings of these two studies will be discussed in the section
on religious socialization.

The two remaining longitudinal studies give us a rare glimpse at religious trajectories
during adolescence. Both report percentages for each of four religious patterns. Kerestes,
Youniss, and Metz (2004) devised their four types (low during sophomore year, low during
senior year of high school; low-high; high-low; high-high) from distributions on a religious
perspective scale. It was based on a six-item measure which identified a “positive and well-
rounded religious perspective” (p. 41). A binar