Religion

What Is Religion?

The Functionalist Perspective

Functions of Religion

Functional Equivalents of Religion

Dysfunctions of Religion

The Symbolic Interactionist Perspective

Religious Symbols

Rituals

Beliefs

Religious Experience

Community

The Conflict Perspective

Opium of the People

A Legitimation of Social Inequalities

Religion and the Spirit of Capitalism

The World’s Major Religions

Judaism

Christianity

Islam

Hinduism

Buddhism

Confucianism

Types of Religious Groups

Cult

Sect

Church

Ecclesia

Variations in Patterns

When Religion and Culture Conflict

Religion in the United States

Characteristics of Members

Characteristics of Religious Groups

Secularization of Religion and Culture

The Future of Religion

Summary and Review

The government removed the bodies, sealed off the area, and bulldozed the charred remains of the building.
T

The first report was stunning. About a hundred armed agents of the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms (ATF) attacked the compound of the Branch Davidians, an obscure religious group in Waco, Texas. Four of the agents were shot to death. So were six men who tried to defend the compound. Then came a fifty-one-day standoff, televised to the U.S. public, in which the ATF and FBI did strange things such as bombarding the compound with loud music day and night.

At 6 a.m. on the fifty-first day of the siege, following on-again, off-again negotiations with David Koresh, the 33-year-old leader of the group, tanks ​appeared. One rammed the compound’s main building, pumping in gas consisting of chemicals that, by international law, the U.S. military was forbidden from using against Iraqi soldiers. As a second tank punched holes in the walls, the women and children fled to the second floor. The men shot futilely at the tanks. An explosion rocked the compound, and the buildings burst into flames. Eighty men, women, and children were burned to death. Some of the charred bodies of the twenty-five children were found huddled next to their mothers.

The government removed the bodies, sealed off the area, and bulldozed the charred remains of the buildings. Survivors claimed that the government had set the fire. The government said the Branch Davidians had set it, that they had committed suicide by fire.

. . . . . . . . 

Seldom do governments turn this viciously against a religious group, but it does happen. One of the topics we shall consider in this chapter is the relationship of the dominant culture to new religions. Let’s begin by asking what religion is.

What Is Religion?

All human societies are organized by some form of the family, as well as by some kind of economic system and political order. As we have seen, these key social institutions touch on aspects of life that are essential to human welfare. This chapter ​examines religion, another universal social institution.

Sociologists who do research on religion analyze the relationship between society and religion, and study the role that religion plays in people’s lives. They do not seek to prove that one religion is better than another. Nor is their goal to verify or disprove anyone’s faith. As was mentioned in Chapter 1, sociologists have no tools for deciding that one course of action is more moral than another, much less for determining that one religion is “the” correct one. Religion is a matter of faith—and sociologists deal with empirical matters, things they can observe or measure. Thus sociologists study the effects of religious beliefs and practices on people’s lives. They also analyze how religion is related to stratification systems. Unlike theologians, however, sociologists cannot evaluate the truth of a religion’s teachings.

In 1912 Emile Durkheim published an influential book, The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, in which he tried to identify the elements that are common to all religions. After surveying religions around the world, Durkheim could find no specific belief or practice that all religions share. He did find, however, that all religions develop a community around their practices and beliefs. All religions also separate the sacred from the profane. By sacred, Durkheim referred to aspects of life having to do with the supernatural that inspire awe, reverence, deep respect, even fear. By profane, he meant aspects of life that are not concerned with religion or religious purposes but, instead, are part of ordinary, everyday life. Durkheim (1912/1965) concluded:

A religion is a unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things, that is to say, things set apart and forbidden—beliefs and practices which unite into one single moral community called a Church, all those who adhere to them.

Thus, Durkheim said, religion is defined by three elements:

1.
Beliefs that some things are sacred (forbidden, set apart from the profane)

2.
Practices (rituals) centering on the things considered sacred

3.
A moral community (a church) resulting from a group’s beliefs and practices

Durkheim used the word church in an unusual sense, to refer to any “moral community” centered on beliefs and practices regarding the sacred. In Durkheim’s sense, church refers to Buddhists bowing before a shrine, Hindus dipping in the Ganges River, and Confucians offering food to their ancestors. Similarly, the term moral community does not imply morality in the sense familiar to most of us—of ethical conduct. Rather, a moral community is simply a group of people who are united by their religious practices—and that would include sixteenth-century Aztec priests who each day gathered around an altar to pluck out the beating heart of a virgin.

To better understand the sociological approach to religion, let’s see what pictures emerge when we apply the three theoretical perspectives.

The Functionalist Perspective

Functionalists stress that religion is universal because it meets basic human needs. What are some of the functions—and dysfunctions—of religion?

Functions of Religion

Questions about Ultimate Meaning  Around the world, religions provide answers to perplexing questions about ultimate meaning—such as the purpose of life, why people suffer, and the existence of an afterlife. Those answers give people a sense of purpose, a framework in which to live. Instead of seeing themselves buffeted by random events in an aimless existence, believers see their lives as fitting into a divine plan.

Emotional Comfort  The answers that religion provides about ultimate meaning also comfort people by assuring them that there is a purpose to life, even to suffering. Similarly, religious rituals that enshroud crucial events such as illness and death provide emotional comfort at times of crisis. The individual knows that others care and can find consolation in following familiar rituals.

Social Solidarity  Religious teachings and practices unite believers into a community that shares values and perspectives (“we Jews,” “we Christians,” “we Muslims”). The religious rituals that surround marriage, for example, link the bride and groom with a broader community that wishes them well. So do other religious rituals, such as those that celebrate birth and mourn death.

Guidelines for Everyday Life  The teachings of religion are not all abstractions. They also provide practical instructions. For example, four of the Ten Commandments delivered by Moses to the Israelites concern God, but the other six contain instructions on how to live everyday life, from how to get along with parents and neighbors to warnings about lying, stealing, and having affairs.

The consequences for people who follow these guidelines can be measured. People who attend church are less likely to abuse alcohol and illegal drugs than are people who don’t go to church (Ostling 2001). This holds true for both adults and teens. In general, churchgoers follow a healthier lifestyle, and they live longer than those who don’t go to church. How religion affects health is discussed in the Down-to-Earth Sociology box on the next page.

Social Control  Religion not only provides guidelines for everyday life, but also set limits on people’s behaviors. Most norms of a religious group apply only to its members, but there is some spillover for nonmembers also. An example is religious teachings that are incorporated into criminal law. In the United States, for example, blasphemy and adultery were once crimes for which people could be arrested, tried, and sentenced. Laws that prohibit the sale of alcohol before noon on Sunday are another example.

Adaptation  Religion can help people adapt to new environments. For example, it isn’t easy for immigrants to adjust to the customs of a new land. By keeping their native language alive and preserving familiar rituals and teachings, religion provides continuity with the immigrants’ cultural past. This was the case for earlier immigrants from Europe, and it remains true today for immigrants from all over the globe. The thousands of Spanish-speaking churches around the United States are an outstanding example.

Support for the Government  Most religions provide support for the government. An obvious example is the way some churches so prominently display the U.S. flag. For their part, governments reciprocate by supporting God—as evidenced by the way U.S. presidents, whether they are believers or not, invariably ask God to bless the nation in their inaugural speeches.

Some governments sponsor a particular religion, ban all others, provide financial support for building churches and seminaries, and even pay salaries to the clergy. These religions are known as state religions. During the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries in Sweden, the government sponsored Lutheranism; in Switzerland, Calvinism; and in Italy, Roman Catholicism.

In other instances, even though the government sponsors no particular religion, religious beliefs still are embedded in a nation’s life. This is called civil religion (Bellah 1970). For example, U.S. officials—even those who do not belong to any particular religion—take office by swearing that they will, in the name of God, fulfill their duty. Similarly, Con​gress opens each session with a prayer led by its own chaplain. The pledge of allegiance includes the phrase “one nation under God,” and coins bear the inscription “In God We Trust.”

Social Change  Although religion is often so bound up with the prevailing social order that it resists social change, occasionally religion spearheads change. In the 1960s, for example, the civil rights movement, whose goal was to desegregate public facilities and abolish racial discrimination at southern polls, was led by religious leaders, especially leaders of African American churches such as Martin Luther King, Jr. Churches also served as centers at which demonstrators were trained and rallies were organized.

Functional Equivalents of Religion

If some component of society other than religion answers questions about ultimate ​meaning and provides emotional comfort and guidelines for daily life, sociologists call it a functional equivalent of religion. Thus, for some people, Alcoholics Anony-mous is a functional equivalent of religion (Chalfant 1992). For others, psychother-apy, humanism, transcendental meditation, or even a political party perform similar ​functions.

Some functional equivalents are difficult to distinguish from a religion (Brinton 1965; Luke 1985). For example, communism had its prophets (Marx and Lenin), sacred writings (everything written by Marx, Engels, and Lenin, but especially the Communist Manifesto), high priests (the heads of the Communist party), sacred buildings (the Kremlin), shrines (Lenin’s body on display in Red Square), rituals (the annual May Day parade in Red Square), and even martyrs (Cuba’s Ché Guevara). Soviet communism was avowedly atheistic and tried to wipe out all traces of Christianity, Judaism, and Islam from its midst. It even replaced baptisms and circumcisions with state-sponsored rituals that dedicated the child to the state. The Communist party also devised its own rituals for weddings and funerals.

As sociologist Ian Robertson (1987) pointed out, however, there is a fundamental distinction between a religion and its functional equivalent. Although the substitute may perform similar functions, its activities are not directed toward God, gods, or the supernatural.

Dysfunctions of Religion

Functionalists also examine ways in which religion is dysfunctional, that is, how it can bring harmful results. Two dysfunctions are religious persecution and war and terrorism.

Religion as Justification for Persecution  Beginning in the 1200s and continuing into the 1800s, in what has become known as the Inquisition, special commissions of the Roman Catholic Church tortured women to make them confess that they were witches, and then burned them at the stake. In 1692, Protestant leaders in Salem, Massachusetts, executed 21 women and men who were accused of being witches. In 2001, in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, about 1,000 alleged witches were hacked to death in a single “purge” (Jenkins 2002). Similarly, it seems fair to say that the Aztec religion had its dysfunctions—at least for the virgins who were offered to appease angry gods. In short, religion has been used to justify oppression and any number of brutal acts.

War and Terrorism  History is filled with wars based on religion—commingled with politics. Between the eleventh and fourteenth centuries, for example, Christian monarchs conducted nine bloody Crusades in an attempt to wrest control of the region they called the Holy Land from the Muslims. Terrorist acts, too, as discussed in the Down-to-Earth Sociology box on the next page, are often committed in the name of religion.

The Symbolic Interactionist Perspective

Symbolic interactionists focus on the meanings that people give their experiences, especially how they use symbols. Let’s apply this perspective to religious symbols, rituals, and beliefs to see how they help to forge a community of like-minded ​people.

Religious Symbols

Suppose that it is about two thousand years ago and you have just joined a new religion. You have come to believe that a recently crucified Jew named Jesus is the Messiah, the Lamb of God offered for your sins. The Roman leaders are persecuting the followers of Jesus. They hate your religion because you and your fellow believers will not acknowledge Caesar as God.

Christians are few in number, and you are eager to have fellowship with other believers. But how can you tell who is a believer? Spies are everywhere. The government has sworn to destroy this new religion, and you do not relish the thought of being fed to lions in the Coliseum.

You use a simple technique. While talking with a stranger, as though doodling absentmindedly in the sand or dust, you casually trace the outline of a fish. Only fellow believers know the meaning—that, taken together, the first letter of each word in the Greek sentence “Jesus (is) Christ the Son of God” spell the Greek word for fish. If the other person gives no response, you rub out the outline and continue the interaction as usual. If there is a response, you eagerly talk about your new faith.

All religions use symbols to provide identity and social solidarity for their members. For Muslims, the primary symbol is the crescent moon and star; for Jews, the Star of David; for Christians, the cross. For members, these are not ordinary symbols, but sacred emblems that evoke feelings of awe and reverence. In Durkheim’s terms, religions use symbols to represent what the group considers sacred and to separate the sacred from the profane.

A symbol is a condensed way of communicating. Worn by a fundamentalist Christian, for example, the cross says, “I am a follower of Jesus Christ. I believe that He is the Messiah, the promised Son of God, that He loves me, that He died to take away my sins, that He rose from the dead and is going to return to earth, and that through Him I will receive eternal life.”

That is a lot to pack into one symbol—and it is only part of what the symbol means to a fundamentalist believer. To people in other traditions of Christianity, the cross conveys somewhat different meanings—but to all Christians, the cross is a shorthand way of expressing many meanings. So it is with the Star of David, the crescent moon and star, the cow (expressing to Hindus the unity of all living things), and the various symbols of the world’s many other religions.

Rituals

Rituals, ceremonies or repetitive practices, are also symbols that help to unite people into a moral community. Some rituals, such as the bar mitzvah of Jewish boys and the Holy Communion of Christians, are designed to create in devout believers a feeling of closeness with God and unity with one another. Rituals include kneeling and praying at set times; bowing; crossing oneself; singing; lighting candles and incense; reading scripture; and following prescribed traditions at processions, baptisms, weddings, and funerals.

Beliefs

Symbols, including rituals, develop from beliefs. The belief may be vague (“God is”) or highly specific (“God wants us to prostrate ourselves and face Mecca five times each day”). Religious beliefs include not only values (what is considered good and desirable in life—how we ought to live) but also a cosmology, a unified picture of the world. For example, the Jewish, Christian, and Muslim belief that there is only one God, the Creator of the universe, who is concerned about the actions of humans and who will hold us accountable for what we do, is a cosmology. It presents a unifying picture of the universe.

Religious Experience

The term religious experience refers to a sudden awareness of the supernatural or a feeling of coming into contact with God. Some people undergo a mild version, such as feeling closer to God when they look at a mountain or listen to a certain piece of music. Others report a life-transforming experience. St. Francis of Assisi, for example, said that he became aware of God’s presence in every living thing.

Some Protestants use the term born again to describe people who have undergone such a life-transforming religious experience. These people say that they came to the realization that they had sinned, that Jesus had died for their sins, and that God wants them to live a new life. Their worlds become transformed. They look forward to the Resurrection and to a new life in heaven, and they see relationships with spouses, parents, children, and even bosses in a new light. They also report a need to make changes in how they interact with others so that their lives reflect their new, personal commitment to Jesus as their “Savior and Lord.” They describe a feeling of beginning life anew; hence the term born again.
Community

Finally, the shared meanings that come through symbols, rituals, and beliefs (and for some, a religious experience) unite people into a moral community. People in a moral community feel a bond with one another, for their beliefs and rituals bind them together while at the same time separating them from those who do not share their unique symbolic world. Mormons, for example, feel a “kindred spirit” (as it is often known) with other Mormons. Baptists, Jews, Jehovah’s Witnesses, and Muslims feel similar bonds with members of their respective faiths.

As a symbol of their unity, members of some religious groups address one another as “brother” or “sister.” “Sister Luby, we are going to meet at Brother and Sister Maher’s on Wednesday” is a common way of expressing a message. The terms brother and sister are intended to symbolize a relationship so close that the individuals consider themselves members of the same family.

Community is powerful. Not only does it provide the basis for mutual identity but also it establishes norms that govern the behavior of its members. Members either conform or they lose their membership. In Christian churches, for example, an individual whose adultery becomes known, and who refuses to ask forgiveness, may be banned from the church. He or she may be formally excommunicated, as in the Catholic tradition, or more informally “stricken from the rolls,” as is the usual Protestant practice.

Removal from the community is a serious matter for people whose identity is bound up in that community. Sociologists John Hostetler (1980), William Kephart, and William Zellner (2001) describe the Amish practice of shunning—ignoring an offender in all situations. Persons who are shunned are treated as though they do not exist (for if they do not repent by expressing sorrow for their act, they have ceased to exist as members of the community). The shunning is so thorough that even family members, who themselves remain in good standing in the congregation, are not allowed to talk to the person being shunned. This obviously makes for some interesting times at the dinner table.

The Conflict Perspective

The conflict perspective has an entirely different focus. Conflict ​theorists examine how religion supports the status quo and helps to maintain social ​inequalities.

Opium of the People

In general, conflict theorists are highly critical of religion. Karl Marx, an avowed atheist who believed that the existence of God was impossible, set the tone for conflict theorists with his most famous statement on this subject: “Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the sentiment of a heartless world. . . . It is the opium of the people” (Marx 1844/1964). By this statement, Marx meant that oppressed workers find escape in religion. For them, religion is like a drug that helps them to forget their misery. By diverting their thoughts toward future happiness in an afterlife, religion takes their eyes off their suffering in this world, thereby greatly reducing the possibility that they will rebel against their oppressors.

A Legitimation of Social Inequalities

Conflict theorists say that religion legitimates the social inequalities of the larger society. By this, they mean that religion teaches that the existing social arrangements of a society represent what God desires. For example, during the Middle Ages, Christian theologians decreed the “divine right of kings.” This doctrine meant that God determined who would become king, and set him on the throne. The king ruled in God’s place, and it was the duty of a king’s subjects to be loyal to him (and to pay their taxes). To disobey the king was to disobey God.

In what was perhaps the supreme technique of legitimating the social order (and one that went even a step farther than the “divine right of kings”), the religion of ancient Egypt held that the Pharaoh was a god. The Emperor of Japan was similarly declared divine. If this were so, who could ever question his decisions? Today’s politicians would give their right arm for such a religious teaching.

Conflict theorists point to many other examples of how religion legitimates the social order. In India, Hinduism supports the caste system by teaching that an individual who tries to change caste will come back in the next life as a member of a lower caste—or even as an animal. In the decades before the American Civil War, Southern ministers used scripture to defend slavery, saying that it was God’s will—while Northern ministers legitimated their region’s social structure by using scripture to denounce slavery as evil (Ernst 1988; Nauta 1993; White 1995).

Religion and the Spirit of Capitalism

Max Weber disagreed with the conflict perspective that religion merely reflects and legitimates the social order, and that it impedes social change by encouraging people to focus on the afterlife. In contrast, Weber saw religion’s focus on the afterlife as a source of profound social change.

Like Marx, Weber observed the early industrialization of European countries. Weber became intrigued with the question of why some societies embraced capitalism while others clung to their traditional ways. Tradition is strong and tends to hold people in check; yet some societies had been transformed by capitalism, while others remained untouched. As he explored this puzzle, Weber concluded that religion held the key to modernization—the transformation of traditional societies to industrial societies.

To explain his conclusions, Weber wrote The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (1904–1905/1958). Because Weber’s argument was presented in Chapter 7 (pages 175–176), it is only summarized here.

1.
Capitalism is not just a superficial change. Rather, capitalism represents a fundamentally different way of thinking about work and money. Traditionally, people worked just enough to meet their basic needs, not so that they could have a surplus to invest. To accumulate money (capital) as an end in itself, not just to spend it, was a radical departure from traditional thinking. People even came to consider it a duty to invest money in order to make profits, which, in turn, they reinvested to make more profits. Weber called this new approach to work and money the spirit of ​capitalism.
2.
Why did the spirit of capitalism develop in Europe, and not, for example, in China or India, where the people had similar material resources and education? According to Weber, religion was the key. The religions of China and India, and ​indeed Roman Catholicism in Europe, encouraged a traditional approach to life, not thrift and investment. Capitalism appeared when Protestantism came on the scene.

3.
What was different about Protestantism, especially Calvinism? John Calvin taught that God had predestined some people to go to heaven, and others to hell. Neither church membership nor feelings about your relationship with God could assure you that you were saved. You wouldn’t know your fate until after you died.

4.
This doctrine created intense anxiety among Calvin’s followers: “Am I predestined to hell or to heaven?” they wondered. As Calvinists wrestled with this question, they concluded that church members have a duty to prove that they are one of God’s elect, and to live as though they are predestined to heaven—for good works are a demonstration of salvation.

5.
This conclusion motivated Calvinists to lead moral lives and to work hard, to not waste time, and to be frugal—for idleness and needless spending were signs of worldliness. Weber called this self-denying approach to life the Protestant ethic.
6.
As people worked hard and spent money only on necessities (a pair of earrings or a second pair of dress shoes would have been defined as sinful luxuries), they had money left over. Because it couldn’t be spent, this capital was invested, which led to a surge in production.

7.
Thus, a change in religion (from Catholicism to Protestantism, especially Calvinism) led to a fundamental change in thought and behavior (the Protestant ethic). The result was the spirit of capitalism. Thus, capitalism originated in Europe and not in places where religion did not encourage capitalism’s essential elements: the accumulation of capital and its investment and reinvestment.

Although Weber’s analysis has been influential, it has not lacked critics (Kalberg 2002). Hundreds of scholars have attacked it, some for overlooking the lack of capitalism in Scotland (a Calvinist country), others for failing to explain why the Industrial Revolution was born in England (not a Calvinist country).

Hundreds of other scholars have defended Weber’s ​argument. There is currently no historical evidence that can definitively prove or disprove Weber’s thesis.

At this point in history, the Protestant ethic and the spirit of capitalism are not confined to any speci-fic ​religion or even to any one part of the world. Rather, they have become cultural traits that have spread to ​societies around the globe (Greeley 1964; Yinger 1970). U.S. Catho​lics have about the same approach to life as do U.S. Protestants. In addition, Hong Kong, Japan, Malaysia, Singapore, South Korea, and Taiwan—not ​exactly Protes​tant countries—have embraced capitalism (Levy 1992). China is in the midst of doing so.

The World’s Major Religions

The largest of the thousands of religions in the world are listed in Table 18.1. Let’s briefly review six of them.

Judaism

The origin of Judaism is traced to Abraham, who lived about four thousand years ago in Mesopotamia. Jews believe that God (Jahweh) made a covenant with Abraham, selecting his descendants as a chosen people—promising to make them “as numerous as the sands of the seashore” and to give them a special land that would be theirs forever. The sign of this covenant was the circumcision of males, which was to be performed when a boy was eight days old. Descent is traced through Abraham and his wife, Sarah, their son Isaac, and their grandson Jacob (also called Israel).

Joseph, a son of Jacob, was sold by his brothers into slavery and taken to Egypt. Following a series of hair-raising adventures, Joseph became Pharaoh’s right-hand man. When a severe famine hit Canaan, where Jacob’s family was living, Jacob and his eleven other sons fled to Egypt. Under Joseph’s leadership, they were welcome. A subsequent Pharaoh, however, enslaved the Israelites. After about four hundred years, Moses, an Israelite who had been adopted by Pharaoh’s daughter, confronted Pharaoh. He persuaded Pharaoh to release the slaves, which at that time numbered about 2 million. Moses led them out of Egypt, but before they reached their Promised Land, the Israelites spent forty years wander-ing in the desert. Sometime during those years, Moses delivered the Ten Commandments from Mount Sinai. Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Moses hold revered positions in Judaism. The events of their lives and the recounting of the early ​history of the Israelites are contained in the first five books of the Bible, called the Torah.

The founding of Judaism marked a fundamental change in religion, for it was the first religion based on monotheism, the belief that there is only one God. Prior to Judaism, religions were based on polytheism, the belief that there are many gods. In Greek religion, for example, Zeus was the god of heaven and earth, Poseidon the god of the sea, and Athena the goddess of wisdom. Other groups followed animism, believing that all objects in the world have spirits, some of which are dangerous and must be outwitted.

Contemporary Judaism in the United States comprises three main branches: Ortho​dox, Reform, and Conservative. Orthodox Jews adhere to the laws espoused by Moses. They eat only foods prepared in a designated manner (kosher), observe the Sabbath in a traditional way, and segregate males and females in their religious services. During the 1800s, a group that wanted to make their practices more compatible with U.S. culture broke from this tradition. This liberal group, known as Reform Judaism, mostly uses English in its religious ceremonies and has reduced much of the ritual. The third branch, Conservative Judaism, falls somewhere between the other two. No branch has ​continued polygyny (allowing a man to have more than one wife), the original mar-riage custom of the Jews, which was outlawed by rabbinic decree about a thousand years ago.

The history of Judaism is marked by conflict and persecution. The Israelites were conquered by the Babylonians, and were again made slaves. After returning to Israel and rebuilding the temple, they were later conquered by the Romans, and, after their rebellion at Masada in a.d. 70 failed, they were exiled for almost two thousand years into other ​nations. During those centuries, they faced prejudice, discrimination, and persecution (called anti-Semitism) by many peoples and rulers. The most horrendous example was the Nazi Holocaust of World War II, when Hitler attempted to eliminate the Jews as a people. Under the Nazi occupation of Europe and North Africa, about 6 million Jews were slaughtered. Many died in gas ovens that were constructed for just this purpose.

Central to Jewish teaching is the requirement to love God and do good deeds. Good deeds begin in the family, where each member has an obligation toward the others. Sin is a conscious choice to do evil, and must be atoned for by prayers and good works. Jews consider Jerusalem their holiest city and believe that the Messiah will one day appear there, bringing redemption for them all.

Christianity

Christianity, which developed out of Judaism, is also monotheistic. Christians believe that Jesus Christ is the Messiah whom God promised the Jews.

Jesus was born in poverty, and traditional Christians believe his mother was a virgin. Within two years of his birth, Herod—named king of Palestine by Caesar, who had conquered Israel—was informed that people were saying a new king had been born. When they realized Herod had sent soldiers to kill the baby, Jesus’ parents fled with him to Egypt. After Herod died, they returned, settling in the small town of Nazareth.

At about the age of 30, Jesus began a preaching and healing ministry. His teachings challenged the contemporary religious establishment, and as his popularity grew, the religious leaders plotted to have him killed by the Romans. Christians interpret the death of Jesus as a blood sacrifice made to atone for their sins. They believe that through his death they have peace with God and will inherit eternal life.

The twelve main followers of Jesus, called apostles, believed that Jesus rose from the dead. They preached the need to be “born again,” that is, to accept Jesus as Savior, give up selfish ways, and live a devout life. The new religion spread rapidly, and after an initial period of hostility on the part of imperial Rome—during which time believers were fed to the lions in the Coliseum—in a.d. 317 Christianity became the empire’s official religion.

During the first thousand years of Christianity, there was only one church organization, directed from Rome. During the eleventh century, after disagreement over doctrine and politics, Greek Orthodoxy was established. It was headquartered in Constantinople (now Istanbul, Turkey). During the Middle Ages, the Roman Catholic Church, which was aligned with the political establishment, became corrupt. Some Church offices, such as that of bishop, were sold for a set price. The Reformation, which was led by Martin Luther in the sixteenth century, was sparked by Luther’s outrage that the forgiveness of sins (including those not yet committed) could be purchased by buying an “indulgence.”

Although Martin Luther’s original goal was to reform the Church, not divide it, the Reformation began a splintering of Christianity. It coincided with the breakup of feudalism, and as the ancient political structure came apart, people clamored for independence not only in political ideology but also in religious thought. Today, Christianity is the most popular religion in the world, with about 2 billion adherents. Christians are divided into hundreds of groups, some with doctrinal differences so slight that only members of the group can appreciate the extremely fine distinctions that, they feel, significantly separate them from others. The Social Map on the next page shows how some of these groups are distributed in the United States.

Islam

Islam, whose followers are known as Muslims, began in the same part of the world as Judaism and Christianity. Islam, the world’s third monotheistic religion, has over a billion followers. It was founded by Muhammad, who was born in Mecca (now in Saudi Arabia) in about a.d. 570. Muhammad married Khadija, a wealthy widow. About the age of 40, he reported that he had had visions from God. These, and his teachings, were later written down in a book called the Qur’an (Koran). Few paid attention to Muhammad, although Ali, his son-in-law, believed him. When he found out that there was a plot to murder him, Muhammad fled to Medina, where he found a more receptive audience. There he established a theocracy (a government based on the principle that God is king, God’s laws are the statutes of the land, and priests are the earthly administrators of God). In a.d. 630 he returned to Mecca, this time as a conqueror (Bridgwater 1953).

After Muhammad’s death, a struggle for control over the empire he had founded split Islam into two branches that remain today, the Sunni and the Shi’ite. The Shi’ites believe that the imam (the religious leader) is inspired as he interprets the Qur’an. They are generally more conservative and are inclined to fundamentalism, the belief that modernism threatens religion and that the faith as it was originally practiced should be restored. The Sunni, who do not share this belief, are generally more liberal, more accepting of social change.

Like the Jews, Muslims trace their ancestry to Abraham. Abraham fathered a son, Ishmael, by Hagar, his wife Sarah’s Egyptian maid (Genesis 25:12). Ishmael had twelve sons, from whom a good portion of today’s Arab world is descended. For them also, Jerusalem is a holy city. The Muslims consider the Bibles of the Jews and the Christians to be sacred, but they take the Qur’an as the final word. They believe that the followers of Abraham and Moses (Jews) and Jesus (Christians) changed the original teachings and that Muhammad restored these teachings to their initial purity. It is the duty of each Muslim to make a pilgrimage to Mecca during his or her lifetime. Unlike the Jews, the Muslims continue to practice polygyny. They limit a man to four wives, however.

Because of immigration from the Middle East and conversions of African Americans, Islam has grown rapidly in the past few decades in the United States. This topic is explored in the Cultural Diversity box on the next page.

Hinduism

Unlike the other religions just described, Hinduism has no specific founder. Going back about four thousand years, Hinduism was the chief religion of India. The term Hinduism, however, is Western, and in India the closest term is dharma (law). Unlike Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, Hinduism has no canonical scripture, that is, no texts thought to be inspired by God. Instead, several books, including the Brahmanas, Bhagavad-Gita, and Upanishads, expound on moral qualities that people should strive to develop. They also delineate the sacrifices people should make to the gods.

Hindus are polytheists; that is, they believe that there are many gods. They believe that one of these gods, Brahma, created the universe. Brahma, along with Shiva (the Destroyer) and Vishnu (the Preserver), form a triad that is at the center of modern Hinduism. A central belief is karma, spiritual progress. There is no final judgment, but, instead, reincarnation, a cycle of life, death, and rebirth. Death involves only the body, and each person’s soul comes back in a form that matches the individual’s moral progress in the previous life (which centers on proper conduct in following the rules of one’s caste). If an individual reaches spiritual perfection, he or she has attained nirvana. This marks the end of the cycle of death and rebirth, when the soul is reunited with the universal soul. When this occurs, maya, the illusion of time and space, has been conquered.

Some Hindu practices have been modified as a consequence of social protest—especially child marriage and suttee, the practice of cremating a surviving widow along with her deceased husband (Bridgwater 1953). Other ancient rituals remain unchanged, such as kumbh mela, a purifying washing in the Ganges River, which takes place every twelve years, and in which many millions participate.

Buddhism

In about 600 b.c., Siddhartha Gautama founded Buddhism. (Buddha means the “enlightened one,” a term Gautama was given by his disciples.) Gautama was the son of an ​upper-caste Hindu ruler in an area north of Benares, India. At the age of 29, he renounced his life of luxury and became an ascetic. Through meditation, he discovered the “four noble truths,” which emphasize self-denial and compassion.

1.
Existence is suffering.

2.
The origin of suffering is desire.

3.
Suffering ceases when desire ceases.

4.
The way to end desire is to follow the “noble eightfold path.”

The noble eightfold path consists of

1.
Right belief

2.
Right resolve (to renounce carnal pleasure and to harm no living creature)

3.
Right speech

4.
Right conduct

5.
Right occupation or living

6.
Right effort

7.
Right-mindedness (or contemplation)

8.
Right ecstasy

The central symbol of Buddhism is the eight-spoked wheel. Each spoke represents one aspect of the path. As with Hinduism, the ultimate goal of Buddhism is the cessation of rebirth and thereby of suffering. Buddhists teach that all things are temporary, even the self. Because all things are destined to pass away, there is no soul (Reat 1994).

Buddhism spread rapidly. In the third century b.c., the ruler of India adopted Buddhism and sent missionaries throughout Asia to spread the new teaching (Bridgwater 1953). By the fifth century a.d., Buddhism reached the height of its popularity in India, after which it died out. Buddhism, however, had been adopted in Ceylon, Burma, Tibet, Laos, Cambodia, Thailand, China, Korea, and Japan, where it flourishes today. With increased immigration from Asian nations, vigorous communities of Buddhists have also developed in the United States (Cadge and Bender 2004).

Confucianism

About the time that Gautama lived, K’ung Fu-tsu (551–479 b.c.) was born in China. Confucius (his name strung together in English), a public official, was distressed by the corruption that he saw in government. Unlike Gautama, who urged withdrawal from social activities, Confucius urged social reform and developed a system of moral principles based on peace, justice, and universal order. His teachings were incorporated into writings called the Analects.
The basic moral principle of Confucianism is to maintain jen, sympathy or concern for other humans. The key to jen is to sustain right relationships—being loyal and placing morality above self-interest. In what is called the “Confucian Golden Rule,” Confucius stated a basic principle for jen: to treat those who are subordinate to you as you would like to be treated by people superior to yourself. Confucius taught that right relationships within the family (loyalty, respect) should be the model for society. He also taught the “middle way,” an avoidance of extremes.

Confucianism was originally atheistic, simply a set of moral teachings without reference to the supernatural. As the centuries passed, however, local gods were added to the teachings, and Confucius himself was declared a god. Confucius’ teachings became the basis for the government of China. About a.d. 1000, the emphasis on meditation gave way to a stress on improvement through acquiring knowledge. This emphasis remained dominant until the twentieth century. By this time, the government had become rigid, and respect for the existing order had replaced respect for relationships (Bridgwater 1953). Following the Communist revolution of 1949, political leaders attempted to weaken the people’s ties with Confucianism. They succeeded in part, but Confucianism remains embedded in Chinese culture.

Types of Religious Groups

Sociologists have identified four types of religious groups: cult, sect, church, and ecclesia. Why do some of these groups meet with hostility, while others are more accepted? For an explanation, look at Figure 18.2 on the next page.

Let’s explore what sociologists have found about these four types of religious groups. The summary that follows is a modification of analyses by sociologists Ernst Troeltsch (1931), Liston Pope (1942), and Benton Johnson (1963).

Cult

The word cult conjures up bizarre images—shaven heads, weird music, brainwashing—even ritual suicide may come to mind. Cults, however, are not necessarily weird, and few practice “brainwashing” or bizarre rituals. In fact, all religions began as cults (Stark 1989). A cult is simply a new or different religion whose teachings and practices put it at odds with the dominant culture and religion. Because the term cult arouses such negative meanings in the public mind, however, some scholars prefer to use the term new religion ​instead.

Cults often originate with a charismatic leader, an individual who inspires people because he or she seems to have extraordinary qualities. Charisma refers to an outstanding gift or to some exceptional quality. People feel drawn to both the person and the message because they find something highly appealing about the individual—in some instances, almost a magnetic charm.

The most popular religion in the world began as a cult. Its handful of followers believed that an unschooled carpenter who preached in remote villages in a backwater country was the Son of God, that he was killed and came back to life. Those beliefs made the early Christians a cult, setting them apart from the rest of their society. Persecuted by both religious and political authorities, these early believers clung to one another for support. Many cut off associations with their friends who didn’t accept the new message. To others, the early Christians must have seemed deluded and brainwashed.

So it was with Islam. When Muhammad revealed his visions and said that God’s name was really Allah, only a few people believed him. To others, he must have seemed crazy, deranged.

Each cult (or new religion) is met with rejection on the part of society. Its message is considered bizarre, its approach to life strange. Its members antagonize the majority, who are convinced that they have a monopoly on the truth. The new message may claim ​revelation, visions, visits from God and angels, some form of enlightenment, or seeing the true way to God. The cult demands intense commitment, and its followers, who are ​confronting a hostile world, pull together in a tight circle, separating themselves from ​nonbelievers.

Most cults fail. Not many people believe the new message, and the cult fades into obscurity. Some, however, succeed and make history. Over time, large numbers of people may come to accept the message and become followers of the religion. If this happens, the new religion changes from a cult to a sect.

Sect

A sect is larger than a cult, but its members still feel tension between their views and the prevailing beliefs and values of the broader society. A sect may even be hostile to its society. At the very least, its members remain uncomfortable with many of the emphases of the dominant culture; in turn, nonmernbers tend to be uncomfortable with members of the sect.

Ordinarily, sects are loosely organized and fairly small. They emphasize personal salvation and an emotional expression of one’s relationship with God. Clapping, shouting, dancing, and extemporaneous prayers are hallmarks of sects. Like cults, sects also stress evangelism, the active recruitment of new members.

If a sect grows, its members tend to gradually make peace with the rest of society. To appeal to a broader base, the sect shifts some of its doctrines, redefining matters to remove some of the rough edges that created tension between it and the rest of society. As the members become more respectable in the eyes of the society, they feel less hostility and little, if any, isolation. If a sect follows this course, as it grows and becomes more integrated into society, it changes into a church.

Church

At this point, the religious group is highly bureaucratized—probably with national and international headquarters that give direction to the local congregations, enforce rules about who can be ordained, and control finances. The relationship with God has grown less intense. The group is likely to have less emphasis on personal salvation and emotional expression. Worship services are likely to be more sedate, with sermons more formal, and written prayers read before the congregation. Rather than being recruited from the outside by fervent, personal evangelism, most new members now come from within, from children born to existing members. Rather than joining through conversion—seeing the new truth—children may be baptized, circumcised, or dedicated in some other way. At some designated age, children may be asked to affirm the group’s beliefs in a confirmation or bar mitzvah ceremony.

Ecclesia

Finally, some groups become so well integrated into a culture, and so strongly allied with their government, that it is difficult to tell where one leaves off and the other takes over. In these state religions, also called ecclesia, the government and religion work together to try to shape society. There is no recruitment of members, for citizenship makes everyone a member. For most people in the society, the religion provides little meaning: The religion is part of a cultural identity, not an eye-opening experience. How extensively religion and government intertwine in an ecclesia is illustrated by Sweden. In the 1860s, all citizens had to memorize Luther’s Small Catechism and be tested on it yearly (Anderson 1995). Today, Lutheranism is still the state religion, but most Swedes come to church only for baptisms, marriages, and funerals.

Unlike cults and sects, which perceive God as personally involved with and concerned about an individual’s life, ecclesias envision God as more impersonal and remote. Church services reflect this view of the supernatural, for they tend to be highly formal, directed by ministers or priests who, after undergoing rigorous training in approved schools or seminaries, follow prescribed rituals.

Examples of ecclesia include the Church of England (whose very name expresses alignment between church and state), the Lutheran church in Sweden and Denmark, Islam in Iran and Iraq, and, during the time of the Holy Roman Empire, the Roman Catholic Church, which was the official religion for the region that is now Europe.

Variations in Patterns

Obviously, not all religious groups go through all these stages—from cult to sect to church to ecclesia. Some die out because they fail to attract enough members. Others, such as the Amish, remain sects. And, as is evident from the few countries that have state religions, very few religions ever become ecclesias.

In addition, these classifications are not perfectly matched in the real world. For example, although the Amish are a sect, they place little or no emphasis on recruiting others. The early Quakers, another sect, shied away from emotional expressions of their beliefs. They would quietly meditate in church, with no one speaking, until God gave someone a message to share with others. Finally, some groups that become churches may retain a few characteristics of sects, such as an emphasis on evangelism or a personal relationship with God.

Although all religions began as cults, not all varieties of a particular religion begin that way. For example, some denominations—“brand names” within a major religion, such as Methodism or Reform Judaism—begin as splinter groups. Some members of a church disagree with particular aspects of the church’s teachings (not its major message), and they break away to form their own organization. An example is the Southern Baptist Convention, which was formed in 1845 to defend the right to own slaves (Ernst 1988; Nauta 1993; White 1995).

When Religion and Culture Conflict

As we have seen, cults and sects represent a break with the past. This division presents a challenge to the social order, and often generates hostility. When religion and the culture in which it is embedded find themselves in conflict, how do they adapt?

First, the members of a religion may reject the dominant culture and have as little as possible to do with nonmembers of their religion. Like the Amish, they may withdraw into closed communities. As noted in the Cultural Diversity box on page 107, the Amish broke away from Swiss-German Mennonites in 1693. They try to preserve the culture of their ancestors, who lived in a simpler time when there were no televisions, movies, automobiles, or even electricity. To do so, they emphasize family life and traditional male and female roles. They continue to wear the style of clothing that their ancestors wore three hundred years ago, to light their homes with oil lamps, and to speak German at home and in church. They also continue to reject radio, television, motorized vehicles, and education beyond the eighth grade. They do mingle with non-Amish when they shop in town—where they are readily distinguishable by their form of transportation (horse-drawn carriages), clothing, and speech.

In the second pattern, a cult or sect rejects only specific elements of the prevailing culture. For example, religious teachings may dictate that immodest clothing—short skirts, skimpy swimsuits, low-cut dresses, and so on—is immoral, or that wearing makeup or going to the movies is wrong. Most elements of the main culture, however, are accepted. Although specific activities are forbidden, members of the religion are able to participate in most aspects of the broader society. They resolve this mild tension either by adhering to the religion or by “sneaking,” ​doing the forbidden acts on the sly.

In the third pattern, the society rejects the religious group. In the extreme, as with the early Christians, political leaders may even try to destroy it. The Roman emperor declared the followers of Jesus to be enemies of Rome and ordered them to be hunted down and destroyed. In the United States, after mobs hounded the new Mormons out of several ​communities, and then killed Joseph Smith, the founder of their religion, the Mormons decided to escape the dominant culture altogether. In 1847, they settled in a wilderness, in what is today Utah’s Great Salt Lake Valley (Bridgwater 1953). Our opening vignette ​focused on another example, the destruction of the Branch Davidians by the U.S. ​government.

Religion in the United States

With its hundreds of denominations and sects, how can we generalize about religion in the United States? What do these many religious groups have in common? It certainly isn’t doctrine (church teaching), but doctrine is not the focus of sociology. Sociologists, rather, are interested in the relationship between society and religion, and the role that religion plays in people’s lives. To better understand religion in U.S. society, then, let’s first find out who belongs to religious groups, and then look at the groups they belong to.

Characteristics of Members
About 65 percent of Americans belong to a church, synagogue, or mosque. What are the characteristics of people who hold formal membership in a religion?

Social Class  Religion in the United States is stratified by social class. As you can see from Figure 18.3, some religious groups are “top-heavy,” and others are “bottom-heavy.” The most top-heavy are Jews and Episcopalians; the most bottom-heavy are Assembly of God, Southern Baptists, and Jehovah’s Wit​nesses. This figure provides further confirmation that churchlike groups tend to appeal to people who are more economically successful, while the more sectlike groups attract the less successful.

From this figure, you can see how status consistency (a concept you studied in Chap-ter 10) applies to religious groups. If a group ranks high (or low) on education, it is also likely to rank high (or low) on income and occupational prestige. Jews, for example, rank the highest on education, income, and occupational prestige, while Jehovah’s Witnesses rank the lowest on these three measures of social class. The most glaring ex​ception to this pattern is Assembly of God, whose members rank 8th in income and 9th in education, but tie for third in occupational prestige. I don’t have an explana-tion for this, but the exception is so jarring that there could be a problem with the sample.

Americans who change their social class also have a tendency to change their religion. Their new social class experiences create changes in their ideas about the world, molding new preferences for music and styles of speech. Upwardly mobile people are likely to seek a religion that draws more affluent people. An upwardly mobile Baptist, for example, may become a Methodist or a Presbyterian. For Roman Catholics, the situation is somewhat different. Because each parish is a geographical unit, Catholics who move into more affluent neighborhoods are also likely to be moving to a congregation that has a larger proportion of affluent members.

Race-Ethnicity  It is common for religions around the world to be associated with race–ethnicity: Islam with Arabs, Judaism with Jews, Hinduism with Indians, and Con​fucianism with Chinese. Sometimes, as with Hinduism and Confucianism, a religion and a particular country are almost synonymous. Christianity is not associated with any one country, although it is associated primarily with Western culture.

In the United States, all major religious groups draw from the nation’s many racial-​ethnic groups. Like social class, however, race-ethnicity tends to cluster. People of Latino or Irish descent are likely to be Roman Catholics; those with Greek ancestors are likely to belong to the Greek Orthodox Church. African Americans are likely to be Protestants—more specifically, Baptists—or to belong to fundamentalist sects.

Although many churches are integrated, it is with good reason that Sunday morning between 10 and 11 a.m. has been called “the most segregated hour in the United States.” African Americans tend to belong to African American churches, while most whites see only whites in theirs. The segregation of churches is based on custom, not on law.

Characteristics of Religious Groups

Let’s examine features of the religious groups in the United States.

Diversity  With its 300,000 congregations and hundreds of denominations, no religious group even comes close to being a dominant religion in the United States (Statistical Abstract 2005:Tables 67, 68). Table 18.2 illustrates some of this remarkable diversity, as did the box on U.S. Islam on page 529.

Pluralism and Freedom  It is the U.S. government’s policy not to interfere with religions. The government’s position is that its obligation is to ensure an environment in which people can worship as they see fit. Religious freedom is so extensive that anyone can start a church and proclaim himself or herself a minister, revelator, or any other desired term. If officials feel threatened by a religious group, however, the government grossly violates its hands-off policy, as with the Branch Davidians featured in our opening vignette. Since 9/11, the government has infiltrated mosques to monitor the activities of Arab immigrants (Elinson 2004).

Competition and Recruitment  The many religious groups of the United States compete for clients. They even advertise in the Yellow Pages of the telephone directory and insert appealing advertising—under the guise of news—in the religion section of the Saturday or Sunday edition of the local newspapers. Because of this intense competition, some groups modify their message, making it closer to what their successful competitors are offering (Greeley and Hout 1999).

Commitment  Americans are a religious people, and about 44 percent report that they attend religious services each week (Statistical Abstract 2002:Table 64). Sociologists have questioned this statistic, suggesting that the high totals are due to an interviewer effect. Because people want to please interviewers, they stretch the truth a bit. To find out, sociologists Stanley Presser and Linda Stinson (1998) examined people’s written reports (no interviewer present) on how they spent their Sundays. They concluded that about 30 percent or so do attend church each week.

Whether the percentage of weekly church attendance is 30 or 44, religious people back up their commitment with generous support for religion and its charities. Each year Americans donate about $85 billion to religious causes (Statistical Abstract 2005:Table 563). To appreciate the significance of this huge figure, keep in mind that, unlike a country in which there is an ecclesia, those billions of ​dollars are not forced taxes, but money that people give away.

Toleration  The general religious toleration of Americans can be illustrated by three prevailing attitudes: (1) “All religions have a right to exist—as long as they don’t try to brainwash or hurt anyone.” (2) “With all the religions to choose from, how can anyone tell which one—if any—is true?” (3) “Each of us may be convinced about the truth of our religion—and that is good—but don’t be obnoxious by trying to convince others that you have the exclusive truth.”

Fundamentalist Revival  The fundamentalist Christian churches are undergoing a revival. They teach that the Bible is literally true and that salvation comes only through a personal relationship with Jesus Christ. They also denounce what they see as the degeneration of U.S. culture: flagrant sex on television, in movies, and in videos; abortion; ​corruption in public office; premarital sex, cohabitation; and drug abuse. Their answer to these problems is firm, simple, and direct: People whose hearts are changed through religious conversion will change their lives. The mainstream churches, which offer a more remote God and less emotional involvement, fail to meet the basic religious needs of large numbers of Americans. The Down-to-Earth Sociology box below describes a group whose needs are not met by mainstream religious groups.

One result is that mainstream churches are losing members while the fundamentalists are gaining. Figure 18.4 on the next page depicts this change. The exception is the Roman Catholic Church, whose growth in North America is due primarily to heavy immigration from Mexico and other Roman Catholic countries.

The Electronic Church  What began as a ministry to shut-ins and those who do not belong to a church has blossomed into its own type of church. Its preachers, called “televangelists,” reach millions of viewers and raise millions of dollars. Some of its most famous ministries are those of Robert Schuller (the “Crystal Cathedral”) and Pat Robertson (the 700 Club).

Many local ministers view the electronic church as a competitor. They complain that it competes for the attention and dollars of their members. Leaders of the electronic church reply that the money goes to good causes and that through conversions the electronic church feeds members into the local churches, strengthening, not weakening them.

The Internet and Religion  As with so many aspects of life, the Internet is having an impact on religion. We will focus on this change in the concluding section.

Secularization of Religion and Culture

The term secularization refers to the process by which worldly affairs replace spiritual interests. (The term secular means “belonging to the world and its affairs.”) As we shall see, both religions and cultures can become secularized.

The Secularization of Religion

As the model, fashionably slender, paused before the head table of African American community leaders, her gold necklace glimmering above the low-cut bodice of her ​emerald-green dress, the hostess, a member of the Church of God in Christ, said, “It’s now OK to wear more revealing clothes—as long as it’s done in good taste.” Then she added, “You couldn’t do this when I was a girl, but now it’s OK—and you can still ​worship God.” (Author’s files)

When I heard these words, I grabbed a napkin and quickly jotted them down, my sociological imagination stirred by their deep implication. As strange as it may seem, this simple event pinpoints the essence of why the Christian churches in the United States have splintered. Let’s see how this could possibly be.

The simplest explanation for why Christians don’t have just one church, or at most several, instead of the hundreds of sects and denominations that dot the U.S. landscape, is disagreements about doctrine (church teaching). As theologian and sociologist Richard Niebuhr pointed out, however, there are many ways of settling doctrinal disputes besides splintering off and forming other religious organizations. Niebuhr (1929) suggested that the answer lies more in social change than it does in religious conflict.

The explanation goes like this. As was noted earlier, when a sect becomes more churchlike, tension lessens between it and the mainstream culture. Quite likely, when a sect is first established, its founders and first members are poor, or at least not very successful in worldly pursuits. Feeling like strangers in the dominant culture, they derive a good part of their identity from their religion. In their church services and lifestyle, they stress how different their values are from those of the dominant culture. They are also likely to ​emphasize the joys of the coming afterlife, when they will be able to escape from their present pain.

As time passes, the group’s values—such as frugality and the avoidance of gambling, alcohol, and drugs—help later generations become successful. As they attain more education and become more middle class, the group’s members grow more respectable in the eyes of society. They no longer experience the alienation that was felt by the founders of their group. Life’s burdens don’t seem as heavy, and the need for relief through an afterlife becomes less pressing. Similarly, the pleasures of the world no longer appear as threatening to the “truth.” As is illustrated by the woman at the fashion show, people then attempt to harmonize their religious beliefs with their changing ideas about the culture.

This process is called the secularization of religion—shifting the focus from spiritual matters to the affairs of this world. Anyone familiar with today’s mainstream Methodists would be surprised to know that they once were a sect. Methodists used to ban playing cards, dancing, and going to movies. They even considered circuses to be sinful. As Methodists grew more middle class, however, they began to change their views on sin. They started to dismantle the barriers that they had constructed between themselves and the outside world (Finke and Stark 1992).

Secularization leads to a splintering of the group, for accommodation with the secular culture displeases some of the group’s members, especially those who have had less worldly success. These people still feel a gulf between themselves and the broader culture. For them, tension and hostility continue to be real. They see secularization as a desertion of the group’s fundamental truths, a “selling out” to the secular world.

After futile attempts by die-hards to bring the group back to its senses, the group splinters. Those who protested the secularization of Methodism, for example, were kicked out—even though they represented the values around which the group had organized in the first place. The dissatisfied—who have come to be viewed as complainers—then form a sect that once again stresses its differences from the world; the need for more personal, emotional religious experiences; and salvation from the pain of living in this world. As time passes, the cycle repeats: adjustment to the dominant culture by some, continued dis​satisfaction by others, and further splintering.

This process is not limited to sects, but also occurs in churches. When U.S. Epis​copalians elected an openly gay bishop in 2003, some pastors and congregations ​splintered from the U.S. church and affiliated with the more conservative African archbishops. In an ironic twist, this made them mission congregations from Africa. Sociologists have not yet compared the income or wealth of those who stayed with the group that elected the gay bishop and those who joined the splinter groups. If such a study is done and it turns out that there is no difference, we will have to modify the secularization ​thesis.

The Secularization of Culture  Just as religion can secularize, so can culture. Soci​ologists use the term secularization of culture to refer to a culture that was once heavily influenced by religion, but no longer retains much of that influence. The United States provides an example.

Despite attempts to reinterpret history, the Pilgrims and most of the founders of the United States were highly religious people. The Pilgrims were even convinced that God had guided them to found a new community, while many of the framers of the U.S. Constitution felt that God had guided them to develop a new form of government.

The clause in the Constitution that mandates the separation of church and state was not an attempt to keep religion out of government, but a (successful) device to avoid the establishment of a state religion like that in England. Here, people were to have the freedom to worship as they wished. The assumption of the founders was even more specific—that Protestantism represented the true religion.

The phrase in the Declaration of Independence, “All men are created equal,” refers to a central belief in God as the creator of humanity. A member of the clergy opened Congress with prayer. Many colonial laws were based on principles derived explicitly from the Old and New Testaments. In some colonies, blasphemy was a crime, as was failing to observe the Sabbath. Similarly, sexual affairs were a crime; in some places adultery even carried the death penalty. Even public kissing between husband and wife was considered an offense, punishable by placement in the public stocks (Frumkin 1967). In other words, religion permeated U.S. culture. It was part and parcel of how the colonists saw life. Their lives, laws, and other aspects of the culture reflected their religious beliefs.

Today, U.S. culture has secularized; the influence of religion on public affairs has greatly diminished. No longer are laws based on religious principles. It has even become illegal to post the Ten Commandments in civic buildings. Overall, ideas of what is “generally good” have replaced religion as an organizing principle for the culture.

Underlying the secularization of culture is modernization, a term that refers to a society industrializing, urbanizing, developing mass education, and adopting science and advanced technology. Science and advanced technology bring with them a secular view of the world that begins to permeate society. They provide explanations for many aspects of life that people traditionally attributed to God. As a consequence, people come to depend much less on religion to explain life events. Its satisfactions and problems—from births to deaths—are attributed to natural causes. When a society has secularized thoroughly, even religious leaders may turn to answers provided by biology, philosophy, psychology, sociology, and so on.

Although the secularization of its culture means that religion has become less important in U.S. public life, personal religious involvement among Americans has not diminished. Rather, it has increased (Finke and Stark 1992). About 94 percent believe there is a God, and 77 percent believe there is a heaven. Not only do 68 percent claim membership in a church or synagogue, but, as we saw, on any given weekend somewhere between 30 and 44 percent of all Americans attend a worship service (Woodward 1989; Gallup 1990; Statistical Abstract 2002:Table 64).

Table 18.3 underscores the paradox. Look at how religious participation has increased while the culture has secularized. The proportion of Americans who belong to a church or synagogue is now about four times higher than it was when the country was founded. Church membership, of course, is only a rough indicator of how significant religion is in people’s lives. Some church members are not particularly religious, while many intensely religious people—Lincoln, for one—never join a church.

The Future of Religion

A group of prominent intellectuals once foresaw an end to religion. As science advanced, they said, it would explain everything. It would transform human thought and replace religion, which was merely superstitious thinking left over from more primitive times. In 1966 Anthony Wallace, one of the world’s best-known anthro​pologists at the time, confidently made the following prediction:

The evolutionary future of religion is extinction. Belief in supernatural beings . . . will become only an interesting historical memory. . . . doomed to die out, all over the world, as a result of the increasing adequacy and diffusion of scientific knowledge.

Wallace and the many other social analysts who took this position were wrong. Religion thrives in the most advanced scientific nations, in capitalist and in socialist countries. It is evident that these analysts did not understand the fundamental significance of religion in people’s lives.

Humans are inquiring creatures. They are aware that they have a past, a present, and a future. They reflect on their experiences to try to make sense of them. One of the questions people ponder as they reflect on life concerns the purpose of it all. Why are we born? Is there an afterlife? If so, where are we going, and what will it be like when we get there? Out of these concerns arises this question: If there is a God, what does God want of us in this life? Does God have a preference about how we should live?

Science, including sociology, cannot answer such questions. By its very nature, science cannot tell us about four main concerns that many people have:

1.
The existence of God. About this, science has nothing to say. No test tube has either isolated God or refuted God’s existence.

2.
The purpose of life. Although science can provide a definition of life and describe the characteristics of living organisms, it has nothing to say about ultimate purpose.

3.
An afterlife. Science can offer no information on this at all, for it has no tests to prove or disprove a “hereafter.”

4.
Morality. Science can demonstrate the consequences of behavior, but not the moral superiority of one action compared with another. This means that science cannot even prove that loving your family and neighbor is superior to hurting and killing them. Science can describe death and measure consequences, but it cannot determine the moral superiority of any action, even in such an extreme example.

There is no doubt that religion will last as long as humanity lasts, for what could replace it? And if something did, and answered such questions, would it not be religion under a different name?

To glimpse the cutting edge of religious change, we’ll close with a look at the online marketing of religion.
What Is Religion?

Durkheim identified three essential characteristics of religion: beliefs that set the sacred apart from the profane, rituals, and a moral community (a church). Pp. 514–515.

The Functionalist Perspective

What are the functions and dysfunctions of religion?

Among the functions of religion are answering questions about ultimate meaning, providing emotional comfort, social solidarity, guidelines for everyday life, social control, adaptation, support for the government, and fostering social change. Groups or activities that provide these functions are called functional equivalents of religion. Among the dysfunctions of religion are religious persecution and war and terrorism. Pp. 515–519.

The Symbolic Interactionist Perspective

What aspects of religion do symbolic interactionists study?

Symbolic interactionists focus on the meanings of religion for its followers. They examine religious symbols, rituals, beliefs, religious experiences, and the sense of community that religion provides. Pp. 520–522.

The Conflict Perspective

What aspects of religion do conflict theorists study?

Conflict theorists examine the relationship of religion to social inequalities, especially how religion reinforces a society’s stratification system. Pp. 523–524.

Religion and the Spirit of Capitalism

What does the spirit of capitalism have to do with religion?

Max Weber saw religion as a primary source of social change. He analyzed how Protestantism gave rise to the Protestant ethic, which stimulated what he called the spirit of capitalism. The result was capitalism, which transformed society. Pp. 524–525.

The World’s Major Religions

What are the world’s major religions?

Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, all monotheistic religions, can be traced to the same Old Testament roots. Hinduism, the chief religion of India, has no specific founder, but Judaism (Abraham), Christianity (Jesus), Islam (Muham​mad), Buddhism (Gautama), and Con​fucianism (K’ung Fu-tsu) do. Specific teachings and history of these six religions are reviewed in the text. Pp. 525–531.

Types of Religious Groups

What types of religious groups are there?

Sociologists divide religious groups into cults, sects, churches, and ecclesias. All religions began as cults. Those that survive tend to develop into sects and eventually into churches. Sects, often led by charismatic leaders, are ​unstable. Some are perceived as threats and are persecuted by the state. Ecclesias, or state religions, are rare. Pp. 531–534.

Religion in the United States

What are the main characteristics of religion in the United States?

Membership varies by social class and race-ethnicity. The major characteristics are diversity, pluralism and freedom, competition, commitment, toleration, a fundamentalist revival, and the electronic church. Pp. 534–538.

What is the connection between secularization of religion and the splintering of churches?

Secularization of religion, a change in a religion’s focus from spiritual matters to concerns of “this world,” is the key to understanding why churches divide. Basically, as a cult or sect changes to accommodate its members’ upward social class mobility, it changes into a church. Left dissatisfied are members who are not upwardly mobile. They tend to splinter off and form a new cult or sect, and the cycle repeats itself. Cultures permeated by religion also secularize. This, too, leaves many members dissatisfied and promotes social change. Pp. 538–540.

The Future of Religion

Although industrialization led to the secularization of culture, this did not spell the end of religion, as many social analysts assumed it would. Because science cannot answer questions about ultimate meaning, the existence of God or an afterlife, or provide guidelines for morality, the need for religion will remain. In any foreseeable future, religion will prosper. The Internet is likely to have far-reaching consequences on religion. Pp. 540–542.


1.
Since 9/11, many people have wondered how anyone can use religion to defend or promote terrorism. How does the Down-to-Earth Sociology box on terrorism and the mind of God on page 519 help to answer this question? How do the analyses of groupthink in Chapter 6 (pages 168–169) and dehumanization in Chapter 15 (pages 439–442) fit into your analysis?


2.
How has secularization affected religion and culture in the United States (or of your country of birth)?


3.
Why is religion likely to remain a strong feature of U.S. life—and remain strong in people’s lives around the globe?
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Elizabeth Barakah Hodges, Jerusalem XIX (Ethiopian Boy), 1997

sacred Durkheim’s term for things set apart or forbidden, that inspire fear, awe, reverence, or deep respect

profane Durkheim’s term for common elements of everyday life

religion according to Durk​heim, beliefs and practices that separate the profane from the sacred and unite its adherents into a moral community

church according to Durk​heim, one of the three essential elements of religion—a moral community of believers; a second definition is the type of religious organization described on pages 532–533, a large, highly organized group with formal, sedate worship services and little emphasis on personal ​conversion

state religion a government-sponsored religion; also called ecclesia
civil religion Robert Bellah’s term for religion that is such an established feature of a country’s life that its history and social institutions become sanctified by being associated with God

functional equivalent in this context, a substitute that serves the same functions (or meets the same needs) as religion, for example, ​psychotherapy

rituals ceremonies or repetitive practices; in this context, religious observances or rites, often intended to evoke a sense of awe of the sacred

cosmology teachings or ideas that provide a unified picture of the world

religious experience a sudden awareness of the supernatural or a feeling of coming in contact with God

born again a term describing Christians who have undergone a life-transforming religious experience so radical that they feel they have become new persons

modernization the transformation of traditional societies into industrial societies

spirit of capitalism Weber’s term for the desire to accumulate capital as a duty—not to spend it, but as an end in itself—and to constantly reinvest it

Protestant ethic Weber’s term to describe the ideal of a self-denying, highly moral life accompanied by hard work and frugality

monotheism the belief that there is only one God

polytheism the belief that there are many gods

animism the belief that all objects in the world have spirits, some of which are dangerous and must be ​outwitted

anti-Semitism prejudice, discrimination, and persecution directed against Jews

fundamentalism the belief that true religion is threatened by modernism and its values and that the faith as it was originally practiced should be restored

reincarnation in Hinduism and Buddhism, the return of the soul (or self) after death in a different form

cult a new religion with few followers, whose teachings and practices put it at odds with the dominant culture and religion

charismatic leader literally, someone to whom God has given a gift; more commonly, someone who exerts extraordinary appeal to a group of followers

charisma literally, an extraordinary gift from God; more commonly, an outstanding, “magnetic” personality

sect a religious group larger than a cult that still feels substantial hostility from and toward society

evangelism an attempt to win converts

ecclesia a religious group so integrated into the dominant culture that it is difficult to tell where the one begins and the other leaves off; also called a state religion
denomination a “brand name” within a major religion, for example, Methodist or Baptist

secular belonging to the world and its affairs

secularization of religion the replacement of a religion’s spiritual or “other worldly” concerns with concerns about “this world”

secularization of culture the process by which a culture ​becomes less influenced by religion

From his review of world religions, Durkheim concluded that all religions have beliefs, practices, and a moral community. Shown here is a close up of statues and domes on the roof of a Hindu temple in Singapore. The figures represent some of the millions of gods that Hindus worship.
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The Functionalist perspective  Down-to-Earth Sociology

Religion and Health: What We Know and Don’t Know

Does religion make a difference in people’s health? Although scientists cannot determine the truth of any religion, they can study the effects of religion on people’s lives—and health is one of those areas that can be measured.

“After seeing the data, I think I should go to church,” said Lynda Powell, an epidemiol​ogist at Rush University Medical Center in Chicago (Helliker 2005). What could prompt such a response?

Powell, along with two colleagues, evaluated the research articles that had been published on the effects of religion on health. They evaluated only research that met solid scientific criteria. For example, they threw out studies that didn’t control for age, gender, or race-ethnicity, significant variables in health (Powell, Shahabi, and Thoresen 2003). Their most outstanding finding is this: People who attend religious services at least once a week have 25 percent fewer deaths than people who don’t go to church. Think about it: For every hundred deaths of non-​churchgoers, there are only 75 deaths of people who attend church weekly.

How could this possibly be? Perhaps the churchgoers were already healthier. This wasn’t the reason, though, for the researchers compared people who were at the same levels of health or illness.

How about healthier lifestyles? Churchgoers are less likely to smoke, to get drunk, and so on. Not this either. The researchers also controlled for lifestyle. Actually, the weekly churchgoers had 30 percent less mortality. When the researchers adjusted for lifestyle and social class, the difference in mortality dropped to 25 percent (Powell, Shahabi, and Thoresen 2003).

What explanation could there be, then? Remember that the researchers are scientists, so they aren’t going to say: “God.” Here are three mechanisms that they suggest might account for the lower mortality of churchgoers: involvement in social roles that produce a sense of self-worth and purpose in life; experiencing positive emotions; and learning from compassionate role models calming ways of coping with crises. (The first two sound similar to the sense of community that I suggested might be a ​reason for the possible longer life of the Abkhas​ians. You might want to ​review page 362.)

The explanations suggested by the researchers could be correct, but we need further research to find out.

Is there anything about religion itself that could account for this remarkable reduction in mortality? Some researchers think they’ve put their finger on it: prayer. Apparently, prayer (or meditation) changes people’s brain activity and improves their immune response. Scientists are investigating this hypothesis (Kalb 2003).

One researcher points to something else about religion—the practice of forgiveness. It turns out that people who ​forgive easily are more likely to be in good psychological health. They are especially less likely to be depressed (Krause and Ellison 2003). Forgiving people who have done you wrong apparently brings release from feelings of resentment, bitterness, and hatred—but holding on to grudges rips you apart inside.

What have researchers found about praying for people who are sick? Does this help them to get better? So far, most researchers haven’t found any difference between ​people who are prayed for and those who are not. But researchers have encountered a problem. How do they find a control group of people who are not being prayed for? There is so much prayer—from parents, siblings, aunts and uncles, friends and neighbors—that some people don’t even know they are being prayed for. I’m sure that the researchers will solve this.

We are just at the initial stages of research on religion and health. At this point, we have hardly any answers, but we do have this remarkable statistic about mortality and weekly attendance at religious services.

So, if you want to live longer . . . 
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This photo from Stafford, Texas, is of a Hindu temple which also operates as a community and learning center.

Religion can promote social change, as was evident in the U.S. civil rights movement. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., a Baptist minister, shown here in his famous “I have a dream” speech, was the foremost leader of this movement.

The Functionalist perspective  This colored engraving from the 1800s, which depicts a dysfunction of religion that occurred in Tonking, China, hangs in the Carnavalet Museum in Paris.
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Down-to-Earth Sociology

Terrorism and the Mind of God

WARNING: The “equal time” contents of this box are likely to offend just about everyone.
After 9/11, the question on many people’s minds was some form of, “How can people do such evil in the name of God?”

To answer this question, we need to broaden the context. The question is fine, but it cannot be directed solely at Islamic terrorists. If it is, it misses the point.

We need to consider other religions, too. For Christians, we don’t have to go back centuries to the Inquisition or to the Children’s Crusades. We only have to look at Ireland, and the bombings in Belfast. There, Protestants and Catholics slaughtered each other in the name of God.

In the United States, we can consider the killing of abortion doctors. Paul Hill, a minister who was executed for killing a doctor in Florida, was convinced that his act was good, that he had saved the lives of unborn babies. Before his execution, he said that he was looking forward to heaven. His friend, Reverend Michael Bray, took no lives; instead, he burned abortion clinics.

Since I want to give equal time to the major religions, we can’t forget the Jews. Dr. Baruch Goldstein was convinced that Yahweh wanted him to take a Galil assault rifle, go to the Tomb of the Patriarchs, and shoot into a crowd of praying Palestinian men and boys. His admirers built a monument on his grave (Juergensmeyer 2000).

Finally, for the sake of equality, let’s not let the Hindus, Buddhists, and Sikhs off the hook. In India, they continue to slaughter one another. In the name of their gods, they attack the houses of worship of the others and blow one another up. (The Hindus are actually equal opportunists—they kill Christians, too. I visited a state in India where Hindus had doused a jeep with gasoline and burned alive an Australian missionary and his two sons.)

None of these terrorists—Islamic, Christian, Jew, Sikh, Buddhist, or Hindu—represent the mainstream of their religion, but they do commit violence for religious reasons. How can they do so? Here are five elements that religious terrorists seem to have in common. (I have extrapolated these principles from the acts of individuals and small groups. Terrorism by the state is another matter.)

First, the individuals believe that they are under attack. Evil forces are bent on destroying the good of their world—whether that be their religion, their way of life, or unborn babies.

Second, they become convinced that God wants the evil destroyed.

Third, they conclude that only violence will resolve the situation, and that violence in this case is good.

Fourth, they become convinced that God has chosen them for this task. They don’t necessarily want to kill or to die, but they reluctantly accept their fate. Dying for God’s cause is greater than living as a coward who won’t stand up for what is right.

Fifth, these perspectives are nurtured by a community, a group in which the individuals find identity. This group may realize that most members of their faith do not support their views, but that is because the others are uninformed, even brainwashed by the enemy or by the liberal, secularized media. The smaller community holds the truth.

For those groups that have scriptures, there are enough references to violence that they are able to interpret selective passages as “God’s mandated” solution to the threat they feel.

If these orientations are accompanied by the view that we are in a final confrontation between good and evil, they become even more powerful. If we are in the end times and this is the final battle, there is no retreat. Some Christians, Jews, Muslims, and Sikhs hold such a view (Juergensmeyer 2000).

Under these conditions, morality is turned upside down. Killing becomes a moral act, a good done for a greater cause. This greater good may require self-sacrifice—the most notable example being suicide bombers.

There is just enough truth in these points of view to keep the delusion alive. After all, wouldn’t it have been better for the millions of Jews and the millions of other victims if someone had had the nerve and foresight to kill Hitler? Wouldn’t his death and one’s own self-sacrifice have been a greater good? Today, there are those bad Protestants, those bad Catholics, those bad Jews, those bad Palestinians, those bad abortionists, those bad Americans—an endless list. And the violence is for the Greater Good: what God wants.

Once people buy into this closed system of thought, discussion in which contrasting views are shared and considered flies out the window. The individuals become convinced that they have access to the mind of God.

This analysis would not be complete without stressing that religious terrorism is often a political instrument. There are those who exploit the conditions analyzed here to enforce their political agenda. Religious riots in India, for example, are usually not spontaneous, but, rather, are “produced” by leaders who benefit from them (Brass 2003).

The Functionalist perspective  Symbolic interactionists stress that a basic characteristic of humans is that they attach meaning to objects and events and then use representations of those objects or events to communicate with one another. Some religious symbols are used to communicate feelings of awe and reverence. Michael​angelo’s Pietà, depicting Mary tenderly holding her son, Jesus, after his crucifixion, is one of the most acclaimed symbols in the Western world. It is admired for its beauty by believers and nonbelievers alike.

  chapter 18 religion

This photo of people having a religious experience is from Billy Graham’s last crusade, held in New York City in 2005, when Graham was 86 years old. Here is the caption from the New York Times where this photo first appeared: The altar call is the moment at the end of an evangelical Protestant church service when the minister urges audience members to step forward, make a public decision to accept Jesus Christ as their savior and be born anew.

The Symbolic interactionist perspective  One of the functions of religion is to create community—a sense of being connected with one another and, in this case, also a sense of being connected with God. To help accomplish this, religions often use rituals. Shown here are Javanese Muslim women in Surinam as they celebrate Id al Fatr at the end of Rammadan.
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Conflict theorists stress that ​religion ​reflects and legitimates social ​inequalities. In this 1941 photo from a Methodist congregation in White Plains, Georgia, what inequalities of the time do you see legitimated?

The conflict perspective    chapter 18 religion

For some Americans, religion is an “easy-going, makes-little-difference” matter, as expressed in this cartoon. For others, r​eligious ​matters are firmly held, and followers find even slight differences of faith to be significant.

© The New Yorker Collection 2000 Robert Mankoff from cartoonbank.com. All Rights Reserved.

The World’s Largest Religionsa
Religion

Christians

Muslims

Hindus

Chinese folk religions

Buddhists

Sikhs

Jews

Spiritists

Baha’is

Confucians

Jains

Shintoists

Taoists

Zoroastrians

Number of Followers

2,000,000,000

1,200,000,000

 820,000,000

 390,000,000

 360,000,000

  24,000,000

  14,000,000

  12,000,000

   7,000,000

   6,000,000

   4,000,000

   3,000,000

   3,000,000

   3,000,000

aNote: The classification of religions is often confusing. Animists, for example, although numerous, are not listed as a separate group in the source. It is sometimes difficult to tell what groups are included in what categories.

Sources: “Adherents of . . . ” 2003.

Table 18.1

the world’s major religions  Religion, which provides community and identity, is often passed from the older to the younger. Shown here are Hasidic Jews in Brooklyn. Dif​ferences among religious groups are often incomprehensible to outsiders. The man on the left is carrying a pouch under his left arm, considered by the men on the right to be a ​violation of the Sabbath.
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the world’s major religions  Figure 18.1

 Church Membership: Dominant Religion, by County

When no religious group has 25 percent of the total membership in a county, that county is left blank. When two or more religious groups have 25–49 percent of the membership in a county, the largest is shown.

Source: Reprinted with permission from Religious Congregations and Membership in the United States: 2000. (Nashville: Glenmary Research Center, 2002). © Association of Statisticians of American Religious Bodies. All rights reserved.
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Cultural Dive‑rsity in the United States

The New Neighbor: Islam in the United States

In a scene that is growing increasingly familiar, instead of going into a church or synagogue to pray and worship, many Americans take off their shoes, face Mecca, and kneel with their faces to the floor.

Called by some the fastest growing religion in the United States, Islam is making its presence felt. Islam’s growth is fueled by two main sources. The primary source is the millions of immigrants from the Middle East and Asia who have arrived in the United States since the 1980s. Like the European immigrants who brought Lutheran​ism, Roman Catholicism, and other branches of Christianity with them, these refugees from Muslim countries brought along their religion as part of their culture. The second source is African Americans, who make up 30 to 40 percent of the U.S. Muslim population (Barrett 2003; Mufti 2004). Although African American followers of Islam come from all social classes, the call of Islam is heard most loudly in the inner city (Peart 1993).

The appeal of Islam to African Americans is the message of black pride, self-improvement, and black power. Although African American Muslims are divided among about twenty groups, the appeal is similar: morality (no drugs, crime, or extramarital sex), respect for women, and black empowerment. Among all groups, modest clothing is required. Among some, ultraconservative codes govern behavior: Men and women sit apart in public, women wear robes that cover them from head to toe, and one-on-one dating is prohibited (Tapia 1994). Many men embrace the authority that Islam ascribes to them. For both men and women, Islam is a way to connect with African roots.

For many Americans, Louis Farrakhan has been synonymous with U.S. Islam. Although he is the most visible and vocal Muslim leader, the group he heads, the Nation of Islam, has only about 10,000 members (Brooke 1995). In contrast, the Chicago-based Muslim American Society, formerly headed by W. Dean Mohammed, has 200,000 members (Miller 1999).

Just as their organizations are diverse, so their opinions are wide-ranging. With regard to race, for example, some believe the races are equal; others believe African Americans are superior and whites are devils. Similarly, some groups stress black separatism, while others emphasize the need to start businesses and run for office (Miller 1999).

Alarmed that Islam has gained so many converts, some African American Christians are counter​attacking. They hold Muslim Awareness seminars in order to warn Christians away from Islam (Tapia 1994). A former Black Muslim who is now a Christian evangelist and who sees it as his duty to counter Islam, says the difference is grace. “Islam is a works-oriented religion, but Christianity is built on God’s grace in Jesus.”

“His is just a slave religion,” retort some Muslims.

The many mosques that are taking their place in the midst of churches and synagogues can be taken as a sign of a maturing multicultural society.

Universally, children are socialized into the religion of their group. The students shown here at the Al-Ghazaly Islamic school in Jersey City, New Jersey, are learning how to pray.

the world’s major religions  Depictions of Buddha are found throughout the world. Many Buddhists keep small statues in their homes and businesses, at which they make daily offerings of food. These statues at Wat Chang Hom in Thailand were sculpted in the 13th century.
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types of religious groups  Figure 18.2

 Religious Groups: From Hostility to Acceptance

Sources: By the author. Based on Troeltsch 1931; Pope 1942; and Johnson 1963.
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types of religious groups  Americans are a religious people, and one cannot understand them or their history unless one takes this into account. Most Americans consider religion to be a private matter, but some violate this background assumption and take to the streets with their message.
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Figure 18.3

 Social Class and Religious Affiliation

1Inflation since the income data were reported is approximately 24 percent.

2Higher numbers mean that more of the group’s members work at occupations that have higher prestige, generally those that require more education and pay more. For more information on occupational prestige, see Table 10.2 on page 265.

Source: By the author. Based on Smith and Faris 2005.

religion in the united states  How U.S. Adults Identify with Religiona
Christian
  Protestant

    Baptist

    No denomination

    Methodist

    Lutheran

    Pentecostal

    Presbyterian

    Churches of Christ

    Episcopalian/Anglican

    Mormon

    United Church of Christ

    Jehovah’s Witness

    Evangelical Church

    Seventh Day Adventist

    Church of the Nazarene

    Disciples of Christ

    Reformed Churches

    Church of the Brethren

    Mennonite

    Quakers

    Other

  Roman Catholic

  Eastern Orthodox

Other Religions
  Jews

  Buddhist

  Islamic

  Hindu

  Unitarian/Universalist

  Pagan

  Wican

  Native American

  Spiritualist

  Other and unclassified

No Religion
Refused to answer

160,000,000

108,000,000

 34,000,000

 21,300,000

 14,000,000

  9,600,000

  7,600,000

  5,600,000

  4,000,000

  3,500,000

  2,800,000

  1,400,000

  1,300,000

  1,000,000

   700,000

   550,000

   500,000

   500,000

   360,000

   350,000

   200,000

   350,000

 51,000,000

   650,000

  8,000,000

  2,800,000

  1,100,000

  1,100,000

   800,000

   600,000

   150,000

   150,000

   100,000

   100,000

   850,000

 30,000,000

 11,000,000

aAll totals must be taken as approximate. Some groups ignore reporting forms. Totals are rounded to the nearest 100,000.

Sources: Niebuhr 2001 (for Muslim total); Statistical Abstract 2000:Table 74; 2005:Table 67.

Table 18.2
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Down-to-Earth Sociology

Bikers and Bibles

The Bible Belt churchgoers in Eureka Springs, Arkansas, stare as Herbie Shreve, unshaven, his hair hanging over the collar of his denim vest, roars into town on his Harley Davidson. With hundreds of other bikers in town, it is going to be a wild weekend of drinking, nudity, and fights.

But not for Herbie. After pitching his tent, he sets up a table at which he offers other bikers free ice water and religious tracts. “No hard sell. They seek us out when it’s the right time,” says Herbie.

The ministry began when Herbie’s father, a pastor, took up motorcycling to draw closer to his rebellious teenage son. As the pair rode around the heartland of America, they often were snubbed by fellow Christians when they tried to attend church. So Herbie’s father hatched plans for a motorcycle ministry. “Jesus said, ‘Go out to the highways and hedges,’ and that always stuck with me,” says the elder Shreve. “I felt churches ought to be wherever the people are.”

They founded the Christian Motorcyclists’ Association (CMA), headquartered in Hatfield, Arkansas. It now has about 100,000 members in 800 chapters in the United States and 13 other countries. Members of the CMA call themselves “redeemed riders” and “weekend warriors.” “Riding for the Son” is emblazoned on their T-shirts and jackets—something that would make them stand out almost anywhere, but especially in the midst of the nudity and drunkenness.

No CMA member has ever been harmed by a biker. But they have come close. In the early days, bikers at a rally surrounded Herbie’s tent and threatened to burn it down. “Some of those same people are friends of mine today,” says the elder Shreve.

Stepping over a biker who has passed out in front of his tent, Herbie walks through the campground urging last night’s carousers to join them by a lake for a Sunday service. Four years ago, no one took him up on it. Today, twenty bikers straggle down to the dock.

Herbie’s brief sermon is plain-spoken. He speaks about the biker’s alienation—the unpaid bills, the oppressive bosses, the righteous church ladies “who are always mad and always right.” He tells them that Jesus loves them, and that they can call him anytime. “I’ll help fix your life,” he says.

CMA has several conversions this weekend. “You just stay at it. You don’t know when their hearts are touched. Look at these guys,” Herbie says, pointing to fellow CMA members. “They were all bikers headed for hell, too. Now they follow the Son.”

Herbie gets on his Harley. In town, the traditional churchgoers stare as he roars past, his long hair sweeping behind him.

Sources: Based on Graham 1990; Shreve 1991; CMA Website 2005.

Some Christian groups make evangelism, the conversion of others, a primary goal. One such group is the Christian Motor​cyclists’ Association. Its members say that they want to get people “to reverse direction, from the highway to hell to the highway to heaven.” Mainstream churchgoers often find the appearance of CMA members offensive.

religion in the united states  Figure 18.4

 U.S. Churches: Gains and Losses in Ten Years

Source: By the author. Recomputed from Jones et al. 2002.
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In its technical sense, to evangelize means to “announce the Good News” (that Jesus is the Savior). In its more common usage, to evangelize means to make converts. As Peanuts so humorously picks up, evangelization is sometimes accomplished through means other than preaching.

religion in the united states    chapter 18 religion

Growth in Religious Membership

The Percentage of Americans Who Belong to a Church or Synagogue

Year

1776

1860

1890

1926

1975

2000

2005

Percentage Who Claim Membership

17%

37%

45%

58%

71%

68%

65%

Note: The sources do not contain data on mosque membership.
Sources: Finke and Stark 1992; Statistical Abstract 2002:Table 64; Gallup Poll 2005.

Table 18.3

A basic principle of symbolic interactionism is that meaning is not inherent in an object or event, but is determined by people as they interpret the object or event. Old bones and fossils are an excellent illustration of this principle. Does this skull of homo erectus “prove” evolution? Does it “disprove” creation? Such “proof” and “disproof” lie in the eye of the beholder, as evidenced by “scientific creationism,” which is gaining adherents at U.S. universities. 

the future of religion  mass Media in social life

God on the Net: The Online Marketing of Religion

Erin Polzin, a 20-year-old college student, listens to a Lutheran worship service on the radio, confesses online, and uses PayPal to tithe. “I don’t like getting up early,” she says. “This is like going to church without really having to” (Bernstein 2003).

Going to church in your pajamas without even having to comb your hair does have a certain appeal.

And this bothers some religious leaders. They are concerned about what they call the “faithful but lazy.” But then, they always have been. The Internet is just changing the form of the “laziness.”

But the Internet is doing much more than this. Some say that the Net has put us on the verge of a religious reformation as big as the one set off by Gutenberg’s invention of the printing press. This sounds like an exaggeration, but perhaps it is true. The Net certainly has become popular for spiritual pursuits (Larsen 2001).

Muslims in France download sermons and join an invisible community of worshippers at virtual mosques. Jews in Sweden type messages that fellow believers in Jerusalem download and insert in the Western Wall. Christians in California make digital donations to the Crystal Cathedral. Buddhists in Japan seek enlightenment online. The Internet helps to level the pulpit: On the Net, the leader of a pagan group can compete directly with the Pope.

The Internet is also making religious rebellion easier—and harder for organizations to punish their rebels. Jacques Gaillot is a French Roman Catholic bishop who upset the church hierarchy. He takes the position that the clergy should marry, that women should be ordained, and that homosexual partnerships should be blessed. Pope John Paul II exiled him to the Saharan desert of North Africa, a strategy that used to work well. Instead of being silenced in his remote outpost, however, Gaillot logged onto the Internet, where he preaches to a virtual congregation via Real Audio (Huffstutter 1998; Williams 2003).

The Net poses a spiritual risk, too. There’s always the chance that while you are surfing for religious answers, you’ll come across one of those ubiquitous porn sites. But not if you are in the Philippines and using its largest Internet service provider (Sindayen 2001). It is run by the Catholic Bishops’ Conference. If someone gives in to temptation and tries to tap into one of the forbidden destinations, up pops this message: “Thank God you’re not able to access that bad site.”

No one knows the outcome, but the times, they are a-changin’. Because of the Net, we now have:

New churches that exist only in cyberspace

Chat rooms directed by rabbis, priests, ministers, imams, and leaders of witchcraft

Online donations by credit card and Internet pay providers

Online counseling for spiritual problems

E-mailing of prayers

A virtual church in which you transform yourself into a computer image. Your computer character can walk, kneel, and shout. You can even listen to sermons and send typed prayers (Feder 2004).

Will virtual religion satisfy? Can it replace the warm embrace of fellow believers? Will it bring comfort to someone in mourning in the same way that a sympathetic touch can? For some, yes. For others, not at all. We are gazing into the future. The extent to which this new medium will affect our religious lives—and perhaps even alter the face of religion—remains to be seen.
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Additional Resources

Companion Website www.ablongman.com/henslin8e

Content Select Research Database for Sociology, with suggested key terms and annotated references

Link to 2000 Census, with activities

Flashcards of key terms and concepts

Practice Tests

Weblinks

Interactive Maps

Where Can I Read More on This Topic?

Suggested readings for this chapter are listed at the back of this book.
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