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Introduction

Making Sense of American Religion

Religious identifications play a profound role in how Americans relate 
to one another, influencing whom we marry, how we raise our children, 
our educational and occupational opportunities and choices, and our 
moral and political commitments. Yet, as a nation of immigrants, the 
way that religious identifications operate to structure social relations is 
also intimately connected to ethnicity, assimilation, and nativity. Reli-
gious identifications structure the social world differently for the ances-
tors of African slaves and the descendants of Anglo-Saxon slaveholders  
—  even though both very often identify as Baptist, Methodist, or Pen-
tecostal. Our diverse array of religious groups operate in an ethnically 
diverse society that is constantly shifting because of our consistently 
high rates of immigration. Religious change cannot be properly ana-
lyzed or explained without attention to how identifications are rooted 
in ethnic experiences and shaped by processes of assimilation and 
segmentation. This book examines how religious identifications have 
shifted over four decades (1972 –  2012), the sources of those dynamics, 
and the impact of religious identifications for religious beliefs, family 
relations, social status, and political commitments  —  with a focus on 
how ethnicity continues to structure all of these dynamics and an eye 
toward how coming generations will alter the religious landscape.

Starting with Alexis de Tocqueville’s (1835/1840) Democracy in Amer-
ica, commentators on American religion have remarked on the fluidity 
of Americans’ attachments to religious groups. While in most nations 
people cling to the religion of their family and clan, Americans, it is said, 
are relatively free to choose their religious commitments. The result of 
this freedom of association is considerable dynamism in American 
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religion; religious denominations have risen and fallen in popularity 
and influence over the course of the nation’s history. Yet Tocqueville 
was observing an America dominated by Anglo-Saxon Protestants  —  
an America where ethnicity was less likely to constrain choices about 
religious commitments and where social class was the primary force 
driving Protestant denominationalism (Finke and Stark 1992; Niebuhr 
1929). Most investigations ignore how much of this religious dynamism 
has been a function of immigration, fertility, and other demographic 
processes, rather than shifts in freely chosen religious commitments. 
What is also intriguing about the United States is that religion contin-
ues to be quite consequential in a variety of arenas of social life, unlike 
in other developed parts of Europe and Asia. Religious identifications 
are central to understanding the dynamics of American religion, and 
the cognitive nature of these identifications provides an important 
framework for understanding the changeable nature of religion in the 
United States. Identification is different from group membership, and 
while identifications are often made toward organized religious groups  
—  identifying as Southern Baptist or Catholic, for example  —  often peo-
ple’s religious identifications are less directed  —  such as when people 
simply identify as “Protestant” or “Christian” or Hindu, without speci-
fying a particular organized faith community. Identification with reli-
gion can also be rejected, and this book will examine the growing trend 
of rejecting religious identification.

Religious change is a confusing topic, because both religious denom-
inations and the people who populate them are constantly shifting 
religious and organizational allegiances. Denominations which once 
offered poor worshipers otherworldly forms of religion to the tune of 
raucous ecstatic worship sometimes transform over time into staid tra-
ditions catering to affluent congregants with formulaic ritual and highly 
educated ministers (Finke and Stark 1992; Niebuhr 1929). The dynam-
ics of transformation result in part from shifts in the social status of 
congregants over the course of generations. First-generation farmers 
and laborers may be comforted by an ascetic religion which denounces 
worldly gain, but later generations often find the old-time religion 
intellectually unappealing and socially constraining. When later gen-
erations become powerful within a religious group, they often mobi-
lize to change the type of religion offered by the denomination (Finke 
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and Stark 1992). The transformation of religious groups from ecstatic 
other worldly sects to more worldly organizations has long been defined 
by sociologists as the sect-church transformation (B. Johnson 1963; 
Niebuhr 1929; Stark and Bainbridge 1985; Troeltsch 1931).

In the 19th century, the Methodist Church was an otherworldly 
sect, requiring members to adhere strictly to religious prescriptions 
and proscriptions and rejecting the importance of secular education 
and worldly involvements (Finke and Stark 1992). Indeed, Max Weber 
spoke of this character of Methodism in the early 20th century, describ-
ing “the soteriological orgies of the Methodist type” (Weber 1978, 486). 
Yet, even as Weber was commenting on the nature of Methodism  —  
largely on the basis of his 1904 visit to North Carolina  —   Methodism 
was already in the process of transforming into a much more worldly 
religion. By the middle of the 20th century, Methodism was a mainstay 
of American mainline religion, professing a moderate take on salva-
tion and offering services structured around formal sermons delivered 
by ministers educated in elite seminaries such as Northwestern, Duke, 
Vanderbilt, and Emory. Now, many Methodist congregations are driven 
by a more inclusive liberal theology, women are common in the pulpit, 
and some United Methodist congregations have conducted same-sex 
commitment ceremonies against the instructions of the United Meth-
odist Church (Udis-Kessler 2008). Over the course of the 20th century, 
the Methodist sect transformed from a sectarian group to a moderate 
church with liberal leanings.

The alteration of the character and content of any religious group 
is likely to conflict with the tastes of many members, and some yearn 
for the old-time otherworldly faith. Defectors from these newly trans-
formed churches may form their own more otherworldly sect through 
schism, and hence the cycle of transformation is termed the Sect-
Church-Sect cycle (B. Johnson 1963; Montgomery 1996; Sherkat 2002; 
Stark and Bainbridge 1985, 1987). But the availability of diverse religious 
groups in the United States makes it more likely that disgruntled con-
gregants will simply switch to a more compatible otherworldly denomi-
nation. The cycle of religious change may be completed through reli-
gious switching rather than through schism. Yet ethnicity provides an 
important barrier to religious switching, and ethnic boundaries have 
defined the contours of organizational diversity throughout the history 
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of the United States. Moreover, religious switching often benefits more 
liberal religious denominations and not just otherworldly religious 
sects, as some scholars have claimed (e.g., Finke and Stark 1992; Ian-
naccone 1994). Freedom of religious choice works both ways; and in 
many generations, more worldly and universalistic liberal churches 
expand their ranks through religious switching (Newport 1979; Roof 
and Mc Kinney 1987; Sherkat 2001b; Stark and Glock 1965).

American religion has been complicated by diverse waves of immi-
gration and by a racial gulf forged in slavery. Many religious organiza-
tions made decisions either to resist or to assimilate to the dominant 
Anglo culture in the United States, and ethnically determined barri-
ers to affiliation and identification with religious groups have shifted 
substantially over the past three centuries. From the nation’s found-
ing, American religion was divided across ethnic lines based on varied 
European ancestries, and African Americans were required to develop 
their faiths in segregated institutions, almost exclusively in the Baptist 
and Methodist traditions (Ellison and Sherkat 1990; Frazier 1964; Lin-
coln and Mamiya 1990; Sherkat 2001a, 2002). Indeed, the conflict over 
slavery divided white Presbyterian, Methodist, Disciples of Christ, and 
Baptist denominations along regional lines and left an indelible mark 
on the character of white southern Protestantism. African American 
religious institutions are quite different from white denominations 
hailing from the same nominal faith  —  the beliefs and social organi-
zation of white Baptists and Methodists are very different from their 
African American counterparts. American religion remains strongly 
divided by faith tradition and patterns of worship, and the political, 
personal, and social consequences of religion vary by race (Emerson 
and Smith 2000).

Catholicism in the United States has historically unified diverse eth-
nicities by tolerating linguistic diversity  —  creating a varied set of eth-
nic Catholic churches (Finke and Stark 1992). During the 20th century, 
European Americans assimilated rapidly into an Anglo-American cul-
ture, and religious institutions and religious switching played a crucial 
role in the process (Hamilton and Form 2003; Roof and McKinney 
1987; Stark and Glock 1965). Over time, ethnic Lutheran and Reformed 
denominations made deliberate attempts at assimilation, and mergers 
created Presbyterian and Lutheran denominations that deemphasized 
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European ethnicities. In 1965, the United States lifted amendments to 
the Immigration and Nationality Act, opening immigration to people 
from eastern Europe, Asia, and Africa who previously were prevented 
from becoming American citizens. These “new immigrants” differ sub-
stantially from previous waves. Most immigrants now originate from 
non-European countries, and substantial proportions hail from nations 
that are predominantly non-Christian (Alanezi and Sherkat 2008; 
Ebaugh 2003; Ebaugh and Chafetz 2000; Jasso et al. 2004). Like African 
Americans, these new immigrants are unlikely to assimilate fully into 
Anglo-American religion; instead they are forging their own religious 
institutions both within established Catholic and Protestant churches 
and in other faith traditions.

Religious collective identities  —  cognitive conceptions of how dis-
tinctive forms of religion bind a group together  —  have become part of 
the national discourse as diverse traditions have sought to find com-
mon ground for transposing their faiths into the political realm (Sher-
kat 2006). In the 1970s and early 1980s, American Christians were split 
between those who identified as being “born again”  —  a collective iden-
tity based on a shared theology of Christian salvation  —  and people for 
whom such an identity was irrelevant or unimportant. As a “born again” 
identity faded in salience among its identifiers  —  having been spoiled 
by various televangelist scandals in the 1980s  —  the identity of “evan-
gelical” filled the role as a unifying identity for conservative Protestants. 
“Evangelical” is an identity based on an orientation toward worldly 
engagement  —  borrowed from the more sociological term designating 
groups that proselytize. The issue of identities versus identifications 
with specific religious organizations is an important one. A focus on 
transient identities is not an effective sociological strategy for monitor-
ing social change or examining how religion influences other realms of 
social life. While some religious commentators have argued that identi-
ties are a useful marker or are preferred because they are the desired 
self- identifications of religious devotees, the ephemeral and contested 
nature of identities makes them impossible to track over time.

The focus of this book is on changes in religious identification and 
their consequences since the early 1970s. For this period, there are 
excellent data for tracking religious identifications, shifts in these com-
mitments, religious beliefs, and participation in religious organizations. 
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The General Social Survey (GSS) was first conducted by the National 
Opinion Research Center (NORC) in 1972 and has been conducted 
regularly ever since. This allows the presentation of comprehensive 
data on American religion from 1972 –  2012, using comparable measures 
over time. The United States has not examined religion in the U.S. Cen-
sus since 1956, and the Census of Religious Bodies never did allow an 
examination of the religious propensities of individuals or the conse-
quences of religion for people and groups (Finke and Stark 1992). While 
there are other survey research sources available over time, all of them 
have inconsistent measures of religious identification, lacking the detail 
and diversity present in the GSS. Other data sources, such as Gallup 
and Pew, fail to obtain scientifically justifiable response rates for making 
inferences about the religious propensities of the American population, 
while the GSS has consistently maintained response rates over 70% of 
the people targeted for interview. Indeed, recent works using the Baylor 
Survey and the Pew Religious Landscape Survey (which only managed 
to interview under a quarter of targeted respondents) make exagger-
ated claims about the religious beliefs and commitments of Americans 
and underrepresent the proportion who reject religious identification 
and overestimate rates of religious commitment (Stark 2008).

Defining Religious Commitments

Religions are social groups that produce and maintain explanations 
about the meaning and purpose of life, and many humans value expla-
nations about such important matters (Stark and Bainbridge 1985, 
1987; Stark and Finke 2000). These explanations go beyond the natural 
world, invoking some supernatural leap of faith. Many people find reli-
gious explanations comforting and rewarding. These explanations are 
distinctively religious because of their appeal to a supernatural realm. 
Without a supernatural element, explanations of the purpose of life are 
secular philosophies. Most religions also promise additional benefits 
for believers as part of their explanations for the meaning and purpose 
of life, with some benefits only enjoyed after death. Rodney Stark and 
William Sims Bainbridge (1985, 1987) deemed these promises “super-
natural compensators,” and they include promises of postmortem ben-
efits to the faithful (such as heaven or nirvana), as well as punishments 
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for infidels (such as damnation to eternal torture or rebirth as a lowly 
life form). Explanations may be directly rewarding, but they are not the 
same as heaven and hell  —  rewards and punishments which only accrue 
in an afterlife. Rich sets of exclusive supernatural compensators drive 
many extreme influences of religion on social behavior, while explana-
tory rewards about the meaning and purpose of life motivate different 
types of religiously inspired behavior. Many religious groups, particu-
larly sectarian Protestant groups espousing “prosperity gospel,” also 
make promises of rewards in this life and claim that devotees of the 
exclusive faith will be rewarded in this life, as well as in the next.

Religious Traditions

Tradition is the highest order conceptual component of sociological tax-
onomies of religion. Religious traditions are rooted in a common set of 
beliefs about the supernatural and how the supernatural interacts with 
the natural world. Most religions codify these beliefs in sacred texts, 
which are interpreted by communities of believers. The most common 
major faith traditions in the United States are Christianity, Judaism, 
Mormonism, Buddhism, Islam, Unitarianism, and Hinduism (in order 
of their current prevalence). Table I.1 shows the distribution of religious 
affiliation for all respondents in the 2002 –  2012 General Social Survey 
(GSS). The United States remains overwhelmingly a Christian nation, 

Table I.1. Percentage of Adherents to 
Religious Traditions in the United States: 
2002 –  2012 General Social Surveys
Religious tradition 2002 –  2012 GSS

Christian 78.0%
None 16.2%
Jewish 1.8%
Mormon 1.3%
Buddhist .6%
Muslim .5%
Unitarian .3%
Hindu .3%
Other Eastern .2%
Native American .1%

Number of cases 16,042
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and table I.1 shows that the main competitor to Christianity is noniden-
tification. About 78% of Americans profess some form of Christianity, 
while over 16% have no religious identification. Jews remain the next-
largest religious tradition at just under 2%. Mormons are the third-
largest tradition with 1.3%, while Buddhists garner 0.6% of adherents. 
Islam, Unitarian Universalism, and Hinduism each accounted for less 
than 0.5% of religious identifications in 2002 –  2010 GSS data.

Religious commentators and activists may be quick to argue, for 
example, that Mormonism is a Christian faith  —  a direct claim by the 
Church of Latter-Day Saints which is contested by those who belong to 
some other Christian groups. However, for sociologists, the identifica-
tion of a religious tradition requires a strict adherence to the content of 
religious explanations produced in that tradition. The Book of Mormon 
is a very substantial and novel addition to the Christian tradition and 
one that constitutes a shift in the nature of supernatural explanations. 
New sacred texts define a new tradition, just as Christianity and Islam 
added to the Abrahamic tradition of Judaism to forge new traditions; 
the Book of Mormon is seen by sociologists to spell out a new faith.

All religious groups begin as cults  —  new religious movements offer-
ing a distinct set of explanations about supernatural rewards and com-
pensators (Stark and Bainbridge 1985, 1987). Most new religions start 
with a considerable repertoire of preexisting cultural capital. That is, the 
vast majority of new cults meld together explanations from one or more 
prior traditions, and cults which present exceptionally novel super-
natural rewards and compensators tend not to be very successful and 
usually die out after one generation of adherents (Stark and Bainbridge 
1985). In the 19th century, the United States saw the cult of Mormonism 
rise from Christianity, and at the same time in Persia, the cult of Baha’i 
borrowed elements from several traditions to forge a new syncretism. 
Unitarians (many of whom originated in Christian Congregationalism 
in the United States) rejected the divinity of Jesus, which requires their 
reclassification as a cult movement. Now after more than two centu-
ries, Unitarian Universalism constitutes a unique religious tradition. 
After more than a century of survival, it does not make much sociologi-
cal sense to continue to refer to newer traditions as cults. Yet neither 
should we consider them a part of the older tradition. Instead, these 
groups constitute new religious traditions.
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Religious Denominations

Religious denominations are sets of organizational units within a com-
mon tradition. They are organizations which coordinate collective ac-
tivities across several congregations. Congregations are an elemental 
form of religious organization, bringing individuals together, usually 
with a religious leader (a priest or priestess), for routine collective ac-
tion. Denominations always maintain a degree of diversity in the way 
individual congregations or leaders interpret the religious explana-
tions of the religious tradition (only new traditions and cults are able 
to maintain homogeneity). Formal organizational ties are what define 
denominations. In the United States, it is easy to identify separate orga-
nizational connections associated with denominations in Christianity, 
Judaism (Harrison and Lazerwitz 1982), Mormonism, Islam, Hinduism, 
and Buddhism. Because most religious traditions are rare in the United 
States, it is impossible to systematically analyze denominationalism in 
Hinduism, Buddhism, Judaism, Mormonism, or Islam in the United 
States in a quantitative study such as this one. However, Christian de-
nominations can be examined in a fair degree of detail in the GSS.

Christian denominationalism in the United States follows histori-
cal patterns of immigration and organization building. Some religious 
denominations were planted as part of mission efforts of national and 
international churches, such as the Roman Catholic Church, vari-
ous Orthodox bodies (most of which have now merged into a unified 
Orthodox Church of America), several national Lutheran churches 
(particularly German, Norwegian, Swedish, and Danish, which have 
subsequently merged and also split), and the Anglican Communion 
(which is the Episcopal Church in the United States, though some 
conservative congregations now associate with other national Angli-
can bodies). While these international Christian denominations have 
a firm and longstanding organizational infrastructure, it is important 
to remember that most religious denominations in the United States 
have a brief and fractured history. There are more than twenty-three 
hundred religious groups operating in the United States, and the vast 
majority of these are diminutive Christian denominations encapsulat-
ing a limited number of congregations (Melton 2003). Most American 
Christian denominations have been forged out of alliances among a 
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fairly small number of ministers in specific locales. Small denomina-
tions often develop ties with like-minded congregations and similar 
denominations to form a larger denomination. American religious his-
tory is filled with examples of denominations coming together in small 
meetings, falling apart over theological, organizational, or political 
issues, and then coming together with other Christian groups at a later 
point in history.

The ebb and flow of organizational connections often cross seem-
ingly distinct “denominational” boundaries. An excellent example is the 
union of Presbyterians and Baptists who forged the Christian Church 
in the 19th century. Within fifty years, the union split (and not along 
former denominational lines) to form the more liberal Disciples of 
Christ (Christian Church) and the more conservative Churches of 
Christ. Within a tradition, there is often an impulse to confront diver-
sity through reconciliation of beliefs and the formation of a coalition 
of denominations to share resources, though differences of theological 
interpretation always persist. In the Christian parlance, these coalitions 
of similar religious organizations are called “ecumenical organizations,” 
and they have played a strong role in the unification of denominations 
with similar religious views. Contrary to the claims of some scholars 
(e.g., Finke and Stark 1992), ecumenical organizations are common for 
both liberal and conservative groups, and ecumenical movements often 
give rise to denominational mergers.

The General Social Survey identifies 205 separate “Protestant” de-
nominations. On close inspection of the technical appendix of this sur-
vey, this “Protestant” total includes several new religious movements, 
including Mormonism (which is denominated by the Latter-Day Saints 
and the Reorganized Latter-Day Saints, which broke from the LDS in 
1872 and renamed itself the Community of Christ in 2001), Mind Sci-
ence, New Age, Swedenborgianism, and New Age Spirituality. These 
data do not capture the full diversity of religious organizational ties 
to Protestantism even for the respondents of the GSS. Many people 
would not necessarily be able to specify the exact Baptist, Presbyterian, 
Lutheran, or other denomination with which they identify, even if they 
are active members of a congregation tied to a specific denomination. 
There are several separate Presbyterian denominations in the United 
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States (Presbyterian Church of America, Presbyterian Church USA, 
Cumberland Presbyterian Church, Reformed Presbyterian Church, 
Evangelical Presbyterian Church, Bible Presbyterian Church); each has 
an independent organizational foundation, and they profess somewhat 
different beliefs about Christianity. But the denominational distinctions 
are lost on most lay members, particularly if they are not very active in 
their congregation, and research cannot focus on identifications with 
specific denominations because respondents often cannot make those 
distinctions. Indeed, the largest Presbyterian denomination (Presbyte-
rian Church USA) did not form until 1983, when southern and north-
ern branches came together after separating over the slavery issue in the 
19th century. The Presbyterian Church of America (the second-largest 
body) was formed in 1973, after splitting from the Presbyterian Church 
in the United States (the southern church). In 1982, the Presbyterian 
Church of America forged a coalition with the Reformed Presbyterian 
Church, Evangelical Synod, which was itself formed by a merger in 
1965 between the Evangelical Presbyterian Church and the Reformed 
Presbyterian Church in North America, General Synod. Given all the 
organizational mergers and schisms in Presbyterianism, few Presbyte-
rians who grew up before 1965 are currently in the same denomination 
in which they were raised  —  even if they are lifelong members of the 
same congregation.

Table I.2 shows the distributions of the largest Protestant denomina-
tions in the General Social Survey code book: respondents were asked 
to name their specific Protestant denominational identification, and 
these were given a code (found in the first column of the table) to enable 
researchers to group denominations into meaningful classifications. 
The majority of self-proclaimed Presbyterians (51%), Lutherans (56%), 
and Baptists (53%) cannot identify their specific denomination, and 
46% of Methodists are unsure about their precise denominational affili-
ation. In some denominations, particularly in Baptist bodies, it is hard 
to delineate the denominational tie of a particular church. For a congre-
gation to become “Southern Baptist” or “National Baptist,” it only needs 
to be accepted by and affiliate with a national or local Baptist alliance 
and to pay the association fee. Some Baptist congregations are mem-
bers of several associations. This is especially common for large African 
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American congregations, which may be simultaneously members of 
the Progressive National Baptist Convention, the National Baptist Con-
vention, and even the Southern Baptist Convention  —  a predominantly 
white denomination which has attracted fellowship from some African 
American Baptist congregations. Baptist churches often retain names 
and signage proclaiming “Free Will Baptist” or “Missionary Baptist” 
when in fact the congregation is allied with the National Baptist Con-
vention USA or the Southern Baptist Convention. Many Southern and 
National Baptist churches have “disfellowshipped” from those conven-

Table I.2. Denominational Identifications for 
Some Major Protestant Denominations in 
the General Social Surveys
Code Frequency

10 AM BAPTIST ASSO 543
11 AM BAPT CH IN USA 239
12 NAT BAPT CONV OF AM 163
13 NAT BAPT CONV USA 113
14 SOUTHERN BAPTIST 3,075
15 OTHER BAPTISTS 731
18 BAPTIST-DK WHICH 5,465
20 AFR METH EPISCOPAL 168
21 AFR METH EP ZION 70
22 UNITED METHODIST 2,329
23 OTHER METHODIST 129
28 METHODIST-DK WHICH 2,261
30 AM LUTHERAN 515
31 LUTH CH IN AMERICA 176
32 LUTHERAN-MO SYNOD 568
33 WI EVAN LUTH SYNOD 118
34 OTHER LUTHERAN 137
35 EVANGELICAL LUTH 216
38 LUTHERAN-DK WHICH 1,578
40 PRESBYTERIAN C IN US 312
41 UNITED PRES CH IN US 394
42 OTHER PRESBYTERIAN 145
43 PRESBYTERIAN, MERGED 138
48 PRESBYTERIAN-DK WH 1,028
50 EPISCOPAL 1,181
60 OTHER-SPECIFY 6,511
70 NO DENOMINATION 2,335
98 DK 34
Protestant total / total N 30,672 / 51,020
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tions over theological, financial, or political issues. Yet a regular mem-
ber of a congregation may be unaware of the change in denominational 
ties, which may be known only to deacons, board members, or mem-
bers who regularly attend congregational business meetings.

A growing number of Americans report that their religious affiliation 
is “nondenominational,” or they simply identify as Protestants or Chris-
tians with no particular denomination. It is unclear what these identi-
fications mean. Many congregations claim to be “nondenominational” 
when in fact they belong to an alliance of congregations which share 
religious materials, mission resources, ministerial training, and reli-
gious authority  —  which is a denomination by sociological definition. 
The Vineyard denomination is a great example of a coordinated set of 
self-proclaimed “nondenominational” churches. Despite their protesta-
tions, they are not actually nondenominational congregations; they are 
Vineyard, which is a fairly new denomination. Denominations may be 
a new alliance with little formal organization, or they may have a long-
standing and well-developed set of ties. Often, individual congregants 
are simply not aware of their congregation’s formal ties, and churches 
may further mask this membership by taking names from geographic 
locations or biblical places or events. Recently, many Southern Bap-
tist Convention (SBC) churches have taken on generic names —  in my 
town, First Baptist Church of Carbondale became “The View” —  and 
there is almost no indication of their connection to the SBC in any of 
their promotional materials or signage. Of course, some “nondenomi-
national” respondents attend truly independent churches, while others 
are only nominally Christian and do not regularly attend church any-
where. In the latter case, what respondents seem to mean is that they 
are not Catholic, but they consider themselves to be Christian and, by 
default, Protestant.

People who respond that they have no religious identification are 
also a diverse and growing group. Many are uninterested in religion 
(such as atheists or agnostics), while others are unwedded to a particu-
lar religion (having diverse religious tastes). Some people who report 
no religious identification prefer Christianity, Judaism, or some other 
faith tradition but lack an attachment to a specific congregation or reli-
gious organization.
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Identities and Attachment

Social and personal identities structure much of what people do, and 
identities are central to much social scientific theorizing about religion, 
ethnicity, and sexuality. Social groups often need a collective identity  
—  what Harrison White and Charles Tilly have referred to as “catness” 
(Tilly 1978; White 2008), implying that everyone who is a part of that 
group thinks of themselves as part of a social category. And people who 
are linked to groups often take this social connection to be part of their 
personal identities, placing these identities on par with more individu-
ated identities such as parent or spouse. Common variants include eth-
nic, occupational, sexual, and regional identities. Journalistic and activ-
ist appeals to identities tend not to acknowledge their multiplex and 
changing character, and even most sociological treatments have only 
a passing connection to the well-developed sociological literature on 
identities and their dynamics (cf. Thoits 2003). Identities are contested 
and changeable, and that is readily apparent in contemporary Ameri-
can religion (Dillon 1999). It is common for insiders and outsiders to 
contest what identities mean. The resulting conflicts demobilize efforts 
to forge coalitions and often result in the development of separate or 
new collective identities (Gamson 1995, 1997; Jelen 1991; Whittier 1995). 
In the past fifty years, Americans of African heritage have identified 
as Colored, Negro, Afro-American, Black, and now African Ameri-
can. Similar identity conflicts are evident in sexuality groups (Gamson 
1996) and among feminists (Whittier 1995). While identities provide an 
important area of study in their own right, transient identities do not 
provide a clear basis for analyzing social change. The lack of a connec-
tion between identities and sociological concepts commonly used to 
study religion also makes their application unwieldy and fraught with 
error. Appeals to a “subcultural identity” (cf. C. Smith 2000) do not 
adequately delineate the elements of these subcultures, how they can be 
separated from specific sets of religious beliefs, or how identity groups 
are populated and reproduced.

In the sociology of American religious history, identities have been 
used strategically to create coalitions of diverse religious actors. “Prot-
estant” as an identity does not mean very much in the contemporary 
context. But “Protestant” does have a clear historical referent: Protes-
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tant denominations are Christian denominations which split from the 
Roman Catholic Church. Notably, many other Christian denomina-
tions did not branch from Roman Catholicism, such as Orthodox and 
Coptic denominations. Protestantism also came to be a collective and 
individual identity amplified to encompass diverse groups coming from 
varied national and theological Protestant traditions (Calvinist, Baptist, 
Lutheran, Anglican, and Methodist). In the West, the amplification of 
Protestant identity was crucial for forging political coalitions against 
Catholics, which in the United States eventually resulted in the prohibi-
tion of alcohol and ensuring that public school curricula were distinc-
tively Protestant and exclusively English (Bowles and Gintis 1976; Finke 
and Stark 1992). Yet even in that crusade, “Protestant” as an identity was 
not the same as its historical meaning, since one of the largest Protes-
tant denominations in the United States was abjectly opposed to Pro-
hibition and culturally distinct from the Anglo-dominated politicized 
Protestantism  —  the Lutherans. The historical meaning of Protestant-
ism as a set of movements breaking from Catholicism was displaced 
by a distinctively American collective identity meant to include only 
English- speaking Protestants, who were often further delineated as 
“White, Anglo-Saxon, Protestants” (Roof and McKinney 1987). Nota-
bly, by the mid-20th century in the United States, the target of “Catho-
lic” as an oppositional identity has become less salient, and “Protestant” 
identity had faded in meaning and importance.

By the early 20th century, the fragmentation within and among Prot-
estant denominations led to an interdenominational movement iden-
tified as “fundamentalism.” In a historical context, fundamentalism 
originated among Presbyterians at Princeton Seminary who wanted 
to steer their denomination toward what they considered to be the key 
biblical principles (Marsden 1980). But across other denominations, 
“fundamentalism” was embraced as a collective identity. Churches and 
denominations proudly added it to their names, and religious conser-
vatives openly referred to themselves as fundamentalists  —  collective 
identities became relevant for individuals.

Fundamentalist identities declined in salience after the negative pub-
licity received by conservative Christians as a result of the Scopes trial 
and other religious controversies of early 20th-century Christianity 
(Berkman, Pacheco, and Plutzer 2008). Yet the term “fundamentalist” 
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is also a sociological concept. It denotes adherence to textual inerrancy 
or traditional strictures. These dual conceptions of fundamentalism can 
be confusing, since many groups and individuals that adhere to a fun-
damentalist religious perspective do not claim to be “fundamentalists” 
in terms of their collective or self-identifications. Indeed, some funda-
mentalist groups and individuals are offended if they are referred to as 
fundamentalists. In the 1970s, conservative Christians adopted a new 
identity to try to forge a coalition across diverse denominations, taking 
up the “born again” theological belief as central to collective identity. 
“Born again” became a collective and individual identity, placarded on 
bumper stickers and trumpeted from mainstream magazines and news-
papers. President Jimmy Carter proudly proclaimed that he was “born 
again” according to his faith (Carter was a lifelong Southern Baptist 
until he renounced the denomination over the issue of patriarchy in the 
1990s). The problem with a theological position as an identity is that 
not all denominations hold the same theological orientations. Being 
“born again” denotes adult salvation experiences common to the free-
will side of the Baptist tradition, which rejected the theological belief in 
predestination. Adult salvation experiences are not at all required for 
many other Baptists and other kinds of Christians such as those from 
the Calvinist and Reformed traditions, Primitive Baptists, perfectionist 
Methodists, and a host of other denominations.

When “born again” Christianity lost favor as a collective iden-
tity, “evangelical” became the focal collective identity for conservative 
Christians of the Protestant tradition. The adoption of “evangelical” as 
a new identity has produced a lot of confusion about American reli-
gion. “Evangelical” is a proper, though Christian-focused, term denot-
ing a religious group with an orientation toward proselytization. “Evan-
gelical” is included in the names of many denominations, including the 
most liberal branch of the Lutherans (the Evangelical Lutheran Church 
of America; ELCA). The Evangelical Lutherans are only “evangelical” 
in the sense that they wanted to combine distinct national Lutheran 
bodies. Evangelical Lutherans do not proselytize; hence, they are not 
“evangelical” in the sociological sense of that concept. Notably, most 
ELCA members would not identify themselves as “evangelical” as the 
term is currently used by conservative Christians as a politicized reli-
gious identity. Many other nonevangelical (nonproselytizing) groups 

Sherkat_i-viii_1-214.indd   16 5/29/14   10:06 AM



Introduction >> 17

embrace the collective identity of “evangelical.” Members of conserva-
tive Presbyterian and Reformed groups have adopted this moniker in 
solidarity with the new coalition of conservative Christians, yet Chris-
tians from the Calvinist-inspired Reformed and Presbyterian tradi-
tions adhere to principles of predestination which make proselytization 
futile. Contemporary evangelical identities have little correspondence 
with the sociological concept of evangelicalism. Moreover, the waning 
success of political movements forged by “evangelical” Christians will 
likely cause that identity to lose salience and eventually be replaced with 
another identifier. Focusing on variable identities is pointless if the goal 
is to assess enduring shifts across diverse groups and wider expanses of 
history, and whatever the value of analyzing identities, we lack high-
quality data on these types of Christian identities over time.

This book examines how identifications with religious traditions and 
denominations vary over generations and across ethnic groups. Reli-
gious traditions and denominations will be separated in as much detail 
as possible in the GSS data. By retaining as much distinction as possible 
in religious identifications, their unique dynamics and ethnic roots will 
be apparent  —  and the intersection of religious and ethnic identification 
will be evidenced in the different ways that these identifications influ-
ence family life, social status, and political commitments.

Status, Sect, and Church

Beginning with Max Weber (1978) and refined by his student Ernst 
Troeltsch (1931), sociologists have used the concepts of “sect” and 
“church” to make sense of diversity within religious traditions. Early 
specification of the sect-church typology focused on how social strati-
fication leads to diverse theodicies  —  beliefs which explain the earthly 
fates of the faithful and the infidel. The religion of the privileged classes 
tends to focus on worldly rewards as evidence of the grace of the gods. 
In contrast, the lower classes tend to desire a form of religion that 
amplifies otherworldly rewards and discounts earthly gain. The wealthy 
want a religion which makes them comfortable with their positions and 
legitimates the earthly social structure. The poor prefer a religion which 
provides them with dignity and gives a promise that their earthly suf-
fering will be rewarded in the afterlife (Weber 1978).
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As Protestantism began to differentiate organizationally, the rela-
tionships between social status and religious affiliation became clearer. 
Some denominations cater to wealthy elites, while others serve the 
downtrodden masses. In the United States, the status ordering among 
denominations was linked to ethnic migration patterns and political 
and economic domination (Babchuk and Whitt 1990; Demerath 1965; 
Stark and Glock 1965). Religious groups serving early Anglo immigrants  
—  the Episcopalian, Presbyterian, and Congregationalist groups —  were 
high-status “churches.” Later mission efforts which operated primarily 
among the poor were conducted by otherworldly sects, principally of 
Methodist and Baptist organizational and theological heritage (Finke 
and Stark 1992).

In the early 20th century, sociologists began to expand the criteria 
associated with the concepts of “sect” and “church.” Most classifications 
of sect and church follow the basic arguments of Troeltsch (1931). By 
this formulation, “sects” are seen not only to produce otherworldly reli-
gious explanations as their product but also to have little formal author-
ity or hierarchy in their organizations. This sectarian form of religion 
contrasts with “churches,” which were deemed hierarchical and for-
mal in their organization. Sects were supposed to have limited official 
dogma and to rely on the prophetic interpretations of largely unedu-
cated ministers, while churches had an established theological reper-
toire purveyed by highly trained priests. Sects focused on otherworldly 
goods, while churches stuck to earthly considerations. Sects are seen 
as a radical protest against the existing social order, while churches are 
conservative and accepting of secular society. Sects are small, churches 
are big. Sects are exclusive, while churches are inclusive and universal.

The criteria used by early sociologists to typologize sects and churches 
resulted in an unmanageable set of distinctions which no actual reli-
gious groups can instantiate (B. Johnson 1963). In the real world, there 
are many churches which are small and exclude most of the population 
from full membership, while many sects are very large and welcome 
the masses. Sects often have hierarchies and dogma, while churches are 
commonly congregational in organization and eschew dogma. Many 
sects focus heavily on worldly gain and promote a conservative orienta-
tion to the social order, while many churches preach against worldly 
acquisitiveness and militate for changing social structures. There are 
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simply too many criteria to eventually come to a binary classification of 
religious groups or to meaningfully array them on a continuum.

Benton Johnson (1963) made a major conceptual breakthrough by 
jettisoning the many varied criteria used to classify sect and church 
and attending to a single characteristic which could be used to forge 
a continuum from sect to church: tension with broader society. Since 
Johnson’s pathbreaking article, most sociologists have accepted this 
scheme: sects are religious groups in a high state of tension with domi-
nant society, while churches are religious groups accepting of the social 
order. Rodney Stark and Roger Finke (2000) and Laurence Iannaccone 
(1988, 1994) point to the importance of religious strictures for generat-
ing tension with broader society, arguing that these edicts place sects 
in tension with dominant society  —  which presumably condones and 
makes normative the flouting of religiously inspired virtue. As Iannac-
cone puts it, high-tension sects require that “pleasures are sacrificed, 
opportunities forgone, and social stigma is risked or even invited. The 
problem is epitomized by the burnt offering, a religious rite designed 
specifically to destroy valuable resources” (1994, 1182).

Despite the allure of a simple continuum based on tension with secu-
lar values, Johnson’s scheme fails to provide an adequate and accurate 
description of the conditions experienced by various religious groups. 
Are Southern Baptists sectarian? What about the Assembly of God? If 
yes, then how are they at tension with broader society? What is broader 
society? Both of these groups are rightly considered to be different from 
more liberal religious groups and nonreligious people and institutions. 
Yet both also embrace worldly gain and are profoundly supportive of 
the existing social order, and there is very little that could possibly put 
them at odds with American society. While Baptists, Pentecostals, and 
other “high tension” groups do require that members make substan-
tial monetary contributions to their organizations, these funds are not 
burnt; instead they are used to create collective value for members. Just 
as memberships to sports clubs are used to buy new equipment and 
hire trainers, tithes to sectarian groups are used to pay leaders and pro-
vide state-of-the-art facilities for the production of collective religious 
services and to provide other nonreligious commodities  —  such as chil-
dren’s day care, gymnasiums, bus services, and activities for the elderly 
and infirmed (Sherkat 1997). There is some evidence that sacrifices and 
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stigmas have impacted the life chances of sectarians (Darnell and Sher-
kat 1997; Keister 2008, 2011; Sherkat 2012; Sherkat and Darnell 1999); 
however, sectarian disadvantage is rooted in life-course factors and 
the status-attainment process and not in the overt ideologies of wealth 
and income attainment fostered by these groups. There have been two 
Southern Baptist presidents of the United States, and the Assembly of 
God (a fundamentalist Pentecostal denomination) claims the affilia-
tion of several high-ranking elected officials, a recent attorney general 
in John Ashcroft and former vice presidential candidate Sarah Palin. 
Members of these and other sectarian denominations have successfully 
integrated into many powerful institutional arenas in the United States 
(Lindsay 2007).

What about religious prescriptions and proscriptions? What are 
these sacrifices which elicit stigma that prevent the attainment of secu-
lar value? Most American sects ban the use of alcohol, which may cre-
ate some social awkwardness. Yet many people do not drink for reasons 
of taste and health, and it does not create “tension” with society. The 
same can be said for drinking coffee for Mormons. Many people do not 
drink coffee. It may be a personal sacrifice, or it may not, depending on 
one’s preferences. For people who grow up not drinking coffee, it is very 
likely that they would find the drink noxious, and the same can be said 
for alcohol  —  most preferences are adaptive to prior consumption (Elster 
1979; Sherkat 1997; Sherkat and Wilson 1995). Do sexual strictures elicit 
tension with society? Sexual behaviors are private and largely undetect-
able by others, particularly by people who are not close friends or family 
members. For most social interactions, one’s sexual behaviors are irrel-
evant. While some commentators point to the hypersexuality of some 
elements of popular culture (Regnerus 2009; C. Smith 2000), vivid sex-
uality and promiscuity portrayed in some popular cultural media are 
hardly to be taken as a prescription for normal social behavior. Data 
from the 2012 GSS show that over 23% of Americans were celibate in 
the last year, and another 62% were monogamous. The abstinence-
until-marriage approach favored by sectarian Christians and conserva-
tive Catholics has dominated American public policy toward sexuality 
since 1980. Extramarital sex is proscribed by all major religious groups 
in the United States, and it is strongly condemned in “broader soci-
ety.” Adultery is cause for termination from the U.S. military and from 
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a variety of other employers. Indeed, twenty-six states retain criminal 
statutes prohibiting adultery. Proscriptions against homosexuality are 
only sacrificial strictures for people who desire homosexual relations. 
And homosexuality is viewed negatively in many quarters of American 
society, both religious and secular (Sherkat et al. 2011). Not engaging in 
homosexual behavior does not invite stigma or increase one’s risk for 
social sanctions. It is hard to see how “traditional” sexual values place 
a group at tension with American society  —  except when these groups 
politicize their values and attempt to control nonmembers’ behaviors.

The sect-church scheme breaks down in the other direction as well. 
In the contemporary United States, it is the liberal Protestants and Uni-
tarians who seem to be at tension with “broader society.” Liberal groups 
have consistently opposed popular wars, supported racial integration, 
militated for unpopular rights for women and immigrants, and fought 
capital punishment (which is enormously popular in the United States). 
During Barack Obama’s first presidential campaign, his relationship 
with Rev. Jeremiah Wright was strongly criticized, forcing Obama to 
denounce his former minister. While Rev. Wright is more flamboyant 
than most, his denomination is the mainline liberal United Church of 
Christ, and his message of opposing oppression abroad and helping the 
poor at home fits squarely within the UCC’s mainstream  —  though it 
provokes heated tension within “broader society.” Tension with society 
cannot be an arbiter because it is inconsistent over time. Depending on 
the whim of majorities and the will to sanction, any group can come 
into tension with the social order, and any group can come to control 
the social order. What we need is a way to distinguish similar types of 
religious groups on the basis of their own endogenous characteristics.

Conceptualizing Religious Differences

Religious groups have many distinctive organizational and theological 
features which can be classified using sociological concepts. They have 
different patterns of control over resources, varied participatory struc-
tures, and differences in how they view membership. Religious groups 
also vary in core beliefs about supernatural rewards and compensa-
tors for adherents, in how they adhere to a textual tradition, in their 
understandings of the supernatural and natural world, in their views 
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of the scope of supernatural power, and in their views on supernatural 
rewards and compensators for people outside their own faith. Through-
out, this book will employ these concepts when discussing patterns of 
religious change and influence.

Organizational structures can have a profound influence on the 
trajectory of denominations since they allocate the power to control 
religious production. Organizations with substantial hierarchies and 
well-developed bureaucracies will function differently from organiza-
tions characterized by democratic leadership and minimal hierarchies 
influencing the use of resources. In Christian parlance, these forms are 
called “episcopal” and “congregational,” not to be confused with the 
denominations sharing those names. It is useful to jettison these Chris-
tianized concepts in favor of the more general organizational concepts 
of “hierarchical” versus “horizontal” control.

Another concept of religious organization also uses the term “con-
gregational,” here referring to participatory structures  —  do people 
congregate regularly for routine collective action, or is the religion pri-
marily meditative or devotional? The congregational style of worship 
is ubiquitous in the Abrahamic traditions. Christians, Jews, and Mus-
lims are expected to regularly participate in collective services. But the 
congregational form of participation is not as common in Hinduism, 
Buddhism, Jain, and other traditions, in which prayer and devotion are 
expected and not tied to particular collective services. Interestingly, in 
the United States, many traditionally devotional religious groups adopt 
a congregational style in response to their experiences in the United 
States (Yang and Ebaugh 2001).

Religious groups have different structural responses to membership, 
with some groups vigorously seeking to recruit strangers, while others 
make it difficult or impossible for an outsider to join. In Christian par-
lance, as noted earlier, religious groups that proselytize are called “evan-
gelical.” Given the problems with the common usages of this concept, it 
seems best to think of religious groups as relatively open to membership 
or closed to outsiders. Extremely open groups will proselytize vigor-
ously, such as the Jehovah’s Witnesses, Mormons, and Hare Krishnas. 
Closed groups only grant membership based on birth, such as many 
Orthodox Jewish denominations, the Amish, and Mennonites.

Most people are socialized into a particular religious group, and they 
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remain in that group. But what if people switch? How easy is it, or how 
hard? The Hare Krishna provides a nice contrast between their hyper-
proselytization and their stringent requirements for actual membership. 
Many recruits to the Hare Krishna (known as ISKON, the International 
Society for Krishna Consciousness) believe in the main precepts and 
goals of the movement (cognitively, they have changed what they want 
in religion to this variant of sectarian Hindu), yet they are not accepted 
as “real” members until after a lengthy initiation and demonstration of 
their knowledge of and fealty toward the movement (Rochford 1985, 
2007). Mormons also have stages of membership linked to proselytiza-
tion efforts, since an outsider may be immediately turned off by talk 
about golden plates or magic underwear (Stark and Bainbridge 1985). 
In contrast, many denominations have no real accounting of member-
ship or requirements for who joins. People pass freely from one reli-
gious group to another. Indeed, denominations and congregations have 
a hard time keeping up with these transfers, and clearing the rolls is 
an ongoing problem of religious accounting (Hoge and Roozen 1979). 
At the individual level, which is this book’s primary concern, identifi-
cation is the subjective domain of the respondent. If someone claims 
to be affiliated with a denomination, then he or she is. If people do 
not attend a congregation or formally join, then they are not counted 
among members from the view of the denomination, but individuals 
may identify with a group without holding a formal membership. Most 
religious change happens across readily traveled paths  —  switching to 
relatively closed groups such as the Amish, Mennonites, or Judaism 
does not occur often enough to have an impact on religious change.

“Fundamentalism” is an important sociological concept that refers 
to the degree to which a group adheres to edicts presented in the sacred 
texts of its tradition. Fundamentalism as a concept is similar to the old 
concept of “orthodoxy,” which is unwieldy because of its conflation with 
the Orthodox denominations in Christianity  —  and because the oppo-
site of orthodox, unorthodox, has negative connotations. Of course, 
how a denomination interprets its sacred tradition will vary consider-
ably over time, and denominations and traditions will also have less 
organized fundamentalist movements. A strong measure of funda-
mentalism is belief about the inerrancy of sacred texts and/or about 
the degree to which sacred texts should be taken literally. Viewed this 
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way, about a third of Americans are fundamentalists who believe that 
the Bible is the absolute word of god and that it should be taken liter-
ally word for word. Yet very few Christians in the United States adhere 
to dietary prescriptions and proscriptions which are articulated quite 
clearly in their sacred texts. Indeed, “fundamentalists” from all reli-
gious traditions pick and choose among the many prescriptions and 
proscriptions and supernatural explanations identified in the sacred 
texts of their faiths. The GSS finds Catholics, Jews, and liberal Protes-
tants among adherents counted as fundamentalists. Fundamentalism 
taps something very important and is inclusive of diverse groups, yet it 
is also inherently polysemic  —  taking on multiple meanings depending 
on the perspectives of those who are making an interpretation (Sewell 
1992; Sherkat 1998).

Another concept for distinguishing among religious groups is their 
views about the relative exclusivity of religious benefits. Can other reli-
gions lead to heaven? “Exclusivism” is the view that only the faithful 
members of a particular group will enjoy religious rewards and com-
pensators, while all others will be subjected to eternal punishment. At 
the other end of the pole is “universalism,” the view that all religions and 
all individuals enjoy supernaturally derived rewards and compensators. 
More than any other concept, this one best separates religious groups 
with regard to how they influence members’ religious orientations and 
trajectories of religious identification. The definition of “liberalism” or 
“conservatism” lies not in tangible connections to scriptural orthodoxy 
writ large but instead to specific beliefs about the types of religious 
compensators awaiting people who hold other religious faiths (or none 
at all). Do only the faithful of a particular tradition go to heaven? And 
are there negative supernatural compensators for non believers? Unfor-
tunately, no high-quality studies have assessed this component of reli-
gious belief.

Christian religious groups have varying perspectives on eschatology, 
beliefs about future events. For many groups, particularly those with 
fundamentalist orientations toward scriptural authority, there is a per-
vasive belief that Abrahamic scriptures predict an end or serious shift 
in the nature of the human occupation of Earth. Many Christians inter-
pret the Book of Revelations as prophesying a great battle between good 
and evil, before or after which there will be a return of the god Jesus 
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to Earth to establish a theocratic planet. In general, religious groups 
that believe in an end of normal human life are termed “millenarian,” 
which refers to the Christian belief in a thousand-year reign of Jesus 
on Earth. These types of understandings are pervasive across a variety 
of religious traditions. In Christianity, not all groups adhere to these 
prophetic interpretations, and there is considerable variation in how 
prophesies are interpreted among those who do hold millenarian orien-
tations. Some believe that Jesus’s return to Earth will precede theocratic 
rule (premillennialism), while others believe that humans must create a 
godly society for a thousand years before Jesus will return (postmillen-
nialism). Many premillennialists believe that true Christians will enjoy 
an exclusive benefit of being “raptured” into heaven before the great 
battle between good and evil.

Religious groups vary in their style of collective worship. For some 
groups, worship is formula driven, with a specified liturgy and a ser-
mon delivered by a well-trained professional clergy member. In other 
religious groups, services are more free-form, theatrical, and enabling 
of extemporaneous lay participation in the service. These latter types 
of religious groups are often called “charismatic.” Charismatic worship 
styles can be found in a variety of religious denominations, even among 
Catholics (Neitz 1987). However, this style is more often practiced in 
sectarian denominations. Charismatic worship is often associated with 
Pentecostalism, which is a very specific religious belief associated with 
several Christian denominations, particularly the Assembly of God, 
Pentecostal Holiness, and the Church of God in Christ. Pentecostals 
believe that the Holy Spirit (a manifestation of a triune god in Christian 
beliefs) enters the bodies of the faithful and causes them to speak in 
other languages (a phenomenon known as “glossolalia”). Notably, glos-
solalia is viewed quite negatively by groups which do not believe in it, 
particularly other sectarians  —  for whom it is considered evidence of 
demon possession.

Classifying Denominations: A Practical Guide

Denominations are important socializing agents, providing distinct 
institutional foundations for instilling religious belief and structuring 
religious practices. The organizational diversity of American religious 
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denominations exceeds the variation in religious understandings and 
practical forms. Because of this, it is possible to cluster together sets 
of denominations with common religious orientations. Still, some tra-
ditions have theological, ritual, or ethnic foundations which require 
separate inspection. Since this book’s goal is to examine the shift-
ing religious commitments of individuals, it needs to be noted that 
there are also practical limits on available data for less prevalent reli-
gious commitments.

Most classification schemes for religious groups in the United States 
separate denominations based on “liberalism” or “fundamentalism” 
(T. Smith 1990). At the “liberal” end are the old “mainline” Protes-
tant groups  —  Episcopalians, United Church of Christ, and Presbyte-
rians. “Moderate” Protestant groups typically include the Methodists, 
Disciples of Christ, Lutheran, and Reformed groups. Conservative or 
“fundamentalist” groups include a wide range of denominations, such 
as Southern Baptists, Assembly of God, Churches of Christ, Nazarenes, 
and a large number of smaller sectarian groups.

The tripartite classification scheme proposed by Tom Smith (1990) is 
useful for some purposes; however, it also masks considerable diversity 
within the three categories. Recent attempts to expand the classification 
system to seven categories (Steensland et al. 2000) are also fraught with 
problems. Specifically, this scheme fails to separate Lutherans, Bap-
tists, and Episcopalians as unique denominations and lumps together 
all African American Protestants, ignoring their considerable diversity 
and history of segregated denominationalism (Sherkat 2001a, 2002). 
This scheme also lumps together distinctive liberal and moderate Prot-
estant traditions and places many moderate Protestant groups into the 
misnamed “evangelical” category.

Denominations and traditions should be broken down as finely as 
the data allow. But the small numbers in non-Christian traditions and 
data barriers do not enable detailed examinations of these groups or 
investigations of denominationalism in Hinduism, Judaism, Mormon-
ism, Buddhism, or Islam. This book outlines a thirteen-category classi-
fication system based on tradition, denominational similarity, and eth-
nicity similar to that used by James Kluegel (1980) and Wade Clark Roof 
and William McKinney (1987). The categorization delineates (1) liberal 
Protestants, (2) Episcopalians, (3) moderate Protestants, (4) Lutherans, 
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(5) Baptists, (6) sectarian Protestants, (7) Mormons, (8) other Protes-
tants, (9) Catholics, (10) Jews, (11) Unitarians, (12) people who iden-
tify with other religions, and (13) people with no religious identifica-
tion. First, it classifies several mainline Protestant groups into a “liberal 
Protestant” category. Members and leaders of these denominations 
almost uniformly reject fundamentalism, exclusivism, and eschatologi-
cal prophesy, embracing instead a contextualized view of scriptures, a 
universal orientation toward supernatural compensators, and a realis-
tic conception of the trajectory of human prospects. Liberal Protestants 
also reject the notion of negative supernatural compensators; beliefs in 
a literal hell or devil or in end-times visions are rare in liberal Prot-
estant denominations  —  even among more conservative groups such as 
the Presbyterian Church of America, fundamentalism and a literal hell 
and devil are relatively rare understandings of the proper nature of the 
supernatural. Liberal Protestant denominations include Presbyterians, 
United Church of Christ, and Congregationalists (an old term for the 
United Church of Christ which many respondents and churches retain). 
This scheme separates Episcopalians from other liberal denominations 
because of their distinctive ethnic and liturgical features. Episcopalians 
are closer to Catholics in their ritual practice, and their Anglican heri-
tage remains influential and distinctive.

In the “moderate Protestant” category are Methodists, Reformed 
groups, American and Northern Baptists, and Disciples of Christ. Mod-
erate groups have a more reverential view of the sacred texts of Chris-
tianity, and they tend to believe that positive supernatural compensa-
tors will only be enjoyed by fellow Christians. Members of moderate 
Protestant groups are also more likely to believe in hell and the devil, 
embracing negative supernatural compensators for those who are not 
of their mold. Some moderate Protestants also embrace eschatological 
prophesy and tend to be more postmillennialist if they buy into these 
beliefs. Some treatments put Methodists in the liberal camp (e.g., Stark 
and Glock 1965; Steensland et al. 2000), but doing so is not appropriate 
when dealing with national samples and individual-level data. While 
elite Methodist seminaries such as those at Northwestern, Duke, and 
Emory are quite liberal, this is not at all true of most ministers or the 
laity  —  particularly in the South, where there are large concentrations of 
Methodists. This scheme excludes Lutherans from the moderate group 
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and analyzes them separately, including the more conservative Wiscon-
sin and Missouri synods, because Lutherans are, first and foremost, an 
ethnic church for northern European immigrants, and 56% of Luther-
ans do not identify with a specific denomination in their responses to 
the GSS. Most Lutheran churches gave services in languages other than 
English until World War I, when anti-German and anti-immigrant 
sentiment forced a switch to English (Finke and Stark 1992). Luther-
ans are also highly ritualized in their worship style. While Martin 
Luther rejected key elements of Catholic theology, the sect he spawned 
retained much of the ritual tradition of the Catholic Church.

Baptists are a large and quite distinctive sectarian group in the United 
States. With the exception of the liberalized Northern and American 
Baptists, most Baptist denominations and independent Baptist con-
gregations are fundamentalist in their beliefs about sacred texts, they 
adhere to an exclusivist view of supernatural rewards and compensa-
tors, and most entertain beliefs about eschatological prophesy. South-
ern Baptist minister Rick Warren, who presents himself as a moderate- 
to-liberal Southern Baptist, responded to a Jewish questioner at the 
Aspen Institute that he believes that Jews will not be allowed in heaven 
(Riley 2008). Another Southern Baptist minister, the late Jerry Falwell, 
famously preached that “God almighty does not hear the prayer of a 
Jew” (Hyer 1980). Most white Baptists are in churches affiliated with 
the Southern Baptist Convention, but an increasing number of Baptist 
congregations are independent of a specific fellowship  —  they retain a 
denominational identification while lacking formal organizational ties 
to any specific Baptist convention. There are several unique features of 
Baptists, including an evangelical orientation toward outsiders, a strong 
horizontal and lay-led organizational structure, and a rejection of Pen-
tecostalism. “Baptist,” perhaps more than any other Protestant denomi-
national identification, is a collective and personal identity, similar to 
“Catholic” (Dillon 1999). The horizontal organizational structure of 
Baptist groups creates both prospects and problems for white and Afri-
can American Baptist groups.

Beyond the Baptists is a diverse array of sectarian denominations. 
Common to these sectarian denominations are fundamentalist orienta-
tions toward scriptural authority, exclusivist beliefs about supernatural 
compensators, and usually a strong focus on eschatological prophesy. 
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Many of these denominations are open or evangelical in their orienta-
tion toward outsiders, but some of them are insular and keep away from 
people who do not share their faith. Many are Pentecostal and charis-
matic, such as the Assembly of God and the Church of God in Christ, 
yet quite a few others, such as the Churches of Christ, have reserved 
worship styles and reject Pentecostalism. Some, such as the Churches of 
Christ, have horizontal organizational structures, but others are ruled 
over by a singular leader, and lay members have little say in congrega-
tional or denominational decisions.

Catholics are a large and important category, and much of this book 
will focus on the dynamics of affiliation among Catholics. The cumula-
tive GSS will often allow the profitable examination of identification as 
Mormon, Unitarian, Jewish, nondenominational Christian, other reli-
gion, and no affiliation as separate categories.

The dynamics of religious commitments among African Americans 
are quite different from those found in other American ethnic groups, 
and the structure of the African American religious marketplace is 
defined by the experiences of slavery. During slavery and after eman-
cipation, the Methodists and Baptists garnered the commitments of the 
vast majority of slaves and former slaves. African American Catholics 
come from unique experiences in places where Catholic slaveholding 
was prevalent (particularly in Louisiana). Catholicism is associated 
with higher status attainment among African Americans (Frazier 1964; 
Glenn 1964; Hunt and Hunt 1975), and immigrants of African and Afro-
Caribbean origin are also more likely to be Catholic.

African American Methodism operates in several separate denomi-
nations: African Methodist Episcopal, African Methodist Episcopal-
Zion, and Colored Methodist Episcopal, as well as in largely segregated 
United Methodist congregations. Methodism garners the commit-
ments of a large fraction of the African American population, and these 
denominations have a uniquely hierarchical organizational structure. 
The strong hierarchy of the Methodist tradition made it more effective 
for mounting large-scale organizational projects (Lincoln and Mamiya 
1990), and it has traditionally served the African American middle class 
(Sherkat 2001a, 2002).

The next chapter provides an overview of how religious affiliations 
changed from 1972 until 2012. First, it will show changes in religious 
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identification across four decades of the General Social Survey. Second, 
it will show how these shifts are revealed by generational changes in 
religious origin and affiliation. Finally, it will investigate how race and 
immigrant status influence these distributions over time. This book 
provides the most comprehensive and systematic quantitative portrait 
of religious change in the United States, and it will demonstrate what 
those changes mean for American society in the realm of family life, 
social status, and political commitments.
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