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Why Is America So Religious?
By CHARLES M. BLOW

I found this chart buried in a study entitled “Unfavorable views of Jews and
Muslims on the Increase in Europe” (which is quite disturbing). The report is
part of the Pew Research Center’s Global Attitudes Project.

The chart shows that the wealthier a country is, the less important religion is
to that country. The one exception: The United States.

Photo by Pierre DuCharme/Reuters
The Tampa Bay Buccaneers and Green Bay Packers pray after their game yesterday.
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From the study:

“The clear exception to this pattern is the United States,
which is a much more religious country than its degree of
prosperity would suggest. Despite its wealth, the United
States is in the middle of the global pack when it comes to
the importance of religion. Indeed, on this question, the
U.S. is closer to considerably less developed nations such as
India, Brazil and Lebanon than to other western nations.”

Why do you think this is? Let’s discuss …

Pew Research Center
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Perhaps the relationship matches the education level of
America and the third world states. Well educated people
seldom believe in talking snakes.

— c. perry

I believe it’s a bit more complex than belief in talking
snakes, though that was pretty funny. We all know the
story about the Puritans and how they came here looking
for religious freedom. Do a little digging and you’ll see
that’s just as big a myth as the one about the English
bringing all the food to the first Thanksgiving feast as
depicted in the famous painting At any rate, from what
I’ve been able to discern, there’s a inextricable link
between religious faith and the notion of “manifest
destiny” in this country. The conquest and slaughter of
Native Americans was justified by religion. The
enslavement of my ancestors was justified by religion. The
notion of inherent white superiority is partially rooted in a
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belief that God and Jesus are white like the paintings we
all see every Sunday (i.e. “created in His own image”).
Religion justifies and underpins everything people claim
as being inherently American. The Ku Klux Klan proports
itself to be a “Christian” organization. Racial segregation
was partially, if not fully, based on the Bible passage in
Genesis that talks about “each after his own kind”. It’s
“God’s will” for the US to be a great country. “God shed
His grace on thee…” You see, without religion and it’s
subsequent perversions, the US wouldn’t be the country
that it is. I’d venture to say that those in power early in
this country’s history understood the power of religion as
being a “force multiplier”. If you look back, you’ll notice a
heavy dose of “righteousness” and “God” in government
propaganda through the years. Over the past eight years,
you’ve seen the near ultimate manifestation of this notion
in how Bush used religion to push this country to the
brink of disaster. There were ministers, men of God,
advocating for war in their churches on Sundays prior to
the Iraq invasion when “war” is the complete antithesis of
what Jesus stood for. They were no better than bin Laden
issuing his “fatwas”. The ultimate manifestation will be
when the US president orders a nuclear strike because
he/she believes it’s God’s will, especially when her home
church believes her home state will be a refuge during the
“End Times”.

— Ho Chi Daddy

The United States is a big country and it could be useful to
see the data segmented by regional areas.

— North

Perhaps the answer lies in the visceral understanding we
are, and have been a third world country for some time.

— Ho Chi Mama

I am a lifelong skeptic and non-believer, but I have also
enjoyed studying religion and religious history in detail
over the past 30 years.

I think that the United States’s outlier status has three
causes:

(1) exaggerated over-reporting of religious belief and
observance by respondents to polls, who don’t want to
admit that they don’t actually believe in the doctrines of
the religions in which they were brought up and merely
pretend to believe for complex social and emotional
reasons;

(2) the competition between religious sects and
denominations as a result of two centuries of religious
freedom and the lack of government sponsorship of /
meddling in religion; and

(3) the strong current of anti-intellectualism in American
culture, going as far back as the 1820s, and as
documented in Susan Jacoby’s latest book, “The Age of
American Unreason.” Widespread denigration or
devaluation of real learning, reason, careful inquiry, etc.
has led to equally widespread belief in New Age
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superstitions, paranormal woo-woo, and fundamentalist
revivalist religion.

Jeff D

— Jeff D

perhaps it is because we are more adept at altering our
religious practices to suit our needs. Some evangelical
churches have services that have a lot of “entertainment
value” – lights, music, video. Although, one could argue we
have become a much more openly religious society over
the last 20 to 30 years, have we become more spiritual?
What has improved in American society? You would think
people would be a lot happier. I don’t know. It is a tough
topic.

— jake

I am sure that religion is mapping some other variables,
as well: racism, inequality of wealth, average educational
level, etc.. Agree with North, breaking it down by states
would be more insightful. In India, for example, religion
means entirely different things in various provinces.

— Vasabjit

Perhaps it’s as fundamental as where the “wealth” of the
nation is concentrated. We’re not “rich” — only a few
people in this country are. The percentage of folks living at
or below poverty level in this country is one of the highest
in the world!

— Vicki

At the rate we’re going, it doesn’t look like America will be
an outlier for much longer.

— Daniel Kenis

I like Ho Chi’s thoughts and mostly agree, but that
explains more what was then than what is now. Europe
used to be strongly religious. It began to falter (religiously)
when the Black Plague could not be prevented by faith as
had been promised by the clergy. Science slowly took over
as the more reliable practice. Here we have diminished
science as a bunch of mumbo-jumbo that isn’t real while
Creationists argue a 6,000 year old earth. That leads me to
perry’s explanation of education as a likely cause.
However, something has to destabilize the faithful and re-
establish science as a better (tho imperfect) model.
Education must be first and intelligence must be respected
rather than ridiculed as elitist.

— informed

It’s simple, we in the United States are way too tolerant of
ignorance and superstition. That’s why we’re so religious.
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— Doug Hill

These are hypotheses, nothing more:

1. Most of the Western European countries in that chart
are more socialist than the USA; people in those countries
might view their governments as the benevolent higher
power.

2. The USA was more rural for a longer period than its
peers, with the Church fulfilling the functions that, in
other jurisdictions, were fulfilled by government.

3. The US Government, by articulating the separation of
church vs. state, made it easier for churches to avoid being
subsumed into governments than was the case overseas.

— Richard C

Our country got its start WITHOUT a government
supported religion. Most, if not all, of the developed
countries have a history in which religious leadership has
aligned itself politicaly (or vice versa). Political excess was
automatically tied to the favored religion (eg. the Spanish
Inquisition), and vice versa. I can’t think of a better way to
turbocharge a cynical outlook about religious leadership.
In the US, religious and political extremism have been
mostly unable to feed off of each other. Until the 2000
election, anyways.

— rob

Comments #1 and #2 say it all. Europe is strewn with
artifacts of failed religions from antiquity, even some
Cathedrals incorporate relics of past religious icons in
their architecture. The Anglican Church years ago decreed
that there is no ‘devil’, no ‘hell’. Morals and ethics can be
considered as secular aspects of the human condition,
almost an arm of ‘proper etiquette’. My in-laws lived in
England, they claimed that going to Church gave them an
opportunity to sing lovely hymns, nothing was mentioned
about aspects of religion such as ‘God’ or ‘prayers’.
Colonists in America brought their Bibles with them, often
the only reading material from which children of earliest
settlers were taught in school. In many respects this is still
a ‘new’ culture, but the ideal going by the name of
Christianity was understandable to the simplest farmers
and the barely educated, which took root and grew as
towns grew into cities. The focus was on America and
making it expand, there was little interest in the rest of the
world where ancient marvels stood in stone testimony to
various sorts of deities worshipped in past millennia. Yet
if you open the newspaper, turn on the TV, or think about
goings on in your own neighborhood, or why you lock
your car or why you think about installing an alarm
system, or look at the most recent scandal in the banking
system – what’s all that stuff about religion, morality, and
ethics but windowdressing?

— Rozmarija Grauds

I really think it is the religious liberty dimension and has
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little to do with wealth or poverty. Although we belong to
the global European orbit, we rejected the state
sponsorship of religion from our founding; but unlike
France, we did not establish a competing secular ideology
in order to gain this liberty. This leaves people free to
express their religious experiences as religious but there is
a far greater aspect: far fewer social penalties for religious
and anti-religious dissent. In each of the wealthier
countries where religiousness is low, there is a culturally
and institutionally privileged denomination. This has very
negative religious affects not only upon those who do not
belong, but just as much or more upon those who do
belong. The religious adherance of the majority has tended
toward disaffection for all this attachment to the state and
the privileged classes. In the other highly religious regions,
particularly state Islam, of course there is a situation of
legally protected religion and the enforcement of its laws.
The low rate, wealthy countries, have the vestage of this
situation going back to the Medieval privileging of religion
through coercion. The combination of human rights,
particularly religious rights, and this vestage has a very
negative affect upon religious experience and especially
adherance.

Kurt

— Kurt

Indoctrination from an early age sets the stage for
dysfunctional adults.

— Allen

Blame this too on the immigrant mindset. Immigrants
tend to cling to their value set for dear life when they
move into a new society, and often appear fossilized in
time even when compared to the social advances that
continue to unfold in their “old country” – over time they
remain more conservative, and that’s perhaps why
European-Americans are more like a ’50′s flashback
compared to contemprary European-Europeans!

— SB in NC

The answer may be “wealth disparity,” or some similar
fancy term. A small part of the US population has a large
part of the country’s wealth. A large part is not wealthy,
but is religious. So what appears to be anomaly really
isn’t: much of the US is not wealthy and is religious, in
line with the rest of the results in the survey.

— Andrew H

To North: broken by area, the North and West Coast (
U.S. of Canada) would be on track and the Southern
Jesusland would straight down at the Pakistani level.
To Jeff D: if religion were not so important in the first
place, there would be no pressure to overreport.

Jacques René Giguère

— Jacques René Giguère
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It is increasingly my experience that Americans care about
religion, but they know little about it, even if they claim to
be devout. I had a student in my history class this summer
who is a youth minister–and, yes, I think he’s ordained. At
any rate a big church is paying him to minister to youth. I
tossed him what I thought was a softball question when I
asked him to explain the origins of these words from
Albert Beveridge’s “March of the Flag”: “Shall we be as the
man who had one talent and hid it, or as he who had ten
talents and used them until they grew to riches.” We had
already extensively discussed the religious references in
the piece, so he had every reason to be thinking that way.
Not only could he not identify it as one of the most famous
parables from Jesus; he could not even identify that it was
a Biblical reference.

US society: Claim to care about religion and spout
snippets? Yes. Have any deep commitment to it, enough to
study it? No.

— Kim

I think that Ho Chi Daddy has it quite right. Additionally,
I think that our “leaders” use religion/religious beliefs as a
way to intimidate the masses. “W” and his cronies are
masters at this. It’s truly amazing that to be elected to an
office in the U.S. you need to end all of your speechs with
a god bless this or that. I’ve traveled to many countries
around the world and even in some of those poorer/less
developed countries that profess to being more religious
there seems to be a greater separation twixt church and
state. I also think that Jeff D’s first point is quite correct —
people who feel that must say that religion is important
due to pressure at work or in society.

— Jacob Frank

Several reasons, on different planes, come to mind.

1). The foundational history of the United States as a
haven for the religiously persecuted must play a role.
People who are prepared to leave their homeland to
pursue their religion take that religion very seriously
indeed. This devotion to faith will be passed on across the
generations, as a core element of one’s identity.

2). The non-establishment of religion in America has
generated an open religious “market place” where
churches advertise like corporations and recruit like
universities. This, too, is unique among developed
countries. The established religions of European countries
wither on the vine along with so many other traditions in
the face of modernization, whereas the commercialized
churches of the United States are sustained by the vitality
of the market and inter-church competition. There is a
bewildering array of churches out there, suited to almost
every taste, competing for your membership.

3). The relative absence (or remoteness) of government-
sponsored social services and the fracturing of
communities allows churches to fill essential social needs
(now enshrined, disgracefully, as “faith-based programs”
in the White House). I’ve always found the way Americans
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talk about their churches rather strange: they highlight the
people they meet there, the various church functions,
cook-outs, athletic meets, child services, etc etc. This is
church as community center. I suspect for many people,
the doctrines of their church are secondary to its social
utility.

4). Finally, the deep streak of anti-intellectualism in
America finds a natural home in many (not all) American
churches.

Just my 4 cents’ worth!

— Gift13

Here’s a link to a breakdown of (majority) religion by
county of the entire U.S. It doesn’t say anything about
*how* religious the residents are, but I thought it relevant
to the topic.

http://strangemaps.wordpress.com/2008/01/27/237-
regionalism-and-religiosity/

— Aaron

Lot’s of good comments here, but the humorous ones from
c. perry (#1) and Daniel (#9) are short, sweet, and very
powerful. Humor is a greet form of communication. Nice
job folks!

— Humor wins

This is just another example of how we, as a nation, are
collectively nuts. Or, perhaps, it’s the reason.

— CS
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