	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  

Symposium on Religion and Politics

RELIGIOUS DIVERSITY AND THE
COMMON GOOD
Reading Packet 1
Fall 2013

24	
  quincy	
  road,	
  chestnut	
  hill,	
  massachusetts	
  	
  02467	
  
tel: 617.552.1861	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  fax:	
  617.552.1863

	
  

email:	
  publife@bc.edu	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  web:	
  www.bc.edu/boisi	
  

	
  

B O S T O N 	
   C O L L E G E 	
  
BOISI CENTER
FOR RELIGION AND AMERICAN PUBLIC LIFE

	
  

Symposium on Religion and Politics

RELIGIOUS DIVERSITY AND THE COMMON GOOD

Table of Contents:
“The Religious Composition of the United States”
Chapter 1 of the U.S. Religious Landscape Survey (2008)
Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life

3

“America’s Grace: How a Tolerant Nation Bridges Its Religious Divides”
Concluding Chapter of American Grace (2010)
Robert D. Putnam and David E. Campbell

13

“The Challenge of Pluralism”
32
Nieman Reports, “God in the Newsroom” Issue, Vol. XLVII, No. 2 (Summer 1993)
Diana Eck
“Wrestling with One God or Another,”
The Chronicle of Higher Education (June 27, 2010)
Stephen Prothero

44

“Christianity and Religious Pluralism – Are there Multiple Ways to Heaven?” 51
Probe Ministries
Rick Wade

24	
  quincy	
  road,	
  chestnut	
  hill,	
  massachusetts	
  	
  02467	
  
tel: 617.552.1861	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  fax:	
  617.552.1863

	
  
	
  

email:	
  publife@bc.edu	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  web:	
  www.bc.edu/boisi	
  

1
Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life / U.S. Religious Landscape Survey

Chapter 1:

The Religious Composition of the United States

T

he Landscape Survey details the great diversity of
religious affiliation in the U.S. at the beginning of the 21st
century. The adult population can be usefully grouped into
more than a dozen major religious traditions that, in turn,
can be divided into hundreds of distinct religious groups.
Overall, nearly eight-in-ten (78.4%) adults report belonging
to various forms of Christianity, about 5% belong to other
faiths and almost one-in-six (16.1%) are not affiliated with
any particular religion.
Members of Protestant churches now constitute only a
slim majority (51.3%) of the overall adult population. But
Protestantism in the U.S. is not homogeneous; rather, it is
divided into three distinct traditions – evangelical Protestant
churches (26.3% of the overall adult population and roughly
one-half of all Protestants); mainline Protestant churches
(18.1% of the adult population and more than one-third of
all Protestants); and historically black Protestant churches
(6.9% of the overall adult population and slightly less
than one-seventh of all Protestants). Protestantism is also
comprised of numerous denominational families (e.g.,
Baptist, Methodist and Pentecostal) that fit into one or more
of the traditions.
Catholics account for nearly one-quarter (23.9%) of the adult
population and roughly three-in-ten American Christians.
Other Christian traditions are much smaller. Members of
the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints and other
Mormon groups account for 1.7% of the adult population,
while Jehovah’s Witnesses and members of Orthodox
churches each account for slightly less than 1% (0.7% and
0.6%, respectively). A variety of other Christian churches
account for an additional 0.3% of the adult population.
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Major Religious Traditions
in the U.S.
Among all adults
%
Christian
78.4
Protestant
51.3
Evangelical churches 26.3
Mainline churches
18.1
Hist. black churches
6.9
Catholic
23.9
Mormon
1.7
Jehovah’s Witness
0.7
Orthodox
0.6
Other Christian
0.3
Other Religions
4.7
Jewish
1.7
Buddhist
0.7
Muslim*
0.6
Hindu
0.4
Other World Religions <0.3
Other Faiths
1.2
Unaffiliated
Don’t know/Refused

16.1
0.8
100

* From “Muslim Americans: Middle
Class and Mostly Mainstream,” Pew
Research Center, 2007
Due to rounding, figures may not add to
100 and nested figures may not add to
the subtotal indicated.

10

2
Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life / U.S. Religious Landscape Survey

Other major faith traditions in the U.S. include Jews (1.7% of the adult population), Buddhists
(0.7%), Muslims (0.6%), Hindus (0.4%) and members of other world religions, including Baha’is,
Zoroastrians and others (which together account for less than 0.3% of the population). Members
of a variety of other faiths, including Unitarians, New Age groups and Native American religions,
combine to make up an additional 1.2% of the population.
Finally, individuals who are not affiliated with any particular religion make up about one-sixth
(16.1%) of the adult population. They thus comprise the fourth largest “religious” tradition in the
United States, nearly approximating the number of members of mainline Protestant churches.
The following table summarizes the religious affiliation of U.S. adults and provides a sense of the
remarkable diversity that characterizes the U.S. religious landscape.
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Religious Composition of the U.S.
% of U.S. Adult
Population

Evangelical Protestant Churches

26.3

Baptist in the Evangelical Tradition
10.8
Southern Baptist Convention
6.7
Independent Baptist in the Evangelical Tradition
2.5
Baptist Missionary Association
<0.3
Free Will Baptist
<0.3
General Association of Regular Baptists
<0.3
Other Baptist denomination in the Evangelical Tradition
<0.3
Baptist in the Evangelical Tradition, not further specified
0.9
Methodist in the Evangelical Tradition
<0.3
Nondenominational in the Evangelical Tradition
3.4
Nondenominational evangelical
1.2
Nondenominational charismatic
0.5
Nondenominational fundamentalist
0.3
Nondenominational Christian
<0.3
Interdenominational in the Evangelical Tradition
0.5
Community Church in the Evangelical Tradition
<0.3
Other nondenominational group in the Evangelical Tradition
<0.3
Nondenominational in the Evang. Trad., not further specified
0.8
Lutheran in the Evangelical Tradition
1.8
Lutheran Church, Missouri Synod
1.4
Lutheran Church, Wisconsin Synod
<0.3
Other Lutheran denomination in the Evangelical Tradition
<0.3
Lutheran in the Evangelical Tradition, not further specified
<0.3
Presbyterian in the Evangelical Tradition
0.8
Presbyterian Church in America
0.4
Other Presbyterian denomination in the Evangelical Tradition
<0.3
Presbyterian in the Evangelical Tradition, not further specified
<0.3
Pentecostal in the Evangelical Tradition
3.4
Assemblies of God
1.4
Church of God Cleveland Tennessee
0.4
Four Square Gospel
<0.3
Pentecostal Church of God
<0.3
Pentecostal Holiness Church
<0.3
Nondenominational, Independent Pentecostal
<0.3
Church of God of the Apostolic Faith
<0.3
Apostolic Pentecostal in the Evangelical Tradition
<0.3
Other Pentecostal denomination in the Evangelical Tradition
<0.3
Pentecostal in the Evangelical Tradition, not further specified
0.7
Anglican/Episcopal in the Evangelical Tradition
<0.3
Restorationist in the Evangelical Tradition
1.7
Church of Christ
1.5
Christian Churches and Churches of Christ
<0.3
Restorationist in the Evangelical Trad., not further specified
<0.3
Congregationalist in the Evangelical Tradition
<0.3
Conservative Congregational Christian
<0.3
Other Congregationalist denomination in the Evangelical Trad.
<0.3
Congregationalist in the Evangelical Trad., not further specified <0.3
Holiness in the Evangelical Tradition
1.0
Church of the Nazarene
0.3
Free Methodist Church
0.3
Wesleyan Church
<0.3
Christian and Missionary Alliance
<0.3
Church of God (Anderson, Indiana)
<0.3
Other Holiness denomination in the Evangelical Tradition
<0.3
Holiness in the Evangelical Tradition, not further specified
<0.3
Reformed in the Evangelical Tradition
<0.3
Christian Reformed Church
<0.3
Other Reformed denomination in the Evangelical Tradition
<0.3
Reformed in the Evangelical Tradition, not further specified
<0.3
Adventist in the Evangelical Tradition
0.5
Seventh-Day Adventist
0.4
Other Adventist group in the Evangelical Tradition
<0.3
Anabaptist in the Evangelical Tradition
<0.3
Pietist in the Evangelical Tradition
<0.3
Other Evangelical/Fundamentalist
0.3
Protestant nonspecific in the Evangelical Tradition
1.9

% of U.S. Adult
Population

Mainline Protestant Churches

Jehovah’s Witness

0.7

Orthodox

0.6

1.9
1.2
<0.3
0.6
5.4
5.1
<0.3
0.4
0.9
0.3
<0.3
0.6
2.8
2.0
<0.3
0.8
1.9
1.1
<0.3
0.7
1.4
1.0
0.3
<0.3
<0.3
0.4
0.3
<0.3
0.7
0.5
<0.3
<0.3
<0.3
<0.3
<0.3
<0.3
<0.3
2.5

Greek Orthodox
Russian Orthodox
Other Orthodox church
Orthodox, not further specified

Other Christian
Metaphysical
Spiritualist
Unity; Unity Church; Christ Church Unity
Other Metaphysical
Other

Jewish

6.9

Baptist in the Historically Black Tradition
4.4
National Baptist Convention
1.8
Progressive Baptist Convention
0.3
Independent Baptist in the Historically Black Tradition
0.5
Missionary Baptist
<0.3
Other Baptist denomination in the Historically Black Tradition
<0.3
Baptist in the Historically Black Tradition, not further specified
1.7
Methodist in the Historically Black Tradition
0.6
African Methodist Episcopal
0.4
African Methodist Episcopal Zion
<0.3
Christian Methodist Episcopal Church
<0.3
Other Methodist denomination in the Historically Black Trad.
<0.3
Methodist in the Historically Black Trad., not further specified
<0.3
Nondenominational in the Historically Black Tradition
<0.3
Pentecostal in the Historically Black Tradition
0.9
Church of God in Christ
0.6
Apostolic Pentecostal in the Historically Black Tradition
<0.3
United Pentecostal Church International
<0.3
Other Pentecostal denomination in the Historically Black Trad.
<0.3
Pentecostal in the Historically Black Trad., not further specified
<0.3
Holiness in the Historically Black Tradition
<0.3
Protestant nonspecific in the Historically Black Tradition
0.5

Catholic

23.9

1.6
<0.3
<0.3

0.3
<0.3
<0.3
<0.3
<0.3
<0.3

1.7

Buddhist

0.7
0.5
<0.3
<0.3
<0.3

0.7

Theravada (Vipassana) Buddhism
Mahayana (Zen) Buddhism
Vajrayana (Tibetan) Buddhism
Other Buddhist groups
Buddhist, not further specified

Muslim*

<0.3
<0.3
<0.3
<0.3
0.3

0.6
Sunni
Shia
Other Muslim groups
Muslim, not further specified

0.3
<0.3
<0.3
<0.3

0.4
Vaishnava Hinduism
Shaivite Hinduism
Other Hindu groups
Hindu, not further specified

Other World Religions
Other Faiths
Unitarians and other liberal faiths
Unitarian (Universalist)
Liberal faith
Spiritual but not religious
Eclectic, “a bit of everything,” own beliefs
Other liberal faith groups
New Age
Wica (Wiccan)
Pagan
Other New Age groups
Native American Religions

Unaffiliated

<0.3
<0.3
<0.3
<0.3

<0.3
1.2
0.7
0.3
<0.3
<0.3
<0.3
<0.3
0.4
<0.3
<0.3
<0.3
<0.3

16.1

Atheist
Agnostic
Nothing in particular

Don’t Know

1.7
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints
Community of Christ
Mormon, not further specified

<0.3
<0.3
<0.3
<0.3

Reform
Conservative
Orthodox
Other Jewish groups
Jewish, not further specified

Hindu
Historically Black Churches

Mormon
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18.1

Baptist in the Mainline Tradition
American Baptist Churches in USA
Other Baptist denomination in the Mainline Tradition
Baptist in the Mainline Tradition, not further specified
Methodist in the Mainline Tradition
United Methodist Church
Other Methodist denomination in the Mainline Tradition
Methodist in the Mainline Tradition, not further specified
Nondenominational in the Mainline Tradition
Interdenominational in the Mainline Tradition
Other nondenominational group in the Mainline Tradition
Nondenominational in the Mainline Trad., not further specified
Lutheran in the Mainline Tradition
Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (ELCA)
Other Lutheran denomination in the Mainline Tradition
Lutheran in the Mainline Tradition, not further specified
Presbyterian in the Mainline Tradition
Presbyterian Church USA
Other Presbyterian denomination in the Mainline Tradition
Presbyterian in the Mainline Tradition, not further specified
Anglican/Episcopal in the Mainline Tradition
Episcopal Church in the USA
Anglican Church (Church of England)
Other Anglican/Episcopal denomination in the Mainline Trad.
Anglican/Episcopal in the Mainline Trad., not further specified
Restorationist in the Mainline Tradition
Disciples of Christ
Restorationist in the Mainline Tradition, not further specified
Congregationalist in the Mainline Tradition
United Church of Christ
Congregationalist in the Mainline Trad., not further specified
Reformed in the Mainline Tradition
Reformed Church in America
Other Reformed denomination in the Mainline Tradition
Reformed in the Mainline Tradition, not further specified
Anabaptist in the Mainline Tradition
Friends in the Mainline Tradition
Other/Protestant nonspecific in the Mainline Tradition

% of U.S. Adult
Population

1.6
2.4
12.1

0.8

* From “Muslim Americans: Middle Class and Mostly Mainstream,” Pew Research Center, 2007
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American Protestantism: Diverse, Fragmented and Declining in
Number
Protestants account for roughly half (51.3%) of the adult
population and nearly two-in-three (65%) Christians in the
United States. But American Protestantism is very diverse.
It encompasses more than a dozen major denominational
families, such as Baptists, Methodists, Lutherans and
Pentecostals, all with unique beliefs, practices and histories.
These denominational families, in turn, are composed of
a host of different denominations, such as the Southern
Baptist Convention, the American Baptist Churches in the
USA and the National Baptist Convention.
Because of its great diversity, American Protestantism
is best understood not as a single religious tradition but
rather as three distinct traditions – evangelical Protestant
churches, mainline Protestant churches and historically black
Protestant churches. Each of these traditions is made up
of numerous denominations and congregations that share
similar beliefs, practices and histories.
For instance, churches within the evangelical Protestant
tradition share certain religious beliefs (such as the conviction
that personal acceptance of Jesus Christ is the only way
to salvation), practices (such as an emphasis on bringing
other people to the faith) and origins (including separatist
movements against established religious institutions).
In contrast, churches in the mainline Protestant tradition
share other doctrines (such as a less exclusionary view of
salvation), practices (such as a strong emphasis on social
reform) and origins (such as long-established religious
institutions). Meanwhile, churches in the historically black
Protestant tradition have been uniquely shaped by the
experiences of slavery and segregation, which put their
religious beliefs and practices in a special context.

The Terminology of
Affiliation
Denominations
The term “denomination” refers
to a set of congregations that
belong to a single administrative
structure characterized by particular doctrines and practices. Examples of denominations include
the Southern Baptist Convention,
the American Baptist Churches in
the USA and the National Baptist
Convention.
Families
A denominational family is a set
of religious denominations and
related congregations with a common historical origin. Examples of
families include Baptist, Methodist and Lutheran. Most denominational families consist of denominations that are associated with
more than one of the three Protestant traditions. The Baptist family, for instance, consists of some
denominations that fall into the
evangelical tradition, others that
belong to the mainline tradition
and still others that are part of the
historically black church tradition.
Traditions
A religious tradition is a set of denominations and congregations
with similar beliefs, practices
and origins. In this report, Protestant denominations are grouped
into three traditions: evangelical
churches, mainline churches and
historically black churches.

The
Protestant
denominational
families
include
denominations that are associated with different Protestant
traditions. For instance, some Baptist denominations (such as
the Southern Baptist Convention) are part of the evangelical
tradition; some (such as the American Baptist Churches in the USA) are part of the mainline
tradition; and still others (such as the National Baptist Convention) are part of the historically black

Chapter 1: The Religious Composition of the United States
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Protestant tradition. Not all families, however, are represented in all three traditions. (For more
details, see the “Religious Composition of the U.S.” table on page 12.)
Despite the detailed denominational measures used in the Landscape Survey, many respondents
(roughly one-third of all Protestants) were either unable or unwilling to describe their specific
denominational affiliation. Some respondents, for instance, describe themselves as “just a
Baptist” or “just a Methodist.” In this report, Protestant respondents with this type of vague
denominational affiliation were sorted into one of the three traditions in two ways.
First, blacks who gave vague denominational affiliations (e.g., “just a Methodist”) but who said
they were members of Protestant families with a sizeable number of historically black churches
were coded as members of the historically black church tradition. Black respondents in families
without a sizeable number of churches in the historically black tradition were coded as members
of the evangelical or mainline traditions depending on their response to a separate question
asking whether they would describe themselves as a “born-again or evangelical Christian.”
Second, non-black respondents who gave vague denominational affiliations and who described
themselves as a “born-again or evangelical Christian” were coded as members of the evangelical
tradition; otherwise, they were coded as members of the mainline tradition. (For more details
on the analytical processes used to sort respondents with vague denominational affiliations into
Protestant traditions, see Appendix 2.)

The Composition of American Protestantism
The largest of the Protestant families in the U.S. is the Baptist family, which accounts for onethird of all Protestants and close to one-fifth (17.2%) of the overall adult population. Baptists are
concentrated within the evangelical tradition, making up a plurality (41%) of this tradition. Baptists
also account for nearly two-thirds (64%) of members of historically black churches. However, they
constitute a much smaller share (10%) of mainline Protestantism.
The largest Baptist denomination, and the largest Protestant denomination overall, is the Southern
Baptist Convention. The Southern Baptist Convention accounts for more than a quarter (26%) of
the membership in evangelical Protestant churches and nearly 7% of the overall adult population.
The National Baptist Convention is the largest of the historically black Baptist denominations,
while the American Baptist Churches in the USA is the largest mainline Baptist denomination.
(For details, see the “Religious Composition of the U.S.” table on page 12.)
Methodists represent the second largest Protestant family, accounting for more than one-in-ten
of all Protestants (12.1%) and 6.2% of the overall adult population. Methodists are particularly well
represented within mainline Protestantism, accounting for nearly one-third (30%) of all members
of mainline churches, as well as within the historically black church tradition, where they account
for nearly one-in-ten (9%) of all members. Most Methodists within mainline Protestantism are
members of the United Methodist Church, while most Methodists in the historically black church

Chapter 1: The Religious Composition of the United States
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The Composition of American Protestantism

Total
Population
%
Baptist
17.2
Methodist
6.2
Lutheran
4.6
Nondenominational
4.5
Pentecostal
4.4
Presbyterian
2.7
Restorationist
2.1
Anglican/Episcopal
1.5
Holiness
1.2
Congregationalist
0.8
Adventist
0.5
Reformed
0.3
Anabaptist
<0.3
Pietist
<0.3
Friends/Quakers
<0.3
Other Evangelical/Fundamentalist
0.3
Protestant nonspecific
4.9
51.3% PROTESTANT

All
Protestants

Evangelical
Protestant
Churches

Mainline
Protestant
Churches

%
33.5
12.1
9.0
8.9
8.5
5.2
4.0
3.0
2.2
1.5
0.9
0.5
0.4
<0.3
<0.3
0.5
9.5
100

%
41
1
7
13
13
3
6
<0.5
4
<0.5
2
1
1
<0.5
0
1
7
100

%
10
30
16
5
0
10
2
8
0
4
0
1
<0.5
0
1
0
14
100

Historically
Black
Protestant
Churches
%
64
9
0
3
14
0
0
0
2
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
8
100

Due to rounding, figures may not add to 100.

tradition are affiliated with the African Methodist Episcopal denomination. Methodists represent
a very small share (1%) of the evangelical Protestant tradition.
Nearly 5% of the adult population consists of Protestants who attend nondenominational
churches, that is, churches that are not affiliated with any specific denomination. Members
of these churches are particularly well represented within the evangelical tradition; 13% of all
members of evangelical churches belong to nondenominational congregations. By contrast, only
5% of the members of mainline churches and 3% of the members of historically black churches
belong to nondenominational congregations.
Like nondenominational Protestants, the Lutheran and Pentecostal1 families each account for
slightly less than 5% of the overall adult population (4.6% and 4.4%, respectively). Lutherans are
1

For more detailed information about American Pentecostals, see “Spirit and Power: A 10-Country Survey of
Pentecostals,” Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life, 2006.
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Ten Largest Protestant Denominations

Southern Baptist Convention (Evangelical Tradition)
United Methodist Church (Mainline Tradition)
Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (Mainline Tradition)
National Baptist Convention (Historically Black Tradition)
Church of Christ (Evangelical Tradition)
Assemblies of God (Evangelical Tradition)
Lutheran Church, Missouri Synod (Evangelical Tradition)
American Baptist Churches in the USA (Mainline Tradition)
Presbyterian Church USA (Mainline Tradition)
Episcopal Church in the USA (Mainline Tradition)
Total

Percent
of Total
Population
%
6.7
5.1
2.0
1.8
1.5
1.4
1.4
1.2
1.1
1.0
23.2

Percent
of Total
Protestants
%
13.1
9.9
3.8
3.5
3.0
2.8
2.7
2.4
2.2
2.0
45.3

Note: The Protestant tradition to which each denomination belongs is indicated in parentheses.

highly represented within mainline Protestantism and less so within evangelicalism. More than
one-in-ten members of evangelical churches and historically black churches are affiliated with the
Pentecostal family (13% and 14%, respectively).
The Presbyterian family is the next most numerous Protestant denominational family (2.7% of
the overall adult population), followed by the Restorationist family (2.1% of the adult population).
The Anglican/Episcopal and Holiness families each account for slightly more than 1% of the adult
population. Episcopalians and Anglicans account for nearly 10% of the mainline Protestant tradition,
while the Holiness family is distributed among the evangelical and historically black church traditions.
None of the remaining Protestant families account for more than 1% of the overall adult population.
Finally, Protestants who do not identify with any particular family, including those who describe
themselves as “just a Protestant,” account for nearly 10% of all Protestants and roughly 5% of
the overall adult population.

Protestant Traditions and Denominational Families
Although most denominational families include denominations that belong to different Protestant
traditions, it is also true that certain denominational families tend to fall primarily into one of the
three traditions. For example, the Baptist, Pentecostal, Restorationist, Holiness and Adventist
families as well as nondenominational churches are primarily associated with the evangelical
tradition. The denominational families that consist primarily of members of mainline Protestant
Chapter 1: The Religious Composition of the United States
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churches include the Methodist, Lutheran, Presbyterian, Anglican/Episcopal and Congregationalist
families. No Protestant denominational family consists primarily of historically black churches,
though the Baptist, Methodist, Pentecostal and Holiness families all include a sizable number of
members of historically black churches.
Classification of Protestant Traditions by Denominational Family
Historically
Black
Protestant
Churches
%
13

=100

44

0

=100

11
20
0
17
0
0

26
5
21
0
12
0

=100
=100
=100
=100
=100
=100

39
30
14
2
6

61
70
86
88
94

0
0
0
10
0

=100
=100
=100
=100
=100

38

50

11

=100

Evangelical
Protestant
Churches
%
51

Mainline
Protestant
Churches
%
35

56
63
75
79
83
88
100

Largely Mainline Families
Lutheran
Presbyterian
Congregationalist
Methodist
Anglican/Episcopal
Protestant nonspecific

Total Protestants
Largely Evangelical Families
Reformed
Baptist
Nondenominational
Pentecostal
Restorationist
Holiness
Adventist

Due to rounding, figures may not add to 100.

The Decline of American Protestantism
The detailed religious composition of the United States provided in the Landscape Survey raises
an important question: How does the current religious makeup of the United States differ from
previous years?
Although the questions on religious affiliation in the Landscape Survey are not directly comparable
to those in previous surveys, there is a rich body of research that looks at the question of change
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over time in the religious affiliation of the U.S. population. Although scholars contributing to this
research have adopted a variety of definitions of major religious groups and pursued various
approaches to measuring change over time, this research arrives at a similar conclusion: The
proportion of the population that is Protestant has declined markedly in recent decades while
the proportion of the population that is not affiliated with any particular religion has increased
significantly.

06

20

19
93

84

19

19

72

This trend is clearly apparent,
for example, in the findings
Religious Composition of the U.S. (1972-2006)
of the General Social Surveys
Protestant
Catholic
No Religion
(GSS), conducted between
70%
1972 and 2006 by the
60%
National Opinion Research
Center at the University of
50%
Chicago. Over this period, the
40%
GSS have asked the same
30%
basic religious identification
question each time the survey
20%
was conducted: “What is your
10%
religious preference? Is it
Protestant, Catholic, Jewish,
0%
some other religion, or no
religion?” Through the 1970s
Source: General Social Surveys (1972-2006)
and 1980s, between 60% and
Question: What is your religious preference? Is it Protestant, Catholic, Jewish,
65% of respondents described
some other religion, or no religion?
themselves as Protestant.
In the early 1990s, however,
the proportion of adults identifying as Protestant began a steady decline. By 2006, the GSS
registered Protestant affiliation at 50%, an estimate that is very similar to the one produced by
the Landscape Survey.
The decline in the Protestant share of the U.S. population raises another important question,
namely, whether the decline in Protestantism has occurred across all three traditions or has been
concentrated in one or another of the traditions. What scholars who have analyzed the GSS data
have found is that the proportion of the population identifying with the large mainline Protestant
denominations has declined significantly in recent decades, while the proportion of Protestants
identifying with the large evangelical denominations has increased.

Chapter 1: The Religious Composition of the United States
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Catholicism
Unlike Protestants, who have seen their ranks dwindle as a share of the population, the GSS
findings suggest that the proportion of the adult population that identifies itself as Catholic has
held fairly steady, at around 25%, in recent decades. But the Landscape Survey makes clear that
this apparent stability obscures a great deal of change in the makeup of Catholicism in the U.S.
An analysis of changes in religious affiliation (discussed in detail in Chapter 2) finds that Catholicism
has lost more people to other religions or to no religion at all than any other single religious group.
These losses, however, have been offset partly by people who have switched their affiliation
to Catholicism, but mostly by the significant number of Catholics who have immigrated to the
U.S. in recent decades, primarily from Latin America. The Landscape Survey finds, for example,
that nearly half of all immigrants (46%) are Catholic, compared with 21% of the native-born
Religious Composition of the Native Born and Foreign Born

Christian
Protestant
Catholic
Mormon
Jehovah’s Witness
Orthodox
Other Christian
Other Religions
Jewish
Muslim
Buddhist
Hindu
Other world religions
Other faiths

Total Population
%
78
51
24
2
1
1
<0.5

Born in U.S.
%
79
55
21
2
1
<0.5
<0.5

Born in a
Foreign Country*
%
74
24
46
1
1
2
<0.5

5

4

9

2
1
1
<0.5
<0.5
1

2
<0.5
1
<0.5
<0.5
1

1
2
2
3
<0.5
1

Unaffiliated

16

16

16

Don’t Know/Refused
Total

1
100

1
100

1
100

(88%)

(12%)

Share of Total Population

(100%)

* Includes respondents who were born in U.S. territories (Guam, U.S. Virgin Islands, etc.) and Puerto Rico
Due to rounding, figures may not add to 100.
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population. (Differences in the native-born and foreign-born Catholic population are discussed
further in Chapter 3.)
In addition to helping keep the Catholic share of the U.S. population steady, immigrants are also
fueling the growth of many non-Christian religious groups in America. For instance, immigrants
are roughly four times as likely as native-born adults to be Muslim (2% vs. less than 0.5%), twice
as likely to be Buddhist (2% vs. 1%), more than six times as likely to be Hindu (3% vs. less than
0.5%) and roughly four times as likely to be affiliated with Orthodox churches (2% vs. less than
0.5%).

The Unaffiliated
According to the Landscape Survey, more than one-in-six
American adults (16.1%) are not currently affiliated with
any particular religious group. Through the 1980s, the GSS
consistently found that between 5% and 8% of the public
was not affiliated with any particular religion. By 2006,
however, the GSS showed that 16% of U.S. adults reported
no religious affiliation.
The Landscape Survey finds that the unaffiliated population
is quite diverse and that it is simply not accurate to describe
this entire group as nonreligious or “secular.” Roughly onequarter of the unaffiliated population identifies itself as
atheist (1.6% of the overall adult population) or agnostic
(2.4% of the adult population). But the remaining threequarters (12.1% of the adult population) consists of people
who describe their religion as “nothing in particular.” (A
fuller discussion of the religious beliefs and practices of
the unaffiliated population will be included in a subsequent
report.)

Makeup of the Unaffiliated
Among all adults...
%
Unaffiliated
16.1
Atheist
1.6
Agnostic
2.4
No particular religion
12.1
Secular unaffiliated
6.3
Religious unaffiliated
5.8
Affiliated with a religion 83.1
Don’t know/Refused

0.8
100

Due to rounding, nested figures may not
add to the subtotal indicated.

This latter group consists of two smaller, fairly distinct subgroups. About half of people who
describe their religion as nothing in particular (6.3% of the overall adult population) say that
religion is not too important or not at all important in their lives. Thus, they can be thought of as
being mostly secular in their orientation. But the other half of this group (5.8% of adults) says that
religion is somewhat important or very important in their lives, despite their lack of affiliation with
any particular religious group. Thus, this group can be thought of as the “religious unaffiliated.”
(Differences in the demographic characteristics of the religious unaffiliated and their more secular
counterparts are discussed in more detail in Chapter 3.)
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Diversity Within Smaller Religious Traditions
Even smaller religious traditions in the U.S. exhibit
considerable internal diversity. For example, members of
the Orthodox Christian tradition, who account for 0.6%
of the adult population, come from a number of different
Orthodox churches, including the Greek and Russian
Orthodox churches as well as at least a dozen other
Orthodox churches mentioned by respondents in the survey,
such as the Armenian Orthodox, Syrian Orthodox, Ukrainian
Orthodox and Ethiopian Orthodox churches.
Judaism (1.7% of the overall adult population) also consists
of several distinct groups. More than four-in-ten Jews (43%)
describe themselves as Reform Jews. Nearly one-in-three
(31%) describe themselves as Conservative Jews and
10% say they are Orthodox Jews. The Buddhist tradition
(0.7% of the adult population), too, is made up of several
distinct groups, the largest of which is Zen Buddhism.
Muslims (0.6% of the adult population) fall primarily into
two traditions: Half of the Muslims in the U.S. identify as
Sunni and 16% are Shia; one-in-three, however, either say
they are affiliated with a different Muslim group or describe
themselves as “just a Muslim.”

Makeup of Smaller U.S.
Religious Traditions
Among all adults...
%
Orthodox
0.6
Greek Orthodox
<0.3
Russian Orthodox
<0.3
Others
<0.3
Jewish
Reform
Conservative
Orthodox
Others

1.7
0.7
0.5
<0.3
0.3

Muslim*
Sunni
Shia
Others

0.6
0.3
<0.3
<0.3

Buddhist
Zen Buddhism
Theravada Buddhism
Tibetan Buddhism
Others

0.7
<0.3
<0.3
<0.3
0.3

Other Faiths
1.2
Unitarians and other
0.7
liberal faiths
New Age
0.4
Native American relig.
<0.3
* From “Muslim Americans: Middle Class
and Mostly Mainstream,” Pew Research
Center, 2007
Due to rounding, nested figures may not
add to the subtotal indicated.
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Diana L. Eck
Nieman Reports “God in the Newsroom” Issue
Vol. XLVII, No. 2, Summer 1993
In May of 1990 in a suburb of Boston not far from the starting point of
the Boston marathon, the Hindu community of New England dedicated
a temple to the goddess Lakshmi, pouring the consecrated waters of the
Ganges over the temple towers, along with the waters of the Colorado,
the Mississippi and the Ohio Rivers. In April of 1993 in Sharon, the
Islamic community of New England broke ground for a major new
Islamic center to provide an anchor for the nearly 20 mosques in the
Islamic Council of New England.
These events are increasingly typical of the religious life of New
England. Indeed, the religious landscape of much of America is
changing -- slowly, but in dramatic ways that test the pluralist
foundations of American public life.
The Jain community celebrates the end of its season of fasting with a
great feast held under a bright yellow and white striped tent in the
backyard of its temple in Norwood, formerly a Swedish Lutheran
Church. A young man being ordained as a monk kneels shaven-headed
amidst the Cambodian Buddhist community in its temple in Lynn -- one
of three Cambodian Buddhist temples in the northern suburbs of
Boston. Sikhs come to their gurdwara in Milford for the celebration of
Vaishaki. African American Muslims gather in Malcolm X Park in
Dorchester to celebrate Id Al Adha during the month of the pilgrimage
to Makkah. Buddhist dignitaries from a dozen monastic lineages
assemble in Cumberland, Rhode Island, where a Korean Zen Master for
the first time in history formally transmits his lineage of teaching to
three American teachers, one of them a woman. This is New England in
the 1990's. The whole world of religious diversity is here.
This new reality is not a New York-California phenomenon of the
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cosmopolitan coasts of America. This is a Main Street phenomenon.
There are Muslims, Hindus, and Buddhists in Salt Lake City, in Toledo
and in Jackson, Mississippi.
The questions raised for America are far-reaching and will be important
questions for journalists to follow -- not only those who write explicitly
on religion, but those who write about education and the controversies
of school boards, about politics and the influence of religiously based
political action committees, about the courts and the continuing
reinterpretation of the foundations of religious freedom by the Supreme
Court, about hospitals, health care and medical ethics in a multireligious
environment. Over the next decade, this new multireligious reality will
have an impact on virtually every aspect of American public life.
One hundred years ago this summer the World's Parliament of
Religions was held in Chicago as part of the Chicago World's Fair.
Hindus, Jains, Buddhists, and Zoroastrians came from around the
world to join with the Protestants, Catholics, Jews and Unitarians who
organized the 17-day event. In 1893, India's Swami Vivekananda dazzled
audiences with his eloquent statement of Vedanta philosophy and
Dharmapala, the energetic Buddhist reformer from Sri Lanka, berated
his listeners on their relative ignorance of Buddhism. They were new
and exotic figures for most of the Americans at the Parliament who had
never before heard a Hindu or a Buddhist speak. What is most striking
in 1993 as Chicago prepares for a gala centennial of the Parliament of
Religions late this summer is the fact that today the diversity of the 1893
Parliament is the reality of the neighborhoods of Chicago.
The Chicago metropolitan Yellow Pages list dozens of entries under the
unusual headings "Churches: Buddhist" or "Churches: Islamic." There
are nearly 70 mosques and Islamic centers in the Chicago metropolitan
area. According to the Chicago-based Islamic Information Service there
are half a million Muslims. The suburbs of the city boast two sizable and
elaborate Hindu temples in Lemont and Aurora, to say nothing of the 18
smaller places of Hindu worship. There are at least 25 Buddhist temples
in the Buddhist Council of the Midwest -- Japanese Jodo Shinshu, the
Thai Wat Dhammaram, the Cambodian, Vietnamese and Laotian
Buddhist refugee communities and homegrown American Zen
communities. There are Baha'is, Zoroastrians, Jains, Sikhs and AfroCaribbean Santeria practitioners. The local planning committee
convened to plan the centennial of the Parliament is far more diverse
than the Parliament had been.
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One need not go back 100 years to document the dramatic rise in
America's Asian population. Most of it has taken place in the last 25
years. It is important to remember, however, that 100 years ago at the
time of the Parliament, U.S. immigration policy toward Asia was a
policy of exclusion. The Statue of Liberty stood in New York harbor
facing the Atlantic and not in San Francisco facing the Pacific. Chinese
workers had built the railways of the West, were industrious miners,
and had built Buddhist temples and celebrated Chinese festivals in
seemingly unlikely places like Helena and Butte, Montana. In 1882,
however, the first Exclusion Act was passed, aimed specifically at the
Chinese. In the decades that followed, the exclusion policy was
reaffirmed and gradually extended to other "Asiatics." In the 1923
Supreme Court case "Hindus," which in this case meant a Sikh named
Mr. Thind, were excluded from U.S. citizenship. Through the first half of
the 20th Century Asian immigration was tightly constricted.
The 1965 immigration act proposed by John F. Kennedy and signed into
law by Lyndon Johnson set immigration on a new footing, eliminating
the national origins quotas that had linked immigration to the national
origins of groups already established in the U.S. It is to this legislation
that one can attribute the modern burst of Asian immigration -- from
about 1 million Asian Americans in 1965 to 7.3 million in 1990. The
1990 census shows how rapidly the "Asian and Pacific Islander"
population is growing. In one state after another the percentage of Asian
American population growth from 1980 to 1990 is by far the highest of
any ethnic group -- in Minnesota up 194 percent from 1980, in Georgia
up 208 percent, in Rhode Island up 245 percent. Nationwide, the Asian
population rose 79.5 percent in the same decade. New immigration, not
only from Asia, but also from the Middle East, Latin America, the
Caribbean and Eastern Europe, has begun to change the cultural
landscape of many parts of the U.S. in ways that are dramatic and yet so
subtle we have scarcely begun to see them.
What does this mean in terms of religion? One can make an educated
guess from statistics on ethnic composition, but the truth is we do not
know. The one recent statistical study done by the City University of
New York as an ancillary project of the National Jewish Population
Survey has been widely disputed, especially in its projection of the
numbers of Muslims in the U.S. as 1.4 million. This contrasts with a
minimum of 8 million estimated by the Islamic Society of North
America and a figure of at least 5 million estimated by responsible
scholars. Even a conservative estimate would mean there are more
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Muslims that Episcopalians, more Muslims than members of the United
Church of Christ. The more highly charged question is whether there are
more Muslims that Jews. However uncertain the response to that
question may now be, it is clear that within a few years Islam will have
become the second largest religious community in the U.S. Muslim,
Buddhist, Hindu or Sikh communities may be small statistically, but the
news of the 1990's is that they are very much present and their presence
is not that of the passing gurus of the Seventies, but that of new
American immigrants who have brought their faith with them to this
country and are about the business of building the institutions to
perpetuate it.
The Pluralism Project is a three year study project which has engaged
Harvard students at all levels -- undergraduates, masters students and
doctoral students -- in what is basically "hometown" research on this
changing religious landscape of America. Our research is guided by
three questions. The first is a more focused version of the demographic
question: What do specific American cities now look like, religiously?
How many mosques, temples and gurdwaras are there in Denver, in
Houston, in Oklahoma City, in Minneapolis? Our second question is
how are these traditions changing as they take root in the American
context? Are there emerging some distinctively American adaptations of
Buddhism or Islam? Finally, how is the United States changing as this
new multireligious reality begins to be visibly present in our public life?
How are schools, hospitals, and councils of churches engaging with this
new multi-sided religious life?
One of the cities we have studied is Houston. The remarkable fact about
Houston is not its Texas glitter, its NASA space-age image, or its huge
Southern Baptist churches, but its substantial Muslim, Buddhist and
Hindu populations. Houston is the only city in the country with a
comprehensive Islamic plan for the zones and neighborhoods of the city.
The Islamic Society of Greater Houston has divided the city into eight
zones, with a main mosque and satellite mosques in the various regions
of this sprawling city. The southwest zone has dedicated a new mosque,
which is the showpiece of Islamic Houston, accommodating 900 for
Friday prayers. Not all the mosques in Houston are part of the I.S.G.H.
regional plan, for there are about two dozen mosques in all -- Sunni,
Shi'a, Ismaili, African-American. Over 10,000 Muslims crowd into the
George Brown Convention center for prayers on the Id festival days. In
1970 there were fewer than 1000 Muslims in Houston; today there are
estimated to be 60,000.
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The Buddhist population of Houston is almost as large, with an
estimated 50,000 Buddhists and 19 Buddhist temples at last count, nine
of them Vietnamese. There are 14 Hindu temples and organizations
including the spectacular Meenakshi Temple in the southern suburb of
Pearland. The Hindu population of Houston is estimated to be 40,000,
with an annual summer camp sponsored by the Vishva Hindu Parishad
and a city-wide celebration of the birthday of Krishna in the George
Brown Convention Center attracting 6,000 to 10,000 people.
Houston, like Los Angeles, New York and Chicago, may be unusual, but
smaller cities have a share in this diversity as well. In Oklahoma City
there are five mosques, none with an exterior sign indicating the
presence of an Islamic community. There are four Hindu temples, one
Sikh gurdwara, two Vietnamese Buddhist temples, a Thai Buddhist
temple, and a Japanese Buddhist Soka Gakkai International group. In
Denver there are 11 Buddhist temples serving an immigrant Asian
population that includes fourth- and fifth- generation Japanese
Americans along with newer Thai, Cambodian, Korean, Laotian and
Vietnamese immigrants. Indeed there are six Vietnamese temples in
Denver. In addition there are three mosques, two Sikh gurdwaras, two
Hindu temples and a Taoist temple. In Portland, Oregon there are four
mosques and 18 Buddhist centers. Buddhism is said to be the city's
fastest growing religion, with both recent immigrants and home-grown
Euro-American Buddhists.
If one were to visit American cities and towns, as my student
researchers have in the last two years, much of this changing landscape
would still be invisible, which is one reason most of this comes as a
surprise to many Americans. The prayer room of a newly forming
Muslim community is in the garage of a home purchased by the
community, in a commercial office building, or in a shopping plaza. One
of the Shiite mosques in Houston is in a former athletic club, given to
the community by a donor; its Qur'an classes on Sundays are held in the
squash courts. The Kwan Um Sa Buddhist Temple, one of the oldest of
the Korean Buddhist temples in Los Angeles, is in the spacious second
floor quarters of an old Masonic Hall with its plush red chairs and, now,
its golden images of the Buddha. The Hindu Satsang Mandali in
Stockton, California meets in the hallways and rooms of a suite in a
commercial building. The enormous Muslim Community Center in
Chicago where over 1,000 Muslims gather weekly for the Jum'ah
prayers is a former movie theatre.
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This is the invisible change. There are thousands of small communities
of immigrants that gather, trying to maintain for themselves and
preserve for their children the traditions of faith that link them together
culturally. They meet at first in living rooms or rented Knights of
Columbus Halls, then perhaps in a building acquired for the specifically
religious and cultural use of the community. A church may be ideal
because it is already zoned for religious use. The Richmond Hill Sikh
gurdwara in Queens meets in a former Methodist church. In Allston,
Massachusetts, a Korean Zen community with martial arts as part of its
meditation practice, has created a spacious zendo in the sanctuary of
what was formerly a Baptist church. In Lynn, the Cambodian Buddhist
community has acquired a Methodist church for its first home. An
African American Muslim community in Dorchester meets in a building
that was a church, then a synagogue and is now the Masjid al Qur'an. On
the whole, a passerby would not notice 90 percent of the thousands of
Hindu, Buddhist or Muslim religious centers in our cities and towns.
In the last decade, however, the new religious landscape has started to
become visible. Hindus began building traditional Hindu temples, sited
on hills like the Sri Venkatesvara temple in Penn Hills outside
Pittsburgh, the Rama temple on a hill in the Chicago suburb of Lemont,
or the Balaji Temple in the Malibu Hills of California. They built
suburban temples in Boston, Atlanta and Albany, in Lanham, Maryland,
and San Antonio, Texas. The white temple towers are covered with the
images of the gods and goddesses. Buddhist temples are also being built
and therefore becoming visible in a new way: the Providence Zen Center
in Cumberland, R.l. the Chuang Yen monastery in Kent, New York; Wat
Thai in North Hollywood, California. The most spectacular is the Hsi Lai
Temple, the largest temple in the western hemisphere, built by the
Chinese Pure Land community on a hilltop in Hacienda Heights,
California. It covers 1.4 acres of land and includes a monastery, an
educational wing, a conference center and a huge main shrine room
with thousands of Buddhas set in niches around the walls.
The first mosque built as such in the United States was dedicated by
Lebanese and Syrian immigrants in Cedar Rapids, Iowa, in 1934. The
Muslim population then was very small. When President Eisenhower
attended the dedication of the National Mosque on Embassy Row in
Washington in 1957, he spoke of the mosque as an expression of the
important relation of the U.S. with the Muslim world. Today the U.S. is
part of the Muslim world. There are new mosques in the United States
designed and built by American architects, like the Islamic Center at
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96th Street and Third Avenue in New York designed by Skidmore,
Owings & Merrill. In Toledo a mosque rises from the cornfield just off
an Interstate highway. In New Orleans, Tempe, Houston and Portland
there are examples of American Islamic architecture.
The second question of the Pluralism Project serves to remind all of us
that the history of religions is not over -- it is still happening before our
very eyes. What is Hinduism becoming in the U.S., in Pittsburgh and
suburban Chicago? Religions are not fixed entities that are passed intact
from generation to generation, culture to culture. On the contrary,
religions are more like rivers -- dynamic, ever changing, splitting,
converging. How these traditions are changing in the U.S. is fascinating
research, making the comparative study of religion in 20th Century
America a field of study in itself.
A Vietnamese monk in Phoenix told one of our researchers, "We must
take the plant of Buddhism out of the pot and plant it in the soil of
Arizona." What will Buddhism become as it takes root in American soil?
As laity take over many of the roles of monks? As monks adapt their
lives and monastic rules to demands of a Thai American congregation in
North Hollywood? As women take on roles of teachers, roshis, Zen
masters? We pose these as research questions, but the answers are still
tentative, still in the making.
What will Islam become in the U.S. with so many Muslim cultures
converging in Houston -- Pakistanis, Indians, Trinidadis and Syrians -all now Americans and all Muslim? How will the emergence of panIslamic organizations like the Islamic Society of North America
influence the history of American Islam? Will there be a more
"ecumenical" Reformed Islam, somewhat like the Reform Judaism that
developed so distinctively in the U.S.? What will Hinduism become in
the U.S., where an ancient, complex tradition now has to develop means
of transmission that are brand new, such as weekend classes or youth
summer camps? Hindus from India who were never asked, "What do
Hindus believe?" are now having to answer that question -- in their
neighborhoods and offices, in schools and P.T.A. meetings. The
Northern California Hindu Businessmen's Association has published a
simple reference card to "The Ten Commandments of Hinduism" -- a
real innovation in a tradition that has never been codified or formulated
in such a way. In some countries of Asia, temples and mosques may
have state or royal patronage; one did not belong to a particular temple
as a "member." In the U.S., however, these religious communities need
to recreate themselves with a network of voluntarism, with membership
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lists for tax-exempt status, with newsletters and fund-raising dinners. In
short, many of these communities have begun to generate the whole
infrastructure of denominationalism.
Finally, with this new multireligious landscape, the United States is
changing too. What will this wider range of cultures and religions mean
to American life? This is our third question. The national identity crisis
of the last five years, taking the form of the so-called "culture wars" and
the current multiculturalism debate is about this question of our
complex identity. Who do we mean when we say "we"? It is the most
important question any people can ask. "We the people" of the United
States is an increasingly diverse "we." In a world in which the "we" is
being defined in ever more narrow ethnic or religious terms, the
experiment of America is well worth watching.
There are public emblems of the changes that are happening. One of the
U.S. astronauts on the Challenger was a Buddhist American. The newly
elected mayor of Kuntz, Texas, not far from Houston, is a Muslim
American. The senior vice-president of a major Boston technology
think-tank is a Hindu American. On June 26, 1991, a Muslim imam,
Siraj Wahhaj of Brooklyn, opened a session of the U.S. House of
Representatives for the first time. In February of 1992, Imam W. Deen
Mohammed of the Chicago-based American Muslim Mission opened a
session of the U.S. Senate with prayer, again the first Muslim ever to do
so.
We may be Christians in the majority, Jews and Muslims next, then
Buddhists and Hindus, but the majority is pledged to preserve the
foundational liberties, of all minorities. There are many, however, who
do not recognize this wider and more complex "we." There are still
advocates of prayer in the public schools, like the Christian Coalition
and Catholic Alliance in New York City, who imagine that the prayer
would be a generic JudeoChristian prayer -- not a prayer from the Rig
Veda, the Qur'an, or the Pure Land school of Buddhism. And those who
insist on teaching "creationism" as the view of the divine origin of
creation imagine unthinkingly that this means teaching the Godcentered creation story of Genesis. But what about the unfolding of
creation from the lotus which grows from the navel of Lord Vishnu in
the Hindu creation account? The new complexity of American religion
sets these persistent old agendas in a brand new context.
In April of 1990 the city council of Savannah, Georgia issued a
proclamation in which Islam is recognized to have been " a vital part of
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the development of the United States of America and the city of
Savannah." The proclamation acknowledges that "many of the African
slaves brought to our country were followers of the religion of AlIslam."
In light of this, the mayor and the city council of Savannah proclaimed
that "the Religion of Al Islam be given equal acknowledgment and
recognition as other religious bodies of our great city."
Festivals are also ready markers of a culture's presence. The Chinese
New Year parade in New York is an old institution, but the Sikh
Vaisakhi Day parade is new. The city that measures its official holidays
by the suspension of alternate side of the street parking has added the
two Islamic feast days -- Id al Fitr and Id al Adha -- to the official list. In
San Francisco, the city issued a proclamation marking the end of the
annual festival honoring the deity Ganesha. The article in India Abroad
on September 6, 1991 read, "Mayor Art Agnos has issued a proclamation
declaring September 22 Golden Gate Ganesha Visarjana Day. It is
believed to be the first time that the mayor of a city in the United States
had honored the Hindu deity."
Americans all carry coins with the motto E Pluribus Unum -- Out of
many One. But given the more complex landscape of America -culturally and religiously --America now has the opportunity and
challenge to think anew about what that might mean. What is meant by
this term pluralism?
First, I would want to insist that pluralism is not the sheer fact of this
plurality alone, but is active engagement with plurality. Pluralism and
plurality are sometimes used as if they were synonymous. But plurality
is just diversity, plain and simple -- splendid, colorful, maybe even
threatening. Such diversity does not, however, have to affect me. I can
observe diversity. I can even celebrate diversity, as the clich� goes. But
I have to participate in pluralism. In the Elmhurst area of Queens, for
example, a New York Times reporter found people from 11 countries on
a single floor of an apartment building on Justice Avenue -- all living in
isolation and fear -- each certain that they were the only immigrants
there. This is diversity to be sure, but it is not pluralism.
Pluralism requires the cultivation of public space where we all
encounter one another. Where are those public spaces? Certainly
universities where the curricular and non-curricular issues of
multiculturalism are boiling on the front burner. Public schools and
school boards have also become the venue of this encounter with the
discussion of the new Houghton Mifflin social studies texts in California
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and the publication of the "Declaration of Cultural Interdependence" in
New York. Hospitals as well have had to confront critical issues of
cultural and religious diversity in the face of crisis and death. Every one
of these public institutions is experiencing the new tensions in
appropriating a more complex multicultural sense of who the "American
people" now are.
But where is the encounter that takes explicit account of the deep
differences of religion? Religion is the unspoken "rword" in the
multicultural discussion. It is present just beneath the surface in the
heated multicultural debate. It is often in interfaith councils that
religious issues can be raised to the surface and interreligious relations
discussed as such. The last 10 years have seen the genesis of a few
effective interfaith councils at the local and metropolitan level -- in Los
Angeles and Washington, in Rochester, Wichita, Tulsa and San Antonio.
Councils of churches have become councils of churches and synagogues.
Then the Muslims joined, or the Buddhists and Hindus. Yet the process
of developing this interfaith infrastructure is just now beginning in
many cities. When a Hindu temple in Pittsburgh was vandalized and its
sacred images smashed, or when a mosque in Quincy, Mass. was set
ablaze by arson, or when a Vietnamese monk in Dallas found a cross
burning in his front yard there was no infrastructure of relationships in
place to respond.
Second, I would ask whether pluralism does not ask more of the
encounter with one another than simply tolerance. Tolerance is a
deceptive virtue. In fact, tolerance often stands in the way of
engagement. Tolerance does not require us to attempt to understand
one another or to know anything about one another. Sometimes
tolerance may be all that can be expected. It is a step forward from
active hostility, but it is a long way from pluralism.
Part of the problem is recognizing how little we do understand one
another and how much our mutual perception is shaped by common
stereotypes. Americans as a whole have a high degree of religious
identification, according to every indication by George Gallup, and yet a
very low level of religious literacy. Every high school graduate is
required to dissect a frog, but every high school graduate is not required
to know something about Islam -- the religion of a fifth of humankind.
Few school systems have academic study of world religions built into the
social studies curriculum. Few seminaries training leaders for churches
and rabbinate have any required courses in the basics of other faiths -even though the local context of ministry in the U.S. today will surely
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require such fundamental literacy. One of our researchers working in
Oklahoma City in the summer of 1991 spoke with a city official about her
survey for the Pluralism Project. His interest aroused by her effort, he
offered, "You know, there's a Jewish mosque right down the street!" It
turned out to be a Greek Orthodox church.
Finally, pluralism is not simply relativism, but makes room for real
commitment. In the public square or in the interfaith council,
commitments are not left at the door. On the contrary, the encounter of
a multicultural society must be the encounter of commitments, the
encounter of each other with all our particularities and angularities.
This is a critical point to see plainly, because through a cynical
intellectual sleight of hand, some critics have linked pluralism with a
valueless relativism -- an undiscriminating twilight in which "all cats are
gray," all perspectives equally viable, and as a result, equally
uncompelling.
The encounter of a pluralistic society is not premised on achieving
agreement, but achieving relationship. Unum does not mean
uniformity. Perhaps the most valuable thing we have in common is
commitment to a society based on the give and take of civil dialogue at a
common table. Dialogue does not mean we will like what everyone at
the table says. The process of public discussion will inevitably reveal
much that various participants do not like. But it is a commitment to
being at the table -- with one's commitments.
The United States is in the process of negotiating the meaning of its
pluralism anew. In this new struggle to understand the American "we,"
the role of religion in our multicultural society will inevitably be
discussed. The new religious communities of the U.S. are presently
finding their own ways of participation in the public square. The
American Muslim Council has been formed to be a focal point for the
discussion of Muslim participation in the political process. At its
meeting in February the issue of what a Muslim political action
committee in a non-Muslim country might be was hotly discussed. The
Islamic Medical Association brings the concerns of American Muslim
doctors to bear on medical ethics. African American Islam -- both in its
orthodox Sunni stream and in the Nation of Islam -- brings Islamic
moral values to the crisis of drugs and violence. The International
Network of Engaged Buddhists seeks to bring the insights of Buddhism
and its philosophy of the interdependence of all things to bear on the
environmental debate. The Jaina Association of North America
considers the issues of animal rights and the extinction of species in
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light of the long Jaina tradition of non-violence toward all creatures. As
the questions and the answers of the new American religious
communities are brought to the table in the various forums of public
life, the meaning of "pluralism" reaching beyond the sheer fact of our
plurality will be tested for its strength again and again.
Reproduced by permission of the copyright holder,
The Nieman Foundation at Harvard University
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The Chronicle Review
June 27, 2010

Wrestling With One God or Another
By Stephen Prothero
Every year I tell my Boston University undergraduates that there
are two worthy pursuits for college students. One is
preprofessional: preparing for a career that will put food on the
table and a roof overhead. The other is more personal: finding big
questions worth asking, which is to say, questions that cannot be
answered in one lecture, one semester, or even a lifetime. What is
my purpose in life? What will happen to me when I die? How do
things come into being? How do they cease to be?
Students bring into college classrooms big questions of that sort.
Just as predictably, many professors try to steer them toward
smaller questions, which can be asked and answered on a final
exam. But the students have it right: In this case, bigger is better.
When I was younger, I thought I had the answers to the big
questions. I now know I didn't even have the questions right. If, as
Muhammad once said, "Asking good questions is half of learning," I
was at best a half-wit. Today I try to follow the advice of the German
poet Rainer Maria Rilke to "love the questions themselves," not
least those from the American mystic Walt Whitman:
What saw you to tell us?
What stays with you latest and deepest? Of curious panics,
Of hard-fought engagements or sieges tremendous what deepest
remains?
There are all sorts of reasons to wrestle with the big questions of
http://chronicle.com/article/Wrestling-With-One-God-or/66026
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the world's religions. One is civic. It is impossible today to make
sense of either nation or world without reckoning with the
extraordinary influence, for good and ill, of religious ideas and
institutions. But there are also personal reasons for cultivating
religious literacy, including the fact that such learning empowers
you to enter into a wonderful multimillennial conversation about
birth and death, faith and doubt, meaning and confusion.
The philosopher Richard Rorty has called religion a conversation
stopper, and who hasn't had a conversation run aground on the
rocks of dogma? For many of my students, however, religion serves
as a conversation starter. We human beings ask questions. We want
to know why. Our happiness depends upon it (and, of course, our
misery). To explore the great religions is to stand alongside Jesus
and the Buddha, Moses and Muhammad, and to look out at a whole
universe of questions with curiosity and awe. It is to meander, as all
good conversations do, from topic to topic, question to question.
Does God exist? Does evil? Do we? Why are we here? Where are we
going? How are we to live?
When people ask me how I became a professor of religious studies,
I usually say that I discovered the study of religion just as I was
losing the Christian faith of my youth, and that the discipline gave
me a way to hang in with religious questions (which continued to
fascinate me) without any presumption that the answers were close
at hand. When, to paraphrase St. Augustine, I became "a question
to myself," even bigger questions called out to me, and my
conversation with the great religions began.
One of the most common misconceptions about those religions is
that they plumb the same depths and ask the same questions. They
do not. Only religions that see God as all good ask how a good God
can allow thousands to die in earthquakes and tsunamis. Only
religions that believe in souls ask whether your soul exists before
you are born and what happens to it after you die. And only
religions that think we have one soul ask after "the soul" in the
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singular.
Every religion, however, asks after the human condition. Each seeks
to answer the sorts of questions that lie at the heart of the
humanities. Here we are in human bodies. What now? What next?
How to become a human being?
It is easy to imagine that the task of the great religions is not to
make us human but to make us something else. This world is not
our true home; being human is not our true calling. So it is
religion's job to transport us to heaven or nirvana or moksha;
Christianity will transfigure us into saints, Buddhism into
bodhisattvas, Hinduism into gods.
But the metamorphosis offered by the great religions is often less
dramatic than spinning golden gods out of human straw. Even in
traditions of escape from the sin and suffering of this world,
religion works not so much to help us flee from our humanity as to
bring us home to it. "The glory of God," wrote the second-century
Roman Catholic bishop, Irenaeus of Lyons, "is a human being fully
alive." Or, as the modern Confucian scholar Tu Weiming puts it,
"We need not depart from our selfhood and our humanity to
become fully realized."
Of course, we are born human beings, but only in the most trivial
sense. Often our humanity lies ahead of us—an achievement rather
than an inheritance, and a far-from-trivial achievement at that. Yes,
Christianity tells us we are sinners and calls us to be something
else. But Christians have not typically affirmed that Jesus took on a
human body only to save us from our sins. Among the purposes of
the Christian doctrine of the Incarnation is to show us how to
inhabit a human body, and to demonstrate that being human, too,
is sacred. Other religions can also be understood in this light. In
Islam the fact that Muhammad is emphatically not divine does not
prevent him from serving as the model for humanity par excellence.
In Taoism, the sages show us how to act as we really are, which is
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natural, spontaneous, and free.
One of the greatest stories ever told is also one of the oldest: the
ancient Mesopotamian epic of Gilgamesh and Enkidu. Gilgamesh is
a god/man, king of Uruk, a city dweller and guardian of civilization.
Enkidu is an animal/man, dressed in animal skins, a forest dweller
and threat to civilization who runs with wild beasts. The story of
these two men—a sort of On the Road for the third millennium BC
—gets going when, during their initial encounter, they wrestle to a
draw and become fast friends. Soon they are casting themselves
into the sorts of adventures that virile young men have forever
imagined, tales that only forests and monsters can bring. And when
one of those monsters comes bearing death, Gilgamesh goes on a
quest for immortality.
Like any classic, the Epic of Gilgamesh is many tales tucked into
one, but among other things it is a meditation on how to become a
human being. As the story opens, Gilgamesh the god/man thinks
himself superior to other humans, while Enkidu the animal/man
thinks himself inferior. As the story progresses, each becomes a
human being. Enkidu seems to become human by having sex with a
woman, who then washes and shaves his hairy body, while
Gilgamesh seems to become human by watching his friend die and
grieving his passing. Eros and Thanatos, as Freud might say: the sex
urge and the death urge, two sides of being human.
A few years ago, when "What Would Jesus Do?" bracelets were
colonizing evangelical wrists across America, a friend of mine
started making "What Would You Do?" bracelets. Forget what Jesus
would do. What would Joseph or Katie do? Inside the packing boxes
for the bracelets, my friend tucked sayings from various thinkers
about finding and following your own path. Almost all religions
intimate that what God or Heaven wants for us is simply to become
ourselves: The 18th-century Hasidic rabbi Zusya believed that
when he reached the next world, God would not ask him, "Why
were you not Moses?" but "Why were you not Zusya?" Kristofer
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Marinus Schipper wrote in The Taoist Body, "'The Tao has ten
thousand gates,' say the masters, and it is up to each of us to find
our own."
To explore the great religions is to wander through those gates. It is
to enter into Hindu conversations on the logic of karma and
rebirth, Christian conversations on the mechanics of sin and
resurrection, and Taoist conversations on flourishing here and now
(and perhaps forever). It is also to encounter rivalries between
Hindus and Muslims in India, between Jews and Muslims in Israel,
and between Christians and Yoruba practitioners in Nigeria.
Each of those religious rivals offers a different vision of "a human
being fully alive." Each offers its own distinctive diagnosis of the
human problem and its own prescription for a cure. Each offers its
own techniques for reaching its religious goal, and its own
exemplars for emulation. Muslims say pride is the problem;
Christians say salvation is the solution; Confucians emphasize
education and ritual; Buddhism's exemplars are the arhat (for
Theravadins), the bodhisattva (for Mahayanists), and the lama (for
Tibetan Buddhists).
I do not believe that Islam and Christianity are fated for battle in a
"clash of civilizations." But it is fantasy to pretend that they are in
essence the same, or that their disagreements with Judaism are
trivial. God may be one to Jews, Christians, and Muslims, but their
G-d, their Christ, and their Allah make very different demands on
their followers.
It is of course possible to overemphasize these differences, and the
great religions do converge at points. Some of the questions they
ask overlap, as do some of the answers. And all their adherents are
human beings with human bodies and human failings, so each of
the great religions needs to attend to our embodiment and to the
human predicament, not least by defining what it is to be fully alive.
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But religious folk go about this task in very different ways.
Confucians believe that we become fully human by entwining
ourselves in intricate networks of social relations. Taoists believe
we become fully human by disentangling ourselves from social
relations. Muhammad's three core human qualities, according to
the Islam scholar Seyyed Hossein Nasr, are piety, combativeness,
and magnanimity. The Buddha may have been magnanimous, but
he was far from pious. In fact, he didn't even believe in God. And
Jesus may have been magnanimous, too, but when combat called,
he turned the other cheek. If the Tao has ten thousand gates, so do
the great religions.
In The World's Religions, the best-selling course book in the history
of religious studies (at 2.5 million sold), Huston Smith speaks of the
great religions as different paths up the same mountain. "It is
possible to climb life's mountain from any side, but when the top is
reached the trails converge," he writes. "At base, in the foothills of
theology, ritual, and organizational structure, the religions are
distinct. ... But beyond these differences, the same goal beckons."
Today's so-called new atheists also look beyond religious
differences. For Christopher Hitchens and friends, however, the
great religions share not the same truth and beauty but the same
idiocy and ugliness. What the new atheists and the old liberal
universalists share is a refusal to wrestle with religious diversity.
Rather than ten thousand gates, they see only one.
Such thinking is ideological rather than analytical. In the case of the
new atheists, it starts with the desire to denounce the worst in
religion. In the case of the perennialists, it starts with the desire to
praise the best in religion. Neither of those desires serves our
understanding of a world in which religious traditions are at least
as diverse as political, economic, and social arrangements. It does
not serve diplomats or entrepreneurs working in India or China to
be told that Hindus and Confucians are equally idiotic. It does not
serve soldiers in the Middle East to be told that the Shia Islam of
Iran is essentially the same as the Sunni Islam of Saudi Arabia, or
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that Muslims, Christians, and Jews in Israel do not disagree
fundamentally on matters of faith or practice.
At the dawn of the 20th century, in The Souls of Black Folk (1903),
W.E.B. DuBois prophesied that "the problem of the 20th century is
the problem of the color-line." In the wake of September 11, Eboo
Patel, of the Chicago-based Interfaith Youth Core, suggested that
religion is the problem of the 21st century. Whether we are
Christians, Muslims, Hindus, Jews, or nonbelievers, we need to
reckon with our religion problem, not least by listening to the big
questions that adherents are asking.
When Americans began to wrestle with the challenges of race and
ethnicity, many suggested that the only way forward was to create a
colorblind society, in which all human beings are one. Today it is
widely recognized that a firmer foundation for interracial and
interethnic civility is a robust understanding of, and respect for,
racial and ethnic differences. The realm of religion requires no less
understanding of diversity, and no less respect.
Stephen Prothero is a professor of religious studies at Boston
University. He is the author of God Is Not One: The Eight Rival
Religions That Run the World—and Why Their Differences Matter
(HarperOne, 2010).
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Christianity and Religious Pluralism - Are There Multiple Ways to Heaven?
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Written by Rick Wade

Rick Wade takes a hard look at the inconsistencies of religious pluralism. He concludes that if Christ is a way to
heaven there cannot be other ways to heaven.

Whether Christianity is true or not, pluralism does not make

rational sense as it considers all religious traditions to be essentially the same.

Aren't All Religions Basically the Same?
In a humorous short article in which he highlighted some of the silly beliefs people hold today, Steve Turner wrote,
"We believe that all religions are basically the same, at least the one we read was. They all believe in love and
goodness. They only differ on matters of creation sin heaven hell God and salvation."{1}
It is the common belief today that all religions are basically the same. They may look different—they may differ
with respect to holy books or forms of worship or specific ideas about God—but at the root they're pretty much the
same. That idea has become so deeply rooted that it is considered common knowledge. To express doubt about it
draws an incredulous stare. Obviously, anyone who thinks one religion is the true one is close-minded and
benighted! More than that, the person is clearly a bigot who probably even hates people of other religions (or
people with no religion at all). Now, this way of thinking is very seldom formed by serious consideration of the
issues, I believe (although there are knowledgeable scholars who hold to it), but that doesn't matter. It is part of
our cultural currency and is held with the same conviction as the belief that planets in the solar system revolve
around the Sun and not Earth.
On the surface at least, it's clear enough that the various religions of the world are different. Theists believe in one
personal God; Hindus believe in many gods; atheists deny any God exists. Just on that issue alone, the differences
are obvious. Add to that the many beliefs about the dilemma of the human race and how it is to be solved. Why
don't people understand the significance of these differences? On the scholarly level, the fundamental objection is
this. It is believed that, if there is a God, he (or she or it) is too different from us for us to know him (or her or it).
Because of our limitations, he couldn't possibly reveal himself to us. Religious writings, then, are merely human
attempts at explaining religious experience without actually being objectively true.
Philosopher John Hick wrote that this is really a problem of language. Statements about God don't have the same
truth value as ones about, say, the weather, because "there is no . . . agreement about how to determine the
truth value of statements about God."{2} We use religious language because it is meaningful to us, but there is
really no way to confirm the truth of such talk. Because we can't really know what the truth is about God, we do
our best to guess at it. For this reason, we are not to suggest that our beliefs are true and others false.
On the more popular level, the loss of confidence in being able to know religious and moral truths which comes
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from academia and filters through the media, is teamed up with an inclusivist attitude that doesn't want anyone
left out—that is, if there are any truths to be known.
I want to take a look at the issue of religious pluralism, the belief that there are many valid ways to God. We'll
start with some definitions and a reminder of what historical Christianity teaches about God and us and how we
can be reconciled to Him.

Starting Points
There are three basic positions on the question of the relation of Christianity to other religions. The historic view is
called exclusivism. That word can be a real turn-off to people because we live in an inclusivistic era. What it means
in this context is that the claim of Christianity that Jesus is the only way means that all other ways to God are
excluded. If Jesus is the only way to the one true God, then no other claims can be true.
Another view on the matter is inclusivism. This is the belief that, while salvation is made possible only by the cross
of Christ, it can be obtained without hearing the gospel. Even people who are externally part of other religions
traditions can be saved. This is a temptation for Christians who are convinced that Jesus is the way, the truth, and
the life, but don't like the idea that there are people who haven't heard the gospel who thus cannot be saved.
By religious pluralism, we mean the belief that all religions (at least the major, enduring ones) are valid as ways to
relate to God. There is nothing unique about Christ; He was one of many influential religious teachers and leaders.
This is the position I'll be considering in this article.
Before looking at pluralism, it would be good to review the historic Christian understanding of salvation to bring
the contrast into bold relief.
One God
The Bible is clear that there is one God. Through Isaiah the prophet God said, "I am the Lord, and there is no
other; besides Me there is no God" (Is. 45:5a; see also 43:10; 44:6).
Beyond this, it's important to note that, philosophically speaking, it is impossible that there could be two (or more)
"Gods" like the God of the Bible. Scripture is clear that God is everywhere present at once, so there can't be a
truly competing presence (Ps. 139:7-12). God is capable of doing whatever He wills. There can be no ultimate
interference by another deity. "The LORD does whatever pleases him, in the heavens and on the earth, in the seas
and all their depths," says the Psalmist (135:6). Or more succinctly, "Our God is in heaven; he does whatever
pleases him" (Ps. 115:3; see also Dan. 4:35). How could there be two Gods like this? They would have to be
absolutely identical, since neither one could be interfered with. And if so, they would be the same God!
One Savior
The Bible is also clear that there is only one Savior. Jesus said, "I am the way, and the truth, and the life; no one
comes to the Father but through Me" (Jn. 14:6). To the rulers and elders and scribes in Jerusalem, Peter declared,
"There is salvation in no one else; for there is no other name under heaven that has been given among men by
which we must be saved" (Acts 4:12).
Theological necessity
In addition, it was theologically necessary for salvation to come through Christ alone. In Hebrews chapter 9 we
read that the death of the sacrifice was necessary. According to Hebrews chapter 7, the Savior had to be divine
(see also 2 Cor. 5:21). And Hebrews 2:17 says the Savior had to be human. Jesus is the only one who fulfills those
requirements.
One more consideration
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To this we can add the fact that the apostles never even hinted that people could be saved any other way than
through Christ. It is this belief that has fueled evangelistic endeavors all over the world.

Religious Pluralism Can't Accomplish Its Goal
Even on the surface of it, the notion of religious pluralism is contradictory. If we can't know that particular
religions are true, how can we know that any are valid ways to God? The pluralist has to know that we can't know
(which is an interesting idea in itself!), while also having confidence that somehow we'll be able to reach our goal
through our particular beliefs and practices.
But that brings serious questions to the surface. Do all religions even have the same goal? That's an important
issue. In fact, it's the first of three problems with religious pluralism I'd like to consider.
Can religious pluralism accomplish its goal? What do I mean by that? Two ideas are at work here. First, it is
believed that we can't really know what is true about God; our religions are only approximations of truth. Second,
if that is so, aren't we being high-handed if we tell a people that their religion isn't true? How can any religion
claim to have the truth? To be intellectually honest, we need to consider all religions (at least the major, enduring
ones) as equally valid. There is a personal element here, too. The pluralist wants to take the people of all religions
seriously. Telling anyone his or her religion is false doesn't seem to signal that kind of respect. So the goal of
which I speak is taking people seriously with respect to their religious beliefs.
I can explain this best by introducing a British scholar named John Hick and tell a little of his story.{3} Hick was
once a self-declared evangelical who says he underwent a genuine conversion experience as a college student. He
immediately began to associate with members of InterVarsity Christian Fellowship in England. Over time, however,
his philosophical training and reading of certain New Testament scholars made him begin to have doubts about
doctrinal matters. He also saw that, on the one hand, there were adherents of other religions who were good
people, while, on the other, there were some Christians who were not very nice people but were sure of their seat
in heaven. How could it be, he thought, that God would send these good Sikhs and Muslims and Buddhists to hell
while saving those not-so-good Christians just because they believed in Jesus? Hick went on to develop his own
understanding of religious pluralism and became probably the best-known pluralist in the scholarly world.
I relate all this to you to point out that, at least as far as the eye of man can see, Hick's motivation was a good
one: he wanted to believe that all people, no matter what religious stripe, can be saved. Harold Netland, who
studied under Hick and wrote a book on his pluralism, speaks very highly of Hick's personal character.{4} And
isn't there something appealing about his view (again, from our standpoint)? Wouldn't we like everyone to be
saved? And having heard about (or experienced directly) the violence fueled by religious fanaticism, it's easy to
see why many people recoil against the idea that only one religion has the truth. We want everyone included! We
want everyone to feel like his or her religious beliefs are respected and even affirmed!
The problem is that we are supposed to view our beliefs as approximations of truth, as somehow meaningful to us
but not really true. All people are to be welcomed into the universal family of faith—but they are to leave at the
door the belief that what they believe is true. It's as though the pluralist is saying, "It is really noble of you to be
so committed to your faith. Of course, we know that little of what you believe can be taken as truth, but that's
okay. It gives meaning to your life." Or in other words, "We want you to feel validated in your religion, even
though your religious doctrines aren't literally true."
To be quite honest, I don't feel affirmed by that. My religious belief is completely undermined by this idea. If Jesus
isn't the only way to God, Christianity is a complete lie, and I am believing in vain.
My belief is that salvation—the reconciliation of persons to the one, true trinitarian God—has been made possible
by Jesus, and that I know this to be the case. In his first epistle, John wrote: "I write these things to you who
believe in the name of the Son of God so that you may know that you have eternal life" (1 Jn. 5:13). If I can't
know this to be true, the promises of Scripture are only wishes. In that case, my hope for eternity is no more
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secure than crossing my fingers and saying I hope it won't rain this weekend. We are all, in short, forced to
abandon our notions of the validity of our religious beliefs and accept the skepticism of the pluralist. And I don't
feel affirmed by that.
For my money, to be told I might be very sincere but sincerely wrong if I take my beliefs as true in any literal
sense is like being condescendingly patted on the head. To be honest, I take such a notion as arrogance.
So my first objection to religious pluralism is that it does not accomplish its goal of making me feel affirmed with
respect to my religious beliefs beyond whatever emotional fulfillment I might get from pretending the beliefs are
true.

Religious Pluralism Doesn't Make Sense
My second objection to religious pluralism is that it doesn't make sense in light of what the various religions claim.
Let me explain.
Christianity is a confessional religion. In other words, there are particular beliefs we confess to be true, and it is
partly through confessing them that we are saved. Is that surprising? Aren't we saved by faith, by putting our trust
in Christ? Yes, but there are specific things we are supposed to believe. It isn't just believing in; it's also believing
that. For example, Jesus said to the scribes and Pharisees, "You are from below; I am from above. You are of this
world; I am not of this world. I told you that you would die in your sins, for unless you believe that I am he you
will die in your sins" (Jn. 8:23-24). And then there's Paul's clear statement that "if you confess with your mouth,
‘Jesus is Lord,' and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved" (Rom. 10:9). So
what we believe is very important despite what some are saying now about how Christianity is a relationship and
how doctrine isn't all that important.
Back to my point. Christians who know what the Bible teaches and the basics of other religions find themselves
staring open-mouthed at people who say that all religions are basically the same. How could anyone who knows
anything about the major religions of the world even think such a thing? I suspect that most people who say this
do not know the teachings of the various religions. They have some vague notions about religion in general, so
they reduce these great bodies of belief to a few essentials. Don't all religions believe in a higher power or powers?
Isn't their function just to give meaning to our lives? Don't they all typically include such things as prayer, rituals
of one kind or another in public and private worship, standards for moral living, holy books, and the like?
Christian apologist Ravi Zacharias has said something like this: Most people think all religions are essentially the
same and only superficially different, but just the opposite is true. People believe there are some core beliefs and
practices such as those I just named which are common to all religions, and that religions are different only on the
surface. Muslims have the Koran; Christians have the Bible; Jews have the Torah; Hindus have the Bhagavad Gita.
Muslims pray five times a day; Christians pray at church on Sundays and most anytime they want during the
week. Buddhists have their shrines; Jews their synagogues; Hindus their temples; Muslims their mosques; and
Christians their churches. So at the core, the same; on the surface, different.
But just the opposite is true! It is on the surface that there is similarity; that is why we can immediately look at
certain bodies of beliefs and practices and label them "religion." They aren't identical, but they are similar enough
to be under the same category, "religion." On the surface we see prayers, rituals, holy books, etc. It's when we dig
down to the essential beliefs that we find contradictory differences!
For example, Islam is theistic but is unitarian while Christianity is trinitarian. Hindus believe we are not true
individual selves but are parts of the All, while orthodox Jews believe we are individuals created in the image of
God. Muslims believe salvation comes through obedience to Allah, while Buddhists believe "salvation" consists of
spinning out of the cycle of birth, death, and rebirth into nirvana.
No, religions are not essentially the same and only superficially different. At their very core they are drastically
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different. So while pluralists might take the religious person seriously, they don't take his or her beliefs seriously.
How can all these different beliefs be true in any meaningful sense? How can the end of human existence be both
nirvana and heaven or hell? Pluralists have to reduce all these beliefs to some vague possibility of an afterlife of
some kind; they have to empty them of any significant content.
So what we believe to be true, pluralists know isn't. Isn't it interesting that the pluralist is insightful enough to
know what millions of religious adherents don't! That's a strange position to take given that the heart of pluralism
is the belief that we can't know what is ultimately true about God!
It is for this reason that my second objection to religious pluralism is that it doesn't make sense in light of what
the various religions claim. It claims that our different beliefs are essentially the same, which is false on the
surface of it. And it claims that the differences result from the fact that we can't know what is true, while the
pluralist acts like he or she can know what is true.

Pluralism Is Incompatible with Christianity
Religious pluralism may well be the most common attitude about religion in America. You might be wondering,
Aren't there a lot of Christians in America? According to the polls, one would think so. But I dare say that if you
polled people in your church, especially young people, you would find more than a few who are religious pluralists.
They believe that, while Christianity is true for them, it isn't necessarily true for other people. Is pluralism a
legitimate option for Christians? In short, no.
This, then, is my third objection to religious pluralism, namely, that religious pluralism is incompatible with
Christianity because it demands that Christians deny the central truths of Scripture. If religious pluralism is true,
Jesus' claims to deity and biblical teaching about His atoning death and resurrection cannot be true.
The Bible is clear that salvation comes through accepting by faith the finished work of Jesus who is the only way to
salvation. Paul told the Ephesians that at one time they "were separate from Christ, excluded from citizenship in
Israel and foreigners to the covenants of the promise, without hope and without God in the world" (2:12). Without
Christ they were without God. He told the Romans that righteousness came through Jesus and the atoning
sacrifice He made (5:6-10, 17). Jesus said plainly that "no one comes to the Father but by me" (Jn. 14:6).
Because pluralism denies these specifics about salvation, it is clearly at odds with Christianity.
There is a more general truth that separates Christianity and pluralism, namely, that Christianity is grounded in
specific historical events, not abstract religious ideas. Pluralists, as it were, line up all the major, enduring religions
in front of them and look for similarities such as those we have already noted: prayers, rituals, holy books, and so
on. They abstract these characteristics and say, "Look. They're all really the same because they do and have the
same kinds of things." But that won't do for Christianity. It is not just some set of abstract "religious" beliefs and
practices. It is grounded in specific historical events.
This is a crucial point. The historicity of Christianity is critical to its truth or falsity. God's project of salvation is
inextricably connected with particular historical events such as the fall, the flood, the obedience of Abraham, the
Exodus, the giving of the Law, the fall of Israel and Judah, the return to Israel—all events leading to Jesus, a
historical person who accomplished our salvation through a historical event. It is through these events that God
declared and carried out His plans, and nowhere do we read that He would do so with other people through other
events and teachings. The truth of Christianity stands or falls with the crucifixion and resurrection of Christ and
their meaning revealed by God. If the resurrection is historically false, "we are to be pitied more than all men,"
Paul wrote (1 Cor. 15:19). If this was God's way, and Jesus declared Himself to be the only way, then no other
way is available.
One thing the church must not do is let any of its members think that their way is only one way. This isn't to
condone elitism or condescension or discrimination against others, even though that's what a lot of people believe
today. That believing in the exclusivity of Christ does not necessarily result in an attitude of elitism is seen in Jesus
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Himself. His belief that He was and is the only way to the Father is clear, but few people will criticize Him for
having the attitudes just mentioned. It is a strange thing, isn't it? Christians who say Jesus is the only way are
condemned as self-righteous bigots, while the One who boldly declared not His religion but Himself as the only
way is considered a good man!
To sum up, then. Pluralism falls under its own weight, for it cannot affirm all religious beliefs as it seems to desire,
and its belief that religions are all pretty much the same, even though their core teachings are contradictory,
doesn't make sense. It also is certainly incompatible with Christianity which declares that the truth of its teachings
stand or fall with specific historical events. And frankly, its claim to know that no religion really has the truth
because such truth can't be known, comes off as a rather hollow declaration in light of the knowledge pluralists
think they possess.
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