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CHAPTER ONE

The Sociology of Religion in Late Modernity

Michele Dillon

If there had been any doubt about the sociological importance of religion, the terrorist
events of Tuesday morning, September 11, 2001, and their aftermath renewed our
awareness that religion matters in contemporary times. The terrorist actions crystallized
how adherence to a religious fundamentalism can destroy lives and forever change the
lives of many others. The public’s response to the terrorist attacks pointed to a different
side of religion: the positive cultural power of ritual to recall ties to those who have
died and to reaffirm communal unity and solidarity in a time of trial. Who would have
thought that at the beginning of the twenty-first century improvised public memorials
mixing flowers, photographs, steel and styorofoam crosses, and candlelight vigils would
illuminate downtown Manhattan, that most modern and urbane of metropolises?

Clearly, the dawning of a new century has not been accompanied by the eclipse of
religion in individual lives and in public culture. Despite, and perhaps because of, dis-
enchantment with our increasingly rationalized society, religion continues to provide
meaning and to intertwine daily social, economic, and political activity. That the con-
tinuing significance of religion in late modern society was not anticipated by classical
social theorists and is at odds with much of contemporary theory is due to many factors.
From an intellectual perspective it largely reflects both the overemphasis on reason and
the tendency to relegate religion to the realm of the nonrational that are characteristic
of modern social thought. Starkly phrased, the former places a calculating, instrumen-
tal rationality as the overarching determinant of all forms of social action while the
latter sees religion and reason as inherently incompatible.

The dominance of instrumental reason envisaged by Max Weber (1904–5/1958) has
certainly come to pass. Few would challenge the view that an economic-technological
rationality is the primary engine of our globalizing society. The logic of free trade, for
example, gives legitimacy to companies to relocate to cities, regions, and countries
where production costs are comparatively lower. Technological development allows
corporations to have more cost-effective communication with their customers via the
Internet, and consequently many companies have chosen to bypass the human dis-
tributors whom until very recently were a key component of their corporate relational
network; travel agents and car dealers are two such visible groups of “techno-victims.”
When Boeing relocated from Seattle to Chicago and when Guinness relocated from
Ireland to Brazil the means-end calculations did not quantify the costs of community

3
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disruption or the emotional and cultural loss attendant on disrupting the homology of
symbol and place. In today’s world, as exemplified so well by professional sports, teams
are moveable and fan loyalty is almost as commodified as the players’ contracts.

The rationality codified in the professions as a whole means that specialization
rather than renaissance breadth is the badge of honor. Thus in sociology, as Robert
Wuthnow argues (Chapter 2), subspecialization rather than personal bias largely ac-
counts for many sociologists’ inattention to questions in subfields such as religion be-
cause they perceive them as falling outside their primary specialization. Even though
sociology emphasizes the interrelatedness of social phenomena, institutional practices
(e.g., publishing and promotion decisions) and the rational organization of the disci-
pline require specialization (e.g., the separate sections within the American Sociological
Association, each with its own membership, council, and newsletter).

Yet despite the dominance of a calculating rationality there also are many instances
of nonstrategic action and of contexts in which both coexist. Ethics still have a place
in individual and corporate behavior even in the most strategic of techno-economic
domains. For example, Cantor Fitzgerald, the government bonds trader that lost over
two-thirds of its employees during the terrorist destruction of the World Trade Cen-
ter, was widely praised for its initial compassionate response to the victims’ families
(e.g., providing food and other facilities at a local hotel to cater to victims’ families).
Although within a week after the attack it cut its missing employees from the payroll
stating that this would avoid bookkeeping distortions, subsequently Cantor Fitzgerald
executives publicly committed to devote 25 percent of the partners’ profits over the
next ten years to the victims’ families, a decision that seemed motivated more by ethi-
cal rather than economic considerations (notwithstanding the good public relations it
garnered).1 More generally, in advanced capitalist societies such as the United States,
there is still some recognition that loyalty to family, community, and nation is a legit-
imate factor in economic decision making notwithstanding the constant evidence of
the excesses of corporate greed and their tendency to obscure the hold of ethical behav-
ior in the marketplace. In short, instrumental reason is not the sole engine of modern
life; the moral, emotional, or what Durkheim (1893/1997) termed the noncontractual,
elements of contract continue to shape social behavior even if frequently in ambiguous
ways.

That reason and emotion are intertwined rather than anathema was the focus of
Douglas Massey’s 2001 presidential address to the American Sociological Association.
Massey (2002: 2) emphasized that “humans are not only rational. What makes us human
is the addition of a rational component to a pre-existing emotional base, and our focus
should be on the interplay between rationality and emotionality, not theorizing the
former while ignoring the latter, or posing one as the opposite of the other (emphasis
in original).” The interplay between reason and sentiment is most clearly demonstrated
by Robert Bellah’s analysis of the “ritual roots of society and culture” (Chapter 3, this
volume). Bellah draws on recent advances in neurophysiology, Paleolithic archaeology,
ethnomusicology, and anthropology to elaborate the foundations of ritual in human
society. He focuses on the centrality of symbolic exchange in human evolution and of
the individual’s deep-seated need to relate to other social beings. Bellah observes that

1 See the full-page advertisement by Cantor Fitzgerald, The New York Times, October 31, 2001,
p. C3. Subsequently, Cantor Fitzgerald reported a profitable fourth quarter for 2001.
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the synchronizing rhythm of conversational speech and gesture and the affirmation of
social solidarity that they imply recognize, however implicitly, the nonutilitarian di-
mension, or the sacredness, of social life. Drawing on the creative ambiguity inherent in
Emile Durkheim’s (1912/1976) conceptualization of ritual and the virtual interchange-
ability of religious and social behavior, Bellah points to the many expressions of ritual
in everyday life – rituals of dinner, sports, military drill, academia, and of politics. He
argues that such diverse rituals may “be seen as disclosing an element of the sacred,
and thus of the religious, at the very basis of social action of any kind.”

For Bellah as for other sociologists (e.g., Collins 1998; Goffman 1967), ritual is the
most fundamental category for understanding social action because it expresses and
affirms the emotional bonds of shared meaningful experience and individuals’ social
belongingness. Bellah is keenly aware that the utilitarian rationality of our market
society may obscure and at times destroy bonds of solidarity. Yet, he is unequivocal
that “we remain surrounded by ritual in a myriad of forms,” and, “if we look in the
right places” we may even see its disclosure in the economic realm.

As underscored by Bellah’s analysis, the sacred, or the nonrational, pulsates in many
sites and intertwines with formal rational processes. Reason matters but so, too, does
the individual’s need to connect with others and to experience a sense of social mu-
tuality. Thus as Erik Erikson (1963) theorized, the development of interpersonal trust
is critical to individual and societal well-being; social life requires us to have meaning-
ful and purposeful relations with others. It is precisely the enduring need for human
interconnectedness that makes the search for some form of communal solidarity a smol-
dering ember stoking much of social action. The power of religion lies, in part, in the
resources it provides toward the creation and shaping of meaningfully connected indi-
vidual and communal lives; the religious or the sacred thus endures notwithstanding
the overarching presence of rationality in society.

REASON IN RELIGION

Having emphasized that the nonrational is constitutive of human society, it is impor-
tant also to acknowledge that reason has a solid place in religion. Much of social theory
leaves this unsaid. Consequently it is sometimes assumed that religion and practical rea-
son are incompatible. This perspective is most clearly evident in the writings of Jurgen
Habermas (1984, 1987). Habermas rejects a one-sided rationality that privileges strate-
gic action and instead proposes a nonstrategic, communicative rationality grounded in
a process of reasoned argumentation. In doing so, however, he negates the relevance
of nonrational elements to communicative exchange. He dismisses arguments that he
sees as tainted by their association with sentiment, faith, and tradition, and therefore
omits a huge sweep of resources used in everyday practices. Although Habermas is right
in being suspicious of the ways in which sentiment and tradition frequently obscure
the power inequalities that allow some “truths” to dominate institutional practices,
his strict boundary between religion and reasoned argumentation presents religion as a
monolithic, dogmatic force. He thus ignores the openness of diverse religious traditions
to reasoned self-criticism and debate and the centrality of doctrinal and practical rea-
soning in individual and collective interpretations of religious teachings (Dillon 1999b).

In the same way that strategic and nonstrategic action coexist, overlap, and can
be compartmentalized in daily life, religion and reason, too, coexist and can be
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interspersed and segmented within religious traditions and in individual and institu-
tional practices. For many individuals and groups, the continuing relevance of religion
derives from the fact that religious institutions, doctrines, and practices are, at least
partially, open to reasoned criticism and to change. Although the founding narratives
of religious traditions may be seen as divinely inspired, their subsequent institution-
alization is a social process. Because religious institutions are social institutions whose
practices evolve over time and adapt to changing cultural and historical circumstances,
the boundaries of religious identity are contestable and mutable.

For example, many practicing Catholics maintain their commitment to Catholi-
cism while nonetheless challenging church teachings on gender and sexuality. Feminist
Catholics invoke historical and doctrinal reasons, such as the presence of women in
scriptural and historical accounts of early Christianity and church doctrines on equal-
ity, to argue against what they see as the theological arbitrariness of the church’s ban
on women priests. Similarly, gay and other Catholics question why official markers of
Catholic identity give substantially greater weight to sexual morality than to the liv-
ing out of everyday Christian ethics of justice. Many of these Catholics, therefore, stay
Catholic but reflexively critique Catholicism and do so in ways that enable them to
be not only Catholic but to meld their religious and other social identities. Indeed, in
this regard, the negotiation of religious identity in contemporary America provides a
good exemplar of the practical compatibility of what – in a pluralistic and multicultural
society – may sometimes appear as anomalous identities (Dillon 1999a: 255–6).

The intertwining of religion and reason in everyday life also means, for example,
that although many Americans express belief in God and the afterlife (e.g., Greeley
and Hout 1999), this does not necessarily mean that they anticipate actually having
an afterlife and, in any case, may go about their daily activities with a certain religious
indifference. Religion matters in many lives and, in public culture but it is not the
only or the most important thing and its relevance ebbs and flows relative to what else
is going on. In short, across the diverse personal and institutional contexts of daily
life reason and religion are sometimes coupled and sometimes decoupled (cf. Dillon
2001).

THE SOCIOLOGY OF RELIGION

The intellectual bias in social theory toward the incompatibility of rationality and
religion has residues in sociology as a whole. Although sociology takes vocational pride
in examining the unexpected and debunking stereotypical assumptions about human
behavior (Portes 2000), it has been slow in moving beyond stereotyped views of religion.
It is not surprising that sociology, itself a product of the Enlightenment, should have a
long tradition of skepticism toward religion. Karl Marx’s (Marx and Engels 1878/1964)
popularized idea of religion as an alienating and suppressive force and Sigmund Freud’s
(1928/1985) emphasis on its illusionary power continue to flicker a dim shadow over
the perceived social relevance of religion. Thus in a recent study on social responsibility,
Alice Rossi (2001: 22) explicitly acknowledged her “special difficulty” and surprise “as a
political liberal and religious skeptic” with the finding that religion emerged as having a
major effect. Although a distinguished sociologist, survey researcher, and ex-president
of the American Sociological Association, Rossi admitted that she “came close to not
including even one measure of religiosity” in family of origin questions (2001: 305).
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Notwithstanding the fact that highly regarded research organizations (e.g., the Na-
tional Opinion Research Center’s General Social Survey) provide cumulative data doc-
umenting the persistence of religion as an important dimension of Americans’ lives,
religion is frequently the forgotten or excluded variable in social scientific studies and
literature reviews. It is tempting for sociologists to shy away from incorporating reli-
gion because of perceptions that religion detracts from reflexivity and social change
and the very act of studying religion might be interpreted as legitimating religious be-
lief. Yet sociologists study small firms, income inequality, and gang violence without
any presumed implication that the empirical patterns observed are desirable or that the
sociologist has a vested biographical interest in the topic. A research interest in religion
is more likely to trigger a hermeneutic of suspicion (cf. Ricoeur 1981). But, as Robert
Wuthnow shows (Chapter 2, this volume), the line in sociology as a whole between
normative interests and empirical questions is quite blurred. As he points out, the re-
spective theories of Marx, Weber, and Durkheim provide conceptual frameworks for
incorporating normative concerns; thus for example, a sociologist can study poverty
by using a Weberian analysis to study social class without having to acknowledge that
one actually cares about inequality. All sociological topics have underlying normative
implications and the sociology of religion is not necessarily more value-laden than
other fields. One can be a religious skeptic or a religious believer and still be a good
sociologist – that is, being able to recognize the significance of religion when it pertains
to the social universe being investigated.

The sociology of religion treats religion as an empirically observable social fact. It
thus applies a sociological perspective to the description, understanding, and expla-
nation of the plurality of ways in which religion matters in society. Sociologists of
religion are not concerned with inquiring into whether God exists or with demon-
strating the intellectual compatibility of religion and science. The focus, rather, is on
understanding religious beliefs and explaining how they relate to worldviews, practices,
and identities, the diverse forms of expression religion takes, how religious practices
and meanings change over time, and their implications for, and interrelations with,
other domains of individual and social action. As a social fact, religion is similar to
other social phenomena in that it can be studied across different levels and units of
analysis and drawing on the plurality of theoretical concepts and research designs that
characterize the discipline.

WHY STUDY RELIGION?

Religion is a key construct for understanding social life in contemporary America and
in other parts of the world. Religion ought to be of interest to sociologists because
(a) it helps shed light on understanding the everyday experiences of the majority of
Americans; (b) it is an important predictor of a variety of social processes ranging from
political action to health outcomes; and (c) it has the potential to play a vital emanci-
patory role in processes of social change.

Religion and social understanding. National representative surveys (e.g., Gallup and
Lindsay 1999; Greeley and Hout 1999) document that the majority of American adults
have a religious affiliation (59 percent), believe in God (95 percent) and the afterlife
(80 percent), pray (90 percent), and read the Bible (69 percent), and a substantial
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number (40 percent) report regular attendance at a place of worship. Moreover,
87 percent of Americans say that religion is important in their lives. These numbers on
their own mean that even if it did not have any explanatory power religion would still
have a pivotal role in the process of understanding how modern Americans construe
their lives and the social and physical world around them. In view of the salience of re-
ligion in America it is not surprising that socioreligious issues (e.g., abortion, the death
penalty, welfare reform, stem cell research, prayer in school, public displays of religious
symbols, government vouchers for religiously affiliated schools) are a marked feature
of political debate and judicial case loads. Religious institutions also play an extensive
role in American society with denominational organizations, churches, and religiously
affiliated schools, colleges, hospitals, social service agencies, and religious publishing
and media companies contributing substantially to the domestic and international
economy.

Many of the Handbook chapters focus on understanding the role of religion in daily
life, with several authors providing information about the rich diversity of practices
comprising the contemporary religious landscape. For example, Helen Rose Ebaugh fo-
cuses on the religious practices of new immigrant groups in America (Chapter 17). Her
comparative ethnographic study of congregations in Houston included, for example,
a Greek Orthodox church, a Hindu temple, a Muslim mosque comprised primarily of
Indo-Pakistani members, a Vietnamese and a Chinese Buddhist temple, and Mexican
Catholic and Protestant churches. As Ebaugh documents, the ethnoreligious practices
of these diverse groups significantly impact American religion as well as urban culture
through the physical reproduction of home-country religious structures such as tem-
ples, pagodas, and golden domes and the use of native construction materials and arti-
facts. At the same time, Ebaugh shows that, as it was for nineteenth-century European
immigrants, religion is a major factor shaping the ethnic adaptation and assimilation
patterns of new immigrants. Religion provides a communal anchor enabling immi-
grants to maintain social ties to their home culture and traditions while simultane-
ously giving them access to social networks and structures that pave the way for their
participation in mainstream society.

Religion as social explanation. Religion does not only help us understand social experi-
ences and institutional practices; it also serves as a powerful source for explaining a wide
range of social attitudes and behavior. For example, Manza and Wright (Chapter 21)
demonstrate that religion exerts a significant influence on individual voting behavior
and political party alignments in America and Western Europe. The religious cleav-
ages they identify in American society include church attendance, doctrinal beliefs,
denominational identities, and local congregational contexts. Importantly, as Manza
and Wright show, religious involvement is not simply a proxy for other variables such
as social class, ethnicity, or region but exerts an independent effect in shaping voters’
choices. They observe, for example, that there has not been a significant realignment
of Catholic voters since the 1950s and, although Catholics have become more econom-
ically conservative, their Republican shift on economic issues has been offset by their
increasingly moderate positions on social issues.

Religion as an emancipatory resource. It is common for mass media portrayals to
emphasize the negative and defensive aspects of religion. Clearly, this characterization
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fits to some extent with religion’s role in conserving traditional practices in a time of
social change, and its political use in defensive alignments against modern culture.
Moreover, as John Hall (Chapter 25) elaborates, there is “an incontrovertibly real con-
nection between religion and violence.” The negative aspects and consequences of re-
ligion, however, should not obfuscate the potential emancipatory property of religion
and the resources it provides in struggles against institutional and social inequality.

Today, diverse faith-based groups challenge inequality both within religious in-
stitutions and in other institutional and social locales. For example, Richard Wood
(Chapter 26) uses his ethnographic research in California to show how doctrinal beliefs
and religiously-based organizational resources are used in community justice projects
focused on achieving greater equity in access to socioeconomic resources (e.g., better
jobs and health care for poor, working families). He emphasizes the multi-issue, mul-
tifaith, and multiracial character of faith-based community organizing. When Latinos,
Whites, African Americans, and Hmong gather together to lobby for health care and
share personal experiences and inspirational scriptural invocations, such meetings help
to build bonds of social trust both within and across communities. This is a process, as
Wood argues, that revitalizes political culture while simultaneously working toward a
more just society. In short, across many diverse sites and for many different groups (see
also McRoberts, Chapter 28; Neitz, Chapter 20; Peña, Chapter 27; Williams, Chapter 22),
religion can become a vibrant resource not solely in resisting domination but in col-
lective activism aimed at eliminating inequality.

THE HANDBOOK

The intention behind this Handbook was to bring together current research and thinking
in the sociology of religion. The authors were invited to write original chapters focusing
on select aspects of their own engagement with the field. For some contributors this
involved integrating ideas they have pondered and argued with over a number of years,
whereas for other authors it involved discussion of their current research. In either case,
the chapters are ambitious; rather than being reviews of the literature on specific topics
they are comprehensive and coherent without necessarily attempting to impose closure
on the ambiguities, subtleties, and controversies that characterize the sociological study
of religion. The intent is not to settle intellectual debates but in some instances to
propose new ways of seeing by reframing the questions that might be asked or shifting
the frames – of time, space, methods, and constructs – used in researching specific
questions.

The Handbook provides a compendium for students and scholars who want to know
more about the sociology of religion and a resource for sociologists in general who will
find that several of the chapters integrate questions in other areas of sociology (e.g., in-
equality, ethnicity, life course, identity, culture, organizations, political sociology, social
movements, health). The collection provides ready access to vibrant areas of inquiry in
the sociology of religion. Accordingly, the subject matter covered is broadly inclusive
of traditional research topics (e.g., modernity, secularization, politics, life course) and
newer interests (e.g., feminism, spirituality, violence, faith-based community action).
Some subjects, for a variety of reasons, are not included but are nonetheless impor-
tant. Questions addressing, for example, the direct and indirect effects of religion on
local, national and international economies (cf. Smelser and Swedberg 1994), or the
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mutual links between religion and mass media (cf. Hoover 1997), are not discussed in
this collection but clearly deserve sociological attention.

The Handbook aims to illustrate the validity of diverse theoretical perspectives and
research designs and their applicability to understanding the multilayered nature of re-
ligion as a sociological phenomenon. The research findings reported draw on compar-
ative historical (e.g., Finke and Stark; Gorski; Hall), survey (e.g., Chaves and Stephens;
Dashefsky et al.; Hout; Manza and Wright; McCullough and Smith; Roof); longitudinal
life course (e.g., Dillon and Wink; Sherkat); and ethnographic case study, interview,
and observation (e.g., Davidman; Ebaugh; Edgell McRoberts; Kniss; Peña; Wood) data.
Our ability to apprehend the multidimensionality of a social phenomenon is enriched
when we have access to different kinds of data and research sites and are able playfully
to entertain the explanatory value of diverse theoretical approaches.

This Handbook reflects the specific historical and cultural context from which it has
emerged, namely late-twentieth-early-twenty-first-century American sociology. Most
of the authors are American, most of the empirical research discussed derives from
American samples, and the themes engaged reflect a largely American discourse. Never-
theless, some of the authors are non-American and work outside the United States (e.g.,
Beyer, Davie, Lazerwitz, Tabory), and several contributors include a comparative cross-
national perspective (e.g., Beyer, Davie, Finke and Stark, Gorski, Dashefsky, Lazerwitz
and Tabory, Manza and Wright, Hall, Wood). The North American/Western perspec-
tive articulated is not intended to suggest that religion is not important elsewhere or
that the sociology of religion is not exciting in, for example, Asian or Latin American
countries. Rather, the sociology of religion is an engaged field internationally (evident,
for instance, in the number and range of foreign conferences pertinent to the field).
But to give voice in a single handbook to the important religious trends, topics, and
perspectives in a broader selection of countries would not be practical or intellectually
coherent. It is my hope, nonetheless, that the substantive questions addressed in this
volume will be of use to scholars working outside of American academia and that it will
contribute to ferment in the sociology of religion in sites far beyond American borders.

The Handbook is divided into six parts. Part I focuses on religion as a field of so-
ciological knowledge. Following this chapter, Robert Wuthnow (Chapter 2), sensitizes
readers to some of the tensions in studying religion sociologically and how they can
be legitimately circumvented from within the discipline and with an eye to interdisci-
plinary collaboration. Robert Bellah, as already indicated, provides a strong rationale in
Chapter 3 for the enduring social relevance of religion crystallized in diverse everyday
rituals. Chapters 4 and 5 focus on the societal evolution of religion and of religion as a
field of inquiry. Peter Beyer traces the consequences of modernity and of wide-ranging
global sociohistorical processes on the construction of world religions and religion’s
diverse social forms. Beyer focuses on the boundaries between religion and nonreli-
gion, and between religions, and considers the process by which these distinctions get
made and their social consequences (Chapter 4). Grace Davie (Chapter 5) examines
the centrality of religion in classical sociological theory and elaborates on the different
contextual reasons for the subsequent divergent paths that theorizing and research on
religion have taken in North America (which emphasizes religious vitality) and Europe
(where secularization prevails). She, too, emphasizes religion’s global dimensions and
points to the contemporary sociological challenge posed by global religious movements
[e.g., Pentecostalism, Catholicism, fundamentalism(s)].
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Part II is broadly concerned with the conceptualization and measurement of re-
ligion and social change. The first two chapters in this section focus specifically on
measurement considerations. Michael Hout (Chapter 6) highlights the significance of
demography as an explanation of religious stability and change. He shows how chang-
ing demographic patterns (e.g., marital, fertility, and immigration rates) alter the reli-
gious composition and levels of church attendance, and he emphasizes the importance
of having large and detailed data sets so that the direct and counteracting effects of
changing demographics on religion can be tracked. Mark Chaves and Laura Stephens
(Chapter 7) focus on the problems associated with using self-report measures of church
attendance as the standard indicator of American religiousness. They discuss, for ex-
ample, how social desirability and the ambiguities between church membership, at-
tendance, affiliation and religious sensibility may distort survey respondents’ accounts
of their church habits, thus complicating sociological assessments of the stability of
religious activity over time.

Chapters 8 and 9 engage the ongoing secularization debate in sociology. Roger
Finke and Rodney Stark, the two sociologists most closely identified with the religious
economies model of religious behavior (i.e., that interreligious competition enhances
religious participation) draw on their extensive historical and cross-national research
to argue for the greater explanatory value of their perspective over a secularization
paradigm (Chapter 8). They emphasize how the supply-side characteristics of a religious
marketplace (e.g., deregulation, interreligious competition and conflict) account for
variations in levels of religious commitment. Philip Gorski, by contrast (Chapter 9),
draws attention to the interplay between sociocultural, political, and religious factors
in a given historical context. Gorksi argues that credible empirical claims for either
secularization or religious vitality must be grounded in a much longer historical and
a much broader geographical frame (encompassing, for example, religious practices in
Medieval and post-Medieval Europe) than is used in current debates. Moreover, because
Christianity is rife with ebbs and flows, any observed decline, Gorski points out, may
be cyclical and reversible.

The interrelated links between theoretical conceptualization and empirical data
on our understanding of the changing dynamics of religion are illustrated in the fi-
nal two chapters of this section. Patricia Chang (Chapter 10) discusses changing so-
ciological approaches to the study of religious organizations and the ways in which
they converge with, and diverge from, the sociological analysis of nonreligious orga-
nizations. She elaborates on the highly decentralized nature of the religious sphere
and the significance of the diversity of its organizational forms and institutional prac-
tices. Wade Clark Roof (Chapter 11) focuses on new forms of spiritual engagement
in American society and their increasing autonomy from traditional religious struc-
tures and conventional ways of thinking about religion. His analytical schema rec-
ognizes the distinctions but also the overlap between religious and spiritual identi-
ties, and he argues for new definitions of religion that explicitly integrate the more
psychological aspects of a seeker spirituality with traditional sociological models of
religion.

The second half of the Handbook is more explicitly concerned with the links between
religion and other domains of social behavior. Part III focuses on religion and life course
issues. Darren Sherkat’s research investigates the life course dynamics of religious so-
cialization (Chapter 12). He shows that, whereas parents are key agents of influence
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on their young children, adult children can influence the religious behavior of their
aging parents whom in turn can impact their adult children especially as they them-
selves assume responsibility for children’s socialization. Penny Edgell highlights the
responsiveness of religious congregations to the varying life-stage needs of their mem-
bers (Chapter 13). She finds that, while congregations embrace a traditional nuclear
family model, they nonetheless make incremental adjustments in their rhetoric and
routines in order to be more inclusive of the diversity of contemporary families (e.g.,
single-parent and dual-career families). Michele Dillon and Paul Wink (Chapter 14) use
longitudinal life course data to examine religiousness and spirituality in the second half
of adulthood. In their sample, religiousness and spirituality increase in older adulthood
for both men and women, and although the two religious orientations have different
emphases, both are positively associated with altruism, purposeful involvement in ev-
eryday activities, and successful negotiation of the aging process. In Chapter 15, Michael
McCullough and Timothy Smith present a critical review of the rapidly expanding body
of interdisciplinary research on religion and health. Focusing on depression and mor-
tality, their meta-analyses indicate that, on average, individuals who are religiously
involved “live slightly longer lives and experience slightly lower levels of depressive
symptoms” than those who are less religious.

Part IV focuses on religion and identity. Religion has long played a major role in
anchoring ethnic and national identities and current scholarship additionally recog-
nizes the multiple, cross-cutting ways that religion intersects with gender, sexuality,
race, and social class. Nancy Ammerman (Chapter 16) argues that while religious insti-
tutions are important sites for the construction of religious identities they are not the
only suppliers of religious narratives. She elaborates, rather, that as identities intersect
and are embodied in diverse institutional, relational and material contexts, religious
and other identity signals are shaped from numerous religious and nonreligious locales
(e.g., commodified evangelical body tattoos, clothing, and jewelry in pop culture).
In Chapter 17, Helen Rose Ebaugh, as already noted, elaborates on the ethnoreligious
practices of new immigrant congregations and shows how they mediate cultural assimi-
lation while simultaneously highlighting the increased deEuropeanization of American
religion and culture. Dashefsky, Lazerwitz, and Tabory focus on the sociohistorical and
cross-cultural variations in the expression of Jewish identity (Chapter 18). They find,
for example, that Israeli Jews are far more likely than American Jews to observe kosher
food regulations, but within Israel, Jews of Middle Eastern descent are far more likely
than Euro-Israeli Jews to do so. The specific religious practices of different Jewish sub-
groups is due in part as Dashefsky et al. show to their minority cultural status vis-à-vis
the larger society.

The multiple pathways toward the realization of, or engagement with, a religious
identity means that, as Lynn Davidman argues, one can be Jewish without being ob-
servant (Chapter 19). She discusses the routine ways individuals integrate a “religious”
element into their lives independent of formal religious participation. For her respon-
dents, being Jewish involves scripts and practices that are derived from familial, cultural,
and historical connections to Judaism and that provide them with a coherent, but what
they regard as a nonreligious, Jewish identity.

Mary Jo Neitz emphasizes the “embodiment” of religious identities (Chapter 20).
Reviewing the influence of feminist inquiry on the sociology of religion, she discusses
the importance of studying religion as found in the “location of women” and their
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experiences rather than from the standpoint of traditional institutional boundaries
and theoretical categories. Neitz points to the diversity of women’s experiences and
observes that while in some women’s lives (e.g., those who experience personal vio-
lence), religion can be a site of oppression it can also be used as a resource in resisting
patriarchal structures and expectations.

The chapters in Part V examine the multilevel connections between religion, poli-
tics, and public culture. Jeff Manza and Nathan Wright, as already indicated, investigate
the continuing influence of religion on individual voting behavior (Chapter 21). So-
ciologists interested in the dynamics of social movements necessarily encounter the
organizational and cultural resources provided by religion. As shown by Rhys Williams
(Chapter 22), religion and religious communities comprise a natural base for social
movement activism. He discusses the multiple resources (e.g., rituals, rhetoric, clergy
leaders) religion provides for collective mobilization and the dilemmas religious social
movements confront in negotiating the external political and cultural environment
(e.g., political compromise versus ideological purity).

The multidimensional relation between religious worldviews and moral-ideological
conflict is the concern of Fred Kniss (Chapter 23). Arguing against the use of di-
chotomized categories (e.g., liberal versus conservative) in studying cultural conflict,
Kniss’s broader perspective facilitates greater recognition of peripheral groups (e.g.,
Mennonites, Buddhists), and shows how intragroup ideological nuances and ideolo-
gies that juxtapose values (e.g., scriptural authority and egalitarianism) may shape
public discourse. Jay Demerath explores cross-national differences in the links between
religion, nationhood, and civil society (Chapter 24). He elaborates on the diverse in-
tellectual and practical ways in which civil religion is understood, and illustrating its
differential sociopolitical implications points, for example, to the fractured social order
that characterizes societies in which two or more competing civil religions dominate
(e.g., Israel, Northern Ireland).

John Hall presents an extensive analysis of the relatively understudied theoreti-
cal and empirical links between religion and violence (Chapter 25). He proposes an
exploratory typology to characterize the range of “cultural logics” that underpin the
possibility of religious violence. Hall discusses the importance of such factors as na-
tionalism, colonialism, the presence of religious regimens, interreligious competition,
and establishment repression of countercultural religious movements. Arguing that
“there is no firewall between religion and other social phenomena,” Hall notes that
while violence in many sociohistorical instances is independent of religion, religion,
nonetheless, often becomes “the vehicle for” and “not merely the venue of” the violent
expression of social aspirations.

The three chapters that comprise the final section, Part VI, focus on religion and
socioeconomic inequality. As noted earlier, Richard Wood (Chapter 26) analyzes the his-
tory and character of faith-based community justice organizing. Milagros Peña focuses
on the links between Latinas’ everyday realities, faith-based community involvement,
and political consciousness (Chapter 27). She shows that Latinas’ pastoral and commu-
nity activities empower them to be “active agents of social change” who stand against
oppressive social practices. Focusing on “border realities” in El-Paso (Texas)-Juarez
(Mexico), Pena’s ethnographic research points to how Latinas’ political consciousness
comes from their everyday encounters with poverty, intimidation, and violence and is
nurtured through their participation in faith-based community groups and centers that
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facilitate their mobilization against exploitation. Here, too, similar to Wood’s findings,
the social activism crosses religious, ethnic, and social class boundaries.

In the third chapter in this section, Omar McRoberts uses his study of a largely
poor, African-American Boston neighborhood to challenge the validity of a worldy/
otherworldly dichotomy to describe the black church (Chapter 28). He shows, for ex-
ample, that many theologically conservative (“otherworldly”) Pentecostal-Apostolic
churches engage in prophetic and socially transformative activism. McRoberts also dis-
covers that, independent of theology, ideological constraints such as perceptions of
racism and government malintention can hinder pastors’ readiness to avail of pub-
lic funds for church based social projects. This finding takes on added significance in
view of current government attempts to extend the institutional role of churches and
faith-based organizations in welfare provision.

A NOTE TOWARD THE FUTURE

Religion continues to be a significant dimension intertwining individual lives, col-
lective identities, institutional practices, and public culture, and, although in some
circumstances it has a negative impact (e.g., violence), in other situations it holds an
emancipatory charge (e.g., faith-based organizations). Sociologists have made signifi-
cant theoretical and empirical advances in understanding religion but much, of course,
remains unknown. One of the challenges lies in apprehending the local and global di-
versity of religious worldviews and practices and their social and political implications.
The cumulative body of research that is emerging on new immigrants’ religious prac-
tices fills an important gap in this regard. But other gaps remain. We need, for example,
to pay fuller attention to the breadth and depth of religion across diverse sociohis-
torical contexts. As Philip Gorski (Chapter 9) points out, “situating the present more
firmly within the past” provides for a richer theoretical and empirical understanding
of present trends and cross-national variations in religion. At the micro-level, the task
is to achieve a better understanding of religion as lived in different sociobiographical
contexts and to explore how macro structural and cultural changes shape the religious
practices of individuals and of specific historical cohorts. Related to this, for example, is
the “new” reality presented by the post-1960s increased differentiation of religiousness
and spirituality. We are thus required to design studies that can capture the changing
contemporary situation while simultaneously placing these patterns in their sociohis-
torical and geographical context.

Moreover, since religion has emerged as a powerful explanatory variable in analyses
of behavior across a range of social domains (e.g., politics, health, social responsibility,
violence) we need to be alert to the possible implications of religion and spirituality
in other previously understudied spheres. Notwithstanding the institutional pressures
toward specialization within sociology, it is evident that many sociologists of religion
fruitfully engage ideas and topics that cut across other subfields (e.g., organizations,
political sociology). Additional areas of intradisciplinary specialization that could be
engaged more systematically by sociologists of religion include economic sociology,
education, popular culture, and law and criminology. Although researchers have be-
gun to write about pertinent themes within these respective areas, our knowledge of
how religious practices shape and are shaped by activity in these domains is still quite
preliminary.


