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Religious Pluralism in the 
United States   
 

The apparent discrepancy between high levels of religious identity and an overwhelmingly secular 

popular culture in the United States can be baffling to outsiders. This paper aims to shed light on that 



 
2



 
3



 
4

Early National Period 

The ratification of the United States Constitution 

in 1788 ensured that religious diversity would 

continue to develop in the United States. The First 

Amendment to the Constitution prohibited the 

establishment of a national church and 

guaranteed the “free exercise” of religion, 

effectively mandating that all religions were equal 

before the law. (For more about the First 

Amendment, see the paper on church-state 

separation.) But as new religious movements 

emerged in the nineteenth century, such as the 

Church of Jesus Christ of the Latter-day Saints 

and the Disciples of Christ, this commitment to 

“free exercise” would be tested. The forces of 

immigration, revivalism and denominationalism 

changed the religious landscape in the United 

States as the century progressed and strained the 

United States' allegiance to the idea of free 

exercise. The series of religious revivals that 

occurred in the first half of the nineteenth 

century—particularly in New York, Pennsylvania, 

Ohio, and Kentucky—dramatically altered 

American Protestantism. These revivals prompted 

a great upsurge in religious fervor that later 

became known as the Second Great Awakening 

(the First Great Awakening took place in the first 

half of the eighteenth century). The movement 

was characterized by large, outdoor worship 

services called “camp meetings” where 

individuals either re-committed themselves to 

Christianity or accepted the faith for the first time. 

New religious movements such as the Disciples of 

Christ also emerged in the context of the revivals. 

Members of the Disciples broke away from the 

musical and liturgical traditions of Protestantism 

and Catholicism in the hope that the church 

might be “purified” and returned to the authentic 

faith of the earliest Christians. These reform 

movements encountered criticism from 

“mainline” Protestants who questioned the 

devotion of the revivalists. The revivalists also 

criticized each other and splintered still further 

over the issue of slavery. Although the theological 

disputes were serious, the most enduring legacy of 

the Second Great Awakening was a greater focus 

on the individual’s relationship to God and Jesus 

Christ. In fact, evangelical Christians of the 

twenty-first century who stress a personal 

encounter with Jesus Christ trace their roots to 

this nineteenth-century revivalism. (See the paper 

on Christian Theology for an explanation of 

evangelical Christianity.)  

Sectional Conflict, Immigration and 

Industrialization 

By the 1850s, with the Protestant faith undergoing 

revival and change, the Catholic church had 
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were also suspicious of Catholic rituals; in 

particular, the practice of venerating saints 

appeared idolatrous and heretical to them. 

Moreover, the practice of celibacy among Catholic 

priests and nuns spawned wild speculation about 

sexual indiscretions and other improper behaviors 

in monasteries and convents. These fears 

occasionally turned violent; for example, a mob 

burned down a convent in Charlestown, 

Massachusetts in 1838 because of an unfounded 

accusation that illegitimate babies, fathered by the 

priests, were buried beneath the building. Six 

years later, a struggle over the question of which 

translation of the Bible to use in schools resulted 

in a series of bloody riots. Anti-Catholicism 

persisted, but the Catholic community was 

bolstered by the heightened immigration of the 

nineteenth century and continued to grow.  

The steady flow of immigrants in the late 

nineteenth century also impacted the practice of 

Protestantism and Judaism. Between 1870 and 

1910, nearly 26 million people immigrated to the 

United States. In contrast to the immigrations 

before 1870 that brought mainly German, 

English, and Irish to the United States, this new 
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society. The debate was a response not only to 

contemporary advances in the natural and social 

sciences that seemed to challenge religious 

beliefs on matters such as the origins of human 

life, but also to the improved social standing of 

many Christians. On the one hand were so-called 

“modernists” or “liberal” theologians such as 

Henry Ward Beecher (1831-1887), who sought to 

reconcile religious belief with modern science. 

Beecher argued that religion concerned itself with 

“those things which are invisible,” while science 

considered tangible, visible aspects of the world. 

As a result, science and religion were mutually 

compatible. More than this: the discoveries of the 

former suggested the truth of the latter, since 

better medicine or social science, for example, 

could be seen as reflecting God’s will and 

ushering in the Kingdom of God. Beecher also 

sought to allay the anxieties of the new urban 

middle class by preaching a gospel of “virtuous 

wealth.” Several aspects of a nascent religious 

liberalism thus emerge: a tendency to link the 

natural realm with the Kingdom of God; a 

tendency to find the core of Christianity in its 

ethical teachings rather than in its traditional 

beliefs; and a tendency to view the supernatural in 

terms of a somewhat romanticized view of Nature. 

On the other hand, figures such as Dwight L. 

Moody (1837-1899) and the Princeton Seminary 

scholar J. Gresham Machen (1881-1937) rejected 

these liberal efforts to re-interpret Christianity in 

light of modern knowledge. They held fast to what 

they called “the fundamentals” of biblical 

inerrancy (the belief that the scriptures are an 

absolutely reliable record of historical events and 

should be taken literally on matters such as the 

origins of human life), the authenticity of 
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Remarkably, these varied groups have mostly 
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and Jews shared another large room for their 

services; and Muslims, Buddhists, and other 

groups shared a small room for their devotions. 

While Protestants were allocated the largest 

space—Christians comprise about eighty-five 

percent of Americans, and that Protestants 

constitute about seventy percent of Christians—

the inclusion of so many non-Protestant religions 

in the academy illustrates an enduring American 

effort to accommodate this diversity. 

 

ISLAM IN THE UNITED STATES 

Until the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001 
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some estimates, ten percent of these slaves 

practiced the Muslim faith before their 

enslavement. Because American slave owners 

prevented non-Christian religious practices, no 

lasting Islamic communities developed during 

that time. Near the end of the nineteenth century, 

however, a relatively large influx of Arab 

immigrants began to arrive on American shores; 

most were Lebanese Christians, but some 

Lebanese and Syrian Muslims settled here as 

well. By 1914, about a hundred thousand Arabic-

speaking immigrants had arrived in the United 

States. This group was followed by a second wave 

of primarily Lebanese immigrants who settled in 

Dearborn, Michigan, and Quincy, Massachusetts 

after World War I.  Muslim immigration 

increased after World War II as American 

universities and businesses began an 

unprecedented period of expansion. It was not 

until the immigration reform of the 1960s, 

however, that large numbers of Muslim 

immigrants settled in the United States and 

gained citizenship.  

By this time a unique religious movement known 

as the Nation of Islam had risen to prominence 

among some African Americans. (“African 

American” is a term used in the United States to 

describe black Americans generally, many of 

whom  are descended from slaves, not merely 

Americans who immigrated from Africa.) 

Founded in 1930 by Wallace Fard and led by Elijah 

Muhammad from 1934 until his death in 1975, the 

Nation of Islam synthesized principles and 

practices of Christianity, Islam, freemasonry and 
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women played a greater role in the establishment 

and operation of mosques and rarely donned the 
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his day. During the 1820s and 1830s in western 

New York, a wide range of Christians were 

participating in revivals in an effort to purify the 

Christian religion. Smith was very much a part of 

this movement: his translation of the Book of 

Mormon and his efforts at founding a new church 

reflected the desire to purify and renew the 

Christian community. Shortly after the 

publication of the Book of Mormon, Smith and his 

small band of followers relocated to Kirtland, 

Ohio. Here Smith received further revelations 

outlining Mormon doctrine and worship, which 

he outlined in The Doctrine and the Covenants.  

Although still a small group in the 1830s, 

Mormons had missionary success in Ohio, 

Missouri, and Illinois. As membership grew, 

however, so did criticism of the group’s beliefs. 

Most Protestant and Catholic Christians 

considered Mormons outside the Christian fold. 

Protestants objected principally to the idea that 
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Theodore Roosevelt’s endorsement effectively 

quelled the fears over Smoot, who went on to 

serve thirty years in the Senate. At the same time, 

Mormon settlements in other Western states 

exposed a broader segment of the American 

population to the Mormon way of life, which 

turned out to be not so scandalous after all. 

Mormon support of and active participation in 

American efforts during World War I further 

improved the reputation of the church. Yet even as 

these trends toward assimilation continued, the 

Mormons held on to their identity. Tithing, dietary 

restrictions, genealogy, strict temple attendance, 

and baptism for the dead, which included the 

“gentile” dead, remained practices that set 

Mormons apart from their Protestant, Catholic, 

and Jewish counterparts.   

By the second half of the twentieth century 

American suspicion of Mormonism had declined. 

The Mormons benefited from the highly mobile 

society that emerged after World War II, which 

saw Americans of all faiths scattering across the 

country. In the 1950s and 1960s, with recreational 

travel on the rise, many non-Mormons vacationed 

in Utah. American society at large also became 

better acquainted with the Mormons through 

popular culture as the acclaimed music of the 

Mormon Tabernacle Choir and the Osmond 

family of entertainers drew positive attention. 

Successful Mormon politicians such as George 

Romney also raised the church’s profile in a 

favorable way. Most recently, Mormons enjoyed 

positive media attention during the Winter 

Olympics of 2002, held in Salt Lake City, Utah.  

Despite these positive developments, criticism of 

the Mormon Church by no means disappeared. 

The church remained under scrutiny in the post-

war era, receiving sharp criticism for practices like 

barring people of African descent from serving as 

priests, a tenet finally abandoned in 1978. In 

addition, both critics and supporters of the church 

have been preoccupied with the question of 

whether Mormons are in fact Christians. 

Although the Mormons insist they are yet another 

denomination of the Christian faith, many 

evangelical Protestants and other Christians 

dispute this claim. It remains to be seen how Mitt 

Romney, a Mormon and the former governor of 

Massachusetts fares in his attempt to win the 

forthcoming Republican nomination for 

President. Nevertheless, the Mormons represent a 

useful test case of American pluralism. The 

Mormon experience demonstrates how in the 

span of 150 years a religious group moved from 

ostracism to general acceptance in the United 

States. 

 

GENUINE RELIGIOUS PLURALISM: BENEFITS AND PROBLEMS 

This paper has described how the ideal of 

religious pluralism is a continuous process rather 

than a simple reality in the United States. It has 

shown how religious establishments lingered 

during the colonial period. It has also elaborated 

on how the persecution of minorities undermined 

not only the religious liberty of certain people, but 

the peace and well-being—the common good—of 

the society as a whole. More significantly, the 

paper has suggested problems such as the 

weakening of religious commitment that can 

come with pluralism. But it has shown finally that 
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the founding principles of the United States, 

taken together with its subsequent history, have 

fostered a genuine religious pluralism that has 

benefited the nation in no small way. In this final 

section, the paper will reflect briefly on these 
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occurred as a consequence of religious discord. Yet 

religious violence has rarely erupted in the 

United States. While religious disputes in the 

United States have indeed been bitter at times, 

the equal protection of all faiths before the law 

has fostered religious peace. Crucially, this 

tolerant attitude typical of Americans has not, for 

the most part, weakened or undermined their 

religious convictions. Today in the United States, 

the majority of believers of all faiths understand 

their particular traditions to truly express the 

religious dimension of human existence, even as 

they respect (or at least tolerate) alternative 

traditions. In other words, the religious beliefs of 

most Americans have not atrophied as a result of 

pluralism. 

Civil religion has also contributed greatly to the 

success of pluralism in the United States. This 

somewhat abstract concept refers to the honor and 

devotion that Americans have for their country. It 

is perhaps helpful to think of civil religion as a 

form of patriotic nationalism couched in religious 

terms; along such lines, Americans tend to 

understand their civic lives as complementary to 

their religious lives. At its best, civil religion is a 

genuine apprehension of universal and 

transcendent reality as mediated through the 

experience of the American people. There are 

many examples of civil religion in American life: 

American currency bears the phrase “In God We 

Trust;” the Supreme Court begins its sessions 

with the invocation “God save this honorable 

Court;” the hymn “God Bless America” (written by 

Irving Berlin, a Jewish composer born in Russia) 

is a favored national song. This conflation of 

religious symbols and civil tradition has played a 

role in smoothing over the tensions between the 

varieties of Protestantism, Catholicism, and 

Judaism. Furthermore, the promotion of national 

unity through civil religion has touched those who 

practice non-Western religions. Thus Muslims, 

Hindus, and Buddhists who pledge their loyalty to 

the American social and political system—though 

not necessarily uncritically—will continue to gain 

acceptance in society. 

The contemporary reality in some Western 

European countries sheds further light on the 

American situation. While the countries of 

Western Europe all have long histories with 

established religion, their populations have very 

low rates of church affiliation. The point here is 

not to argue for a direct causal relationship 

between religious decline and religious 

establishment, although many thinkers have 
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ANNOTATED BIBLIOGRAPHY AND SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER READING 

In order to provide an accessible introduction to religion in the United States, this paper has been 

produced without footnotes and with few direct quotations from secondary literature. It nevertheless 

reflects the influence of a wide range of scholarly arguments. This annotated bibliography presents a 

complete list of the texts to which this paper refers, as well as a number of other resources with further 

information about the topics discussed. Comments following each citation indicate the nature of the text 

and, where applicable, the extent of the paper’s reliance upon it. 

Books and Articles 

Ahlstrom, Sydney E. A Religious History of the American People. Yale University Press, 1972. 

 Resource for the section on the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. 

Eck, Diana L. A New Religious America: How a "Christian Country" Has Become the World's Most Religiously 
Diverse Nation. Harper San Francisco, 2002. 

Documents the recent explosion of Muslim, Hindu, and Buddhist communities in the United States 
and explores some of the challenges this presents to American society and the religions themselves. 
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Marsden, George, M. Fundamentalism and American Culture: The Shaping of Twentieth-Century 
Evangelicalism, 1870-1925. Oxford University Press, 2006. 

Classic text on American religious history. Resource for the sub-section on Liberalism, 
Fundamentalism, and the Modern Era. 

Marsden, George, M. Religion and American Culture. Wadsworth Publishing, 2000. 

Historical survey of the interplay between religion and American culture that stresses the tension 
between the Puritan ideal of a "Christian society" and the growth of pluralism. Resource for the 
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