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JACOB NEUSNER

Introduction

This book introduces you to the world’s religions in the United States
today. Such an introduction is important because to understand America,*
you have to know about religion. Most, though not all, Americans say
they are religious, and the world’s religions flourish in today’s America.
Most Americans would agree that ““in God we trust.” But each does so in
his or her quite special way, and that is what makes religion in America
interesting. This book does not advocate religion, or any particular
religion. Its purpose is only to describe and explain religion as an
important factor in American society.

AMERICANS ARE
A RELIGIOUS PEOPLE

Most Americans are religious. They believe in God. They pray. They
practice a religion. They explain what happens in their lives by appeal to
God’s will and word and work, and they form their ideal for the American
nation by reference to the teachings of religion: “‘one nation, under God.”
This statement, from the Pledge of Allegiance, describes how most
Americans view our country. Americans act on their religious beliefs.
Nearly all Americans (92.5 percent) profess belief in God. A majority
prays from day to day and week to week. Most Christians go to church
every week; nearly all Jews observe the Passover festival and most keep

*Although Canadians, Mexicans, and Latin Americans of South America also are Americans,
this work concentrates on the United States in particular, and in these pages we use
“Americans’’ to mean citizens of the United States.
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the Days of Awe (New Year, Day of Atonement) and other religious
celebrations. Religiosity is a fundamental trait of the American people and
has been from the very beginning.

THE RELIGIONS OF THE WORLD
FLOURISH IN TODAY’S
AMERICA

Americans are not only a religious people. We also are a people of many
religions. Most of the religions of the world are practiced in America.
About 60 percent of the American people are Protestants (among them, 19
percent are Baptists, 8 percent Methodists, 5 percent Lutherans, and the
other 28 percent divided among many groups). Another 26 percent are
Roman Catholics. About 2.5 percent are Jews, most of whom practice
Judaism. Somewhat less than 1 percent practice Hinduism, and about the
same number practice Buddhism. Only 7.5 percent of the American
people profess no religion at all.

One cannot understand America without making some sense of its
diverse religious life. The marvel of America is its capacity to give a home
to nearly every religion in the world, and the will of the American people
to get along with one another, with the rich mixture of religions that
flourish here. This book presents not only the better-known religions of
America, Christianity and Judaism, but also the religious world of Native
Americans, African Americans, and Hispanic or Latin Americans, as well
as the old religions newly arrived in this country, such as Islam (0.5%
percent of the American people), Hinduism, and Buddhism.

America Began Because of Religion: Religion played a fundamental role in
America’s development by Europeans. The eastern part of this country
was settled by people from Great Britain as an act of religion. The
Southwest was founded by people from Spain and Latin America as an act
of religion.

New England was settled by British Puritans from East Anglia; Virginia
and the Chesapeake area, by British Anglicans (Episcopalians); Pennsyl-
vania and New Jersey, by British Quakers; and the Appalachian South,
from West Virginia and western Pennsylvania south through Piedmont
North and South Carolina, by British Presbyterians from the area around
the Irish Sea, the border regions of Scotland and Northern England, and
the Irish counties of Ulster, in particular.

The first European settlements in Texas, New Mexico, Arizona, and
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California were established by Roman Catholic missionaries and soldiers
coming north from Mexico, who wanted to bring Christianity to the native
peoples. Many of the place-names in the American Southwest were given
by Hispanic pioneers, who acted in the name of Jesus Christ and the
Roman Catholic faith. The earliest European explorers and settlers in the
Midwest, from Detroit to New Orleans, were Roman Catholic missionar-
ies and traders from Quebec, in French Canada.

From colonial times onward, many groups that joined in the adventure
of building the American nation brought with them their religious hopes
and founded in this country a particularly American expression of
religions from all parts of the world: Africa, Asia, Europe, and Latin
America. Entire American states and regions took shape because of
religiously motivated groups—for example, Utah and the intermontane
West through the Latter-day Saints (“Mormons’). So our country is a
fundamentally religious nation, and in our country today, nearly every
living religion is now represented in a significant way.

IS AMERICA
A CHRISTIAN COUNTRY?

Some people think America is basically a Christian country because
different forms of Christianity have predominated through its history and
have defined much of its culture and society. The vast majority of
Americans who are religious—and that means most of us—are Christians.
But to be a true American, one can hold another religion or no religion at
all. The first religions of America were those of the Native Americans.
And although Protestant and Roman Catholic Christianity laid the foun-
dations of American society, America had a Jewish community from
nearly the beginning; the first synagogues date back to the mid-
seventeenth century. Today this country has become the meeting place for
nearly all of the living religions of the world, with the Zoroastrian, Shinto,
Muslim, Buddhist, and Hindu religions well represented. Various reli-
gious groups from the Caribbean and from Africa and Latin America
likewise flourish. What you learn in this book is that nearly every religion
in the world is practiced by some Americans.

AMERICA IS DIFFERENT

Other countries have difficulty dealing with more than a single skin color,
or with more than a single religion or ethnic group, and nations today
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break apart because of ethnic and religious difference. But America holds
together because of the American ideal that anyone, of any race, creed,
color, language, religion, gender, sexual preference, or country of origin,
can become a good American under this nation’s Constitution and Bill of
Rights, its political institutions and social ideals. And while religions
separate people from one another, shared religious attitudes, such as a
belief in God, unite people as well.

America is different because, except for Native Americans, it has
always been a land of immigrants. From the very beginning, but espe-
cially since World War II, people have come to this country from all parts
of the world. Today the great religious traditions of the world are
practiced in America, where many of them have become distinctively
American. This book presents the world’s religions both as they flourish
universally and also in their distinctively American forms.

WHY STUDY THE WORLD’S RELIGIONS
IN THE AMERICAN SETTING?

America is the right place in which to study the religions of the world
because nearly all of them can be found here (and in nearby Canada). But
America is religiously more interesting than most countries in another
way. Not only do we have Judaism and the various kinds of European
Christianity, we also have Christian traditions deriving from places
besides Europe, for instance, from Africa, China, Korea, Japan, Southeast
Asia and the Pacific islands. To give one example, the Unification Church,
which began in Korea, flourishes in America today. Distinctive forms of
Christianity from Latin America, both Pentecostal and Roman Catholic,
have also become part of the tapestry woven by world religions into the
fabric of American society. All of these important components of religion
in America are described in this book.

WHAT YOU WILL LEARN IN THIS BOOK
ABOUT RELIGIONS IN PARTICULAR

This book first examines religions one by one, and then religion in America
in general. We start with the first set of religions to exist in America, the
diverse faiths of Native Americans. We turn next to Protestant Christianity,
because the founders of the earliest American settlements, in Virginia and
Massachusetts, were Protestants. Because Protestants form the most com-
plex and also the largest single component of religious life in America,
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Protestant Christianity is treated in a chapter twice as long as those devoted
to the other American representatives of the religions of the world. African
Americans have formulated a distinctive religious expression within Protes-
tant Christianity, and they were among the earliest settlers, so we turn next
to African American religious life.

Next we discuss Catholic Christianity, represented in the eastern part
of the United States nearly from the beginning, and also the foundation
religion of the great Southwest. Because Hispanic Americans today
comprise nearly half of all Roman Catholic Christians in the United States,
we take up Hispanic religious life in America, both Roman Catholic and
Protestant.

We then turn to Judaism, a most ancient religion that has produced a
strikingly contemporary and distinctively American statement of its own.
We learn much about America from how Judaism has evolved within this
country’s open society.

We then turn to the American religions that have achieved importance
on the national scene in our own day—newer religions of this country, but
older religions of humanity—Islam, Buddhism, and Hinduism. We pay
attention, also, to the religious traditions brought to the United States by
Japanese, Korean, and Chinese immigrants, many of whom are Christian
but some of whom practice other religious traditions of the eastern shores
of Asia.

Each chapter treats its subject in accord with a single plan: How do we
encounter this religion today? What is its definition and history? In what
ways does the American expression of this religion teach us about religion
in America and what being religious in America means? In answering
these questions, the authors tell you about world religions in general and
also about world religions in America in particular. Having mastered the
contents of these chapters, you should be able to make sense out of the
great religions of the world as America knows them, and also the diverse
meanings of religious life in America.

WHAT YOU WILL LEARN IN THIS BOOK
ABOUT RELIGION IN GENERAL

To make sense of our country’s complex life—its politics, culture,
society—we need generalizations. An understanding of religion in gen-
eral, and not just particular faiths, sheds light on these aspects of
American life. We therefore consider three questions that pertain to all
religions. The first concerns the relationship between religion and society:
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How does religion shape American life? The second concerns how
religion is shaped in this country by women: What do we learn about
religion from the ways in which women are religious? Finally, we turn to
the immediate question of politics: How does religion affect the political
life of this country? Our political system carefully distinguishes state from
church, so that no governing body may favor or discriminate against a
particular religion or religion in general. But religious people—that is,
nearly all Americans—bring to politics important religious beliefs and
commitments. How religion comes to expression in American political life
teaches us much about religion.

WHY THIS BOOK DIFFERS
FROM OTHER BOOKS ABOUT THE
WORLD’S RELIGIONS IN AMERICAN LIFE

In general, up to the end of World War II people defined the three
religions of the United States as Catholicism, Protestantism, and Judaism.
The other great world religions, such as Islam, Buddhism, and Hinduism,
were not broadly represented here. In addition, it was not widely
recognized that African Americans had formed a powerful and distinctive
statement of Protestant Christianity, and that Latin Americans had
formed in this country an equally important and distinctive expression of
Catholic Christianity; and the importance of Pentecostal Christianity in
Latin America was just then emerging. So chapters on how other world
religions, besides Christianity and Judaism, or on how other non-
European formulations of great religions flourished in America would not
likely have been written just a few decades ago.

And, if the truth be told, half a century ago chapters on Catholic
Christianity and on Judaism might also have been left out, since not a few
people saw America as not only Christian, but also—and exclusively—
Protestant. According to this school of thought, “‘others”’—not white, not
Protestant, not Christian, not European, not English-speaking, or not from
the northwestern part of Europe (Britain, excluding Ireland, Germany, or
Scandinavia)—really were not authentic Americans at all. That is what
made them different and somehow abnormal, just as in that time people
thought it was “normal” to be a man and not ““normal” to be a woman.
But that narrow conception of what it means to be an American—and
normal—is no longer taken seriously. We now accept that Americans
come in all colors, shapes, and sizes, in both genders, and from every
corner of the world. We now know that anyone can become a real
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American. And America has the power to make its own all the religions of
the world. In America, there is no “other.” Everyone is one of us. That is
the message of this book: we all belong. Therefore, all of us bear the same
tasks and responsibilities to make this a better country.

HOW TO STUDY ABOUT
OTHER RELIGIONS

The future of America depends on the answer to the question, How are
religions going to relate to one another in this country? Shall we refight in
our own country the world’s religious wars, Protestant against Catholic,
Christian against Jew, Muslim against Hindu, and so on?

Religions think about outsiders, that is, other religions, in four ways.

1. Exclusivist: “My religion is not only true, but it is the only truth.”
This view of religious truth is natural to many believers, whether or
not their religion officially takes such a position. If I believe some-
thing about God, how can I imagine any other belief is valid?

2. Inclusivist: “My religion is true for me; your religion is true for you.”
This position is common in a tolerant society, such as, in general,
America is. It is sometimes called “‘relativism,” meaning that truth is
relative to the person who holds it; if you think up and I think down,
for you it’s up and for me it's down. Religious beliefs can be true
only for those who hold them.

3. Pluralist: “Every religion has something true to tell us.” God works
in ways we do not always understand. We had best try to make
sense of each of those ways. One way of doing so is to realize that
different religions ask different questions, so you really cannot
compare the statements of one religion with those of another.

4. Empathetic Interest in Other People: The way taken in the pages of this
book concerns not whether religions are true (which in the end is for
God to decide) but how all religions are interesting and important.
We maintain here that every religion has something to teach us
about what it means to be a human being. Here we take a different
path from the one that leads us to questions about religious truth. It
is a path that carries us to a position of empathy for our fellow
Americans, in all their rich difference.

We are trying to understand others and to explain ourselves in terms
others can understand. That is the American way: to learn to live happily
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with difference, and not only to respect but to value the other. We teach
the lesson that religion is a powerful force in shaping society, making
history, and defining the life and purpose of individuals and entire
groups. That is why we want to understand religion—and, among the
many true and valuable things about religion that there are to compre-
hend, that is what we in particular want to teach in these pages.

HOW WILL YOU KNOW WHETHER THIS
BOOK HAS SUCCEEDED?

If, when you meet someone of another religion, you find yourself able to
understand what is important to that person about the religion he or she
believes, then the course in which this book has been used is a success for
you. The goal of this course is to help you better understand the world you
live in, which means understanding the people you meet. America is a
huge and diverse country, and the secret of its national unity lies in its
power to teach people to respect one another, not despite difference but in
full regard for difference. We like one another as we are, or, at least, we try
to. And when we do not succeed, we know we have failed our country. A
good American is a person who cares for the other with all due regard for
the way in which the other is different.



