
Chapter 11: Religion   299

their religion to consumers. Converts, and religious 
people generally, are regarded as active and ratio-
nal agents pursuing self-interests. In order to grow, 
churches must meet “consumer demand” (Finke and 
Stark 2005; Jelen 2002). Religious groups produce 
religious “commodities” (rituals, meaning systems, 
a sense of belonging, symbols, and so forth) to meet 
the “demands” of consumers (Christiano, Swatos, and 
Kivisto 2008).

Competitive enterprises, churches, temples, and 
mosques must make investments of effort, time, and 
resources to attract and keep potential buyers. There 
are many religious entrepreneurs seeking to increase 
the number of people in their congregations. The chal-
lenge for the various groups is to beat the competition 
by meeting the demand of the current marketplace 
(Finke and Stark 2005). For instance, because the 
U.S. Constitution separates church from state, orga-
nized religions have to offer their product on an open 
market, in competition with other religions. Religious 
pluralism and spiritual diversity increase the rates 
of religious activity as each group seeks to increase 
its market share and meet the needs of individuals 
in the society (Finke and Stark 2005; Iannaccone and 
Bainbridge 2010).

can elicit strong feelings, they are used extensively in 
rituals to represent myths.

Myths, rituals, and symbols are usually interre-
lated and interdependent (see Figure 11.2). Together, 
they form the meaning system and reinforce rules of 
appropriate behavior. They can also limit social rela-
tionships among different groups. As noted earlier, 
the Roma revulsion at the filthy marime practices of 
middle-class Americans, like the Kosher rules for food 
preparation among the Jews, creates boundaries 
between “us” and “them” that nearly eliminate pros-
pects of marriage or even of close friendships outside 
the religious community. Some scholars think that 
these rituals and symbolic meanings are the key rea-
son why Roma and Jews have survived for millennia as 
distinct groups without being assimilated or absorbed 
into dominant cultures. The symbols and meanings 
have created barriers that prevent the obliteration of 
their cultures.

Symbolic interactionists stress that humans create, 
shape, and interpret the meaning of events. Clearly, 
no other institution focuses as explicitly on shaping 
and interpreting the meaning of life and its events  
as religion.

Thinking Sociologically
In a religious tradition with which you are familiar, how 
do symbols and sacred stories reinforce a particu-
lar view of the world or a particular set of values and  
social norms?

Seeking Eternal Benefits:  
A Rational Choice Perspective
Rational choice theorists maintain that people decide 
whether or not they should join or leave a religious 
group by asking: What are the benefits, and what are 
the costs? Do the benefits outweigh the costs? The 
benefits, of course, are nonmaterial when it comes 
to religious choices—feeling that life has meaning, 
belonging to a community, gaining a sense of commu-
nion with God, confidence in an afterlife, and so forth 
(Finke and Stark 2005; Warner 1993). 

The rational choice approach views churchgoers as 
consumers out to meet their needs or obtain a “prod-
uct.” It depicts churches as entrepreneurial establish-
ments, or “franchises,” in a competitive market, with 
“entrepreneurs” (clergy) as leaders. Competition for 
members leads churches, for example, to “market” 
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FIGURE 11.2  The Meaning System 
of Religion Is Composed of 
Three Interrelated Elements
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