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but it may also be an indication of secularization  
of theology itself. 

Members of fundamentalist or absolutist groups—
whether they are Jewish, Muslim, or Christian—gener-
ally believe in a literal interpretation of their holy books. 
They usually believe that they have the only Truth, 
which they must defend and spread. This generates 
ethnocentrism and sometimes hatred, causing peo-
ple to fight and die to defend their belief systems and 
way of life (Marty and Appleby 1991, 2004). They sel-
dom believe in pluralism or tolerance of other beliefs. 
Consequently, they resist and defend themselves 
against threats to their beliefs and way of life (Ebaugh 
2005; Stern 2003; Wessinger 2000).

Conflict between religious groups is especially 
intense if there are also ethnic, economic, and reli-
gious differences between the groups. On the other 
hand, crosscutting social categories reduces social 
hostilities, as Figure 11.7 illustrates. When you are in 
a group that includes adherents of different religions, 
different ethnicities, and different socioeconomic 
classes, it becomes much less likely that you will 
vilify people from those other groups. They no lon-
ger—as a category—can be seen as uniformly evil or 
as the enemy. This is what is meant by crosscutting 
divisions.

Religion has the greatest potential for reducing 
hatred between groups when the groups share some 
type of common identification. If the conflict is over 
ethnicity and economics, a common religious heri-
tage can lessen the likelihood of violent confrontation. 
Likewise, some religious groups (including Christian, 
Jewish, and Muslim) have joined together in peaceful 
enterprises such as attempts to ban nuclear weapons 
or to address global poverty or climate change. These 
common purposes provide for cooperation and col-
laboration, thus lessening animosity and “us” versus 
“them” thinking. 

Many countries today make clear separations 
between religion and the state because of their his-
tories of religious hostilities. The conflicts in Europe 
between Protestant and Catholic religious groups 
were very brutal. Intense religious in-group loyal-
ties led to a willingness to kill those following other 
religions or other denominations of the same faith. 
The horrific religious conflicts in European socie
ties—known as the Hundred Years’ War—did not reach  
closure until the beginning of the Enlightenment 
period in the mid-1600s. Acceptance of other  

humans and with nature, yet peace has not been 
the reality. Although Christianity, Judaism, and Islam 
embrace a world of peace and justice, Christian 
denominations often foster nationalistic loyalty—with 
displays of the flag and even pledges of allegiance to 
the flag during worship. This endorsement of national 
pride can foster “us” versus “them” thinking and under-
mine peace. 

Congregations that take peace activities seriously 
may decline in membership and financial stability if 
seen as “anti-American,” whereas those that foster 
in-group or nationalistic sentiments can attract large 
numbers. So, as noted earlier, the structural system 
may actually undermine the message of the mean-
ing system because growth and financial vitality are 
major concerns for many local church leaders. Despite 
the rhetoric, fiscal concerns that require keeping the 
members happy can actually trump claims to worship 
the “Prince of Peace.” The linking of nationalistic loy-
alty to religion can also lead to the conflation of nation 
and God and, in some cases, the perception that lead-
ers are divinely chosen. 

Liberal theologies suggest that God may speak to 
people through a variety of channels, including the 
revelations of other religious traditions. While religious 
leaders may feel that their theology provides the full-
est and most complete expression of God’s Truth, 
some hold that other faiths also provide paths to sal-
vation. This pluralism has resulted in more tolerance,  
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FIGURE 11.7  Lines of Differentiation 
Between “Us” and “Them”

Note: Imagine that each line represents a division in society between 
groups based on religion, ethnicity, political party, economic status, lan-
guage spoken, skin color, or other factors. Parallel lines of differentiation 
divide people in each conflict along the same lines. Crosscutting lines 
cut the differences, so that people who were part of “them” in a previous 
antagonism become part of “us” in the present discord. This lessens the 
likelihood of deep and permanent hostilities within a social unit.




