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ENGAGING SOCIOLOGY
Determining What It Means to Be “Religious”

•• Study the list of items in Table 11.4. Do measures 
such as belief in God, church membership, and fre-
quency of attendance seem like good measures of 
one’s religiosity? Why might the answer to this ques-
tion indicate something other than the depth of one’s 
religious faith?

•• Attendance at Sabbath worship varies greatly, with 
Mormons and members of the conservative Church 
of Christ reporting weekly attendance at about 67% 
to 68%; Muslims at 56%; mainline Methodists, Pres-
byterians, Lutherans, and Roman Catholics at 43% to 
45%; and Jews at 15%. Given the fact that attendance 
varies so much by religious group, does this mean 
that members of some groups are less religious, or 
does it mean attendance is not a very good measure 
of religiosity for some groups?

•• Is asking whether religion is very important in 
one’s life, whether one believes religion answers 
problems in life, or how much confidence one has 
in religious organizations a good indicator of a per-
son’s religiosity? (See Table 11.5 for indications 
of how stable “importance in life” has been over 
time.) What might be some misleading dimensions 
of using one or more of these measures to indicate 
“religiosity”?

•• Some scholars have argued that how religious beliefs 
affect one’s behavior is a good indicator of religios-
ity. So in studying Islam, Judaism, or some forms 
of Christianity, one measure of religiosity has been 
how much one gives to charitable causes—both to 
one’s faith community and to people living in pov-
erty. Is this measure an accurate way to understand 
levels of religious influence in the society? Why or 
why not?

•• Imagine you have been asked to conduct a study 
to determine the religiosity of various demographic 
groups in the United States. How would you define 
religiosity? 

Belief in God 92a

Member of a church, temple, or mosque 63b

Say they attend worship 
services regularly

43c

Religion very important in life 55a

Pray daily 58d

High confidence in organized religion 44e

TABLE 11.4  Leading Religious 
Indicators (in Percentages)

Sources: 

a. Newport 2012b.

b. Newport 2009.

c. Newport 2010.

d. Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life 2009.

e. Saad 2012.

TABLE 11.5  How Important Is Religion 
in Your Life (in Percentages)?

Verya Fairly Not Very

2012 58 23 19

2000 59 29 12

1992 58 29 12

Source: Adapted from Gallup 2013.

a. These figures vary by religious affiliation. Note, for example, that Mus-
lims rated among the highest—at 80% very important—in a 2009 Gal-
lup survey.

Gallup polls indicate self-reports of attendance has 
been fairly steady in the United States for more than 
70 years at 37% to 49% of the population, hovering 
close to 40% in 2013 (Newport 2013). (See Figure 11.5.) 
Figure 11.6, however, shows that there are significant 

geographical variations in rates of affiliation with a reli-
gious group. 

Religion in the United States has adjusted to 
changes in society and taken on new forms. For exam-
ple, the number of Protestants in the United States 




