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identities by providing coherence and continu-

ity to the episodes that make up each individu-

al’s life (Kearl, 1980). Religious rites of passage, 

such as baptisms, bar and bat mitzvahs, confir-

mations, and weddings, reaffirm an individu-

al’s religious identity while impressing on him 

or her the rights and obligations attached to 

each new status (Turner, 1972).

Religion occupies a complex place in U.S. 

life. Structural changes in society have made 

religious affiliation somewhat unstable in recent 

years. For instance, as people move from one 

location to another, many of the ties that bind 

them to the same religion—most notably, net-

works of family and friends—are broken. Less 

than 40% of U.S. residents attend religious 

services once a week or more (Pew Forum 

on Religion and Public Life, 2012b). A grow-

ing number of people see religion’s socializing 

influence as waning (Pew Forum on Religion 

and Public Life, 2014b). Most U.S. residents 

are actually quite ignorant about basic religious 

history and texts (Prothero, 2007). When 3,400 

Americans were asked 32 questions about the 

Bible, world religions, and religious figures, 

they only got about half of the questions right 

on average, even when the questions concerned 

their own religion. In fact, self-described athe-

ists and agnostics scored significantly higher on 

this test of religious knowledge than Protestants 

and Catholics (Pew Forum on Religion and 

Public Life, 2010b).

Furthermore, the percentage of Americans 

who identify with no religion (atheists, agnos-

tics, and those who say they are spiritual but 

have no religious affiliation) grew from 16% in 

2007 to 23% in 2014. The trend is especially 

pronounced among those younger than 30. 

Consequently, over the past decade, many of 

the most powerful religious groups have expe-

rienced a decline in membership (Pew Research 

Center, 2015a).

However, a decline in membership does not 

necessarily mean that all religions are losing 

their socializing effect in U.S. society. Indeed, 

at the same time that membership in some reli-

gions has shrunk, that of other churches has 

increased over the past decade (see Exhibit 5.1).

Exhibit 5.1 Change in Church Membership, 2001–2008

0

M
et

ho
dis

t

Lu
th

er
an

Pre
sb

yte
ria

n

Epis
co

pa
lia

n

Cat
ho

lic

Bap
tis

t

Pen
te

co
sta

l

M
or

m
on

10,000

20,000

30,000

40,000

50,000

60,000

70,000

2001 2008

SOURCE: ProQuest Statistical Abstract, 2015, Table 82.


