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   American Grace: Parsing American Religion 

 Specialist scholars can often recognize that a new book is apt to become a kind of 

instant classic—not just in their field but for a broader audience. As a sociologist of 

religion, I would claim that for Robert Putnam and David Campbell’s deft parsing of 

American religion since the 1960’s in their American Grace: How Religion Divides and 

Unites Us ( Simon and Schuster, 2010). In his review of American Grace  in America  

magazine for November 22, 2010, political scientist John Dijulio says as much also: “ As 

it is, American Grace is an instant classic, as academically authoritative as it is brilliantly 

entertaining”. 
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 The bulk of the book attempts to explain three major shifts in American religion. 

In the Sixties came the sexual revolution, the acceptance of abortion, new openness about 

homosexuality and a gender shift toward feminism. It marked a major watershed. 

Consider just the following statistics from that time and beyond on the question of 

whether pre-marital sex was always wrong.  In 1969, only 24% said that pre-marital sex 

was not wrong. By 1973 that got raised to 47% and by 1982 to 62%. In the Sixties and 

early Seventies, church attendance also dropped ( most dramatically for Catholics). In the 

last 35 years there has been a loss of one-fourth of regular church-goers from regular 

attendance in the pews. 

 Sometime in the 1970’s we also saw a new emergence of evangelicals in America 

who surpassed the mainline Protestants in adherents.  Putnam and Campbell trace this 

amazing rise in evangelicals from the 1970’s mainly to a reaction toward the new 

permissiveness about pre-marital sex. They argue that this issue was more salient than 

other sexual issues, such as abortion or homosexuality. So, the first aftershock toward the 

libertinism of the Sixties was a new prudishness about sex among evangelicals. But this 

rise of the evangelicals peaked sometime in the 1990’s. Then we began to see a second 

aftershock, this time in reaction to the rise of the new Christian Right and the 

politicization of religion in America.  

Younger Americans became, increasingly, disaffected from organized religion 

which they often saw as judgmental, homophobic, hypocritical and too political. Non-

affiliated Americans ( those who choose ‘ none’ when asked their religious affiliation) 

jumped from 5 % of the population in the 1960’s and early 1970’s to a whopping 17%  

(there are now more ‘ nones’ than mainline Protestants in America) in the 2000s. Nones 
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are especially predominant among the younger, educated Americans, especially men, 

whites, Non-Southerners and those who are somewhat center-left politically. In the 

1980’s evangelical young Americans outnumbered the nones 2:1. By 2008, this 

proportion had reversed . Data shows that these younger disaffected, non-churched are, 

nevertheless, by and large believers, open to personal spirituality. A miniscule number of 

Americans are true atheists or agnostics. But their reaction to a kind of politization of 

religion around a conservative agenda was to say: “If that is what it is to be religious, I do 

not want to be identified with it.”  American Catholic bishops might take note of this as 

increasingly many of them are beginning to sound much like the voices of the Christian 

right! They might unleash the same kind of backlash among young Catholics. 

 Another major shift in the last 50 years has been what is now called the 

God gap in politics. Those most religious ( who claim religion is important in their lives 

and who regularly attend church) are much more likely to vote Republican; nones are 

likely in great proportions to vote Democratic.  In a sense, the two polar opposites-- the 

highly religious versus the avowed secular ( who differ on a host of moral issues which 

have political ramifications)-- have polarized American politics, while the religious 

middle has been shrinking. In the 1970’s, going to church had little to do with one’s 

political preference. By the 2000’s, it helped explain the divide in party votes. To be sure, 

two religious groups ( Black Protestants; Jews) are predictably Democratic. Several 

others( evangelicals, Mormons) vote overwhelmingly Republican. Catholics represent the 

crucial swing vote. Whichever party won the majority of Catholics won the presidency  

(with the anomalous exception of 2000 when Gore won the popular vote but had the 
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election given to Bush by the intervention of the Supreme Court) or congress. Many of 

those Catholic voters, however, are not much church-going. 

 Putnam and Campbell parse various religious groups on issues such as inter-

marriage ( on the rise in America), friends who are of a different religion, switching 

denominations. Thus, half of all marriages—initially—are across religions ( this also 

includes a religious party marrying a none). Many eventually convert toward their 

spouse’s religion.  It is instructive to notice Catholic changes in inter-marriage. In the 

1910’s Catholics were four times more likely than by sheer chance to marry another 

Catholic. By the 1980’s, they were still slightly less than twice as likely to do so. In 2010 

there is no special likelihood beyond chance that Catholics will marry another Catholic. 

 As has now become well known, Catholics have been losing many of their 

adherents. Close to thirty- three percent of those born Catholic have now, in some sense, 

lapsed. Either they have joined another denomination, fallen into the category of nones or 

have just ceased practicing. As many note, the second largest denomination after 

Catholicism in America are former Catholics. Mormons or evangelicals do a better job in 

retaining their young. In an earlier period, children of nones frequently eventually 

converted to religion. Currently nones also have a good retention rate. While it is still the 

case that some 3/4ths of Americans are the same religion they were born into, at least a 

quarter switch.   

 Religion and ethnicity reinforce each other. Hence, Latino Catholics are more 

religious, more practicing than Anglo-Catholics. They are more likely to have friends 

who are Catholic and to marry one.  Latino Catholics have a much higher retention rate 

for their offspring ( 78%) than Anglo Catholics ( 57%).  As one Episcopalian interviewed 



 5 

by Putnam and Campbell put it, noting that over half his local parish consisted of former 

Catholics: “ If it weren’t for people leaving the Catholic Church, the Episcopal Church 

would have died a long  time ago in America”.  

 Shifts in religiosity in America are generational as well as life-cycle changes. As 

an earlier more religious generation dies, its successor generation is less practicing or less 

religious. To be sure, life style patterns still operate, such that as people get married and 

have children they are more likely to go to church, as also are the more elderly ( until 

incapacitation may keep them home). This was true for the baby boomers. But it is just 

that fewer of the baby boomers ever bounced back to church upon marriage and children 

than their parents’ generation did. One important shift from 50 years ago is that the least 

educated are significantly less likely to attend church than the better educated.  

 Putnam made his mark as a social scientist with his ground-breaking book, 

Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community. He was heavily 

interested in ‘social capital’, the glue of friendship and fraternity which holds 

communities together. He discovered that religion provides more of this than any other 

American institution. Hence, Putnam turned more to explicit study of sociology of 

religion. He is able to show that religious adherents volunteer more, give time and 

money, even to secular causes , and join more community-serving groups than do their 

secular counterparts. They are nicer to their neighbors and better civic minded citizens 

than those who have no religion.  Religious Americans were more likely than seculars: to 

give money to a charity; do volunteer work for a charity; give money to a homeless 

person; give excess change back to a shop clerk; donate blood; help someone outside 

their own household with housework; spend more time with someone who ‘ is a bit 
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down’; allow a stranger to cut in front of them; offer a seat to a stranger; help someone 

find a job; lend money to another person; give directions to a stranger; let someone 

borrow an item of some value. Not surprisingly, Putnam and Campbell called their 

extensive surveys: “ Faith Matters”  

 Given the pluralism of American religion and the division between religious and  

seculars on important issues ( gay marriage; whether there are absolute moral norms; 

abortion), why is religion in America not more divisive ? Well, to begin with, most 

religious people have friends or family members who belong to other religions. Most 

Americans believe that members of other religions ( including non-Christian ones) will 

go to heaven. As the authors note, in American religion God is more avuncular than 

angry. Interestingly, Catholics are more highly regarded by other religious groups in 

America than they regard these other religions. 

 More would be necessary to probe and parse what seems amiss in Catholicism—

why its retention rate is so low compared to other Christian groups; why its practice has 

declined.  Local congregations and parishes remain important. Most people get their 

religion from that source. They retain loyalty to such parishes, especially if they have a 

network of friends in them. Perhaps because Catholic parishes are so large they have a 

harder time maintaining local friendship circles within a parish. Interestingly enough,  the 

civic power of religion is determined less by  an individual’s faith orientation than it is by 

her friendships and participation in communities of faith. Thus, for example, an atheist 

who shares a pot luck supper on occasion with believers at the local church is more likely 

to give generously to charities than is an otherwise comparatively devout believer who 

attends Sunday services alone and participates not at all in the church’s communal life. 
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` There is much fodder in Putnam and Campbell’s carefully argued book. Again, 

they show that there is very little explicit political messaging from pulpits. Indeed, such 

politics in the pulpit is, surprisingly, more likely in liberal left churches than among 

evangelicals. Where the politics emerges is not in the pulpit but in the network of friends 

from church. In a survey question about why people choose the congregation or parish 

they choose, the most salient reasons ( in this order) were: theological orientation; quality 

of liturgy and preaching; family connections; clergy; location. Note that the clergy did 

not represent the most salient reason people chose a parish. We still need a more careful 

parsing and probing, however, of the Catholic declension and lack of retention. Is it 

something about the quality of Catholic services, the size of parishes or some other trait 

which make Catholics sort of outriders in religious America? Bishops need to read this 

book and do their pastoral planning accordingly. It is surprising that they have been so 

silent about Catholic departures ( 3 people leave Catholicism for every new convert who 

come in). For a better view of this Catholic problem I highly recommend an article by 

Peter Steinfels which appeared in Commonweal magazine Oct. 18, 2010: “ Further 

Adrift”. Further silence on Catholic losses of the young and a refusal to look into its 

causes and possible countering actions is simply a sinful neglect on the part of church 

leadership. So, when will our bishops put this pressing problem on their agenda and 

discuss it with frankness and bold initiatives toward Catholic youth, parish renewal and 

serious address to quality liturgies and preaching ? Don’t hold your breath on that one. 

 


