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“Grandfather Great Spirit
All over the world the faces of
living ones are alike...
Look upon your children that
they may
Face the winds and walk the good
road to the Day of Quiet.
Grandfather Great Spirit
Fill us with the Light
Give us the strength to understand,
and the eyes to see.
Teach us to walk the soft Earth
as relatives to all that live.”
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i n t r o d u c t i o n

Varied and vibrant
by gregory a. smith

“The Religion then of every
man must be left to the
conviction and conscience
of every man; and it is the
right of every man to exercise
it as these may dictate.”
— j a m e s m a d i s o n
1785

The United States is, by and large, a nation of
believers. Nine in 10 Americans say they believe
in God. Most Americans—56 percent—say
they pray every day.
And about half of the U.S. public says that religion is
very important in their lives and that they attend religious
services at least once or twice a month.
Although many Americans are deeply religious, others
are not so devout. And the religious composition of the
country is changing in some important ways. While most
the baptist church
in fredericksburg,
virginia, left, first
built in 1804 , was
restored after the
civil war.

people in the United States continue to identify themselves,
religiously, as Christians, increasing numbers of Americans
say they have no particular religion at all, and about one in
20 identify with non-Christian religions.

7/

f a i t h

+

f r e e d o m

NINE IN 10 AMERICANS BELIEVE
IN A HIGHER POWER , BUT ONLY
A SLIM MAJORITY BELIEVE IN
GOD AS DESCRIBED IN THE BIBLE.
— P E W R E S E A R C H C E N T E R

lighted candles,
above, symbolize hope among
religious and
non-religious
americans alike.

Surveys show that the Christian share
of the U.S. population has ticked downward in recent years, while the share
of Americans who say they have no
religion has grown.
Most Americans
are Christians
Seventy-one percent of American adults
describe themselves as Christians,
according to the Pew Research Center’s
2014 U.S. Religious Landscape Study, a
major survey of a nationally representative group of more than 35,000 people.
Christianity in the United States is itself
quite diverse. Slightly less than half of
Americans—47 percent—are Protestant
Christians, including 25 percent who
identify with evangelical Protestant
denominations. These tend to stress that
personal acceptance of Jesus Christ is
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the only way to salvation and emphasize the need to bring other people to
the faith. Fifteen percent identify with
mainline Protestant denominations,
which tend to have a less exclusionary
view of salvation and to emphasize
the need for social reform. Seven percent
identify with historically black Protestant denominations, which have been
shaped uniquely by the experiences
of slavery and discrimination that put
their religious beliefs and practices in
a special context. Roughly one in five
Americans—about 21 percent—are
Catholic. Mormons make up 2 percent
of the U.S. population, while Jehovah’s
Witnesses and Orthodox Christians
each account for roughly 1 percent.
In addition, there are a variety of other
Christian groups represented in smaller
numbers in the United States.
“Nones” and
non-Christians
After Christians, the next largest religious group in the U.S.—the religiously
unaffiliated, also commonly referred
to as the religious “nones”—is not really
a religious group at all. Instead, religious
“nones” are those people who describe
themselves, religiously, as atheist,
agnostic, or “nothing in particular.”

introduction | varied and vibrant

Atheists deny a god exists, while
agnostics neither deny nor affirm belief
in a god. Currently, “nones” make up
23 percent of the U.S. population, including 3 percent who describe themselves
as atheists, 4 percent who identify as
agnostics and 16 percent who say their
religion is “nothing in particular.”
Overall, 6 percent of American adults
identify with religious faiths other
than Christianity. The largest of these
is Judaism; Jews make up 2 percent of
the U.S. population. Muslims, Buddhists
and Hindus each account for roughly
1 percent of the American public.
Members of other religions, including Sikhs, Unitarians, Pagans, Wiccans,
Native Americans, Bahá’í s, Jains, Rastafarians, Zoroastrians, Confucians,
Shintos, and Druze, are represented in
even smaller percentages.
America’s
religious trends

On the other hand, surveys also
clearly show that it is quite common
for Americans to switch from one
religion to another—including from
having no religion to identifying
with a faith. If significant numbers of
those raised without a religion grow
up to identify as Christians or Jews
or members of other religions as adults,
it could limit the future growth of the
“nones.” Other factors, like immigration—which in recent decades has
added millions of Latino Christians to
the U.S. population, along with smaller
numbers of non-Christians, including
Muslims and Hindus—could also
play a role in the religious trajectory
of the United States. §

st. bartholomew’s
episcopal church
in high springs,
florida, below,

was rebuilt
after a
destructive
storm in 1896 .

The numbers of Americans identifying
with evangelical Protestantism and
with the historically black Protestant
tradition have been stable throughout
the recent changes in the religious
landscape.
Whether these trends will continue
is difficult to say. On the one hand, the
growth of the religious “nones” has
been driven largely by generational
replacement. Simply put, young adults
have come of age with far lower levels
of attachment to organized religion as
compared to their parents and grandparents before them. The high rate
of disaffiliation from religion among
young adults suggests that the religious
“nones” may well be positioned for continued growth in the years ahead.
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A place of religion

“Religion is a matter which
lies solely between Man
and his God, that he owes
account to none other for his
faith or his worship...thus
building a wall of separation
between Church and State.”
—t h o m a s j e f f e r s o n
1802

When the first European explorers crossed the seas
to North America, the continent was already rich
in spiritual traditions. Indigenous peoples had
populated the Americas for at least 17,000 years.
Native American Indian tribes inhabited mountains, deserts
and plains from coast to coast, their spiritual practices linked
to the lands where they lived.
Archaeology tells us something about early Native
American religious practices, as do the accounts of Europeans
who recorded their encounters with Native peoples. Some
the adobe san
juan mission
church, left,
built in 1887 ,
is still in use
in lincoln,
new mexico.

tribal traditions survive to this day. Each tribe—and there
were more than 500 of them—had different rituals specific
to its community.
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AS EUROPEAN COLONISTS’
NUMBERS GREW, SO DID THE
PRESENCE OF THEIR RELIGIONS.
CHRISTIANS OFTEN PROSELYTIZED
THE INDIGENOUS POPULATIONS.

A common thread among tribes
was respect for the natural world
and a lack of separation between
the spiritual and material—what
anthropologists call animism.
Colonists bring
Christianity

william penn,
above, seals a 1683
treaty with the
lenape indians in
the pennsylvania
quaker colony.
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below, george
washington holds
the u.s. constitution at the 1787
constitutional
convention.

European settlers changed Native
life and practices. As colonists’
numbers grew, beginning in the 17th
century, so did the presence of their
religions. Christians often proselytized
the indigenous populations. Some
Native Americans converted to
Christianity. Others strove to preserve
ancient practices. A few visionary
indigenous prophets introduced
new beliefs in the 18th and 19th
centuries in response to growing
European influence.
Christian Protestant groups
were among the first to arrive. The
Pilgrims and Puritans fled religious
persecution in England. Dutch
traders and farmers introduced
the Dutch Reformed Church. The
French and other Europeans brought
Catholicism. In the southeast United
States—and on the other side of
the continent in California and southwest states—Spanish armies and
colonists imposed their Catholic
religion upon indigenous peoples.

1 | a place of religion

A heterogeneous mix
Once established, various Christian
sects jostled and sometimes fought
with each other. Colonies were dominated by particular sects. For a while,
Quakers, also dissenters who broke
with the established Church of England,
were harassed as much in the American colonies as they were in England.
Because of this, Quaker William Penn
founded Pennsylvania in 1681 as a
place of religious freedom for Quakers
and others.
Although the Christian faith
predominated among the colonists, the
first Jewish synagogue was dedicated
in Newport, Rhode Island, in 1763.
The nation’s founders sought to
preserve this flourishing religious
diversity and guard against the establishment of a single, official religion.
In 1791, the U.S. Constitution
was amended to state, “Congress shall
make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free
exercise thereof.” This act distinguished
the young nation from countries in
Europe and elsewhere that decreed an
official state religion.
The First Amendment assured
religious pluralism, creating a country
where a spectrum of religious beliefs
are respected, and where people are free
to practice the religion of their choice—
or no religion at all. §

“E VEN IN THE SLIGHTEST
BREEZE YOU CAN HEAR THE
VOICE OF THE COTTONWOOD
TREE; THIS . . . IS ITS PRAYER
TO THE GREAT SPIRIT, FOR
NOT ONLY MEN, BUT ALL
THINGS AND ALL BEINGS
PRAY TO HIM CONTINUALLY
IN DIFFERENT WAYS.”
—B L A C K E L K

oglala sioux
holy man black
elk ( 1863–1950 )
was an influential native
visionary and
devout catholic.
the roman
catholic church
nominated him
for sainthood

in 2016 for
his missionary
work. if canonized, he will
be the second
native saint—
kateri tekakwitha being
the first.

THE NATION’S FOUNDERS
SOUGHT TO PRESERVE RELIGIOUS
DIVERSITY AND GUARD AGAINST
THE ESTABLISHMENT OF A
SINGLE, OFFICIAL RELIGION.
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ancient southwest
ritual sites
dot the southwest
Ancestral Pueblo tribes,
forebears of Hopis, Zunis and
others, built sophisticated
adobe and cliff dwellings in the
Southwest. They abandoned
their cities in Colorado and
New Mexico c. 12th–13th
centuries. At Newspaper
Rock—or Tse’ Hane, “rock
that tells a story,” in Navajo—
generations etched animals,
humans, hunting scenes
and abstract designs into
weathered sandstone, right.
The petroglyph, in Utah, is
at least 2,000 years old.
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a ceremonial kiva,
top, at the aztec
ruins national
monument in new
mexico was built
by ancestral
puebloans between
1100 and 1600 c.e.

right, san agustín
de la isleta mission
in new mexico is
a catholic church
built by spanish
franciscan missionaries c. 1613.
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a 1908 photo by
edward s. curtis,
below, shows an
apsaroke ( crow )
tribal tobacco
ceremony, montana.

native ceremonies
are rooted in
nature
Tobacco is sacred to many
Native tribes. Believed to
link the human and spirit
worlds, it is offered in rituals
and when sealing treaties.
Tribal ceremonies include
dances linked to nature, such
as the Grass Dance, Sun Dance
and Rain Dance. Christians
seeking to convert Indians
built mission churches and
schools. Still, many tribes
retained their ceremonies
despite conversion.
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spanish missions came
with the
conquistadors
The Spanish were the first
Christian missionaries in
the Americas, establishing
churches in the lands
discovered by 16th-century
explorers. Mexico, California,
the Southwest and Florida are
dotted with missions. The
San Miguel Mission in Santa
Fe, New Mexico, was built
around 1610. The 21 California
missions extend 600 miles
up the coast from San Diego
to Sonoma.

the first jewish
synagogue was founded
in 1763

the city of san
francisco was
named after
mission san
francisco de
asís, above.
the church was
founded in 1776.
right, the touro
synagogue in
rhode island
is still open.
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The first Jewish temple
on U.S. soil was the Touro
Synagogue. After a 1790 visit,
George Washington wrote to
the congregation, promising
religious tolerance in the new
republic “which gives to
bigotry no sanction, to persecution no assistance, requires
only that they who live
under its protection should
demean themselves as good
citizens.” His letter is read
publicly there each year.
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protestants
first settled on the
east coast
The first brick church built
by English settlers was in
Jamestown, Virginia, in 1647.
Dutch, Anglican, Presbyterian
and Quaker houses of
worship also date back to
the 1600s. The Anglican
Old North Church in Boston
figured in American Revolutionary history as a signal
tower. Revolutionaries
were warned of the British
advance before the first
battle of the war.

the earliest known
mosque was on
the prairie

christ church,
or the “old
north church,”
above, in boston,
was founded
in 1723 .

Muslims arrived in North
America with early explorers,
but not in significant numbers
until the early 20th century.
The first mosque, right, was
erected in 1929 by Lebanese
and Syrian immigrants in
Ross, North Dakota. The
next oldest “Mother Mosque”
in Cedar Rapids, Iowa, was
completed in 1934.
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Religious communities

“My religion encompasses
all religions. I believe in God,
I believe in the universe.
I believe you are god, I believe
I am god; I believe the earth
is god and the universe is god.
We’re all god.”
— r a y b r a d b u r y
i n t e r v i e w, t i m e
2010

Americans are a religious people who express
their faith in many ways. Their religious
observances are formal or informal, public
or private.
Many Americans belong to congregations and attend their
churches, synagogues, mosques or other houses of worship
daily, weekly or just occasionally.
Others, with no specific religious beliefs, join meditation
groups or remain spiritual privately, living principled lives. Some
express their principles by helping less fortunate individuals.
left, the “brick
meeting house”
in burlington,
vermont, built in
1816 , is now the
first unitarian
universalist society
of burlington.

Christianity remains the predominant U.S. religion. Today,
there are more than 900 denominations across the country.
All of the globally important non-Christian faiths have
a robust presence in the United States: Buddhism, Hinduism,
Islam, Jainism, Judaism and Sikhism, among others.

19 /

f a i t h

+

f r e e d o m

Religions made
in America

this log cabin, above,
was part of new
harmony, indiana, a
town built by utopian
religious groups
between 1814–1827 .
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below, one of the last
shakers demonstrates
a cheese press in 1962
at sabbathday lake,
maine. elegant shaker
furniture is prized.

Americans have put their imprint
upon some Christian sects—Baptists
and Methodists, to name two—that
were transplanted from Europe.
Americans also started new religions.
Some of these drew large followings and
survive today. Others did not.
Homegrown religions that prospered
include Mormonism—formally called
the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints—Unitarian Universalism, the
African Methodist Episcopal Church,
Seventh-Day Adventists and the
Jehovah’s Witnesses.
Utopian religions such as the Shakers
and the Harmonists came and went.
German immigrants belonging to a
strict Lutheran sect founded the Amana
Colonies in Iowa on a utopian model.
Amana survived into modern times,
and became renowned for handicrafts,
fabrics and ultimately for manufacturing Amana refrigerators.
Evangelicalism, Pentecostalism
and Charismatic Christianity are Christian denominations that were popularized in America. A denomination is a
group of congregations that adheres
to similar beliefs and practices. In the
20th century, some of these evolved
into “megachurches” that convene
services in vast arenas. Congregations
range in size, some reaching 40,000
members. A significant percentage
of American mainstream Christians
today are Protestant.
Catholic and Orthodox Christians
account for about 23 percent of the
American Christian mainstream.
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Black churches
Beginning in the late 1700s, former
slaves excluded from early white
churches established congregations of
their own. Peter Durrett, a Baptist
preacher, founded the oldest black church
c. 1790. Today, denominations including
the African Methodist Episcopal Church,
the National Baptist Convention and
other black churches thrive.
Non-Christian faiths
Jewish synagogues, dating from colonial
times, now grace most American cities
and towns. All branches of Judaism, from
Orthodox to Reform, are represented.
Islam also had an early presence in
the United States, but the first American
mosque was not built until the early
20th century.
In recent decades, Asian religions
gained American followers. Buddhist
teachers from China, Japan and Korea
immigrated to or visited the United
States, attracting adherents. Hindu
gurus established ashrams to teach
ancient yoga techniques, and Hindu
immigrants built temples.
The first Sikhs came to the United
States in the late 19th century. Members
of this monotheistic religion eventually
built Sikh temples, or gurdwaras, all
over the country.
Particularly in the late 20th
century, “New Age” practices emerged.
They focus on mindfulness, meditation,
spirituality and humanism. These
often appeal to people not affiliated
with any religion—a growing segment
of Americans. §

an amana colonies
craftsman, above,
assembles a chair.
amana made furniture, clocks and
refrigerators.

below, people
participate in a yoga
class in bryant park,
new york city.
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sundays are social
occasions
Meeting the pastor and other
churchgoers on the church
steps after services is a
longstanding tradition that
builds community. Churches
across the country with large
Latino congregations, like
St. Francis de Sales Catholic
Church in Miami Beach,
Florida, left, offer masses
in English and Spanish.

christians
celebrate rites
of passage

st. paul’s
episcopal
cathedral, left,
originally
established in
1817 , opened in
buffalo, new
york, in 1890 .

Baptism is the first religious
ritual encountered by many
Christians. It’s how they
become official members
of a faith. Roman Catholics,
Orthodox Christians and
others observe as many as
seven such rites of passage.
Right, teenagers participate
in the “affirmation of baptism,”
or confirmation rite, at St.
Martin’s Evangelical Lutheran
Church in Austin, Texas.
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u.s. orthodox
churches often reflect
country origins
Most Orthodox Christian
churches in the United States
are Eastern Orthodox—
including Russian, Syrian,
Greek and the Orthodox
Church in America. Today,
the Eastern Orthodox Church
is one of the three main
Christian groups in America,
along with Catholics and
Protestants, and has more
than 200 million followers
worldwide.

eastern orthodox
churches are
rich in tradition

st. andrew’s,
in st. petersburg, florida,
above, is one
of at least 50
u.s. russian
orthodox
churches.
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Eastern Orthodox churches
in America maintain rituals
observed in the early church,
including the use of icons.
These works of art—depicting
Christ, his mother Mary and
the saints—are focal points
for devotion. Monastic life
for men and women is valued.
There are about 100 Orthodox
monasteries in the United
States. Right, altar boys assist
on Easter at Annunciation
Greek Orthodox Cathedral
in Chicago.
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mormonism is
a homegrown faith
The Church of Jesus Christ
of Latter-day Saints, whose
members are called Mormons,
was founded by Joseph Smith
in 1830. The group moved west
from New York because of
persecution. Smith was killed,
and his successor, Brigham
Young, led the Mormons to
a haven in Utah. The Mormon
Tabernacle Choir, resident
at the Salt Lake City Temple,
is famous worldwide.

unitarians embrace
many beliefs

the mormon
tabernacle,
above, in
salt lake city,
is the chief
sanctuary
of the faith.

Founded as a progressive
Christian religion, Unitarian
Universalism now embraces
Western and Eastern faiths.
With inclusive beliefs, there
is no shared creed beyond
a “covenant” that supports
“the free and responsible
search for truth and meaning.” Right, a child is baptized
at Unity Church in St. Paul,
Minnesota.
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methodism
was adopted early
in america
Methodism began with two
English brothers, John and
Charles Wesley, as Anglican
missionaries to Georgia colony
in the 1730s. After returning
to England, they started the
reformist Methodist church,
which gained colonial followers.
Methodism grew thanks to
18th- and 19th-century revival
movements, and is the largest
mainline Protestant denomination. Mainline churches include
Presbyterians and Episcopalians, among others.
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pastors have
greeted people
at the mulberry
street united
methodist church
of macon, georgia,
top, since 1826.

bodie, california,
once a gold rush
boomtown, is now
a ghost town, but
the old methodist
church, above,
still stands.

2 | religious communities

the first indian
baptist church in
taos, new mexico,
below, is a small
congregation.

baptists arrived
in the
colonial era
Roger Williams, founder
of Rhode Island as a place of
religious freedom, established
the first American Baptist
Church there in 1638. Baptists
are Congregational—each
church is autonomous.
There are about 5,000 Baptist
churches in the United States.
Below, the First Baptist Church
in Ocala, Florida, has more
than a thousand members and
a large choir that fills the
church with song.
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african-american
churches are
historically unique
Blacks freed from slavery
established the first black
Christian churches. Segregation prevented them from
worshiping in most white
churches. Today, while some
churches are predominantly
African American, such
as the African Methodist
Episcopal and the National
Baptist Convention, churches
are no longer segregated.
African Americans attend
services of all faiths.

spirited singing
and preaching distinguish
black churches

parishioners
gather outside
emanuel african
methodist
episcopal
church, left,
in charleston,
south carolina.

Black churches are known
for lively inspirational music.
Gospel singers start young,
like these teenagers in the
choir of Mount Olivet Baptist
Church, in St. Paul, Minnesota,
above. Aretha Franklin,
Tina Turner, Usher and John
Legend all started singing
in their church choirs. At
right, congregants meet and
greet outside their church
in St. Paul.
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jewish synagogues
are places to
honor god
Congregation Beth Israel in
Berkeley, California, top,
is a Modern Orthodox synagogue dating to 1915, when
Berkeley Jews met for services
in homes. U.S. congregations
represent the Orthodox,
Reform, Conservative and
Reconstructionist branches
of Judaism, and some Hasidic
rabbis have substantial followings. There are approximately
5 million observant and
non-observant Jewish
Americans, according to the
Pew Research Center.
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a rabbi at the
tobin bridge
chabad in everett,
massachusetts,
above, says
morning prayers.
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men pray on the
muslim feast of
eid al-fitr, below,
outside a mosque
in brooklyn,
new york.

muslims answer
the call to
prayer
Mosques, or masjids, were
built well after Muslim
immigrants arrived in the
United States. Group observances at first were held in
homes or organized in rented
venues by Muslim societies
until mosques were built
in the 20th century. The
Islamic Center of Greater
Toledo, Ohio, below, is one
of 10 in the city. It was built
in the 1970s, when its
congregation outgrew the
original downtown mosque.
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some christians
are out of
the mainstream
The Jehovah’s Witnesses
began in the United States
in the late 19th century.
They espouse beliefs that
counter much of the conventional Christian doctrine.
They are known for doorto-door proselytizing and
passing out Bible-based
magazines, such as The
Watchtower. Out-of-themainstream churches make
up about 3 percent of
U.S. Christians.

the society of
friends make peace

jehovah’s
witnesses,
above,
distribute
bibles
and other
literature
in honolulu.
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Also known as Quakers,
the Society of Friends arose
in England in the 17th century.
Quakers thrived in the
American colonies, despite
persecution by other Christians. Inward-looking and
contemplative, from the
outset Quakers opposed war
and slavery. They remain
dedicated to social justice.
Right, a Quaker Meeting for
Worship at the Sandy Spring,
Maryland, Friends meeting
house ends with a handshake.
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the great
awakenings brought
revivalism
Christian revivalism was a
hallmark of 18th- and 19thcentury America. The First
Great Awakening began
in Britain but came to the
colonies with Methodism and
other evangelical faiths. The
Second Great Awakening saw
Christian revival meetings in
towns and cities across the
country. A resurgence of
evangelism came after World
War II. The late Billy Graham,
left, was one of its most
visible exponents.

storefront churches
uplift urban
neighborhoods

morning star
pentecostal
jerusalem
church in
petersburg,
virginia, right,
is a small-town
storefront
church.

Urban neighborhoods
have long been uplifted by
storefront churches—small
Christian congregations that
repurpose commercial spaces.
Familiar with the needs of
the community, these grassroots churches benefit neighborhoods by running food
and clothing drives, or giving
job skills training along with
spiritual counsel. There are
also storefront mosques and
Hindu and Buddhist temples.
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buddhists of every
tradition
meditate here
Buddhism became one of
America’s fastest-growing
religions after the influx
of Chinese, Japanese and
Tibetan Buddhist teachers
in the 20th century. Vietnamese and Korean immigrants
established temples. Japanese
Zen masters started zendos
for meditation. Nichiren
became popular. All forms
of Buddhism now attract
many non-Asian practitioners
in the United States.

philosophies of
persia prosper on
new soil

a vietnamese
buddhist priest,
above, joins two
other men for
prayer at a home
in santa ana,
california.
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Ancient Zoroastrianism
is practiced today in the
United States, although Shi’a
Islam predominates among
modern Iranian Americans.
The Islamic Center in Dearborn, Michigan, is the oldest
U.S. Shi’a mosque. American
Sufis embrace mystical
Sufism. And the Bahá’í faith
has a following large enough
to support the Bahá’i House
of Worship for North America,
right, located near Chicago.
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religions from
india piqued early
interest
Hindu philosophy
attracted 19th-century
Transcendentalists before
Hindus brought the religion
to America. Jainism and
Sikhism also crossed the
seas, attracting non-Asian
followers. Left, devotees
enjoy moments of reflection
at the Jain Center of
Southern California in
Buena Park.

as more hindus
arrived,
temples were built

right, hindus,
perform a
hawan, or
fire puja,
to celebrate
diwali in
queens,
new york.

Swami Vivekananda and
Paramahansa Yogananda
were the first Hindu
gurus to popularize Hindu
philosophy in America
in the early 20th century.
Decades later, as more
Hindus immigrated, more
temples were built—some
as grand as those found
in India.
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Education and religion

“The purpose of education
is to show a person how to
define himself authentically
and spontaneously in relation
to his world—not to impose
a prefabricated definition
of the world.”
—t
 homas merton, philosopher
love and living
1979

Religious-affiliated education is as old as the
United States. Early colonists relied on the Bible
for instruction, much of which took place in
the home.

healy hall,
left, is the
main reception
center of
georgetown
university in
washington.

Schools were not common in colonial times. What schools
existed taught religious lessons and values, not academic
knowledge.
Puritan leaders in the Massachusetts Bay Colony—founded
in 1620—decreed that children learn to read the Bible. They
were taught either by parents or teachers appointed by
community leaders. Even when publicly-funded schools
that taught reading, writing and arithmetic emerged, prayers
and Bible-reading reflecting a Protestant Christian outlook
were also part of class.
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GOVERNMENT NEUTRALITY
IN MATTERS OF FAITH
IS THE BASIS OF
RELIGIOUS FREEDOM IN
THE UNITED STATES.

 mergence of publiclyE
funded schools

above, boston
latin school was
the first u.s.
public school.
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below, the princeton
university chapel,
completed in 1928 ,
replaced an earlier
structure destroyed
by fire.

George Washington and Thomas
Jefferson, among other founders,
supported public education as a
safeguard of America’s hard-won
democracy. The first and oldest public
school in the United States was the
Boston Latin School, founded in 1635.
It still graduates students today.
As the number of Catholic and Jewish immigrants grew, publicly-funded
schools became more secularized.
Public schools educated growing
numbers of young Americans, but
citizens remained free to send their
children—usually sons—to schools
run by religious denominations.
Catholics frequently built parish—
or parochial—schools. Other religions
followed suit, establishing schools
that reflected their values.
Today, many congregations
offer supplementary religious instruction for students who attend public
school. Churches hold “Sunday school”
or catechism classes. Mosques and
synagogues offer similar opportunities
for Muslim and Jewish Americans.
Several esteemed American
universities began as religious colleges.
Among the oldest is Princeton University, founded in 1746. It was originally
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intended to train Presbyterian clergy.
Georgetown University, founded
in 1789, established by Jesuits,
is the oldest Catholic university in
the United States. Some universities
retain close ties to their founding
denominations; others have loosened
those ties over the years.
Education, religion
and the law
The First Amendment to the U.S.
Constitution, adopted in 1791, states,
“Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or
prohibiting the free exercise thereof.”
These two clauses prevent the
government from supporting or establishing a religion and from interfering
in the private practice of religion.
This government neutrality in matters
of faith is the basis of religious freedom
and, many argue, religious vitality in
the United States.
Originally, the First Amendment
religious freedom clauses applied only
to the federal government. However,
in the 1940s, the Supreme Court ruled
that they also apply to state and local
governments.
Because local governments typically
run America’s public schools, the issue
of prayer in those schools requires the
courts to balance the right to practice
one’s faith against the constitutional
prohibition of a state religion. The courts
generally have held that states may not
require students to recite a prayer, even
a non-denominational one composed
by state officials. Students, however,

may voluntarily pray, alone or in groups,
so long as they don’t compel others to
join the prayer or disrupt the school.
The public schools reflect the nation.
In some schools, most students practice
one religion. In others, students follow
many faiths, or none at all.
Americans—and the courts—have
become more sensitive to how practices,
once common in public schools, might
appear to increasingly-diverse
communities. Not all Americans are
Christians, and growing numbers
are not religious at all. §

an 1865 church
directory from
the old fourth
presbyterian
church—whose
sabbath school
card is above—

records 15
protestant, seven
catholic and
three jewish
congregations
in albany,
new york.
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education often
combines religion
and general studies
Jewish day schools and
academies across the
United States inculcate
religious values while offering
general education. American
Catholic schools have
a long history of educating
children from kindergarten
through college. A group
of students, below,
socialize at JSerra Catholic
High School in San Juan
Capistrano, California.

many distinguished
universities have
religious roots
Swarthmore College in
Pennsylvania, opposite,
was established by Quakers.
Classes began in 1869.
It was one of the earliest
coeducational institutions
in the United States. Parrish
Hall has been Swarthmore’s
hub since its beginning.

hebrew is
taught to
third-graders
at ilan ramon
day school,
above, in agoura,
california.
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korean-american
churches promote
education
Besides Bible school,
Korean-American churches
may offer classes on Korean
language and culture.
Services are held in Korean
and English. Korean Christian
colleges such as Oikos
University aim to prepare
students for community
service. Asian-American
churches are a fast-growing
segment of U.S. Christianity.

american
buddhism is on
the rise

the ventura
korean
presbyterian
church, above,
is a gathering
place in
oxnard,
california.
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Buddhist teaching centers
thrive in American towns
and in rural settings conducive
to contemplation. Buddhism
became so popular that Naropa
University was founded on
Buddhist principles and
accredited in 1986. It draws
students of Eastern philosophy,
psychology and the arts.
Buddhist practices such as
meditation are part of the
curricula. A meditation class
is in session, right, at Naropa’s
Boulder, Colorado, campus.
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muslim schools offer
formal education
at all levels
Girls from the coeducational
Razi School in Queens, New
York, attend the annual
Muslim Day Parade in New
York City, left. The Muslim
school offers classes from
preschool through high
school. And there are several
Islamic colleges in the United
States, notably Zaytuna
College in Berkeley, California,
a liberal arts school that, in
2015, became the nation’s first
accredited Muslim college.

amish attend
mixed-grade, one-room
schoolhouses

amish children
play volleyball
at a one-room
schoolhouse
in pennsylvania,
right.

Amish are recognizable by
their distinctive old-fashioned
dress and lifestyle. Although
some Amish children attend
public schools, in rural areas
they usually go to private
one-room schoolhouses.
Amish typically do not attend
school past eighth grade.
By law, religious minorities
may remove their children
from state-mandated
schooling after eighth grade
for religious reasons.
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“Let...individuals make the most of
what God has given them, have their
neighbors do the same, and then
do all they can to serve each other.
It is a good thing to be dependent
on each other for something;
it makes us civil and peaceable.”
— s o j o u r n e r t r u t h
c.1867

Interfaith cooperation is integral to American
religious life. People from various faiths
often unite to help the less fortunate in their
communities.

left, mormons
from kansas help
clean up joplin,
missouri, after
a devastating
2011 tornado.

Working side-by-side, they learn about different beliefs
and gain respect for the people who hold them.
While individual churches, Jewish synagogues and
other faith-based or secular organizations offer programs
for neighbors in need, they also participate in multifaith
collaborations.
Interfaith groups run local food pantries to feed the
poor. They support shelters for the homeless and for women
and children escaping domestic violence. They contribute
to humanitarian aid at home and around the world.
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teenagers pack
groceries, above,
at a rotary-clubsponsored soup
kitchen in
portland, maine.
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below, a seventh-day
adventist church
member brightens
the sidewalk with
flowers in harlem,
new york city.

They work with religious leaders
to end conflicts and bring peace where
there is war and civil unrest.
Interfaith community outreach
programs may include providing vocational training and jobs, counseling
for adults, or programs for children and
the elderly. Interfaith teams travel to
assist in disaster relief efforts. Interfaith groups also promote respect for
others’ beliefs.
An example is Interfaith Action
of Central Texas (iACT), which “cultivates
peace and respect through interfaith
dialogue, service and celebration.”
Its calendar of events includes Christian
holidays, Buddha’s birthday and breaking the Ramadan fast. The group helps
refugees in the area. An iACT housing
program recruits volunteer contractors
and others willing to repair and remodel
homes for people who cannot afford it.
The group sponsors monthly discussions and a program that allows people
to experience worship and celebrations
of various faiths.
Interfaith Action of Evanston,
Illinois, staffs soup kitchens, centers
for the homeless and winter warming
centers—it gets very cold in Illinois.
Its “Producemobile” brings fresh fruit
and vegetables to urban areas lacking
produce markets.
The San Fernando Valley Interfaith
Council and its affiliated groups provide
similar services. Such interfaith outreach
is replicated throughout America.
People unaffiliated with any religion,
who are humanitarians wanting to
volunteer for community service, may
join such programs—or start new
ones. Secular charities such as Rotary,
Doctors Without Borders, Foundation
Beyond Belief and Kiva are vehicles for
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those who want to make a difference
outside of a religious context.
The American Red Cross, a leading
secular organization, attracts religious
and non-religious volunteers when
there is need. It also liaises with the
International Federation of Red Cross
and Red Crescent Societies when aid
is required outside the United States,
particularly in conflict zones.
Support for social justice
Interfaith cooperation on social justice
causes, historically, has created transformational movements in the United
States. Activists of different faiths,
working together non-violently,
helped pave the way for the abolition
of slavery in the late 19th century
and civil rights victories for minorities
during the mid-20th century.
Christian preachers, Jewish rabbis
and Roman Catholic priests literally
linked arms in support of Baptist
pastor Martin Luther King Jr., the
preeminent leader of the Civil Rights
Movement. Many congregants
followed their example.
Interfaith groups also work for
world peace. The Tanenbaum Center
for Interreligious Understanding,
for example, pursues efforts at home
and internationally to create “a safer,
more equitable world for people of
all belief systems.” Conflict resolution
and combatting extremism are among
its priorities.
People of different faiths or no faith
working for the common good have
woven the unique tapestry that is the
American religious landscape, making
major contributions to democracy
in the process. §

a volunteer from
california’s marin
interfaith council,
above, repairs damage
in louisiana after
hurricane katrina.

below, volunteers
at st. stephen’s
episcopal church
in florida work
at an aids fundraising event.
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community service
comes in many
forms
Feeding the poor, stocking
food pantries, or planting
and maintaining urban gardens
are ways people work together
for the common good.
They organize coat drives
in the winter or hold athletic
events that raise money and
awareness about the homeless
or other issues.

compassionate
outreach involves
everybody

above,
volunteers
plant spinach
in irvine,
california,
for use in
shelters and
food banks.
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Muslims, Jews, Christians
and others often join forces
for good works. They gain
an understanding of each
other while fulfilling charitable obligations—something
all religions encourage.
Right, Jewish and Muslim
women prepare Christmas
meals for the homeless in
Oak Park, Michigan.
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multifaith
efforts for charity
are creative
Annual interfaith fundraising
events can unite communities.
They also harness talent.
The InterFaith Conference
of Metropolitan Washington’s
annual fundraising concert
showcases area performers.
Local artisans donate bowls
for Empty Bowls events
around the country, which
help the hungry. People
pay for soup and take home
the bowl.

faith groups
help people around
the world, too

above, donors
at st. patrick’s
cathedral in
new york city
give to the
“feeding our
neighbors”
interfaith
food drive.

U.S. faith-based groups are
on the ground in many
countries, responding to crises
or rendering ongoing nutritional or medical aid. World
Vision is one such organization. World Vision’s 6K walk
for clean water in Seattle,
right, drew nearly 50,000
participants to raise money
for the cause. Some walkers
carried full containers to
emphasize the daily burden
of fetching water in parts
of the world where it is not
readily available.
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weekend fun
can mean work for
good causes
Volunteering for community
service is a virtue learned
young, whether it is in a
religious context or a secular
one, such as the Girl Scouts
or school activities. Religious
and non-religious people
alike support worthy causes.
Left, young people clear trash
with HandsOn Miami Beach
Clean-up, a community service
that appeals to those who
wish to help.

helping others for
more than a
century

left, members
of the canton,
michigan, hindu
temple assist
an annual
clean-up effort
at a creek that
feeds the nearby
rouge river.

Red Cross volunteers come
from all backgrounds. Blood
drives, like this one for
Japanese earthquake victims,
right, in Garden City, New
York, are typical Red Cross
activities. Volunteers aid,
worldwide, in emergencies
and war zones. Founder Clara
Barton bravely delivered aid
to soldiers during the U.S.
Civil War. She started the Red
Cross in 1881, inspired by the
Swiss Red Cross.
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skilled and unskilled
construction
workers wanted
Religious or not, Americans
volunteer where they are
needed. Nonprofit organizations such as U.S.-based
Habitat for Humanity, a
Christian organization open
to all regardless of religious
faith, attract people who
want to help the less
fortunate. This can mean
rebuilding basic shelter after
storms, or bringing affordable
housing to low-income
neighborhoods.
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top, habitat
for humanity
volunteers
frame a house
in detroit,
michigan.

a woman trims
drywall, above,
for a habitat for
humanity project
in austin, texas.
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salvation army
disaster service,
below, feeds
florida residents
after hurricane
irma in 2017 .

when there is need,
help appears
The Salvation Army is an
international evangelical
Christian movement that aids
in disaster relief without discrimination. It operates homeless shelters and soup kitchens
across the country, serving
the Gospel along with the
soup. Salvation Army thrift
stores employ the unemployed and raise funds for
its work. Below, in Portland,
Oregon, families in need
wait for food boxes from
charitable groups.
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interfaith action
extends to social
justice
Faith groups were powerful
forces in the Civil Rights
Movement. Catholic,
Protestant and Jewish leaders
marched side-by-side, risking
physical harm. Rabbi Abraham
Heschel, who marched with
Martin Luther King Jr. in Selma,
Alabama, in 1965 said, “Our
march was worship. I felt my
legs were praying.” Opposite,
Heschel, far right, with King
and other leaders at one of
the Selma marches to demand
voting rights.

martin luther
king jr.’s dream

above, an
interfaith
vigil is held
at st. francis
de sales church
in miami beach,
florida.
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King envisioned a day “when
all of God’s children, black
men and white men, Jews
and Gentiles, Protestants and
Catholics, will be able to join
hands and sing in the words
of the old Negro spiritual,
‘Free at last, free at last, thank
God Almighty, we are free at
last.’” He spoke these words
during his “I Have a Dream”
speech at the 1963 March on
Washington. King was pastor
of Ebenezer Baptist Church
in Atlanta, Georgia, right.
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groups
lend a helping hand
The Grammy Award-winning
Brooklyn Tabernacle Choir
members are baptized
“born again” Christians from
different backgrounds and
denominations. Opposite,
choir members lead a march
on the Brooklyn Bridge
to raise money for Haiti
earthquake relief.

coordinating
community action

above,
volunteers
in baldwin,
louisiana,
pack school
kits for
disaster
victims.
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Interfaith groups in
Hawaii collaborate to
provide needed services
in their communities.
One of them, Faith
Action for Community
Equity, sponsored an
interfaith service at
Honolulu’s Central Union
Church that opened with
prayers from Buddhist
monks, right.
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Celebrations and culture

“Blessed is the season
which engages the
whole world in a
conspiracy of love!”
—h
 amilton wright mabie
my study fire
1890

Religious holidays signal fun, good food and
celebration. Holidays preserve important
traditions and history for younger generations.

left, people
gather for
an easter
sunrise service
in scituate,
massachusetts.

Every holiday has a story. Those stories inspire writers,
musicians, and visual and performing artists, who offer
holiday-themed works that have universal appeal. In
American cities and towns, Nativity pageants mark Christians’
celebration of Christmas. Likewise—although they are fewer
in number—Krishna Leela plays recount the birth story
of that beloved Hindu god during August or September
each year.
Rosh Hashanah and Passover are probably the best-known
Jewish holidays. Because Hanukkah, the Festival of Lights, falls
close to Christmas, colorful Christmas lights are interspersed
with blue Hanukkah lights in some neighborhoods.
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AMERICANS EMBRACE
HOLIDAYS AND
TRADITIONAL FOODS
OF MANY CULTURES.

thanksgiving dinner,
above, is served by
broadway community,
inc., at the broadway
presbyterian church
in new york city.

below, an advent
wreath adorns
st. cecilia’s catholic
church in tustin,
california.

Thanksgiving is not a religious
feast, but it is often observed by giving
thanks to God for an abundant harvest
and other blessings before family and
friends dig into a delicious meal. It is
an inclusive holiday. The first Thanksgiving meal was a harvest celebration
shared by the native Wampanoag
tribe with members of the Plymouth
Colony in Massachusetts, people of
different cultures and religious beliefs.
In a way, Thanksgiving foreshadowed the religious pluralism enjoyed
in the United States today.
Celebrations are
for sharing
Americans embrace holidays and
traditional foods of many cultures.
Chinese New Year, for instance,
is an occasion that gives everyone
a reason to converge. It is an ancient
observance for Taoists, Buddhists
and Confucians, who honor ancestors
and family as they prepare for a
new beginning with purification,
prayer and offerings. Many Americans
enjoy the fireworks, auspicious
foods and dragon dances that
are part of Chinese New Year
celebrations.
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Islamic centers across the country
often open their doors to non-Muslims
during the fasting month of Ramadan
for the evening iftar meal, or at Ramadan’s conclusion, for the important
feast Eid al-Fitr.
Besides Krishna’s birthday, Hindus
celebrate Holi, Durga Puja and Diwali
with as much enthusiasm in the United
States as in India. American Sikhs mark
Guru Nanak’s birthday and Baisakhi, the
spring festival, with parades, bhangra
dances and other events from New
York to California.
The ancient Persian spring feast
of Nowruz is celebrated with special
foods by Iranian Americans and others
with roots in Asia and Eastern Europe.
While it’s a largely secular celebration,
it is a holiday to Bahá’ís and some
Muslim sects.
Many holiday
traditions enrich the
United States

blessed palms, above,
are woven into simple
crosses or more
elaborate figures
for the christian
holy day palm sunday.

below, las posadas,
a hispanic christmas
tradition, is observed
in new mexico. it reenacts mary and joseph’s
trip to bethlehem.

Holiday celebrations are times to share.
Homes and religious institutions typically invite those outside their faith to
join in festivities. Although Mardi Gras
is a carnival that marks the beginning
of the Christian fasting month of Lent
that precedes Easter, all are welcome
to attend it—most famously in New
Orleans, Louisiana.
These religious and cultural traditions enrich Americans spiritually and
help people appreciate different faiths.
When minds and hearts meet in a place
of common ground, it fosters understanding, compassion and kindness,
strengthening American society. §
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christmas
celebrations are
cultural
Most Christians observe the
birth of Jesus on Christmas.
Thanks to holiday customs
brought by immigrants from
around the world, Americans
have many ways to celebrate.
Families prepare special
food—from Polish pierogi
to Mexican tamales. Catholics
go to midnight mass, honoring
the belief that Jesus was born
at night. Left, a Christmas
procession enlivens St. John’s
Episcopal Church in North
Haven, Connecticut.

lights
and pageantry
Nativity scenes at churches
and in neighborhoods are
common sights during
Christmas. The life-sized
display at the Church of
the Little Flower in Coral
Gables, Florida, right, is one
example. At home, people
often hang lights and
decorate Christmas trees.
left, final
touches are
made on
a pentecost
banner at the
zion lutheran
church in
ferndale,
michigan.
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jewish holidays
keep history
alive
Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish
New Year, and Yom Kippur,
the Day of Atonement, are
the “high holidays” of
Judaism. Others, such as
Passover and Hanukkah,
mark events in Jewish history.
Top, a man blows a shofar,
or ram’s horn, during Yom
Kippur at Temple
Etz Chaim, Thousand
Oaks, California.
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the passover meal,
above, includes
symbolic foods:
wine, bitter

herbs, matzo,
and haroset,
a fruit and
nut mixture.
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sikhs pray,
below, on the
spring holiday
baisakhi in
los angeles.

sikhs celebrate the
arrival of
spring
The monotheistic Sikh religion
came to America with migrants
from India’s Punjab in the early
20th century. Spring is important to all farmers, and Sikhs,
historically, have worked the
land. Baisakhi is the Sikh spring
holiday, celebrated with parades
and prayer at the temple, or
gurdwara. Sikhism holds men
and women equal and emphasizes good works. Below,
a young Sikh performs the
martial gatka, or sword dance,
on Baisakhi in Los Angeles.
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ramadan concludes
with a feast
After observing Ramadan,
the month-long period
of fasting, prayer and good
works, Muslims worldwide
celebrate on Eid al-Fitr.
People wear their best
clothes to pray at the
mosque, then they enjoy
a special meal with friends
and family. Left, a brother
and sister prepare for
a traditional Eid meal in
Brooklyn, New York.

kwanzaa
honors african
heritage
Kwanzaa began in 1966
in the United States. It
is a week-long observance
during which African
Americans focus on their
distinct cultural heritage.
Kwanzaa is a Swahili
word meaning “first fruits”
of harvest.
right, a boy
lights candles
during a
kwanzaa
ceremony in
maryland.
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buddhists mark
holy days with rituals
and good deeds
Chief Buddhist holidays
recall events in Buddha’s life:
Wesak, his birthday; Bodhi
Day, his enlightenment; and
Parinirvana, his achievement
of Nirvana. Buddhists also
celebrate spring and harvest
festivals and the Lunar
New Year with prayer and
festivities. Left, a Buddhist
child floats flowers on a
pond during Loy Krathong
at a Thai temple near
Homestead, Florida.

hindus
have lots of
holidays

right, hindus
in arcadia,
california,
play with
colors on
the spring
festival, holi.

The most important feasts
on the Hindu calendar revolve
around gods, goddesses and
nature. Holi, the festival
of colors, comes in early
spring. Krishna Jayanti is
the god Krishna’s birthday.
The goddess Kali is honored
during Durga Puja. Gods
Shiva and Ganesh have
their feast days. Many other
holidays are celebrated in
U.S. Hindu temples.
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enter dragons
and lions
Chinese New Year falls on
the Lunar New Year, a religious
holiday for Buddhists and
Taoists. It is a time to perform
purification rituals, sweep
bad luck out of houses, and
drive away demons with
firecrackers. People pray for
a happy year ahead. Dragon
and lion dances, like those
in Los Angeles, top, help
usher in good luck for the
coming year.
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lighting candles
on lunar new year
is an auspicious
act, performed
at the hsi lai

buddhist
temple, above,
in hacienda
heights,
california.
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a grotto, below,
is dedicated
to a saint at el
santuario de
chimayo near santa
fe, new mexico.

the united states
is a pluralistic
place
From the beginning, the United
States has been religiously diverse.
The American religious landscape filled out over centuries.
Today, the country is unique
not so much in the multiplicity
of faiths, but in Americans’
characteristic efforts to understand, accept and bridge differences to achieve a harmonious
society. Below, El Santuario
de Chimayo, built by Spanish
settlers in 1813, has a reputation
for miracles of healing.
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pentecostal
washington,
district
of columbia

lutheran
shepherdstown,
west virginia

indian mission
clarkdale ,
arizona
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united methodist
huntsville,
alabama

seventh-day
adventist
washington,
new hampshire

anglican
new york city,
new york

sikh
yuba city,
california

church of god
turner,
oregon

catholic
baton rouge ,
louisiana

buddhist
locke,
california

congregational
miami,
florida

southern baptist
charleston,
south carolina

unitarian
universalist
brewster,
massachusetts

mennonite
harrisonburg,
virginia

bethel baptist
detroit,
michigan

presbyterian
interior,
south dakota

shinto
honolulu, oahu,
hawaii

methodist
los angeles,
california
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“God, give us grace
to accept with serenity
the things that cannot be changed,
courage to change the things
which should be changed,
and the wisdom to distinguish
the one from the other.
Living one day at a time,
Enjoying one moment at a time...
So that I may be reasonably happy
in this life,
And supremely happy with You
forever in the next.”
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