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| nt roducti on

There is a long and illustrious tradition of social science research on
African American religion. Leading scholars --including WE. B. DuBois, Charles
S. Johnson, E. Franklin Frazier, and others-- devoted considerable attention
to the social role of black churches in various sociohistorical and community
studi es produced prior to the civil rights novenment. Beginning in the 1950s, a
nunber of studies focused on the roles of churches and pastors in civil rights
activism After the md-1970s, however, research on African American religion
waned for a tine. Fortunately, we are now w tnessing a resurgence of interest
in this topic, and while valuable scholarship in the broad sociohistorica
tradition continues (e.g., Lincoln & Mmya, 1990), nuch of the renewed
attention can be traced to the availability of data and studies from the
1979-80 National Survey of Black Anericans (hereafter NSBA). Prior to the
coll ection and subsequent public release of these data, the major sources of
systematic data on African Americans were comunity surveys (e.g., the Detroit
Area Survey) and general population surveys, which often contained snmall and
unrepresentative sanples of African Anericans (e.g., the NORC General Socia
Survey). The NSBA has opened the door to a richer understanding of the
prom nence of religious institutions, practices, and beliefs in the individua
and collective lives of African Anericans.

Specifically, the NSBA data have been hel pful for |east three purposes:
(1) providing new and systematic descriptive information on the religious
affiliations, practices, and experiences of African Americans; (2) revisiting
earlier theoretical and enpirical works in this area, nmany of which are now
quite dated; and (3) testing sociological theories that were based on the
experiences of white Anericans, to gauge their value in understanding
contenmporary African Anerican religion. The remainder of this brief article
sumari zes some of the contributions to date of research based on the NSBA,
focusing on four areas: (1) the social distribution of religiosity within the
African American population; (2) patterns and correlates of denom national
swi tching and apostasy; (3) religious variations in racial orientations and
politics; and (4) the relationships between religious involverment and aspects
of personal well -being.

Patterns and Correlates of Religiosity

Accumul ated wi sdom in the social sciences and in popular culture suggests
that African Anmericans are nmore religious, by conventional indicators, than
whites of conparable social backgrounds (for review, see Levin, Taylor, &
Chatters, 1994). The NSBA data have enabled investigators to confirmthis in
considerable detail. For instance, descriptive analyses indicate that |arge
percentages of African Anmericans say that they are church menbers (62%,
attend religious services at least weekly (36%, consider worshipping at
church to be "very inportant" (63%, pray nearly every day (78%, read
religious materials nearly every day (27%, watch or listen to religious nedia
programs nearly every day (21%, and identify thenselves as "very religious"
people (34% . In addition, nost African Americans, especially elders, receive
material aid (i.e., goods and services) or socioenotional support from church
menbers, and nmany al so request prayers from associ ates on a regul ar basis (for
reviews, see Taylor & Chatters, 1991; Taylor, 1993).

Several multivariate studies have analyzed the distribution of various
di mrensions of religiosity within the overall African Anerican popul ati on, and
among elderly blacks in particular (e.g., Taylor, 1986, 1988). Wile the
results of these studies defy easy sunmary, several generalizations are
possible. First, African American wonmen report much higher |evels of nost
forms of religiosity than black nen. There are al so considerable age/cohort



variations in religiosity. However, in contrast to studies of the genera
popul ati on, which often report a curvilinear association between age and
religiosity, NSBA data show that religiosity increases nmonotonically with age
(or dininishes consistently with youth) anbng African Anericans. Southerners
and residents of rural areas also tend to report higher levels of religiosity
than other African Americans. Wile socioecononic variables such as education
and incone bear a nodest positive association wth public religious
i nvol venent (e.g., church nmenbership and frequency of attendance), they are
generally wunrelated to nore private, non-institutionalized expressions of
religiosity.

Recent work by Levin and coll eagues analyzes NSBA data with the aid of

nore sophisticated statistical techniques --notably covariance-structure
nodel ling-- and reveals three enpirically distinct dinmensions of African
Amrerican religiosity: or gani zati onal (e.g., religious attendance and

congregational participation), non-organizational (e.g., prayer, Bible study,
religious nedia consunption), and subjective religiosity (e.g., strength of
personal religious identity). These studies also help to clarify the
soci odenogr aphic covariates of each of these dinmensions (Chatters, Levin, &
Tayl or, 1992; Levin, Taylor, & Chatters, 1995).

Much of the early NSBA research on this topic focused on descriptive tasks
that now are largely conpleted. At this stage, the NSBA data are probably nost
useful for addressing substantive concerns regarding contenporary African
American religious life. One contribution in this vein is the recent study by
Ellison and Sherkat (1995), which seeks to account for the w dely-observed
regi onal variations in church participation anong African Anmericans. Buil ding
on a rich tradition of sociohistorical studies and ethnographies (e.g.,
Johnson 1941; Lewis 1955; Frazier 1964), Ellison and Sherkat contrast the
soci ocul tural environments that have traditionally prevailed in the rura
Sout h and the urban non-South, respectively, with particular attention to: (1)
the social role of religious institutions, (2) the availability of alternative
lifestyles and secular opportunities for social status and social and
political resources, and (3) the social norms and conmunity expectations
regardi ng church invol vement.

Following the lead of an earlier generation of scholars (e.g., Nelsen,
Yokl ey, & Nelsen, 1971), Ellison and Sherkat (1995) suggest that because of
its synmbolic centrality and nultifunctionality, the rural southern church has
devel oped as a "sem -involuntary" institution. In this view, the conparatively
hi gh level of church involvenent in these areas partly reflects the inpact of
conmunity norns and expectations. because cities --especially those outside
the South-- have traditionally nurtured diverse lifestyles, various religious
options, and greater secular outlets for status-seeking and soci al
participation, informal social pressures to participate in congregational life
have often been |ess evident in (though not absent from non-southern cities
and suburbs. Although the NSBA dataset |acks direct neasures of social
expectations and pressures for church participation, taken together the
information on the levels, patterns, and correlates of church participation
suggests that vestiges of traditional regional differences in African Anerican
religion persist in the contenporary period. Mreover, Ellison and Sherkat use
this study to argue that careful consideration of the African Anerican
experience can illumnate nore general theoretical debates in the sociol ogy of
religion.

Future research should probe other sociodenographic covariates of black
religiosity, such as the substantial "gender gap" (e.g., Levin & Taylor, 1993)
and the striking age/cohort differences. These patterns have inportant and
potentially wunsettling inplications for the future of African Anerican
religious bodies. Such research nmight profitably test conpeting explanations
for these variations (e.g., in the case of the gender gap, socialization vs.
structural location accounts), assessing the relevance of prevailing theories
for the contenporary African Anmerican experience, and revising the doni nant
perspectives so that they are nore sensitive to the distinctive features of
t hat experi ence.

Denomi nati onal Switching and Apostasy

Al t hough the study of denominational sw tching and apostasy (or |eaving



organi zed religion) has received considerable attention from scholars, the
dearth of large-scale data on blacks has neant that virtually all research in
this area has been geared toward white Anericans. The NSBA questionnaire itemns
on religious preferences (i.e., denomnation during upbringing, and at the
time of the interview) have pernitted researchers to investigate this issue
for the first tine, and to test several hypotheses on African Anerican
religi ous change devel oped during the 1950s and 1960s. Briefly, drawi ng on the
argunents of Frazier and others, G enn (1964) observed that although churches
were the traditional cornerstone of black comunities, by the 1960s many
academ c observers, and sone African Anerican |aypersons, criticized churches
for their "otherworldly" theologies, political quiescence, and undenocratic
organi zati onal styles. Wthout rapid adaptation on the part of churches and
their leaders, Genn anticipated |arge-scale defections from historically
bl ack Baptist and Methodi st churches (the "black mainline" churches), which
have traditionally claimed the allegiance of a large mpjority of African
Americans. He predicted that assimlationist blacks would join predom nantly
white Protestant and Catholic churches, while politically nmilitant blacks
would reject Christianity in favor of Islam or would abandon organized
religion altogether.

Research based on the NSBA has generally disconfirmed these hypotheses. In
one study, Ellison and Sherkat (1990) anal yze both NSBA data and data fromthe
1980-88 General Social Surveys to examine patterns of African Anerican
religious rmobility. Overal |, their findings are consistent with a
"st eady-state" perspective which enphasizes the inportance of social network
ties and famly relationships, personal spiritual concerns, and cultural
traditions in preserving African American religious allegiances. |ndeed, rates
of switching and apostasy appear significantly | ower anmong blacks than in the
general popul ation. Ellison and Sherkat report only nodest declines in Baptist
and Methodist preferences, with mnimal switching to predoninantly white
groups (i.e., liberal Protestant and Catholic) and |imted noverment into |Islam
and other non-Christian faiths. Consistent with the arguments of Frazier and
d enn, however, they report that a growi ng percentage of African Americans are
abandoni ng organized religion; this tendency is especially evident anong
younger cohorts. At the sane tinme, NSBA data indicate that a non-trivial
proportion of persons leaving black minline churches are converting to
smal | er conservative groups (e.g., the Church of God in Christ, Jehovah's
Wtnesses), a pattern unanticipated by earlier observers.

In a conpani on study, Sherkat and Ellison (1991) exam ne individual-Ievel
correlates of switching and apostasy. They focus on NSBA respondents who were
raised in black mainline (i.e., Baptist and Methodi st-rel ated) denoni nations,
conparing "stayers" (persons who remmined in these groups) with three other
groups: (a) those who switched to conservative Protestant churches; (b) those
who joined other liberal or radical faiths (e.g., predonmnantly white
Protestant, Catholic, and |slam and other non-Christian groups); and (c) those
who dropped out of organized religion (i.e., apostates). Sherkat and Ellison
(1991) find only partial support for the notion that departures from bl ack
mai nl i ne churches, and especially the rising levels of apostasy, result from
racial or political disaffection. Indeed, NSBA data show that African
Americans overwhelmngly respect the sociohistorical role of churches and
their contributions to African American life (Taylor, Thornton, & Chatters,
1987). Moreover, Sherkat and Ellison (1991) find that, conpared to "stayers,"
apostates are typically younger, non-southern and male, and they tend to be
relatively isolated from fanmily and conmmunity networks. These patterns are
consistent with Nelsen's (1988) suggestion that burgeoning bl ack apostasy nmay
have resulted from the econom c and social disruption of urban conmuniti es,
and perhaps fromthe energence of alternative secular subcultures within these
cont exts.

Racial Orientations and Politics

As noted above, prior to the civil rights noverment the Black Church was
criticized for allegedly pronoting otherworldliness and political passivity
among African American laity, instead of pressing for racial and economnic
justice. For many observers, the 1950s and 1960s brought evidence of a sea
change in the spirit of African American religion. Churches and clergy



provi ded | eadership, resources, and legitimation for civil rights struggles
t hrough energing theol ogies of black liberation. Religious institutions often
served as organizing and information centers that fueled grassroots activism
(Morris, 1984; Lincoln & Manmiya, 1990). Because npbst avail able evidence was
collected in the politically-charged environment of the 1960s (for review, see
Ellison, 1991), these studies |eave open the inmportant question of whether
African American religion encourages or hinders racial solidarity and
political nobilization in the post-civil rights era.

Usi ng NSBA data, Ellison (1991) exanines the rel ationships between various
aspects of religious involvement and two racial orientations: racia
identification, or feelings of closeness to diverse segnments of the black
conmunity, and racial separatism or desires for cultural and institutiona
di stance from whites. Ellison finds that several indicators of religious
i nvol venment (public religious participation, private devotional activity,
black mainline [i.e., Baptist or Mthodist] denominational ties) are
positively associated with racial identification. However, the positive
rel ati onship between religious devotion and racial identification is reversed
among African Anericans born prior to 1920, who probably underwent their
formative religious socialization well before the onset of <civil rights
activismin the churches. This pattern seenms consistent with the view that the
ethos of African American religion underwent fundamental and |asting
transformation during the civil rights movenment. In addition, Ellison (1991)
finds only weak and inconsistent |inks between religious involvenent and
support for separatist ideology, which suggests that mainstream (i.e.
Christian) religious institutions pronote inclusive, but not exclusive, forms
of African Anerican racial solidarity.

Addi tional work using NSBA data associates public religious involvenment
with other aspects of racial ideology, including racial self-esteem or the
inclination to accept positive racial group images and to reject unflattering
group images (Denmb & Hughes, 1990). Further, analyses based on the NSBA |ink
various aspects of religious involvenent with electoral participation (WI cox
& Gomez, 1990; Taylor & Thornton, 1993). At |east one study suggests that the
tendency of churchgoing blacks to vote nmore often than others stems partly
fromtheir stronger feelings of psychol ogical closeness and shared interests
with other African Americans (WIcox & Gomez, 1990).

Religion and Wl | -Being

One of the major contributions of NSBA-based research has been to clarify
the inmportance of religious institutions, practices, and values for the
personal well-being of African Anericans. Because this body of literature has
grown so rapidly, it will be the focus of a separate review, to be published
in a future issue of African American Research Perspectives. Nevertheless, it
is appropriate to provide a brief sunmary here.

Studi es based on the NSBA associate aspects of religious involvement wth
an array of positive psychosoci al outcomes --e.g., friendliness and
i nterpersonal congeniality, as rated by NSBA interviewers (Ellison 1992), and
satisfaction with famly life (Ellison, in press). However, the bulk of the
work in this area has examined standard indicators of psychol ogica
wel | -being. For instance, several studies indicate that religious iInvolvenent
--nost notably public religious participation, or organizational religiosity--
is positively related to the overall life satisfaction of African Americans.
On closer inspection, Ellison and Gay (1990) find that these apparent benefits
are restricted primarily to older, non-southern African Anericans, a pattern
consistent with the view that the rural southern Black church retains vestiges
of its earlier "sem-involuntary" character. Further, anobng elderly African
Ameri cans, the apparently felicitous effects of religion on life satisfaction
are not due solely to the confounding of religious involvenent and functiona
health (Levin, Chatters, & Taylor, 1995).

In addition, several studies examne the relationships between religious
i nvol venent and two inportant dinensions of self-perception: self-esteem or
the general sense of noral self-worth, and personal mastery, or the perceived
ability to control one's affairs. Anbng elderly NSBA respondents, Krause and
Tran (1989) report that aspects of religious involvement are positively
associated with both esteem and mamstery. In the total NSBA sanple, ElIlison




(1993) finds that such beneficial estimated effects are confined mainly to
nodel s  of sel f-esteem Furt her, he reports interesting interactive
rel ati onships involving religious involvenment, stressors, and self-perception
public religious participation buffers the deleterious effects of physical
unattractiveness on self-esteem while private devotional activity mtigates
the negative inpact of chronic illnesses on self-esteem These contingent
patterns do not surface in nodels of personal nastery.

A nunber of works have used NSBA data to investigate the intervening
mechani snms linking religion and African American well-being. For instance,
informal social support from church nenbers is clearly inportant in this
context, particularly for black elders; thus, patterns and correlates of
church- based support have received considerable attention from researchers in
the NSBA comunity (e.g., Taylor & Chatters, 1988). Future studies m ght
profitably explore: (1) the correlates of receiving various types of infornal
support (e.g., goods and services vs. prayers vs. conpanionship); (2) the
i ntersection of church-based, famlial, and friendship-based networks (and the
i nterchangeability or functional conplenentarity of the support they provide);
and (3) the correlates of participation in formal church-based support
activities (e.g., programs, pastoral counseling), and the effects of such
participation on individual well-being.

In addition, NSBA data have shed new light on the use of prayer in coping
with stressful circunstances. Prelimnary findings from the NSBA showed that
African Anericans turn to prayer frequently when confronting serious persona
problems, and that they perceive these religious coping strategies to be
sati sfying and hel pful (Neighbors, Jackson, Bownan, & Gurin, 1983). Mre
recent multivariate analyses by Ellison and Taylor (in press) indicate that
prayer is especially likely to be used by African Americans who are dealing
with bereavenment or health problenms (their own illnesses, or those of |oved
ones). Persons reporting high levels of general religiosity, fenmales, and
i ndi viduals who lack feelings of nastery are also particularly likely to turn
to prayer when coping w th personal problens.

Concl udi ng Comment

This brief review has discussed sonme of the ways in which the NSBA data
have enhanced our understanding of the richness and diversity of contenporary
African Anerican religious life. To be sure, many of the basic descriptive
guesti ons have now been resol ved, and because they are nore than 15 years old,
the baseline (1979-80) NSBA data are of dimnishing usefulness for this
pur pose. However, these data may still be valuable for researchers seeking to
revisit (and perhaps revise) earlier treatnents of African Anerican religion
and for those wi shing to engage a host of theoretical and substantive debates
in the social scientific study of religion. Further, the inpending public
rel ease of three additional panels of NSBA data opens up exciting new
possibilities for tracing patterns of change and persistence in religiosity,
and for docunenting the long-term influence of religious involvenent in the
l'ives of individual African Americans.
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