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Abstract: Much research considers group differences in religious belonging, behaving, and/or
believing by gender, race, ethnicity, class, or sexuality. This study, however, considers all these factors
at once, providing the first comprehensive snapshot of religious belonging, behaving, and believing
across and within these axes of inequality in the United States. Leveraging unique data with an
exceptionally large sample, I explore religion across 40 unique configurations of intersecting identities
(e.g., one is non-Latina Black heterosexual college-educated women). Across all measures considered,
Black women are at the top—however, depending on the measure, there are different subsets of Black
women at the top. And whereas most sexual minorities are among the least religious Americans,
Black sexual minorities—and especially those with a college degree—exhibit high levels of religious
belonging, behaving, and believing. In fact, Black sexual minority women with a college degree
meditate more frequently than any other group considered. Overall, whereas we see clear divides
in how religious people are by factors like gender, education, and sexual orientation among most
racial groups, race appears to overpower other factors for Black Americans who are consistently
religious regardless of their other characteristics. By presenting levels of religious belonging, behaving,
and believing across configurations of gender, race, ethnicity, class, and sexuality in the contemporary
United States, this study provides a more complex and complete picture of American religion
and spirituality.
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Group differences in religious belonging, behaving, and/or believing by gender, race, ethnicity,
class, or sexuality are among the most researched topics in the social scientific study of religion.
The intersection of economic inequality and religion was a topic of particular interest for Marx and
other early theorists, and the interrelationships between social inequalities (i.e., gender, race, ethnicity,
and sexuality) and religion have become just as if not more frequently examined across the social
sciences (Davis 1971; Edgell 2017; Schnabel 2020).

Large bodies of research explore these group differences individually. Gender differences in
religiosity, for example, have been debated for decades (Edgell et al. 2017; Miller and Hoffmann 1995;
Roth and Kroll 2007; Schnabel 2015, 2017, 2018a; Schnabel et al. 2016; de Vaus and McAllister 1987).
Substantial bodies of research also explore group differences in religion by race (Chatters et al. 1996;
Ellison and Sherkat 1995; Hunt and Hunt 2001; Roof and McKinney 1987), class (especially as measured
by education) (Flere and Klanjšek 2009; McFarland et al. 2011; Schwadel 2011; Stark and Bainbridge
1985), and sexuality (Schnabel 2020; Sherkat 2002, 2016). Some recent theory and research, however,
has begun applying intersectionality theory to religion, suggesting that we need to look not just across
but also within social statuses (Avishai et al. 2015; Schnabel et al. 2018; Stewart et al. 2017; Wilde 2018;
Wilde and Glassman 2016).
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Qualitative research has more frequently applied an intersectional lens on the complexity of
religion and inequality (Burke and McDowell 2020; Ellis 2018; Khurshid 2015; Legerski and Harker 2018;
Prickett 2015; Read and Eagle 2014; Wilde 2019; Wilde and Danielsen 2015; Zainal 2018), but quantitative
research has also started applying an intersectional lens on religion. Although some quantitative
research has begun considering, for example, religion at the intersection of gender and race (Glass and
Jacobs 2005; Read and Eagle 2011), race and class (Wilde et al. 2018), or gender and sexuality (Sherkat
2002, 2016), much less quantitative research considers the intersection of more than two characteristics
at the same time (but see Schnabel 2016b; Sherkat 2017).

Research on group differences in religion demonstrates that structurally disadvantaged groups are
often more religious than their more privileged counterparts—except for sexual minorities who have
been frequently condemned, marginalized, and excluded by organized religion (Perry and Schnabel
2017; Powell et al. 2017; Schnabel 2016a; Sherkat 2002; Wedow et al. 2017). Various theories have
been set forth for this phenomenon of religion disproportionately appealing to the disenfranchised,
mostly centered on material and/or social deprivation and hardship and the spiritual, social, and
psychological compensation religion provides (Du Bois 1903; Davis 1971; Glock 1964; Hoffmann and
Bartkowski 2008; Schnabel 2020; Stark and Bainbridge 1987). Although we generally know that women,
Black Americans, and those with less education are typically more religious—and sexual minorities
are less religious—than their more privileged counterparts, we know less about whether and how these
factors intersect with one another in shaping religious belonging, behaving, and believing.

It is possible that those who are disadvantaged on more statuses will be more religious, but—in
light of intersectionality theory and the complexity of inequality—we cannot just expect simple additive
patterns that would allow us to just add up the number of a person’s disadvantaged statuses to predict
their level of religiosity or expected beliefs. In other words, we cannot just assume that Black–white
gaps in religion will be exactly the same for women and men, or that the relationship between
education and religion will be the same for sexual minorities and heterosexuals. Therefore, to get a
better picture of the complexity of American religion on standard measures of religious belonging,
behaving, and believing, we need to explore variation within status characteristics and examine how
these characteristics intersect with one another.

Leveraging unique data with an exceptionally large sample, this study provides the first
comprehensive snapshot of religious belonging, behaving, and believing across configurations of what
are arguably the “core” axes of inequality: gender, race, ethnicity, class, and sexuality (Schnabel 2018b).
Exploring religion across 40 unique configurations of intersecting identities (e.g., one is non-Latina
Black heterosexual college-educated women), I show (1) how structural disadvantage often but not
always predicts greater religious belonging, behaving, and believing; (2) when and why certain statuses
predict different levels and types of religion and spirituality; (3) how status characteristics intersect
with one another to yield patterns that vary not only across but also within groups; and (4) how the
patterns vary across different types of religion measures. Illustrating this variation, whereas Black
women tend to be at the highest levels across measures, different subsets of Black women are at the
top of different aspects of religion. For example, Black heterosexual women with less than a college
degree report the most religious salience and affiliation, as well as the highest levels of belief in God
and the inspiration of scripture. Black heterosexual women with a college degree, however, are the
most involved in organized religion, and Black sexual minority women with a college degree meditate
more frequently than any other group considered.

By presenting levels of religious belonging, behaving, and believing across social status
configurations in the contemporary United States, this study provides a more complex and complete
picture of American religion and spirituality at the intersection of gender, race, ethnicity, class,
and sexuality. In response to the helpful comments of a reviewer who said they “fundamentally
disagree” with using empirical quantitative survey methods to measure religious belonging, behaving,
and believing, I would like to acknowledge that: (1) this is a quantitative research note that uses
survey data, (2) empirical research cannot perfectly measure the world, and (3) surveys cannot capture
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all the aspects, particularities, and complexities of people’s lives. I would also like to highlight that
Christianity is the predominant religion in the United States and that standard survey measures of
religion are often better at measuring monotheistic and congregation-focused religiosity than other
forms of religion.

Despite limitations, this study will be the first to use nationally representative data to describe
religious belonging, behaving, and believing across configurations of the “core” axes of inequality.
I find that religiosity varies not only between groups but also within groups in ways that point to the
complexity of inequality and religion in the United States.

1. Data, Measures, and Methods

1.1. Data

This study uses data from the 2014 U.S. Religious Landscape Study (RLS). The RLS data—with
a very large sample size (over thirty-five-thousand respondents) and the needed social status
characteristics and religion measures—provide a unique opportunity to examine standard measures of
religion across various configurations of social status characteristics. These data come from phone
interviews commissioned by the Pew Research Center and provide a large population-based sample of
the American public. The survey was conducted from 4 June to 20 September 2014 in English and
Spanish (3.8% of all interviewers were conducted in Spanish). Data collection was divided among
three research firms: Abt SRBI, Princeton Survey Research Associates International (PSRAI), and Social
Science Research Solutions (SSRS). Abt SRBI was the lead research firm, coordinating sampling and
data collection. The national survey employed a dual-frame (cellphone and landline) random-digit
dialing (RDD) approach to yield a nationally representative sample, with approximately 60% of the
interviews conducted on cellphones and 40% on landlines. Overall, the response rate (AAPOR3) was
10.2% for the cellphone sample and 11.1% for the landline sample.

The full sample included 35,071 respondents, and this study focuses on the 33,479 cases with
complete information on all the social status characteristics (gender, race and ethnicity, education,
and sexual orientation). The sample sizes for analyses of individual measures of religious belonging,
behaving, and believing vary by the availability of the relevant outcome measure.

1.2. Measures

1.2.1. Social Status Characteristics

This study explores religion across the following social status characteristics: gender (women and
men), race and ethnicity (non-Latinx white, non-Latinx Black, non-Latinx Asian, non-Latinx other race
and multiracial, and Latinx), class (less than a BA and BA or more education), and sexual orientation
(heterosexual and LGB). I recognize that there are other ways to conceptualize and measure these social
status characteristics, and I use the measures available in the dataset. Table 1 presents descriptive
statistics for the social status characteristics individually and in combination with one another. Please
note the relatively small size of some combinations of status characteristics.

Table 1. Frequency and percentage of status characteristics.

Status Characteristics and Configurations Frequency Percentage

Men 16,720 49.9
Women 16,759 50.1
Non-Latinx White 24,417 72.9
Non-Latinx Black 3281 9.8
Non-Latinx Asian 891 2.7
Non-Latinx Other Race/Multiracial 1452 4.3
Latinx 3438 10.3
Less than a BA 19,266 57.6
BA or More Education 14,213 42.5
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Table 1. Cont.

Status Characteristics and Configurations Frequency Percentage

Heterosexual 31,896 95.3
LGB 1583 4.7
White Heterosexual Men with a BA 5714 17.1
Black Heterosexual Men with a BA 393 1.2
Asian Heterosexual Men with a BA 356 1.1
Other Race/Multiracial Heterosexual Men with a BA 261 0.8
Latino Heterosexual Men with a BA 415 1.2
White LGB Men with a BA 279 0.8
Black LGB Men with a BA 25 0.1
Asian LGB Men with a BA 21 0.1
Other Race/Multiracial LGB Men with a BA 13 0.04
Latino LGB Men with a BA 30 0.1
White Heterosexual Men without a BA 5963 17.8
Black Heterosexual Men without a BA 1047 3.1
Asian Heterosexual Men without a BA 150 0.5
Other Race/Multiracial Heterosexual Men without a BA 428 1.3
Latino Heterosexual Men without a BA 1248 3.7
White LGB Men without a BA 244 0.7
Black LGB Men without a BA 35 0.1
Asian LGB Men without a BA 10 0.03
Other Race/Multiracial LGB Men without a BA 22 0.1
Latino LGB Men without a BA 66 0.2
White Heterosexual Women with a BA 5035 15.0
Black Heterosexual Women with a BA 536 1.6
Asian Heterosexual Women with a BA 206 0.6
Other Race/Multiracial Heterosexual Women with a BA 218 0.7
Latino Heterosexual Women with a BA 393 1.2
White LGB Women with a BA 235 0.7
Black LGB Women with a BA 25 0.1
Asian LGB Women with a BA 11 0.03
Other Race/Multiracial LGB Women with a BA 22 0.1
Latino LGB Women with a BA 25 0.1
White Heterosexual Women without a BA 6642 19.8
Black Heterosexual Women without a BA 1142 3.4
Asian Heterosexual Women without a BA 125 0.4
Other Race/Multiracial Heterosexual Women without a BA 449 1.3
Latino Heterosexual Women without a BA 1175 3.5
White LGB Women without a BA 305 0.9
Black LGB Women without a BA 78 0.2
Asian LGB Women without a BA 12 0.04
Other Race/Multiracial LGB Women without a BA 39 0.1
Latino LGB Women without a BA 86 0.3

Source: 2014 Religious Landscape Study (N = 33,479). Note: Limited to cases with complete information on gender,
race, ethnicity, class, and sexual orientation.

Class can be measured in various ways. The data include both an income measure and an
education measure. I opted to use the education measure for theoretical and empirical reasons.
Theoretically, a college degree provides a relatively clear social class divide, distinguishing the working
from the middle and upper classes. Empirically, income had exponentially more missing data than
education, and income was fielded in categories that make it more difficult to clearly separate the
working class from middle and upper classes. Due to the relatively small size of the sexual minority
groups, I combine lesbian/gay and bisexual respondents into a single LGB sexual minority category.

1.2.2. Religious Belonging, Behaving, and Believing

This study examines eight key measures of religious belonging, behaving, and believing (see
Table 2). First is a measure of religious salience, which asked respondents whether they consider
religion not at all important = 0, not too important = 1, somewhat important = 2, or very important = 3
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in their lives. Next are measures of religious affiliation (any affiliation = 1) and membership in a local
congregation (membership = 1).

Table 2. Metrics and descriptive statistics for religion measures.

Measures Metric N a Mean/Proportion SD Range

Religious
Salience

Religion Not at All Important = 0 to Very
Important = 3 33,259 2.19 1.03 0–3

Religious
Affiliation Religiously Affiliated = 1 33,288 0.78

Congregational
Membership Member of a Local Congregation = 1 33,397 0.53

Attendance
Frequency Never = 0 to More than Once a Week = 5 33,334 2.60 1.64 0–5

Prayer
Frequency Never = 0 to Several Times a Day = 6 33,183 3.98 2.21 0–6

Meditation
Frequency Never = 0 to At Least Once a Week = 4 32,978 2.18 1.77 0–4

Belief in God Believe in God or Universal Spirit = 1 32,681 0.90
Word of God Believe Relevant Scripture b is Word of God c = 1 31,089 0.62

a Cases without information or with responses that did not fit the given categories were excluded. b The scripture
respondents were asked about (e.g., Bible, Torah, Koran) was determined by their religious affiliation. c “Word of
God” does not necessarily mean literal/inerrant.

Following the binary measures of religious belonging are ordered measures of religious and
spiritual practice, measuring how frequently respondents attend religious services aside from weddings
and funerals (never = 0, seldom = 1, a few times a year = 2, once or twice a month = 3, once a week = 4,
and more than once a week = 5), pray outside of religious services (never = 0, seldom = 1, a few times
a month = 2, once a week = 3, a few times a week = 4, once a day = 5, and several times a day = 6),
and meditate (never = 0, seldom = 1, several times a year = 2, once or twice a month = 3, and at least
once a week = 4).

The last two items are belief questions about God (“Do you believe in God or a universal spirit?”
Yes = 1) and scriptures ((Bible/Torah/Koran/Holy Scripture inserted based on respondents’ religious
affiliation) is the word of God = 1 vs. is a book written by men and is not the word of God = 0).

1.2.3. Analytic Strategy

This study will first report results from regression models including all the social status
characteristics predicting each of the eight religion measures. I use logistic regression for dichotomous
outcomes and OLS for ordered outcomes (additional analyses with ordinal logistic regression yielded
substantively equivalent results). I will then present proportions (for dichotomous outcomes) and
means (for ordered outcomes) for each of the religion items across all configurations of the social
status characteristics.

2. Results

Much research on group differences in religion focuses on one group difference at a time. This study
focuses on gender, race, ethnicity, class (as measured by education), and sexual orientation differences
alongside and in interaction with one another. Before examining religion across the range of possible
configurations of status characteristics, let’s first look at main effects for group differences. Table 3
presents group differences in religious belonging, behaving, and believing in models that include each
of the characteristics (but do not interact them with one another). We will consider each measure
individually, but before we do I will highlight a couple of key patterns. Across all measures, women
score higher than men, and non-Latinx Black Americans higher than non-Latinx white Americans.
Sexual minorities report lower levels of religious belonging, behaving, and believing than heterosexuals
across measures except for the one that is not necessarily tied to organized religion (and is perhaps
more spiritual than religious): meditation.
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Table 3. Status characteristics and religious belonging, behaving, and believing.

Salience a Affiliation b Congregation
Membership b

Attendance
Frequency a

Prayer
Frequency a

Meditation
Frequency a Belief in God b Scripture Is

Word of God b

Woman 0.28 *** 0.47 *** 0.44 *** 0.33 *** 0.88 *** 0.26 *** 0.77 *** 0.46 ***
(0.01) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.04) (0.02)

Race and Ethnicity (Reference: Non-Latinx White)
Black 0.47 *** 0.38 *** 0.54 *** 0.63 *** 0.99 *** 0.60 *** 1.62 *** 1.01 ***

(0.02) (0.05) (0.04) (0.03) (0.04) (0.03) (0.12) (0.05)
Asian −0.13 *** −0.24 ** −0.78 *** −0.13 * −0.41 *** −0.08 −0.34 *** −0.35 ***

(0.03) (0.08) (0.07) (0.06) (0.07) (0.06) (0.09) (0.07)
Other/Multiracial 0.09 *** −0.12 −0.19 *** 0.02 0.36 *** 0.35 *** 0.21 * 0.05

(0.03) (0.06) (0.06) (0.04) (0.06) (0.05) (0.10) (0.06)
Latinx 0.15 *** 0.04 −0.31 *** 0.18 *** 0.20 *** 0.42 *** 0.37 *** 0.15 ***

(0.02) (0.05) (0.04) (0.03) (0.04) (0.03) (0.07) (0.04)
Less than BA 0.20 *** 0.13 *** −0.19 *** −0.06 *** 0.35 *** −0.16 *** 0.69 *** 0.76***

(0.01) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.04) (0.03)
LGB −0.45 *** −0.91 *** −0.90 *** −0.73 *** −0.81 *** 0.02 −0.91 *** −1.15 ***

(0.03) (0.05) (0.06) (0.04) (0.06) (0.05) (0.07) (0.06)
Constant 1.90 1.02 0.05 2.43 3.25 2.02 1.45 −0.17

N 33,259 33,288 33,397 33,334 33,183 32,978 32,681 31,089
a OLS used for ordered outcomes. b Logistic regression used for binary outcomes. Standard errors in parentheses. Source: 2014 Religious Landscape Study. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01,
*** p < 0.001.
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Having noted some of the broad overarching patterns across outcomes, let’s consider them
one at a time. First looking at religious salience, a general measure of religiousness, we see that
most disadvantaged groups are more religious than their more privileged counterparts. However,
sexual minorities report less religious salience than heterosexuals, and Asian Americans less religious
salience than non-Latinx whites. These patterns are as might be expected: sexual minorities report that
something that frequently marginalizes them is not particularly important in their lives, and Asian
Americans, who are less frequently tied to the dominant religious institution (i.e., Christianity) than
other racial groups, also report religion being less important in their lives.

Shifting to two binary measures of religious belonging—affiliation and congregational
membership—we see patterns that in some ways parallel those for salience but with some differences.
Whereas people in the other/multiracial and Latinx categories reported more religious salience, they do
not differ significantly from whites on the likelihood of identifying with a religion and are significantly
less likely to be members of a local congregation. And while people with less than a bachelor’s degree
are more likely to identify with a religion, it is those with a bachelor’s degree who are more likely to
actually be members of a local congregation. This pattern of different styles of religion by education
will show up again: those with more education—who are more civically engaged generally—are more
actively engaged in congregational life at the same time that those with less education score higher on
most other religion measures.

Turning now to our measures of religious practice, we see patterns consistent with what we have
seen so far. Women and Black Americans continue to consistently score higher than their counterparts
on these measures. Women and Black Americans are joined by Latinx Americans in this pattern of
consistently more frequent religious and spiritual practice. The patterns for other racial groups are
more varied, however. Asian Americans continue to score lower on religion measures, except that
they do not meditate any less frequently than whites. People in the other/multiracial category do not
attend services any more frequently than whites but do pray and meditate more frequently. Those
with more education attend services and meditate more frequently than those with less education.
Those with less education, however, pray more frequently. Whereas sexual minorities are less religious
than heterosexuals on most measures, they do not meditate any less frequently than heterosexuals.

Finally, we come to two belief measures: belief in God and in scriptural inspiration. Here we see
some of the strongest patterns by education and sexual orientation: those with less education and
heterosexuals hold substantially more traditional views on these beliefs than those with a college degree
and sexual minorities. Women, Black Americans, and Latinx Americans are also more traditional in
their beliefs than their more structurally-advantaged counterparts. Asian Americans are less likely to
believe in God or scriptural inspiration than whites. Those in the other/multiracial category are more
likely to believe in God, but their views on scriptural inspiration do not significantly differ from those
of whites.

Overall, disadvantaged groups besides sexual minorities and Asian Americans do tend to score
higher on these religion measures, but there’s variation for specific aspects of religion. For example,
whereas those with less education report more religious salience, are more likely to affiliate with a
religion, pray more frequently, and hold more traditional beliefs, those with a college degree are more
actively engaged in religious congregations and also meditate more frequently. And whereas Latinx
Americans are more religious than non-Latinx whites on most measures, they are no more likely to be
affiliated with a religion and are less likely to be members of a local congregation.

Having seen the main effects for the social status characteristics across measures of religious
belonging, behaving, and believing, we now turn to how these characteristics intersect with one another
to create different status configurations with potentially varying implications for religion. Figure 1
presents religious salience across the 40 possible configurations of the status characteristics. Here,
we see a pattern that will repeat again and again: Black women are at the top in terms of religious
belonging, behaving, and believing. Black heterosexual women without a BA report the highest level
of religious salience, followed by Black heterosexual women with a BA.
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Looking from the top to the bottom of Figure 1, we see a general pattern where most of the groups
at the top of the chart are heterosexuals whereas most of the groups at the bottom are sexual minorities.
We get to the eighth group from the top before we see the first sexual minority group (Black sexual
minority women with a bachelor’s degree) and the 14th group from the bottom before we see the first
heterosexual group (Asian heterosexual men with a bachelor’s degree). In fact, it is almost entirely
Black sexual minorities who are the sexual minority groups in the upper half of the figure. Therefore,
while for most groups being a sexual minority is linked to particularly low levels of religious salience,
that is not so much the case for Black Americans (among whom sexual minorities continue to report
relatively high levels of religious salience). Likewise, it is almost all women toward the very top of the
figure, but there are also groups of Black men toward the top as well. It appears, therefore, that being
Black can to some extent overcome what would typically be characteristics (being a sexual minority
and being a man) that would be linked to being on the lower half of the figure. Likewise, being a
woman is typically linked to being in the upper half of the figure, but being a sexual minority—who is
not Black—will overcome the tendency for women to be on the upper end of religious salience. Among
whites, it appears other factors become particularly important dividing lines for how religious people
say they are: white heterosexual women without a college degree are quite religious but white sexual
minority men with a college degree are quite secular.

Turning now to religious affiliation in Figure 2, we primarily see groups of women at the top.
However, Black heterosexual men with a bachelor’s degree and, to a lesser extent, Black heterosexual
men without a bachelor’s degree are also among the groups most likely to have a religious affiliation.
Overall, groups of gay and bisexual men and, to a lesser extent, lesbian and bisexual women are those
least likely to report a religious affiliation. Similar to the patterns for religious salience, it is not until we
get to the 14th group from the bottom of the figure before we see our first heterosexual group (again,
it is Asian heterosexual men). Overall, we see that being Black seems to overshadow other identities in
terms of religiousness, while we see more variation on other characteristics among other racial and
ethnic groups, including Asians, Latinxs, whites, and those in the multi/other race category.

Shifting from affiliation to congregational membership, we see similar overall patterns, but while
those without a college degree trended toward the top on the affiliation figure, it is those with a college
degree that trend upward here. Illustratively, it is Black heterosexual women with a college degree
who are most likely to be members of a local congregation as shown in Figure 3. Perhaps surprisingly,
Black sexual minority women with a BA are more likely than every group except for heterosexual
Black women to be members of a local congregation. Black sexual minority men with a BA are also
toward the top of congregational membership—whereas being a sexual minority predicts a very low
likelihood of membership for most Americans, sexual minority Black Americans with a college degree
still exhibit very high levels of membership. In fact, Black sexual minority men with a BA are just as
likely to be members as are Black heterosexual men without a BA. For no other racial or ethnic group
are sexual minorities nearly so likely to be members of a congregation.

Figure 4 presents the patterns for our first measure of religious behavior: religious service
attendance. We see that, once again, Black women are at the top: Black heterosexual women with and
without a bachelor’s degree attend more frequently than any other group. Of the eight groups who
attend most frequently, all are Black and Latina. Two of these groups are sexual minorities: both women
and men Black sexual minorities with college degrees. Whereas Black sexual minorities with college
degrees were among some of the most frequently attending groups, all 16 of the groups who attend
least frequently are sexual minorities. There is a clearly intersectional phenomenon occurring at the
intersection of sexual orientation, race, and education so that while most sexual minorities rarely attend
services, sexual minority Black Americans with college degrees, both women and men, still frequently
attend religious services. This pattern does not extend to Black sexual minorities with less education,
however: Black sexual minority men with a BA are among those who attend most frequently, but Black
sexual minority men without a BA are among those who attend least frequently.



Religions 2020, 11, 296 10 of 27Religions 2020, 11, x FOR PEER REVIEW 12 of 34 

 

 
Figure 2. Religious affiliation across configurations of status characteristics, RLS (N = 33,288). 

 

Figure 2. Religious affiliation across configurations of status characteristics, RLS (N = 33,288).



Religions 2020, 11, 296 11 of 27
Religions 2020, 11, x FOR PEER REVIEW 14 of 34 

 

 
Figure 3. Membership in local congregations across configurations of status characteristics, RLS (N = 33,397). 

 

Figure 3. Membership in local congregations across configurations of status characteristics, RLS (N = 33,397).



Religions 2020, 11, 296 12 of 27

Religions 2020, 11, x FOR PEER REVIEW 16 of 34 

 

 
Figure 4. Religious service attendance frequency across configurations of status characteristics, RLS (N = 33,334). 

 

Figure 4. Religious service attendance frequency across configurations of status characteristics, RLS (N = 33,334).



Religions 2020, 11, 296 13 of 27

Figure 5 presents patterns for prayer frequency, and Black women are again at the top. However,
prayer frequency differs from attendance frequency in a few ways. First, the patterns for sexual
orientation differ, with groups of sexual minorities and heterosexuals more interspersed in terms of
prayer frequency. In fact, Black sexual minority women with a college degree pray more frequently
than everyone but Black heterosexual women and other/multiracial women with less than a college
degree. Therefore, it appears that while sexual minorities—except for Black sexual minorities with a
college degree—are less likely to be involved in organized religion, they still pray fairly frequently
and are not consistently non-religious and non-spiritual. Gender is a key divide for prayer frequency,
with women making up 10 of the 12 groups who pray most frequently but only two of the 12 groups
who pray least frequently. Whereas groups with a BA were more toward the top on attendance
frequency, that is not the case for prayer frequency.

For meditation, a measure more of lived religion and spirituality distinct from organized religion
in the U.S., there are several sexual minority groups at the top: notably, it is again Black women,
here, sexual minority Black women with a BA, at the top. In fact, Figure 6 shows that five of the six
groups who meditate most frequently are sexual minorities. This pattern for meditation indicates
that sexual minorities, like other structurally-disadvantaged groups, are also looking for meaning and
psychological wellbeing in their daily lives. However, organized religion, by further marginalizing
rather than welcoming sexual minorities, has failed to provide community and meaning-making
opportunities to a group who might otherwise find them particularly meaningful. Similar to the
patterns for prayer, meditation frequency is clearly gendered, with many (but not all) groups on the
higher end of meditation frequency being women (and especially women with college degrees).

Next, we turn to two belief measures: belief in God and scriptural inspiration. Figure 7 shows
that Black women without and with a BA are the two groups most likely to believe in God, with almost
universal belief in God. And Black sexual minority women without a college degree are more likely to
believe in God than everyone but heterosexual Black women and heterosexual Latina women without
a college degree. Whereas many groups demonstrate almost universal belief in God (or a universal
spirit), this particularly high level of belief is largely restricted to racial and ethnic minorities. Among
whites, women without a college degree are the only group with over 90% belief in God. Notably,
most of the groups least likely to believe in God are sexual minorities. Of the ten groups least likely to
believe in God, the only two heterosexual groups are Asian men with and without a college degree.
As Table 1 illustrated, there is an overall trend of those with a bachelor’s degree being less likely to
believe in God, and we do see that seven of the ten groups most likely to believe in God have less than
a college degree; nevertheless, Black Americans exhibit very high levels of belief in God even if they
have a college degree—and even if they are sexual minorities.

Finally, we see in Figure 8 that Black women are again at the top of belief in scriptural inspiration,
with nine in ten Black heterosexual women without a college degree, and four in five of those with a
college degree, believing scripture is the word of God. Black Americans make up seven of the 10 groups
who are most likely to believe scripture is the word of God. Notably, all 12 of the groups least likely to
believe scripture is the word of God are sexual minorities, who have frequently been condemned via
particular literalist interpretations of scripture. Moreover, all six of the groups least likely to believe in
literalism are sexual minorities with college degrees. Likewise, most of the groups who are most likely
to believe scripture is the word of God have less than a college education, except for Black Americans,
including Black sexual minorities, who are likely to believe scripture is the word of God even if they
have a college degree.
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Figure 8. Belief in scripture as word of God across configurations of status characteristics, RLS (N = 31,089). 
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Analyses of five additional religion measures (see Figures A1–A5 in Appendix A) confirm the
patterns for the eight primary measures: Black women are at the top of participating in religious small
groups, scripture reading frequency, believing religious teachings are more important than everything
else in determining right and wrong, believing in heaven, and believing in hell. Consistent with the
patterns presented earlier, while most sexual minorities tend to be on the lower end of these additional
religion measures, Black sexual minorities tend to be toward the top.

3. Discussion

Much research considers group differences in religious belonging, behaving, and/or believing by
gender, race, ethnicity, class, or sexuality. This study considered all these factors in tandem, providing a
novel overview of inequality and religion in the United States across 40 unique configurations of social
status characteristics. Across all measures of religious belonging, behaving, and believing considered,
Black women are at the top—but, depending on the measure, it is different subsets of Black women
at the top. Although structurally-disadvantaged groups often score higher on religious belonging,
behaving, and believing, sexual minorities typically score lower, especially on measures related to
organized religion and traditional beliefs. They do not meditate less frequently than heterosexuals,
however, and there seems to be something unique to the intersection of race, class, and sexuality
that makes it so that sexual minority Black Americans, and especially those with a college degree,
are among the most religious Americans. In fact, it is sexual minority Black women who meditate
most frequently in the United States. In short, race appears to overpower other factors among Black
Americans, who tend to be highly religious regardless of their other characteristics. Other racial and
ethnic groups, however, tend to vary more within themselves depending on other characteristics like
gender, class, and sexuality.

The goal of this study was to describe levels of religiosity across standard measures of belonging,
behaving, and believing across social status characteristics, considering whether these characteristics
intersect to produce multiplicative rather than just additive patterns in religiosity. For example,
do gender differences in religiosity vary across racial and ethnic groups? The results demonstrated
intersecting rather than just additive group differences in religiosity, with perhaps the clearest
example being sexual orientation differences in religiosity. Whereas white sexual minorities are
much less religious than white heterosexuals, Black sexual minorities are still comparatively religious.
This pattern may be surprising given that Black Americans tend to be especially likely to oppose
same-sex relationships.1

1 Religion helps explain why Black Americans have comparatively negative attitudes toward same-sex relationships: it is
because they tend to be particularly religious (Schnabel 2018b; Sherkat et al. 2010) and live in particularly religious areas
(Adamczyk et al. 2016).
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This study’s purpose was to describe broad patterns across many groups and measures, but I
will provide some theoretically informed speculation for the pattern of comparatively high religiosity
among Black sexual minorities. One possibility is the semi-involuntary nature of the church in the
Black community and the potential that sexual minorities would risk further marginalization from their
communities for being both sexual minorities and not involved in the church (Ellison and Sherkat 1995).
A complementary possibility, one that is more about seeking positives than avoiding negatives, is that
there are certain aspects of the Black Church that could be particularly appealing to sexual minorities.
For example, sexual minorities tend to be especially common and prominent in gospel music and
Black church choirs (Heilbut 2012; Jones 2016). In fact, Black churches have been criticized for
“hypocrisy in opposing same-sex marriage while relying on gay people for much of the sacred music
of the Black church” (Freedman 2012, p. 14). Additionally, Black churches tend to have especially
strong, connected, and pro-social communities, and when sexual minorities are religious, they tend
to emphasize interconnectedness and pro-social community (Halkitis et al. 2009). Moreover, sexual
minorities appear to be drawn to and benefit from psychological compensation from religion and
spirituality, and Black churches may be particularly effective at promoting social and psychological
benefits for those facing structural disadvantages and hardships in their daily lives (Jeffries et al. 2008;
Pitt 2010; Schnabel 2020). Finally, whereas Black churches often remain theologically conservative on
issues like same-sex relationships, they still tend to promote the progressive politics and Democratic
voting favored by sexual minorities (Schnabel 2018b).

By presenting levels of religious belonging, behaving, and believing across configurations of
gender, race, ethnicity, class, and sexuality in the contemporary United States, this study provided
a more complex and complete picture of American religion.2 Yes, disadvantaged groups besides
sexual minorities tend to be more religious and more likely to hold traditional religious beliefs, but the
complexity of inequality and religion in the United States produces variation across configurations of
social status characteristics and measures of religious belonging, behaving, and believing. Specifically,
how religious people are depends on complex interactions of all their status characteristics so that,
for example, sexual orientation differences in religiosity are comparatively smaller among Black
Americans than among other groups. The results also demonstrated variation across different aspects
of religion, with groups who are typically less religious (e.g., sexual minorities and those with more
education) demonstrating comparatively higher levels of some aspects of religion and spirituality (e.g.,
meditation).

This study highlights the importance of intersectional approaches in the study of religion,
demonstrating the need to look within, rather than just across, social status characteristics to understand
American religion and spirituality.

Funding: This research received no external funding.

Conflicts of Interest: The author declares no conflict of interest.

2 At least insofar as American religion can be measured with surveys without substantial oversamples of religious
minorities. Because most religious Americans are Christian, on average patterns presented for American religion are largely
Christian patterns.
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Figure A2. Scripture reading frequency, RLS (N = 33,258). 
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