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ABSTRACT

Using the 2008 National Politics Study, the present study indicates that while
African Americans are more likely than Whites to hear sermons about poverty and other
political issues, hearing such sermons more consistently associates with support for anti-
poverty government programs among Non-Hispanic Whites than among both African
Americans and Hispanics. The racially/ ethnically marginalized status of Blacks and
Hispanics may contribute to these groups being more receptive than Whites to religious
messages emphasizing social inequality. The contrasting racial experiences of dominance
and marginalization may also help explain why hearing politicized sermons are more
meaningful to the progressive social welfare attitudes of Whites than to African Americans
and Hispani€s.“Fhis expectation is rooted in the heightened variability of perspectives among
Whites and their religious organizations regarding the government’s role in aiding the
economically disadvantaged. Conversely, the vast majority of Blacks and Hispanics support
the governmentshelping individuals that have fallen upon hard times. The greater variability
in opinion amongWhites may also allow for greater differences in opinion to emerge

between Whitessthat attend relative to those outside of religious congregations led by clergy
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emphasizing spiritual and political solidarity with the poor than is the case for African
Americans and Hispanics.
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RACE, RELIGION, & ANTI-POVERTY ATTITUDES
INTRODUCTION

One of the earliest American sermons about the duty and obligations of American
Christians toward the poor can be found in John Winthrop’s “A Model of Christian Charity, ”
written in 1630.0nbeard the Arbella, as the ship travelled from England toward the Salem
Colony ingMassachusetts. Winthrop maintained that “every man must have need of the
other” because eemmunity bonding is enhanced when members provide assistance or help to
those in wanter distress (Winthrop 1999). There is a body of thought that the Puritans are
the foundation of what Max Weber (2013) calls the “rational spirit of capitalism” that
influences Amerigan attitudes about work, the underserving poor, and the responsibility of
religious and government bodies toward the poor (Collins, 1996, Morone, 2003, Jones 2007).
The rationahspikit; of capitalism ethos was challenged during the Progressive Era by Walter
Rauschenbusch, a Baptist theologian and social activist, who argued that cutthroat capitalism
was major.cause.of poverty and misery in American cities (1917). His words served as the
catalyst for the. formation of the Federal Council of Churches in 1908, renamed the National
Council of Churches in 1950, which committed itself toward civic and political efforts aimed
at improving working conditions in factories, worker’s rights, and greater access to
government'social services and housing for the urban working poor (Bradley 2005, Morone,
2003).

The Social Gospel ethos of Raushenbusch and others like him that emerged during the
Progressive"Erarof the early 20™ century continued to influence the sermonizing and activism
of progressive religious organizations, clergy and laity throughout the 20™ and into the 21
centuries (Slessarev-Jamir, 2011). Illustrative of such was the Poor People’s Campaign,
articulatedby Martin Luther King, as president of the Southern Christian Leadership
Conference (SCLC), in November 1967. The SCLC, with support from civil-religious

political groups such as the National Council of Churches and the American Friends Service
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Committee, launched Resurrection City on May 21, 1968 (Poor People’s Campaign, 2014).
Responding to King’s call for solidarity with the poor, thousands of Americans constructed
tents on the lawn of White House to symbolically exhibit the indescribable living situations
daily endured,by peer people. The Welfare Rights Movement of the late 1960s and early
1970s wasyan outgrowth of this Campaign (West, 1981). With early financial support and
technical assistance from the National Council of Churches and U.S. Catholic Church, this
movement attémpted to mobilize poor women to push county and state governments to
provide the social welfare services for which they qualified. Following the same model of
grassroots mobilization, in the current era, congregants of the roughly 3,500 religious
congregations affiliated with faith-based community organizing firms—such as the Industrial
Areas Foundatien—respond to sermons that encourage them to contact elected officials,
attend public rallies, and, give speeches in support of legislation that would significantly
improve.the living conditions of the poor (Warren, 2001; Wood, 2002).

That said, the current study is principally interested in how exposure to sermons about
poverty-related 1ssues associate with beliefs about the government’s role in assisting the poor.
While pursuing this line of inquiry, we are quite cognizant that race, unfortunately, structures
public sentimentiabout the responsibility of religious institutions and the government toward
the poor. For'White Americans, perceptions of food stamp programs, school lunch programs,
and publicthousing or voucher programs associate with racial animus towards blacks: blacks,
are lazy;lackambition, and are therefore not deserving of governmental assistance (Bobo,
1988; Gilens, 1999; Kinder and Sanders 1996; Tarman and Sears, 2005). Along these lines,
a number of seholars link the membership and financial declines in Mainline Protestant
Churches during the 1970s to lay disagreements with their clergy taking progressive and
public positions on racial inequality, poverty, and peace activism (Steensland, 2002; Verter,

2002; Wald & Calhoun-Brown, 2010). We know too that, Blacks and Hispanics are over-
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represented and Whites under-represented in congregations involved in community
organizing activities with and on behalf of the poor (Warren & Wood, 2002). Given this
reality, we are particularly interested in how race/ethnicity determines who attends worship
settings in,which'they are exposed to sermons about poverty and related issues. We also
examine racial differences in the association between hearing such sermons and social
welfare policy attitudes. We utilize the 2008 National Politics Studies (NPS) to pursue these
aims. 2008"1s'significant, as Barack Obama was elected President, the first African American
to do so. In addition, in 2008, the economy was the number one issue of concern to
Americans as the,nation was in the midst of its worst economic recession since the Great
Depression (Pew, 2010). This is the context in which we pursue our research aims of the
association between race/ethnicity, religion, and social welfare policy attitudes.
Significance of Study

Examining the relationships between race, exposure to sermon about poverty and
inequality, as well as social welfare attitudes is worthwhile insofar a political sermon is the
communication instrument by which clergy either seeks to persuade, reinforce a set of
beliefs, orfincrease the knowledge base of congregants. And yet, we argue that on
contentious’issues, such as poverty, there is often a lack of consensus among people of faith
about what they ought to do. Discussions aimed at either maintaining or increasing
governmental budgetary outlays for the poor often run counter to the dominant American
ethos that'a'rational capitalist order provides vast economic opportunities for mobility are
available, provided citizens are willing to work (Kluegal, 1981). That said, recalling
politicized semmons and having the opportunity to deliberate on such matters in places of
worship mayamatter most when there is lack of consensus on the obligation of religious
bodies or government towards stigmatized populations, such as the poor, particularly those on

welfare (Neiheisel, Djupe, & Sokhey, 2009). Such persuasive sermons may cause the listener
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to associate religious texts, sayings, and tenants to duties and obligations of the government
toward the poor and marginalized (Harris, 1999). By examining the association between
recalling sermons about poverty and related issues and support for government-based
programs targeting.the poor, we aim to increase our knowledge of the relative power of
sermons te,strengthen citizens’ commitment to public policy solutions that promote the
common geod (Mendelberg & Oleske, 2000).

As stated, local clergy are leaders of arguably the most influential American civil
societal institution, based upon membership rates, volunteerism, and donations (Independent
Sector, 2002). Nearly all worship-goers report trusting their fellow congregants, and
Americans consistently rank religion as one of the top four institutions in which they hold
confidence (Gallup, 2013; SCBS, 2000, 2014). The centrality of religion to many Americans
may help explainwhy close to eighty percent say they want their religious institutions more
active in.politically advocating for the poor (Wuthnow, 2000). Close to half of Americans
say they want religious leaders speaking out about the growing gap between the rich and the
poor and the need to raise the minimum wage (PRRI, 2011). To the degree that clergy
articulate the interest of the economically marginalized, and act as an “advocate and party to
the causesof the poor, they are indeed delivering messages that explicitly state the
government has a moral and spiritual obligation to the poor and needy (Pitkin, 1967).

Finally, it is important to quantitatively examine the association between race, sermon
exposurey;and-anti-poverty policy attitudes because it simply has not been done before. To be
clear, the qualitative and archival work on religion and social justice activism provides vital
data about the role of progressive religious leaders in constructing and reinforcing
congregants’scommitment to the poor and oppressed (Slessarev-Jamir, 2011; Warren, 2001;
Wood, 2002). Nonetheless, it remains unclear if these findings apply only to their cases, or if

they speak to the broader impact political sermons have on commitments to the poor.
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We know from prior survey-based investigations that while religious faith is largely
unrelated to anti-poverty policy attitudes, worship attendance is associated with such views
(Green, 2004;.Pew, 2010; Wilson, 1999). That is, holding religious faith constant, the more
often Ameriecans‘attend worship services, the less likely they are to support government
programs targeting the poor (Chen & Lind, 2007). However, by failing to include measures
on sermon.expasure, these studies obscure potential distinctions among worship-goers that
hear sermons‘about poverty and social inequality from those that do not. As stated earlier,
the current study.attempts to clarify the intersection between race/ethnicity, religion, and anti-
poverty attitudesby examining race/ethnic differences in exposure to sermons on poverty and
other political issues. We also examine racial/ethnic differences in the association between
recalling hearingsthese types of sermons and support for government programs targeting the
economically disadvantaged.

Why Does Race Matter?

There issr€ason to believe that African Americans and Hispanics are more likely than
Whites to attend congregations where they hear sermons about poverty and economic-related
issues. Due in part, to their racially/ethnically marginalized status, Blacks and Hispanics are
likely morefreceptive than Whites to religious messages emphasizing the wrongness of
poverty and social inequality in such a wealthy nation. Indeed, Blacks and Hispanics are
more supportive than Whites of religious congregations; taking stands on social-political
issues (Green;"2004), being more active in politically advocating for the poor, and forming
political movements (Wuthnow, 2000). Racial/ethnic minorities are also more supportive
than Whites ofstheir clergy talking about the growing gap between the rich and the poor
(PRRI, 2017). .Indeed, past research tells us that Black and Hispanic worship-goers are also
more likely than Whites to be led by clergy that talk about social justice and are involved in

local and regional community organizing efforts (Brown, 2009; Wood & Warren, 2002).
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Moreover, it is reasonable to expect that Blacks and Hispanics are more likely than Whites to
attend religious congregations where they hear sermons about poverty and other economic-
related issues.

That said, it is quite plausible that many sermons and lectures led by clergy and even
lay testimenies about poverty-related concerns do not go beyond prayer requests and
emotional support (Baer & Singer, 2002). This is not to downplay the potential social and
cultural caprtalfwithin religious congregations to provide meaningful political cues that that
signal a needfor government intervention to address such concerns (Neiheisel, Djupe, &
Sokhey, 2009). Rather, as alluded to earlier, it is to say that religious bodies exist on a
continuum stretching from a priestly orientation that tends to invest in individual spiritual or
emotional well-being, to a prophetic orientation in which the religious body acts as a vehicle
through which God brings about a more just society, particularly for the poor and powerless
Lincoln.& Mamiya, 1990; Roozen, McKinney & Carrol, 1984). Moreover, the extent to
which exposuret0 social concerns in houses of worship stimulate calls for public policy
intervention, these calls are likely framed as political matters that are consistent with the
congregation’s sense that human flourishing is only possible for the most vulnerable portions
of the society ifthere is a governmental safety net. One way to measure the degree to which
sermons/ lectures about poverty-related concerns contain cues about the necessity of public
policy intervention is to examine the association between exposure to such sermons and
attitudes about government intervention.

Religion, Economics and Government

Max \Weber is perhaps the first sociologist to have recognized the potential of
religious teaehings to shape patterns of economic orientations and behavior. Weber (2013)
argues that religion principally influenced society through its ideas and doctrines. That is, in

addition to religious teachings providing members of social groups a means to understand the
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world around them, it also provided an ethos: a core of group-based ideals that helps frame
experiences and ultimately shape attitudes and behaviors. In The Protestant Ethic and the
Spirit of Capitalism, he maintained that the emergence of a Western European capitalists
ethos that emphasized hard work as an end itself and wealth as a sign of ones’ pious
investment; was inspired by the 16™ century teachings of Martin Luther and John Calvin and
their clerical follewers in subsequent centuries (Jones, 2007; Weber, 2013). For Weber,
Western Eurepean adherence to Lutheran and Calvinist teachings was an important factor
among many/that contributed to a capitalist ethos. If we accept Weber’s thesis that religious
teachings matterto economic attitude formation, it is plausible that hearing sermons about
poverty-related concerns may shape and/or reinforce how Americans think about poverty and
the government’sgresponse to this social problem.

We may also expect religious teaching to associate with political attitudes because, as
Durkheim.posits.in his seminal piece, the Elementary Forms of Religion (1995), religion is
the basis of socialgroup identity because it imbeds varying totemic objects with sacred
meanings. The shared meaning of these symbols provides a common understanding of
individualiexperiences. In recognizing their shared commonality, these symbols serve as
reminders of how individuals should relate to one another in effort to preserve and further the
group’s common good. Similarly, Geertz (1977) argues that religion provides a worldview
through which community members makes sense of their reality and experiences. This
worldview is'essential to a religious ethos that motivates group members to act ethically
toward fellow graup members. Religious rituals reaffirm the relevance of group based
worldviews as@means to interpret and respond to one’s reality (Geertz (1977). Indeed,
Geertz (197%) maintains that cultural performances, which, for our purposes, include
sermons, seek to reinforce a common understanding and appropriate response to experiences

through the use of culturally relevant symbols. That said, it is understandable that a number
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of studies point to the importance of clergy and lay leaders in informing political attitudes
and behaviors (Brown, 2003; 2011; Djupe & Gilbert, 2008; Neiheisel, Djupe & Sokhey,
2009).

We know from past historical and survey-based studies that clergy with a liberal
theology and political ideology are considerably more likely than are their conservative peers
to speak outabaut poverty, militarism, and racism (Neuhaus, 1970; Putnam, Sanders, &
Campbell, 2021; Quinley, 1974). In doing so, religious leaders of progressive congregations
attempt to'heighten identification with the poor among their congregants and, as was the case
with King (1967), demand that governments do more to address the vexing problems
confronting the black poor. These clergy also attempt to convey the potential unhappiness,
anxiety, andyless;0f hope among the poor, while drawing upon a tradition of Christian
liberalism/that asserts that their followers, at a minimum, must see the plight of the poor as a
central concern (Bellah, 1975; Slessarev-Jamir, 2011). In many cases, these clergy promote a
congregationalculture that encourages and provides space for deliberation about their
obligation to the poor and other groups suffering from oppression and blocked opportunities
(Neiheisel, Djupe & Sokhey, 2009). Congregants that accept such sermonic signaling may
hold the opinion‘that America’s exceptional material blessing requires that the church, as a
sociological body, and individuals engage in actions, or, at a minimum, support public
policies targeting the poor (Bellah, 1975). That said we are particularly interested in how
race impactsthesalience of hearing poverty-related sermons to American social welfare
policy attitudes.

Race, Sermons & Policy Attitudes

Thereus.a considerable amount of research that indicates that political cues matter to

electoral, political campaign, and protest behavior (Brown & Brown, 2003; Brown, 2010;

Djupe & Gilbert, 2008). However, as stated earlier, there is relatively little research on the
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association between exposure to sermons / political discussions within houses of worship and
public policy attitudes. The existing work in this area largely suggests that political cues
from clergy and/or congregants can inform public policy attitudes (Brown, Brown, & Blase,
2013; BrownsKaiser,& Jackson, 2014; Djupe & Gilbert, 2008). That said, we have reason to
believe that exposure to such cues may have a greater tendency to signal the need for
governmental response when heard among Whites than among Blacks and Hispanics.
Thegreater variability of perspectives among Whites, relative to Blacks and
Hispanics; regarding the government’s role in aiding the economically disadvantaged may
lend exposure to'sermons about poverty-related concerns maintaining a stronger association
with White social welfare attitudes than among Blacks and Hispanics. For example, whereas
eight in ten Blaeks and Hispanics believe that the government should “guarantee every
citizen engugh toeat and a place to sleep,” roughly half of Whites hold this view (Kohut et.
al., 2012, pg..32).” To be clear, it is quite likely that African American and Hispanics that
chose and continue to attend congregations where they hear sermons emphasizing political
advocacy with and on behalf of the poor tend to agree with such messaging. However, that
these groups maintain such high levels of support for government intervention on behalf of
the poor may contribute to the minimal difference in attitudes among those within and outside
of progressive 'worship spaces. In effect, the views of Blacks and Hispanics on the
antecedents.and solutions for poverty and inequality are likely robust to the types of
messaging theyreceive in their places of worship. As a result, empirical examinations of the
linkage between exposure to sermons on poverty and political views on poverty among
Blacks and Hispanics may yield only weak or non-associations. In contrast, the greater level
of contentiomamong Whites on the causes of social inequality and poverty may mean that
poverty-related sermons have a greater chance of associating with their opinions on the most

effective means of addressing these issues.
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Subsequently, we fully expect that Blacks and Hispanics are more likely than Whites

to attend religious settings in which discussions about poverty take place. However, in the
event that Blacks, Whites, and Hispanics are exposed to such discussions, there is likely a
greater chance that these discussion lead to calls for policy intervention among Whites than
among Afgican Americans and Hispanics. This leads to our hypotheses;

Hypotheses

1. 'African Americans are more likely than Non-Hispanic Whites to attend worship
services where they hear sermons about economic-related issues.

2. The association between exposure to sermons on poverty and social welfare
attitudes is stronger among Non-Hispanic Whites than among both African
Americans and Hispanic Americans.

Sample

This study:. relies upon the 2008 National Politics Studies (NPS), which are based
upon a nationalssample of individuals, aged 18 years or older. Interviews occurred
throughout the United States in urban and rural centers of the country where significant
numbers of African Americans reside. A total of 1,477 Americans were interviewed, 519 of
whom are Non-Hispanic White Americans, 444 of whom are Hispanic Americans, 329 of
whom are African American, with the remainder being of other racial/ethnic groups. The
current study, however, is restricted to the Non-Hispanic White, Hispanic, and African
Americanmsamples. The Survey Research Center Division within a Research Institute of a
Midwestern public university went into the field in September of 2008 and concluded in
February of 2009 All of the interviews were conducted over the telephone in either English
or Spanish;“depending on the preference of the respondent. The overall response rate was
41%. A more detailed description of the study is provided by Jackson et. al (2009).

Measures
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Dependent Variable: Social Welfare Policy Attitudes

The dependent variable for this study examines the extent to which respondents
oppose spending cuts to public assistance or welfare such that 1 is associated with opposition
to and to and,zero.is,associated with support for such cuts.
Independent Variables: Issue-based Sermons

Thessermon variable assessed if respondents had heard a sermon, lecture, or
discussion at'their place of worship that dealt with jobs, the economy or the poor such that 0
denotes that they,do not attend worship services®, 1 denotes they attend, but they had not, in
the past year, heard sermons on jobs, the economy, or the poor, and 2 denotes that worship-
goers had heard such sermons.
Control Variables: Social-Demographic Characteristics

Because of the importance of social-demographic characteristics to social welfare
attitudes,.our.multivariate analyses also account for age, gender, education, region, family
income, employment status, and religious faith. We also account for political partisanship
and ideology. We include these two indicators because ample empirical evidence reveals that
Democrats and liberals have a higher likelihood of endorsing government spending directed
toward theqf00rthan Republicans and conservatives (Green, 2004; 2008)."

Results

Overall, our analyses suggest that while African Americans are more likely than
Whites t@"hear'sermons at their houses of worship about poverty-related issues, hearing these
sermons maintains a stronger association with White opposition to cuts to social welfare
spending than.it®does for both Blacks and Hispanics. These analyses also reveal that although

Whites that'do.not hear poverty-related sermons at their places of worship are considerably

! These individuals attend worship services less than once a month. As a consequence, they were not asked
about sermons.

2 Missing values for age, income, and political ideology are replaced by the Imputation by Chained Equations
multiple imputation method on STATA 13. The imputed variables do not substantively or significantly change
the outcomes of these analyses.
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less likely than Blacks and Hispanics to oppose cuts to social welfare spending, Whites that
hear such sermons maintain social welfare attitudes that are quite similar to that of Blacks
and Hispanics., We discuss these findings in greater detail below.

Race, Religiengand.Government Support for the Economically Disadvantaged

The analysis reported in Table 1 indicates that a majority of each racial/ethnic group
reports hearing sermons about economic-related issues and oppose cuts to social welfare
spending. Consequently, African American worship-goers are more likely than are their
White counter-parts to hear sermons in their places of worship about jobs, the economy, and
the poor and to oppose cuts to social welfare spending. We also find that while Hispanics are
no more or less likely than Whites to hear sermons about economic-related issues, they, like
African Amerieans, are more likely than Whites to oppose cuts to social welfare spending.

Similar toyTable 1, and as expected, the relative risk ratios reported in the multinomial
logit regression.analyses of Table 2 indicate that African American worship-goers are less
likely than are.their Non-Hispanic White counterparts to attend religious services where they
do not hear sermons on jobs, the economy, and the poor. African Americans are also less
likely than.Non-Hispanic Whites to refrain from attending worship services altogether than
they are todrearsermons on such issues. In contrast, Hispanics are no more or less likely than
Whites to hear'sermons on these issues at their place of worship, or to not attend at all. We
now move on to examining racial/ethnic differences in the association between hearing such
sermons‘and epposition to cuts in social welfare spending.
Religion and Soclal Welfare Policy Attitudes among Whites, Blacks, and Hispanics

As expected, the odds ratios reported in the logit analyses of Table 3 indicates that
while exposure.to sermons about jobs, the economy, and the poor associates with more
progressive social welfare attitudes among Whites, we find no such relationship among

African Americans and Hispanics. To the point, White worship-goers that do not hear
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sermons about jobs, economy, and the poor are less likely than White worship-goers that hear
such sermons to oppose cuts to social-welfare spending. Among African Americans and
Hispanics, however, exposure to such sermons is unrelated to their social welfare policy
attitudes. JImyaddition, among all three groups, religious faith is unrelated to social welfare
policy attitudes. In short, we find that while White worship-goers that hear sermons on
political issues are more likely than other White worship-goers to oppose cuts to social
welfare spending, such is not the case for African Americans and Hispanics.
Treatment Effects: Religion and Social Welfare Policy Attitudes among Whites

In addition to the standard logit regression analyses, we employed treatment effect
analyses via STATA 13 to estimate the causal effect of our sermon treatments on our
outcome, socialwelfare policy attitudes among Non-Hispanic Whites: the one group in which
we observed a significant relationship®. We do this to explore the likely outcome of every
White worship-goer being exposed to a sermon on poverty-related issues within their place of
worship. This.allows us to address the empirical contention that exposure to sermons on
jobs, the economy, and the poor may involve some level of bias with some individuals self-
selecting places of worship that match their interests in this and related issues. By having a
simulated treatment of the same level of potential exposure to worship discourse on jobs, the
economy, andthe poor, we attempt to address this problem. That said, the treatment effect
based upon,the White analyses of Table 3, listed within Table A of the Appendix, provides a
baseliné"estimate of the proportion of White Americans that would oppose cuts to social
welfare spending; which was 73.9%, had the entire population of worship-going Whites been
exposed to a paverty-related sermon in their worship setting (e.g. (Base) Attend Worship /
Sermon). Ttwalso provides us with the average treatment effect, which estimates opposition to

social welfare spending cuts assuming that worship-going Whites were not exposed to such

® See, StataCorp. 2013. Stata treatment-effects Reference manual: potential outcomes/counterfactual
outcomes: Release 13. College Station, TX. Stata Press.

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved.



RACE, RELIGION, & ANTI-POVERTY ATTITUDES
sermons in their place of worship (e.g. Attend Worship / No Sermon). This estimate
indicates that only 54.8% of White worship-goers would have opposed such spending cuts
had this population not heard about the afore-mentioned issues at their place of worship. This
19.1% dropuin.suppert represents a statistically significant difference. In sum, our treatment
affect analyses complement our logit regression analyses by providing a greater degree
certainty that exposure to poverty-related sermons within worship settings associates with

and likely iferms anti-poverty attitudes among Non-Hispanic White Americans.

Race, Religion, and Social Welfare Policy Attitudes

The analyses presented thus far suggest that while African Americans are more likely
than Whites to hear sermons on poverty-related issues (see Tables 1 & 2), hearing such
sermons assegiates with opposition to spending cuts to social welfare programs among Non-
Hispanic Whites'enly. Among African Americans and Hispanics, we find no such
relationship.(see Table 3). We now examine the extent to which hearing these types of
sermons maintains a statistically stronger relationship with such attitudes among Whites than
among African and Hispanic Americans.

The analyses presented in Table 4 and illustrated in Figure 1 provide some evidence
that this may bethe case. More specifically, the Black*Sermon interaction term is less than
one and statistically significant. The main effect of hearing sermons on jobs, the economy,
and the poor represents the likelihood that hearing such sermons is associated with opposition
to cuts te'social'welfare spending when African American is zero (e.g. the respondent is
White). This odds ratio is greater than one and significantly different from zero, indicating
that hearing sueh’sermons associates with opposing such spending cuts among Whites.
ConverselyBlacks that hear such sermons are no more or less likely than other Blacks to
oppose these cuts. In short, hearing sermons on jobs, the economy, and the poor has a

significantly stronger relationship with opposing cuts to social welfare spending among
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Whites than it does among African Americans. Hearing such sermons also has a significantly
stronger relationship with Whites opposing cuts to welfare spending than it has for Hispanic
Americans™,

Thennteraction terms and probability estimates of Figure 1 also indicate that Black
and Hispanic worship-goers that are not exposed to sermons about poverty-related issues are
more likelysthamtheir White counter-parts to oppose cuts to social welfare programs.
However, wefind no racial/ethnic difference in opposition to cuts to social welfare spending
among worship goers that do hear sermons on poverty-related issues. That is, while White
worship-goers that hear no sermons on economic issues maintain a considerably lower
probability than Blacks and Hispanics to oppose cuts to social welfare spending, the social
welfare attitudes,0f Whites that hear such sermons very closely resemble the social welfare
policy attitudes of Blacks and Hispanics.

Discussion

That African Americans are more likely than Whites to be poor and live within
communities of concentrated poverty, to experience unemployment and be outside of the
labor force, to fare worse during economic recessions may help explain why African
Americanssare mere comfortable with their clergy preaching on poverty-related concerns.
Along these lines, local Black religious congregations are often the only institution to which
African Americans are connected that enables them to air their concerns and provide
leadership epportunities necessary for building civic skills to engage in political action
(Brown & Brown, 2003; Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990; McDaniel, 2008; Morris, 1986). These

contrasting racial/ethnic experiences and outlooks on religion likely provide some

* It is worth noting that we replicated these analyses on five other national data sets with measures on sermon
content and social-welfare policy attitudes and found roughly the same pattern of relationships. The data
sources are the following; 1990 American Citizen Participation Study, 1996 Religion and Politics Study, 2000
Religion and Politics Study, 2006 Faith Matters Study, and the 2010 Religion and Public Life Study. These
analyses are available upon request.
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explanation for why African Americans are more likely than Whites to attend congregations
where their clergy preach on poverty-related concerns.

That said, while Hispanic Americans tend to share economic experiences similar to
African Americans;than to Whites, they are no more or less likely than Whites to hear
sermons about poverty-related issues. The immigrant status and identity of Hispanic
Americansgnayshelp explain why Hispanics—three-quarters of whom are first or second
generation immigrants—are not statistically different from Whites in their likelihood of
exposure to_sermons on poverty-related issues. That is, experiencing and/or identifying with
immigrants may contribute to Hispanics comparing the economic opportunities available
within the communities from which they, family members, and friends immigrated with
economic gppertunities within the U.S. Indeed, at % in strong agreement, Hispanic
Americans are fanmore likely than Blacks, Whites, Asians, and Afro-Caribbean Americans
to believe that the U.S. is a land of opportunity in which one only has to work hard to get
ahead (Jacksonset: al, 2009). Similarly, Hispanics are considerably less likely than Blacks to
believe that their group experiences discrimination or that their group has generally been
treated unfairly (Jackson et. al, 2009). As such, the relative hope for greater opportunities for
economic gtability and mobility may lead Hispanics to believe relatively optimistic about
their experiences and feel that hardships are temporal setbacks that can be ameliorated via
hard work:, This outlook may contribute to Hispanic Americans, as a group, being less likely
to definetheireeonomic experiences as hardships and/or to publicly define their experiences
in worship settings as such. This frame of their economic experiences may contribute to their
clergy also refraining from discussing economic conditions as hardships. At this point,
however, wexare only able to speculate, as further study is needed that examines contributing

factors to receptivity and exposure to sermons on poverty-related issues among Hispanics.

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved.



RACE, RELIGION, & ANTI-POVERTY ATTITUDES

To be clear, while Blacks are more likely than Whites to hear sermons about poverty,
it is not a given that all sermons about poverty convey the message that the human dignity
and respect that Tillich and King speak of are only possible if the national government
increases itsy,eommitment to the poor (King, 1967; Tillich, 1973). As stated earlier, it is quite
plausible that many sermons about poverty do not go beyond the experiential in discussing
how to copeswith,trying experiences, offer spiritual and social support to those in need, and to
recognize blessings despite hardships. The extent to which exposure to sermons associate
with social welfare policy attitudes provides some indication of the content, interpretation,
and applicability'ef such messages to congregants’ social welfare attitudes. That said, the
current study suggests that hearing sermons about poverty-related concerns plays a
considerablysmere important role in shaping and/or reinforcing progressive social welfare
attitudes among Whites than among Blacks and Hispanics.

The contrasting racial experiences of marginalization and dominance among Whites,
Blacks, and Hispanics may help explain these findings. Relative to Blacks and Hispanics,
progressive worship settings are one of relatively few social spaces that reinforce and
significantly strengthen political attitudes of White liberals. Consequently, Whites that hold a
liberal theglogical world view are seemingly comfortable in religious settings that attract and
retain progressive minded Americans. In these settings, liberal clergy likely utilize their time
in the pulpit to move congregants to struggle with the idea that their historical and future
spiritualfand“political destinies as believers and practitioners of the gospel are tied to that of
the poor and social-politically marginalized (Slessarev-Jamir, 2011). In doing so, many
clergy go beyoend contemplation to encouraging and providing opportunities for congregants
to politicallysstruggle with marginalized groups to make society more just and equitable
(Slessarev-Jamir, 2011; Warren, 2001; Wood, 2002). Indeed, exposure to sermons about

poverty maintains a clear association with progressive White social-welfare attitudes and
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contributes to White views on the government’s obligation to the poor resembling that of
Blacks and Hispanics.

Conversely, the disproportionate lived experience with poverty, as well as personal
connectionsyviasthe.experiences of friends and family, among Blacks and Hispanics likely
contributes;to their religious institutions complimenting, rather than shaping and/or
reinforcinggtheirrelatively strong support for anti-poverty policy. For far more Blacks and
Hispanics than®Whites, hearing messages about poverty and inequality in worship spaces
likely constitutesjust one of many opportunities they have to talk and think about and
experience poverty. From this perspective, it is understandable why we rarely observe a
relationship between sermon exposure and anti-poverty policy attitudes among Blacks and
Hispanics: lnsum, the present study indicates that while African Americans are more likely
than Whites to hear sermons about poverty and other political issues, these religious
messages.maintain a stronger association with the progressive social welfare attitudes of
Whites than with'Blacks and Hispanics.

We recognize that still much is to be said and understood about how sermons about
poverty-related issues differentially inform social-welfare attitudes along racial/ethnic lines.
Future research that allows for longitudinal design and/or in-depth interviews would allow us
to speak moredefinitively on the causal direction of our findings. Following the guide of
Djupe and Gilbert’s (2008) examination of the association between clergy’s position on gay
rights and congregant position on this issue, examinations of the actual content of sermons
would also allow/us to more clearly examine how clergy’s position on poverty-related policy
issues inform/seinforce the policy attitudes of White, Black, and Hispanic congregants.
Despite these:limitations, the current empirical investigation is the only study of which we

are aware that examines the intersection between race, religion, and anti-poverty attitudes.
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As such, this study provides a basis to pursue future studies that move us closer to
understanding how religion informs commitments to economic justice.

Conclusion

So,whatdo.eur findings tell us about the possibility of religious Americans utilizing
the publicphere to voice their support for government programs aimed at alleviating
economic suffering? As the work on faith-based community organizing firms suggest, our
findings implythat there is great potential for Whites, Blacks, and Hispanics that are
committed to'social justice to jointly work through their religious congregations and engage
in social movement activities to increase economic opportunities for Americans on the
economic margins (Warren, 2001; Wood, 2002). That said, religious activists committed to
social justicesandstheir allies face serious challenges in actually influencing public policy.
The 2010 @and 2024 Supreme Court Rulings concerning the Federal Election Commission
(FEC) make.such.challenges abundantly clear. In the 2010 Citizen United vs FEC case, the
Supreme Courtsuled that corporations, unions, and non-profit organizations have the
constitutional right to donate unlimited amounts of money to Super PACs. Four years later in
McClutchen vs. FEC, the Supreme Court ruled that individuals have the constitutional right
to donate unlimited amounts of money to political candidates and parties. These two rulings
put progressive organizations, religious and non-religious alike, at a serious disadvantage
when trying to influence public opinion and policy.

Even'before these rulings, American public policy has almost been completely
controlled by the interests and desires of the super wealthy. A recent study (Gilens 2012)
indicates that.between 1981 and 2002, American domestic and foreign policy outcomes were
unrelated totthe public opinion of middle class, working class, and poor Americans. Rather,
policy output was strongly connected to the interests of corporate leaders and the super

wealthy. This was the case, regardless of party control of Congress and/or the white house.
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This reality may on the one hand point to the futility of Americans connected to progressive
religious organizations and their allies in presenting a counter-narrative to social inequality
and encouraging their congregants to take political action. On the other hand, the decline of
labor uniofns,as.@ major progressive institution may suggest the necessity for religious
institutions;to continue to challenge the seemingly ubiquitous ideal that social inequality is
acceptable and unworthy of any public discussion (DeSilver, 2015). This point is well
exemplifiedifthe June 14, 2007 letter from the Most Rev. Nicholas DiMarizo, Chair of the
Domestic Rolicy Committee, United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, and Rev. Larry
Snyder of Catholic Charities to Rep. Joe Baca (CA-D), urging him to support “necessary and
improved funding for the Food Stamp Program and other nutrient programs to ensure food
assistancetosthese facing hunger or malnutrition”. Influencing public opinion and congress
on the need for well-funded anti-poverty initiatives is indeed an uphill political battle. A
January.2015 report from the Congressional Budget Office reveals that the value of federal
funding, for thesmain grant-Temporary Assistance for Needy Families-to assist the poor,
adjusting for inflation, declined by about 25 percent from 1998 to 2013(CBO, 2015). While
the efforts.of the likes of Revs. DiMarzio and Snyder are seemingly futile, a broader look at
history would suggest that one goal of social movements is to increase awareness of social
problems so that a sympathetic and informed public are willing to engage in policy change
activities when political opportunities present themselves (Nepstad, 2004).

Altheugh'Whites that attend congregations that speak about poverty are more likely
than other worship-going Whites to support progressive causes, these religious spaces have to
walk a figurative'tightrope to remain relevant and alive. History suggests that if there is too
much discussion about poverty and social inequality within the religious spaces that Whites
predominate, religious leaders may risk losing current and potentially future members that

disagree with their theological and political worldview. Indeed, only 10% of predominantly
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White congregations have a heavy social justice mission orientation and are vastly under-
represented among faith-based community organizing firms politically engaged in improving
social-economic opportunities for disadvantaged groups (Brown, 2009). This reality may
speak to thesthresheld for social justice among many White American worship-goers. It also
speaks to the hurdles confronting leaders of religious congregations that attract large numbers
of Whites who,en the one hand, desire to fellowship with the poor, but have members that do
not wish to heartoo many sermons about economic inequality and/or the government
obligationito/the poor. Lastly, the challenge for many progressive congregations in an age of
expanding socialiinequality is to rekindle the anti-poverty flame lit by President Johnson and
Martin Luther King during the 1960s to move religious Americans to work toward the
eradicatiop ofistructural barriers that limit the life chances of the nation’s poor.
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Table 1: Opposition to Cuts to Welfare Spending and Exposure to Sermons on Jobs,
Economy, and the Poor by Race/Ethnicity

% Oppose Cuts to Welfare

% Heard Sermon on

I Spending Jobs/Economy/ Poor®
White ! z 65.13 54.61
N= 519 412
Black w wos 72.34** 63.16*
N= 329 304
Hispanic L 77.03** 53.05
N= 444 394
*<_05, **@

Author Manus

® Among individuals that attend worship service at least once a month.
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Table 2: Relationship between Race/Ethnicity and Exposure to Sermons on Jobs,
Economy, and the Poor: Mutlinomial Logit Regression Analyses: Relative Risk Ratios®

Attending Worship Service NOT Attending Worship
with NO Poverty Sermon VS | Services VS Attending
Attending Worship Service Worship Services WITH

WITH Poverty Sermon Poverty Sermon
Black’ .583 (.401-.851)** 362 (.197-.666)**
Hispanic .952 (.651-1.392) .639 (.355-1.149)
N=1,292; Log likelihood =-1120.972

*<.05, **<.0%

® These analyses also take into account the religious faith, political ideology and partisanship, and social-
demographic cantral variables.
" Non-Hispanic White Americans are the reference category.
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Table 3: Relationship between Exposure to Sermons on Jobs, Economy, and the Poor
and Opposition to Cuts to Social Welfare Spending by Race/Ethnicity: Logit Regression
Analyses: Odds Ratios®

Whites Blacks Hispanics
Sermons °
Attend Weorship’/iNe | 0.467** (0.297 - 1.015 (0.558 - 1.848) | 1.358 (0.813 - 2.267)
Sermon 0.734)

Does Not Attend
Worship Service

0.696 (0.361 - 1.341)

0.476 (0.182 - 1.241)

1.698 (0.715 - 4.035)

Religious Faith™

Mainline Protestant

1.029 (0.583 - 1.816)

Catholic 1.208 (0.683 - 2.136) | --- 1.238 (.743 - 2.061)
Other Faith 1.160 (0.590 - 2.280) | ---

Religious 0.958 (0.445 - 2.062) | ---

Unaffiliated

Black Protestant

0.942 (0.538 - 1.650)

N=

519

329

444

Log-likelihood

-298.06154

-173.7946

-211.92063

*<.05, **<.01;,95%; confidence intervals in parentheses

® These analyses alsodtake into account the social-demographic control variables as well as political partisanship

and ideology:

% In Tablés 3 and 4, Attending Worship Services and Hearing Sermons on Jobs, the Economy, and the Poor is
the reference category for the Sermon variable.
19 Evangelical Protestant is the reference category for the Religious Faith Variable.
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Table 4: Moderating Impact of Race/Ethnicity on the Relationship between Hearing
Sermons on Jobs, the Economy, and the Poor and Opposition to Cuts to Social Welfare
Spending among Worship-Goers: Logit Regression Analyses: Odds Ratios '

Interactions=-

Blacks * Poverty'Sermon 0.385** (0.190 - 0.782)
Hispanics *PovertysSermon 0.319** (0.163 - 0.623)
Race/Ethnigity.

Blacks 2.291 (1.263 - 4.156)**
Hispanics 3.444 (1.938 - 6.121)**
Poverty Sermon 2.132 (1.383 - 3.289)**
N= 1,110

Log Likelihogd -603.780

*<.05, **<.01; 95%; confidence intervals in parentheses

! These analyses alsa take into account religious faith, political partisanship and ideology, and the social-
demographic.eontrol variables. In addition, these analyses exclude individuals that do not attend worship
services [(e.g. non-worship goers).

12 White * Sermon,is the reference interaction term.

3 White is the reference Racial/Ethnic Group.
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Figure 1: Probability Estimates of Opposition to Welfare Spending Cuts by Exposure to
Sermons on Jobs, the Economy, and the Poor and Race/Ethnicity (Controlling for
Demographic, Partisan, & Religious Faith Variables)
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Appendix

Table A: Treatment Effects of the Relationship between Exposure to Sermons on Jobs,
the Econemyszand the Poor and Opposition to Cuts to Social Welfare Spending among
Non-Hispanic. Whites™*

Average Treatment Effect
Attend Werships/sNo Sermon -.191%%* (-.294 - -.088)
Population Mean
(Base) Attend Worship / Sermon .739** (.680 - .798)
N= 412

*< 05; **<01; CGonfidence Intervals in Parentheses

' See Pitkins, 1967

" The probability-estimates listed in Figure 1 are derived from logit regression analyses reported in Table 3. As
such, the estimates reported in Figure 1 reflect the probability of opposing cuts to welfare spending among
White worship,geers that do not hear sermons about jobs, the economy, and the poor and those that hear such
sermons. As in Table 3, these estimates also control for the remaining independent variables in those logit
regression analyses. That being said, the estimates for Figure 1 are based upon the following formula;

Pr(y=1] X , maxxKk) - Pr(y=1] X , min xk), in which Y represents anti-poverty attitudes and X represents

exposure to politicallissue-based sermons among worship-goers.

! These analyses implement the same controls listed within the Logit Regression Analyses of Table 3.
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