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What difference does knowledge make?

A recent survey conducted by The Pew
Forum on Religion and Public Life (http://
pewforum.org) asked Americans 32 ques-
tions about religion. Most were about the
core teachings, history, and leading figures of major
world religions. A few dealt with what the U. S. Con-
stitution says about religion and what is permissible
with regard to prayer and scripture reading in public
schools. The groups that got the most correct answers
were atheists and agnostics, Jews, and Mormons.

Does this show that the more a person knows
about religion, the less likely that person is to choose
to be a Christian? Does it say that knowing more about
Christian doctrines and Bible stories makes them
seem less believable? It’s tempting to say yes.

Becoming informed about such things
won’t necessarily convince anyone that

God doesn’t exist, of course, but it
convinces some that God isn’t likely to be the kind of
person-like being that many Christians picture. And
having that view often leads to being labeled as an
atheist—as “not believing in God”—merely because
of having an understanding of God that differs from
the labeler’s or the majority’s understanding.

Does knowledge promote Christian
commitment or discourage it?

Responders to the Pew survey weren’t asked if
they knew how the religions or their sacred documents
originated and developed. Neither were they asked if
they had considered how religious beliefs compared
to the findings of science or history. These seem to
be the aspects of religions that lead many people to
recognizing all religions as mere human efforts to ex-
plain what no one really knows how to explain. Hav-
ing this kind of information also leads some people to
believe that there’s no such thing as God (to
be an atheist) or at least that there’s no way to
know about God (to be an agnostic).

So would giving church members more
information about the Bible and Christianity
help them to become more committed Christians, as
we tend to assume it would? Or would it lead more of
them to become atheists or agnostics instead?
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http://pewforum.org/Other-Beliefs-and-Practices/U-S-Religious-Knowledge-Survey.aspx?src=rkq-sidebar-a
http://pewforum.org/Other-Beliefs-and-Practices/U-S-Religious-Knowledge-Survey.aspx?src=rkq-sidebar-a
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This issue, many back issues, a list of books I’ve written about, and more Connections information are
available free from my web site, www.connectionsonline.org. To get Connections monthly by e-mail, let
me know at BCWendland@aol.com. Please include your name, city, and state or country. To start
getting Connections monthly by U.S. Mail, send me your name, address, and $5 for the coming year’s
issues. For paper copies of any of the 18 years’ back issues, send me $5 for each year or any 12 issues.

I’m a United Methodist lay woman, and neither a church employee nor a clergyman’s wife. Connections is a one-
person ministry that I do on my own initiative, speaking only for myself. Many readers make monetary contributions
but I pay most of the cost myself. Connections goes to several thousand people in all U.S. states and some other
countries—laity and clergy in a dozen denominations, and some nonchurchgoers. Connections is my effort to stimu-
late fresh thought and new insight about topics I feel Christians need to consider and churches need to address.

http://www.connectionsonline.org
mailto:BCWendland@aol.com


Four main ways of picturing God in the U.S. today

In America’s Four Gods: What We Say About God—& What That Says About Us (Oxford University
Press, 2010), Paul Froese and Christopher Bader report the findings of a recent survey that found

four main understandings of God prevalent in the United States. ”The word ‘God’ is often heard in conversation both
private and public,” these authors observe, “yet we tend to avoid deep conversations about God.” They find a lot of
confusion about religion here, fueled by our ignorance of each other but made worse by the agendas of political and
public figures. These figures, Froese and Bader point out, would have us believe that we are in the midst of a struggle
between “true believers” and the “godless” or, put another way, “fundamentalists” and “secular humanists.”

That overstates the problem somewhat, say Froese and Baker, yet some clear divisions are evident in how Ameri-
cans now picture God, and these influence our behaviors and attitudes about life. The most crucial theological
disagreement in America, Froese and Bader find, is about whether God interacts with the world and whether
God judges the world. They find that the combinations of these two characteristics result in four different
ways of seeing God: as authoritative (engaged and judgmental), as benevolent (engaged but not judgmen-
tal), as critical (judgmental but disengaged), and as distant (neither engaged nor judgmental). Which of these
is your way of seeing God? What effect do you see these differences having, on the U.S. and the wider world?
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