
Measuring  Pluralism:  A
Difficult Task
Steve Cable examines the data concerning American Christians’
beliefs about pluralism, the belief that all religions are
true  and  valid  ways  to  know  about  God,  the  world,  and
salvation.

We are in the process of examining two related Pew Research
surveys taken by about 35,000 people, once in 2007[{1} and
again in 2014{2}. In today’s post we want to consider the
question of religious pluralism among American Christians. As
there are different views concerning the meaning of “religious
pluralism,”  for  this  post  we  will  use  this  definition:
Pluralism  is  basically  the  belief  that  the  various  world
religions are true and equally valid in their communication of
the truth about God, the world, and salvation. I.e., there are
multiple religious beliefs and practices which will suffice to
get one to heaven. It does not mean that all religions are
sufficient,  but  that  more  than  one  distinctly  different
religious concept will result in eternal salvation.

In  their  2007  survey,  Pew  had  one  question  dealing  with
pluralism:

Which of these two statements comes closer to your own views
even if neither is exactly right?

1. My religion is the one, true faith leading to eternal life.
[OR]
2. Many religions can lead to eternal life

The responses to this question for Evangelical Christians and
for  Non-Evangelical  Christians{3}  are  given  in  the  table
below.

Table 1 – Percent of Respondents Who Said “My Religion is the
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One, True Faith”
Age Range 18 – 27 30 plus

Evangelical 44.6% 36.4%

Non-Evangelical Christian 19.0% 14.2%
Not surprisingly, the percentage of Evangelicals who selected
statement  #1  far  exceed  the  percentage  of  Non-Evangelical
Christians.

However, it is disappointing that significantly fewer than one
half of Evangelicals would select that statement. And it is
surprising that the younger cohort is much more likely than
the older cohort to make such a statement.

Which brings up the question: When someone says “my religion
is the one,” are they referring to Christianity vs. other
major religions, OR are they referring to their denomination
vs. other Christian denominations? One would guess that many
Christians, especially from older generations, may be thinking
about the latter.

In fact, the Pew Research organization realized this issue
almost immediately after releasing the results of the 2007
survey. They did another smaller survey in 2008{4} to get
insight into this question and reported:

One of the most frequently asked questions to arise from the
2007 Landscape Survey findings is how the 70% of religiously
affiliated respondents who said “many religions can lead to
eternal life” interpreted the phrase “many religions.” For
example, do Christians who express this view have in mind only
Christians from denominations other than their own, or are
they thinking more broadly of non-Christian religions? To shed
light on this issue, the new survey asks those who believe
that many religions can lead to eternal life a series of
follow-up  questions  .  .  .  nearly  three-quarters  (72%)  of
evangelicals who say many religions can lead to salvation name
at least one non-Christian faith that can do so.{5}



Turning this around, they found that 28% of evangelicals who
said that many religions can lead to eternal life were only
talking about other Christian religions. Thus, this group of
evangelicals  would  not  be  considered  pluralistic.  So,  I
analyzed the data from this 2008 survey and used those results
to calculate data of Christians’ views on pluralism as shown
in Table 2.

Table 2 – Results from 2008 Religion and Public Life Survey

Age Range
18 –
27

30 plus

Evangelical
One True Faith 64% 49%

Only Christians in
Heaven{6}

74% 61%

Non-Evangelical
Christian

One True Faith 24% 16%

Only Christians in
Heaven

37% 22%

 

So we can see that adding these people who were pluralistic
only among different Christian faiths, we add another ten
percent or so to those Christians who are not pluralistic.
However, this 2008 data introduces another issue. Those who
said their religion was the one, true faith appears to have
increased  by  almost  20  percentage  points  for  Evangelicals
under 28 (from 45% to 64%). I don’t believe this is possible
given  the  lack  of  events  in  2008  to  account  for  such  a
significant, sudden change. However, the Pew report comments
on it this way, “. . . the number of people saying theirs is
the one, true faith that can lead to eternal life increased
slightly between 2007 and 2008, from 24% to 29%. The increase
is especially pronounced for white evangelical Protestants,
among whom the figure rose from 37% to 49%.”{7}

In the 2014 Religious Landscape survey, the ambiguity was
resolved by asking two questions:



1. The question asked in the 2007 survey listed above, and
2.  ASK  IF  CHRISTIAN  AND  SAY  “MANY  RELIGIONS”  to  prior
question: And do you think it’s only Christian religions
that can lead to eternal life, or can some non-Christian
religions also lead to eternal life?

a) Only Christian religions can lead to eternal life
b) Some non-Christian religions can lead to eternal life

We can then compare the results from both Religious Landscape
surveys as shown in table 3 below:

Table 3 – Comparing 2007 and 2014 Religious Landscape Results
with Estimates for Shaded Areas

Evangelical Non-Evangelical Christian

Year
Surveyed

2007 2014 2007 2014

Age Range 18-27
30
plus

18-24 25-34 18-27
30
plus

18-24 25-34
35
plus

My
religion
is one,

true faith

45% 36% 52% 42% 39% 19% 14% 23% 19% 15%

Only
Christians
in heaven

55%{8} 50% 60% 54% 59% 32% 20% 27% 27% 25%

 

Note:  the  numbers  for  2007  Only  Christians  in  heaven  are
estimates and could be off significantly.

And the results from the 2008 Religion and Public Life with
the 2014 Religious Landscape survey as shown in table 4:

Table 4 – Comparing 2008 Religion and Public Life Survey with
2014 Religious Landscape Survey

Evangelical Non-Evangelical Christian



Year
Surveyed

2008 2014 2008 2014

Age Range 18-27
30
plus

18-24 25-34
35
plus

18-27
30
plus

18-24 25-34
35
plus

My
religion
is one,

true faith

64% 49% 52% 42% 39% 24% 16% 23% 19% 15%

Only
Christians
in heaven

74% 61% 60% 54% 59% 37% 22% 27% 27% 25%

I think the important things to note from the two tables are:

1) Adding those who said “Many religions can lead to
eternal life but non-Christian religions cannot” to those
who said “My religion is the one, true faith leading to
eternal life.” we see an increase of between 8 and 20
percentage points;

2) The increased percentages in 2014 also even out the
results  from  across  age  groups.  For  example,  for
Evangelicals you can see a swing of 13 percentage points
from the 18 to 24 age group compared to the 35 plus age
group on the “one, true faith” response. But, when you
look at “only Christians in heaven,” you see the swing
across  age  groups  has  dropped  to  1  percentage  point.
Apparently, the youngest adults are less likely to be
thinking only of their denomination when they answered the
first question with “My religion . . .”

3) Finally, there is a slight drop off in Evangelicals who
are not pluralists between 2007 and 2014.

As  this  somewhat  tortuous  journey  through  the  subject  of
pluralism exploring three different surveys clearly shows, it
is hard to nail down what people are thinking when asked about
pluralism. The primary takeaway is that slightly less than one
out of two Evangelicals (~40%) have a pluralistic view, while



three out of four Non-evangelical Christians have such a view.
An Evangelical with a pluralistic viewpoint has no reason to
be  concerned  with  evangelism  and  technically  is  not  an
Evangelical.  In  a  subsequent  post,  we  will  examine  the
difference  in  worldview  beliefs  between  non-pluralist
Evangelicals  and  pluralist  Evangelicals

Notes

1. The U.S. Religious Landscape Survey 2007, Pew Forum on
Religion & Public Life (a project of The Pew Research Center).
The  Pew  Research  Center  bears  no  responsibility  for  the
analyses or interpretations of the data presented here. The
data were downloaded from the Association of Religion Data
Archives,  www.TheARDA.com,  and  were  collected  by  the  Pew
Research Center.
2. The U.S. Religious Landscape Survey 2014, Pew Forum on
Religion & Public Life (a project of The Pew Research Center).
The  Pew  Research  Center  bears  no  responsibility  for  the
analyses or interpretations of the data presented here. The
data were downloaded from the Association of Religion Data
Archives,  www.TheARDA.com,  and  were  collected  by  the  Pew
Research Center.
3. Consists of Mainline Protestant Denominations, Catholics,
and some Historically Black Denominations.
4. Pew Research, Religion and Public Life Survey 2008, Pew
Forum on Religion & Public Life (a project of The Pew Research
Center). The Pew Research Center bears no responsibility for
the analyses or interpretations of the data presented here.
The data were downloaded from the Association of Religion Data
Archives,  www.TheARDA.com,  and  were  collected  by  the  Pew
Research Center.
5. Pew Research, Many Americans Say Other Faiths Can Lead to
Eternal Life, December 18, 2008
6. This factor was determined by looking at the people who
answered  the  first  question:  “Many  religions  can  lead  to
eternal  life”  but  in  answering  subsequent  questions  said



Islam, Hinduism, Atheism and No Religious Faith cannot achieve
eternal life. When they answered the first question with “many
religions”, they obviously were referring to many Christian
religions (or possibly Christian and Jewish religions). I did
not  include  the  subsequent  question  about  the  “Jewish
religion” because the Bible is clear that many OT Jews will be
in heaven.
7.  Perhaps  the  candidacy  of  Barack  Obama  triggered  this
decrease in pluralism for white evangelical Protestants. If it
did, its effect had dissipated by the 2014 survey with results
much closer to the 2007 survey than the 2008 survey. I think
it was probably the result of surveying cell phone users as
well as landlines in 2008.
8. This number is estimated by taking the number for One, True
Faith and adding the percentage of those Christians in the
2008 survey who said that many religions could lead to eternal
life but not Islam, Hinduism, atheism, and No Religious Faith.
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