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Introduction

By Andrew Walsh

In a recently published historical atlas of religion in America, Bret E. Carroll notes that many informed observers think “mass culture, mass media, and interregional migration have operated to homogenize American life and erase regional religious differences.
” We, on the contrary, begin with the observation that any such creeping homogenization is barely discernable in New England. No one entertains the slightest doubt about where New England is, or what it is like. It may be hard to imagine someone saying, “That’s a real Middle Atlantic thing to do.” And one may legitimately wonder about how to deal with places like Louisiana, Idaho, Florida, or Missouri, which are so clearly divided into two or more cultural zones. But contemporary residents of New England embrace the regional identity that history has bestowed on them with zest. They routinely call themselves New Englanders, and baptize all sorts of things as distinctively characteristic of the region, from voting patterns to accents to weather to bad driving. When, in 1961, the geographer Wilber Zelinsky divided the United States into seven major and four minor regions, New England was the only part of the country where the boundaries of a “religious region” coincided exactly with state borders.
 Maine, New Hampshire, Vermont, Massachusetts, Rhode Island and Connecticut—the six New England states—share a lively, persistent, deep-rooted, and coherent regional identity, one in which the religious balance of forces plays a lively, constitutive, but not always obvious, role in public life. Three salient religious characteristic shape New England’s distinctive regional identity.

At the top of the list is the overwhelming Roman Catholic presence in the region. According to the North American Religion Atlas (NARA), almost 70 percent of the New Englanders who claim any religious identity are Catholics. And in many parts of the region, especially in urbanized southern New England, Catholics make up the outright majority of the population. New England is, by a comfortable margin, the most intensely Catholic region in the United States. Indeed, cities like Providence, Rhode Island, Springfield, Massachusetts, and Waterbury, Connecticut are just about as Catholic as Salt Lake City is Mormon. Further, New England’s Catholic population is more homogeneous than that of other American regions. Descendents of immigrants from Ireland still dominate the region’s Catholic population, although there are many descendents of immigrants from French Canada and Italy.

Second, mainline Protestantism remains a significant force in New England, a region where moderate and liberal mainline Protestants outnumber conservative Protestants by at least two to one (the reverse of the ratio that prevails in the nation at large). Beyond the question of their numbers, mainline Protestants are active custodians of New England’s intensely local civic culture, which is focused on the town, an institution accorded virtually sacred status. The mainline churches—so frequently symbolic presences on the town green—nourish a sense of connection to the region’s distinctive colonial past, when Congregationalism was the established state religion in many parts of the region for almost two centuries, and was influential even in states like Rhode Island and Vermont where it was never legally established.


Finally, the region’s life still bears the marks of the long struggle between Protestants and Catholics that began in the 1840s, when massive immigration by Catholics from Ireland began. Within a few decades, Catholics outnumbered Protestants in New England. But the deep-rooted cultural and economic advantages enjoyed by the Yankees made them formidable combatants. They gave ground grudgingly, using a wide range of tools to maintain their ascendancy, beginning with economic and political power but eventually incorporating the public schools, public libraries, and museums among other social service and cultural organizations, to hem in Catholic communal power. Catholics responded with aggressive self-assertion, but—fatefully—they preferred to build a self-sufficient, semi-detached subculture anchored in the region’s industrial towns and cities. Although, over time, Catholics “took over” many Yankee institutions—the public school systems most notably—the lag was often very lengthy. In the meantime, New England developed a dual institutional culture, where separate and contending “Catholic” and “Protestant” schools, colleges, hospitals, orphanages, cemeteries, and even professional and cultural associations came to seem perfectly natural.

This vigorous rivalry persisted for more than a century, and was resolved, in the decades after World War II, not with outright victory, but with a kind of unspoken truce—a truce in which those on both sides still take some care not to upset the delicate balance of forces. In this mood, religion is treated as a force with great divisive potential.  In New England, it is therefore often addressed obliquely, or not at all. 

This nuance of New England’s regional culture is not widely appreciated outside the region. One the first major signs of trouble in one-time front-runner Howard Dean’s campaign for the Democratic Party’s 2004 presidential nomination arose from his difficulties with public discussion of religious faith—something all American presidential aspirants must handle competently. “I’m still learning a lot about faith and the South and how important it is,” Dean, the former governor of Vermont, ineptly remarked in January of 2004, just a few days before the Iowa caucuses. Widely criticized—perhaps mocked is a better term—for his fumbling attempts to characterize his quite possibly non-existent religious beliefs, Dean later told a group of reporters traveling with him on a campaign plane, “I’m a New Englander, so I’m not used to wearing religion on my sleeve and being open about it.” Dean’s explanation didn’t persuade many people on the national stage, but in the context of New England it made some sense. The region’s politicians have little to gain by triggering the polarizing animosities that sometimes, on some issues, lie close to the surface.

Nevertheless, it would be ludicrous to portray New England life as an unending, unchanging wrestling match between Catholics and mainline Protestants. The Jewish and African-American Protestant communities, both roughly comparable in size, have been energetic and well organized actors in New England for decades. Newer forces for change are also making themselves felt as several levels. One the one hand, new populations are moving into the region, including people of color, although they are doing so more slowly than in many other parts of the nation. Conservative Protestants, once virtually invisible, are, although still few in number, now easily visible in New England. Muslims, Hindus, Buddhists, Sikhs and other practitioners of non-Western religions are present in many parts of the region, if in small numbers. And these groups are beginning to make themselves felt in the public life of the region.

It is also important to add that many of New England’s residents don’t connect themselves with religion. Indeed, many Americans think of New England as a hotbed of secularity—probably more so than is actually the case. NARA, which tracks the number of adherents claimed by religious groups, reports that 38.5 percent of New Englanders are unaffiliated or uncounted, just below the national average of 40.6 percent. Undercutting that rather substantial figure, the 2001 American Religion Identity Survey, which reports the responses of individuals to a random telephone survey, indicates that 21.7 percent of New England’s adults say they have no religion or are humanists, a bit higher than the national average of 19.6 percent. So, in New England as in other parts of the nation, a very substantial number of people who do not belong to religious organizations nevertheless think of themselves as religious, and, indeed, as members of religious particular religious groups.

Overall, the most dramatic changes that have taken place in recent decades have worked within the major blocks of New England’s population. The biggest shift since the mid-twentieth century has been the movement of the Catholic population up the socioeconomic ladder and out into the suburbs. Prosperous suburban Catholics, who now make up New England’s Catholic core constituency, mix easily with middle-class Protestants and secular citizens, and often vote like them. If Catholic voters were ever “priest-ridden” (the abiding bogey-man of several centuries worth of New England Protestants), they certainly aren’t now. For example, New England’s Catholic voters often take public policy positions at odds with official Catholic teaching. Exit polling surveys on political opinions from the last three presidential elections show that the positions that white, Catholic New Englanders take on abortion are far more likely to be pro-choice (45.7 percent) or moderate (18.9 percent) than pro-life (35.4 percent). And whether they are Democrats or Republicans, Catholic politicians in New England—a very large group—very rarely try to make their way as pro-life standard bearers. Contemporary New England Catholics are also more likely to be registered as independents, than New England Catholics of the early and middle twentieth century, who were overwhelmingly Democrats and often very closely tied to trade unions.

While both Catholic and mainline Protestant identities are still strongly held, many Catholics and Protestants are more loosely tied to their institutions than was once the case. American Catholics remain less likely than practitioners of most other religions to switch their religious commitment, but the intensity of Catholic participation has fallen quite dramatically since the 1960s. According to surveys, the number of Catholics who attend Mass at least once a week ranges between 30 and 40 percent—quite a bit lower than the levels that prevailed as recently as the 1970s.  And it is the political views of “low commitment”(those who attend religious services less than once a week) Catholics, mainline Protestants, and evangelicals that lie closest to the regional averages for all voters in presidential exit polling surveys. The $64,000 question, for those seeking to understand the contemporary state of religious influence in public life, may well be: Why is there so little difference between the voting patterns of New England Catholics and secular New Englanders?.

Finally, as this is written in the spring of 2004, New England’s religious state of mind remains unsettled by the impact of the Catholic clerical sexual abuse scandal that shook the region like an earthquake in the months after January 2002. Boston and eastern New England have been the epicenter of that scandal, and the immense outrage that has gripped the region serves as strong but indirect evidence Catholicism’s continuing centrality in New England life. 

It is the mission of the authors of this volume to explore these dynamics and to explain how they are shaping the contemporary role of religion in New England public life. We have chosen to approach the subject by focusing on religious traditions as the main framework for discussion. Other approaches—state-by-state analysis or organization by theme such as civic religious traditions or immigrant approaches—might also be illuminating. But given the strength and salience of denominational identity in New England, and especially of Roman Catholic identity, it seemed best to focus on religious tradition. The chapters that follow will not provide exhaustive analyses of everything worth knowing about the religious traditions involved. That’s not only impossible given the scope of this book, but unwise, since that would inevitably blur the focus on the central question at hand: how religion shapes and is shaped by the region’s public life.


Like every volume of the Religion by Region series, this book opens with an overview of the religious demography of the region, in this case a chapter called “The Demographic Layout: A Tale of Two New Englands.”  Stephen Prothero, associate professor of religion and chairman of the religion department at Boston University, begins with a summary of the demographic factors that make the region distinctive, mostly with data drawn from the 2000 United States Census. He then reports on the current religious demography of the region, as well as offering a brief historical account of the complex relationship between Protestants, Catholics, and others. Prothero draws attention to the existence of “two New Englands.” The first is the lightly populated northern tier of states—Vermont, New Hampshire, and Maine, which have changed a great deal in recent decades, a region where religion is notably weaker as a public force. The second comprises the densely populated states of southern New England, the heartland of contemporary New England. Keenly interested in the movement of Asian religious traditions into the United States, Prothero also reports on the growing presence of Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, and other Asian religions, as well as in the growing importance of immigration. 


The immense role of Catholicism is addressed in two chapters. James O’Toole, associate professor of history at Boston College, offers a historical introduction that focuses on Catholic approaches to public life as they unfolded over the past 150 years. His “Majority Faith with a Minority Mindset” also addresses the political culture of New England Catholics. “In the Flux of Crisis,” by Michele Dillon, associate professor of sociology at the University of New Hampshire, explores the impact of institutional Catholicism in the region. She deals with the structure of Catholic life—the parish, the diocese, and other Catholic organizations, and also with the varying ways in which contemporary Catholics define their relationship to the institutional Church.  Both authors address the current clerical sexual abuse scandal, but Dillon’s chapter includes an extended discussion of the crisis’ impact on Catholic attitudes and behaviors.


Chapter Three, with two major sections, then deals with the role of Protestants. In the first section, called “Mainline Protestants: Custodians of Community,” Maria E. Erling, associate professor of the history of Christianity in North American and global mission at the Lutheran Theological Seminary at Gettysburg, and a former Lutheran pastor and denominational official in New England, offers an analysis of the ways mainline Protestants are struggling to retain their historic influence in the region. Her treatment emphasizes the powerful civic focus of mainline Protestantism and analyzes the ways in which Protestants have approached participation in public life in recent decades, often through instrument of ecumenical and interfaith organizations. The second section, called “Conservative Protestants: Prospering on the Margins” treats the revival of conservative Protestantism in the region since the 1960s. This sub chapter, written by Andrew Walsh, explores the growth of evangelicalism, fundamentalism, and Pentecostalism, first around military installations, then in the region’s new suburbs, and currently among immigrants, and particularly Latinos and Asians.


A final chapter, by Daniel Terris, director of the International Center for Ethics, Justice, and Public Life at Brandeis University, explores the ways in which Jews and African-American Protestants have approached public life in the region. Both religious communities are of long-standing in New England, and both have been extremely well organized participants in public dialogues, especially since the 1950s. While significant, both communities are rather small and concentrated in a handful of metropolitan areas. Both religious communities have consistently sought “a place at the table,” and have designed many of their public strategies in response to the civic public stances and organizational approaches of mainline Protestants. While different in many important ways, both New England’s Jewish and African-American Protestant communities face the challenges that grow out of the diffusion of group members into New England’s suburbs.


The book concludes with a discussion of how the pieces fit together, written by Andrew Walsh.  Its general drift is reflected in the subtitle of this book: “Steady Habits Changing Slowly.”


It is also fair to alert readers that, as graduate students at Harvard University during the 1980s, four of the authors began to discuss the role of religion in American public life as graduate students. Maria Erling, Stephen Prothero, Daniel Terris and Andrew Walsh studied together with William R. Hutchison, Charles Warren Research Professor of the History of Religion in America at Harvard Divinity School. We all participated in his project exploring the history of the Protestant establishment in America.  All of us are proud to name Bill as our teacher. This volume is dedicated to him.
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