PAGE  
1

Religion in the Southern States

(Nadya Svechnikova)

When covering this topic, it is important first of all to understand what is meant by the term ‘religion’. Rodger Payne, director of the religious studies program at Louisiana State University, offered four primary functions of religion:
1) A conduit of heritage and tradition – major marking points in a faith such as the celebration of Christmas, Hanukkah and Ramadan. 

2) Assigning meaning to events and providing a framework for interpreting events that seem randomly disconnected, such as the Sept. 11 attacks. 

3) Transcending the mundane – looking beyond everyday events and attempting to understand them in a metaphysical framework. 

4) Norms of behavior – how one should act and behave both as individual and as part of society. (http://www.facsnet.org/issues/faith/payne.php)
However, for most Americans the term 'religion' usually brings to mind two things: an institution (the church) and a set of ideas and behavior associated with that institution. Usually people also think of a particular denomination, such as Baptist or Catholic. But in general as Dr. Gerald Smith, lecturer on the religion in the South at the Sewanee University, says, “for us religion means going to church, doing what the members of that church do, and being "good". (http://smith2.sewanee.edu/courses/391/intro.html) 

And all that applies to religion in the Southern States. But there this term gets a new, much wider meaning – religion in the American South is much closer to culture than just to church. So in this paper we will try to cover all of the aspects of this umbrella term, concentrating on the peculiarities of religion in the Southern States, on the history and the present of it, on the major denominations within both black and white communities, and, finally, on the role religion plays in the society of the American South. 

Dr. Gerald Smith described Southern culture as this: “a complex vision with roots, a place of belonging where life and value, tradition and history, belief and vision mesh and generate an array of symbols that tell people who they are and show them how to live. The South is a culture--at once grand and flawed, heroic and fragile, persistent and decaying--but a culture nonetheless that brought together a way of life with a sometimes varying vision of reality”. (http://smith2.sewanee.edu/courses/391/intro.html) No surprise that concerning religion South also has its own way. It remains a question why religion has become so important especially in the South: maybe it is due to the struggles the South had to face (in particular the Civil War), maybe it is because of the presence of so many African-Americans, maybe for some other reasons. However, it is useless denying that nowhere else in the United States does religion play such a great role in everyone’s life as in the Southern States. Paul Greenberg, a Southern journalist, admits: "But it's not easy to hide our religiosity. Indeed it's impossible, what with churches of every size and description outnumbering even fast-food restaurants in any small Southern town”.  (http://www.townhall.com/columnists/paulgreenberg/printpg20010223.shtml) Marc Smirnoff noticed the difference right off when he first came to Oxford, Mississippi, "Religion," he said, "is such a part of everyone's life here. I've seen a different atmosphere. A distinction between the South and the West, for example, is that even nonbelievers in the South generally are well versed in the Bible. ... There are just common, understood biblical references in the South."(http://www.townhall.com/columnists/paulgreenberg/printpg20010223.shtml)

Another pronounced difference of the Southern religion from the heterogeneous religions in other areas of the country is that it is by far dominated by evangelical Protestants.  An estimated 80 to 90% of the church-going population in the South, which represents the majority of the residents, are fundamental, evangelical Protestants, such as Baptists, Methodists, or Pentecostals. (http://oit.vgcc.cc.nc.us/hum122/Section5.htm) And this dominance of one type of religion makes the South unique and has allowed religion to affect all aspects of culture. 

To sum up, it is clear that the American South was called the Bible Belt on purpose. It has some distinctive features that truly make it unique, and consequently, make it a very interesting field of study.

It is also important to mention how religion was originally brought to the region. The first colonial settlers were Anglicans, and then in 1700’s Calvinism came bringing new ideas, such as simplicity and movement away from liturgy in the church. That is how a much simpler Presbyterian Church appeared. However, its arrival was overshadowed by the arrival of the Baptists with the Great Awakening in the 1750’s. It had several important differences from the Anglican Church, which appealed to the lower and working classes, which comprised the majority of Southerners. So by the time the Great Awakening had ended in 1760, the Baptist Church had become the most popular church in the South, which it still is today. In the 1780’s the Methodist Church was established, which was more traditional than the Baptist, but more emotional and evangelical than the Presbyterian. (http://oit.vgcc.cc.nc.us/hum122/Section5.htm)

So the main protestant churches were already brought to the South by the end of the 18th century, but they witnessed many changes throughout the years. New congregations separated into new churches with new names due to disagreements over beliefs, worship practices, interpretations of the Bible, or expenditure of money. Often the new churches split because they believed the original church was not morally strict enough, or did not interpret the Bible literally enough.

As it has already been said most of Southerners are fundamental, evangelical Protestants, such as Baptists, Methodists, or Pentecostals. The term "fundamentalist" refers to conservative beliefs and practices, including literal interpretation of the Bible, e.g. the belief that the earth was literally created in six days.   The term "evangelical" refers to the belief in the Christian obligation to spread religion and "save" other individuals, which has given rise to missionary work around the world. (http://oit.vgcc.cc.nc.us/hum122/Section5.htm)

Baptist faith is the most predominant one with several dozen churches in any typical small Southern town. Nowhere else in the world does this denomination have so many followers. Methodism is the second denomination in terms of membership. And the Pentecostal or Holiness churches are growing at rapid rate in the modern South. Besides, the South does have a small but significant number of people who attend other kinds of churches. The Presbyterian Church generally has at least one congregation in most small towns, along with Lutheran, Catholic, and especially Episcopal.  Much smaller but noticeable populations in the South are Jewish, Mormon, Eastern Orthodox, Christian Scientist and Seventh Day Adventist. The number of Moslems is small but growing. 

It is clear that the shared beliefs and practices of Baptist, Methodist, and Pentecostal churches are not followed by every Southerner, but they are predominant and have a profound influence on Southern culture in general, so we will cover them in greater detail.

First of all, they put a great emphasis on the individual salvation.  A person must be "born again". It is an event that can take place at any time in a person's life when “the individual admits to sin, makes a leap of faith in believing that Jesus Christ can remove his/her sins, and makes a conscious dedication (or rededication) of his/her life to God. This is often immediately followed by baptism in the Baptist sects, which, unlike in the liturgical churches, is not for infants but for people who have grown to the age of understanding—usually at least twelve. Traditionally, baptism in the South involves immersion, which is still practiced by some in open lakes or rivers, although these days more convenient baptismal pools in the church are usually available”. (http://oit.vgcc.cc.nc.us/hum122/Section5.htm) It is a very important ritual, which is supposed to open Heaven’s doors for those saved, and only the individual him/herself can make the decision to be born again, and the only qualification is faith. 

The second principle is “the literal interpretation of the Bible, and the belief that the Bible is the basis for all Christian thought and action”.  (http://oit.vgcc.cc.nc.us/hum122/Section5.htm) In most Southern churches the Bible is used instead of prayer books, and Biblical passages are often cited to support one’s political or legal viewpoints. The strict interpretation of the Bible presumes strict morality. It is traditionally believed that a good Christian is one who does not drink, break any laws, assort with the wrong people, or have sexual relations outside of marriage. He has to attend church at least once a week, dress and behave in the appropriate way, stay loyal to his family, be a good neighbor and present a model of Christian living to others. 

Religious practices of the typical Southern churches are informal and usually consist of a long sermon by a preacher and traditional hymns sung by the congregation and/or the choir. It is believed that every individual can speak directly to God, and preachers do not listen to confessions or perform any other intermediary activities between members of the congregation and God. Another curious peculiarity is that many churches do not require the preachers to attend special seminaries, though ministers are greatly respected by the community. The church buildings are also fairly simple, and the ministers do not wear vestments. 

Testifying, or emotional description of a person’s life before and after he or she was “saved”, is popular both at revivals and outside of the church, when the church member is trying to convince another person to be “saved” and bring him/her to church.

 It also has to be mentioned that only in the 1700’s Christianity was spread among the slaves, who found consolation in it, and became even more religious that their owners. Nowadays among the African-American population, the Baptist, Methodist, Church of God in Christ (Pentecostal), A.M.E. (African Methodist Episcopal) and A.M.E. Zion churches serve the majority of church-goers. From the time Christianity was spread among the slaves and until the Civil War the religious beliefs and practices of black and white population were similar. However, there are some things that were developed by the slaves, including the spiritual – a unique sacred musical form, and a new style of preaching – the call and response. After the Civil War, religion in the South was segregated, and more differences evolved, although the Baptist church continued to harbor the most church-goers, both black and white. And until now several important peculiarities remain. Black churches are usually more enthusiastic, church choirs and gospel music are very important, members of the congregation have more power, and the preacher has less. They also encourage women to take leadership roles in church, including preaching, which still seems very strange to most white churches. But, perhaps, the greatest difference is in the attitude towards politics. Black churches usually support liberal politics, whereas white churches tend to be quite conservative. It is very important to note that although nowadays blacks and whites work side by side, live next door to each other, go to school together, shop and eat together, it seems both sides prefer to keep their churches separate.

Although several changes occurred in the 20th century, and the conservative Baptist’s/Methodist’s influence seems to have weakened, for example, the prayer was prohibited in schools, still attitudes supporting prayer in schools and Christianity as the dominant religion in the South remain strong. The Bible still influences all aspects of individual and social life, and religion still affects politics, education, gender and family roles, race relations, and the economy. 

In his book about growing up Southern in the 1950s, "A Painted House," John Grisham wrote about the central role of the church in the rural South: 

"Other than the family and the farm, nothing was as important to us as the Black Oak Baptist Church. I knew every single person in our church, and they of course knew me. It was a family, for better or worse. Everybody loved one another, or at least professed to, and if one of our members was the slightest bit ill, then all manner of prayer and Christian caring poured forth. A funeral was a week-long, almost holy event. The fall and spring revivals were planned for months and greatly anticipated. At least once a month we had some form of dinner-on-the-grounds potluck picnic under the trees behind the church and these often lasted until late afternoon, when it was time to return to the sanctuary for Sunday night church." (http://www.townhall.com/columnists/paulgreenberg/printpg20010223.shtml)

And actually the situation is practically the same nowadays. In any small town on Sunday mornings almost all of the stores are closed because people are at church, almost everyone is familiar with the Bible and can recite some of the favorite verses. Members of one congregation consider themselves a family, and so they organize different reunions, and all major problems are solved together. Special activities for children, youth, and grownups, including plays, concerts, fundraisings, contests, festivals, church sport leagues, etc. are organized to attract newcomers and keep the church members in church as much as possible. There is not much to do in most small towns in the South, so the church truly becomes the central part of everyone’s life, a place, where people meet, share the news, help one another, and have fun. But all that is done in the name of God and goes together with sermons, testimonies, and other traditional rituals. However, this warm, relaxed atmosphere truly makes Southern churches unique, and is perhaps the reason for such popularity of religion in this region.  Some of the other proofs of such popularity include special radio stations, TV preachers, another curious tendency, described by Paul Greenberg: “It was inevitable, book publishing being what it has become, that one can now buy a manual entitled "The Management Methods of Jesus." ("Jesus had a plan and adhered to it unfailingly. He knew where he was going, and he went there. ... Whatever the consequences, he would go to Jerusalem and carry out his plan." Sort of like Bill Gates.)” (http://www.townhall.com/columnists/paulgreenberg/printpg20010223.shtml)

To draw a conclusion, it is clear that religion truly makes the American South unique. Nowhere else in the United States does religion play such a great role in an individual’s life, affecting all of the spheres of it. It has changed over the years, but the main principles remain. So when going to the Southern States you should be prepared that you won’t be able to buy anything on Sunday mornings because stores will be closed and everyone will be at church, that you should get acquainted with the Bible to be able to keep up with conversations, and that you will be asked by almost everyone you meet to visit their church. However, the incomparable amicable atmosphere of the American South is worth the effort. 
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