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Abstract

This honors thesis addresses the importance of understanding how religious beliefs, specifically within Christian denominations, impact/affect perceptions of economic inequality. Religion is an important and pervasive force for understanding how people view economic inequality and has traditionally been painted as a conservative force in regards to responses to economic inequality. However, three prominent theologians, Sider, Chilton, and Keller, highlight/encapsulate a lack of consensus on the effect of religion on beliefs about inequality, which poses a question regarding the role of religion in shaping beliefs about inequality. 
The majority of sociological literature regarding the connection between religion and viewpoints of inequality focuses on demographic characteristics and measuring generosity as indicators of attitudes toward inequality via the 1986 GSS (Kluegel and Smith 1986, Will 1993, Pyle 1993, Will and Cochran 1995, Regnerus, Sikkink, and Smith 1998, Clydesdale 1999, Robinson 2009).  However, quantitative research on demographic factors and measures of generosity has proven to be insufficient to explain the impact of religious beliefs on viewpoints of inequality. Therefore, this study, through a series of in-depth, semi-structured interviews with pastors from the Durham- Chapel Hill area, seeks to more closely examine the impact that Christian beliefs have on views of economic inequality.  The results from these interviews indicate that religious beliefs act as a non-conservative force due to an emphasis on the Bible as the foundational framework through which they view inequality, the belief that Christians are specifically called to fight inequality, as well as an obligation to adopt the heart of God in regards to the poor.   
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Introduction

“All men, created in the image of God are fundamentally religious: all cultural activity is essentially an outgrowth of man’s religious position; for our life and thought are exercised either in obedience to, or rebellion against, God” (Chilton 1981: 3).
 We currently live in a society where economic inequality has skyrocketed to unprecedented levels while government response has lagged behind.  During the past two decades, economic disparities have continued to grow, with the ratio between the average American’s salary and the average top CEO’s salary jumping from 40:1 to a staggering 419:1 in just eight years (1990-1998)  (Kerbo 2003).  One fifth of American youths lives below the poverty line and are raised in poverty.  In fact, the United States has the highest level of income inequality among all other industrialized nations (Kerbo 2003).  However, not only does The United States have the highest level of income inequality among industrialized nations, it also happens to spend the least on actions designed to reduce poverty (Kerbo 2003).   This finding seems paradoxical to a nation that trumpets equal opportunity for all via the American Dream and has seen several social movements fighting for greater equality (Civil Rights Movement, Feminist Movement).   This begs the question, why is there such low response to economic inequality in the United States? 
	One important social variable that remains largely dominant in influencing individual attitudes and contributing to the overall climate towards inequality in America is religion.  Sociologists have long understood and studied the importance of religion in regards to how people interpret and make sense of the world around them.   Marx famously referred to religion as the opiate of the masses in Capital, and Weber wrote a book entitled The Sociology of Religion, which explained in detail the importance of religion in social life.  The United States has been heavily influenced by religious beliefs even since its origin when colonists fled to the New World in search of religious freedom.  Today, Christianity constitutes the majority of religious beliefs in The United States, with 70.6 of all religious people in the United States identifying as Christian (Pew).  An additional 63 percent of Americans express an “absolutely certain” belief in God, making belief in God an American majority (Pew).   The prevalence of Christianity in both the foundations of American society as well as the social climate today has a direct impact on overall social attitudes towards issues such as economic inequality.  In the words of Weber, “Each of the major world religions develops its own distinctive orientation toward all major phases of human activity, and thus comes to exercise an influence on the development of other major institutional systems in society, an influence which cannot be accounted for merely in economic terms” (Davis 1963: 356).  Therefore, it is imperative to understand the impact of Christianity on viewpoints of inequality in order to understand America’s current response to inequality. 
 Early sociological studies that have sought to uncover the impact of Christianity on perspectives of economic inequality have traditionally painted Christianity as a conservative force in regards to inequality (Lenski 1961, Hofstader 1962, Feagin 1975, Will and Cochran 1995).  However, more recently this relationship has been tested by work completed by Wuthnow (1994), Pyle (1993), Hart 1(992), Clydesdale (1999), Regnerus, Sikkink, and Smith (1998), which suggests that religious beliefs are not necessarily associated with conservatism, but instead can be seen as a liberal/radical force, leaving the relationship between religious belief and the influence on views of inequality fuzzy and unclear.  Recent quantitative research has primarily focused on demographic factors within the body of Christians to explore the lack of consensus that exists within Christians (Will 1993, Will and Cochran 1995, Regnerus 1998, Clydesdale 1999).  
	 While beneficial, these studies are incomplete attempts to holistically capture the influence of religious beliefs on economic inequality.  Simply reducing the variation among Christian responses to demographic characteristics is insufficient for truly examining the impact of religion itself on how people approach the problem of inequality using a religious lens.   Additionally, these studies provide conflicting results as to whether the incorporation of a Christian worldview towards inequality acts as a conservative or non-conservative force.  Therefore, my study attempted to examine directly how an individuals’ religious belief impacts the way they view the presence of economic inequality and how those views govern their response.  I conducted 10 semi-structured in-depth interviews with Protestant pastors in the Chapel Hill/Durham area.  The questions included basic demographics of their church, questions regarding what the Bible says about inequality, and what the appropriate Christian response to inequality should be.
  This study is not merely a measure of how much churches give or their level of community involvement, but seeks to understand how religion works to fundamentally impact the way people view inequality.  By conducting qualitative interviews with questions not contingent solely upon demographic factors, I was able to examine more closely the impact of religious beliefs on perceptions of inequality in order to discover whether religion acts as a conservative or non conservativenon-conservative force.  A close qualitative analysis of these interviews yielded four main themes; the foundational importance of Scripture in impacting the way Christians approach economic inequality; a unanimous belief that Christians are specifically called to fight economic inequality, an emphasis on embodying the generous, radical heart of God, and a general lack of adamant support for governmental systems, specifically capitalism.  critique of capitalism as the “Biblical” form of government.  These themes challenge the notion of religion as a conservative force and highlight a shift away from emphasis on governmental systems and structural factors , instead focusing on individual heart postures.  The results of this study call for greater attention towards the complex relationship that exists between Christian religious beliefs and viewpoints of economic inequality.	Comment by Ted Mouw: …what are the implications of this?

Literature Review

There is an overwhelming amount of literature that has been written in regards to religion and inequality.  Writing a literature review on every complexity and facet of these two would neither be feasible nor conducive to my project.  This literature review attempts to highlight the literature most pertinent and useful to understanding the current literature on religious beliefs on justifying inequality through three main sections.  The first section will provide a brief but comprehensive overview of the sociological viewpoints of inequality that are pervasive in American society.  Once we have a proper understanding of how the general public perceives and justifies the presence of inequality, we will look at the work of several prominent Christian theologians and branches of Christian theology in order to explore what these theories/theologians say about economic inequality.  Finally, the last section will introduce several factors that sociologists have explored to explain the variation in Christian responses to inequality and demonstrate that, while helpful, these studies are inadequate in singularly explaining the impact of religious beliefs on the way individuals view inequality. 
First section: Broad sociological viewpoints on inequality. 

Perceptions of the Poor

	In order to examine the effects of religious beliefs on an individual’s perception and justification of inequality, it is imperative to understand first the sociological debates surrounding the presence and role of inequality in society.  There are two dominant theories that seek to explain the presence of inequality.  The first theory, the functional view of society, understands inequality as a necessary and natural aspect of society, based on inherent individual differences in ability and effort, that allowing society to function properly (Davis and Moore 1944).  On the other hand, the conflict theory argues that inequality, instead of leading to a functional society, is in fact dysfunctional and based on external, structural constraints enforced by a dominant, self-interested party (Kerbo 1996).  We will examine these two perspectives first due to their foundational importance in understanding where American attitudes towards inequality come from.  After examining the conflict and functional views of society we will examine Feagin’s poverty cause attributions, which builds on these two views and helps explain how these theories have been internalized and affect how people subsequently explain the existence of poverty (1975).  Finally, we will explore a more recent theory that advocates for a conservative-liberal continuum on which functional and conflict theories lie rather than complete disjunction between the two (Robinson 2009).  
Dominant Ideology/ Functionalist Perspective 
The functionalist viewpoint is characterized by the underlying belief that inequality is natural and necessary in order for society to function properly, existing to ensure that low paying and unskilled jobs are filled.  Functionalists argue that individuals are born with inherently different levels of ability that mirror societal needs (Davis and Moore 1944).  Those who have less talent or exhibit less effort will justly be placed in the lower paying positions to ensure a balanced society.   Davis and Moore encapsulate this perspective in their statement, “Social inequality is thus an unconsciously evolved device by which societies insure that the most important positions are conscientiously filled by the most qualified persons” (Davis and Moore 1944: 243).  
Huber and Form’s dominant stratification ideology is rooted deeply in work done by Durkheim, Plato, and many other sociologists regarding the functionalist theory. The dominant stratification ideology consists of three main tenets.  First, the dominant ideology argues that opportunities for advancement based on hard work are plentiful.  A logical deduction of this is the responsibility of individuals for their own economic fate.  Therefore, if opportunities for advancement are plentiful and the onus is indeed on the individual, then the resulting inequality can be justified through either a lack of personal ability or effort (Huber and Form 1973).  A person’s final placement in society, even if unequal, can be seen as equitable and fair. 
As Clydesdale aptly states, “Foundational to understanding any aspect of American attitudes toward poverty involves a recognition of the nearly universal American faith in the existence of economic opportunity for those who work hard” (Clydesdale 1999:103).  This quote highlights the overarching sentiments of the functionalist view.   Notions of the American Dream and pure meritocracy have been lauded by many and heavily socialized by the general public, with unintended consequences in regards to perceptions of the poor.   Kluegel and Smith use the dominant ideology to argue that these views have been heavily socialized in American society and work to justify the present order of stratification (1986).  In an attempt to provide a sociological, comprehensive description of American’s attitudes towards inequality, they conducted telephone interviews with 2,212 representative Americans and found that American attitudes towards inequality are indeed shaped by 1) a stable “dominant ideology” about economic inequality, 2) individual’s social and economic status, and 3) specific beliefs and attitudes formed through political debates (Kluegel and Smith 1986).  Kluegel and Smith provide a compelling and comprehensive argument that this dominant ideology has been socialized and has led to an acceptance of the economic inequality that persists today. 
Conflict Theory	
In direct contrast, the conflict theory points the finger of blame of the perpetuation of inequality on structural factors created in favor of the economically prosperous.  Karl Marx first introduced the conflict perspective upon examining two classes: the proletariat and the bourgeoisie.  Instead of consensus and conformity in regards to an unequal social structure, Marx found societal order was maintained through dominance and power, specifically the bourgeoisie (who owned the capital).  Therefore, inequality does not work to place people into their proper roles, but rather perpetuates the dominance of a select minority elite (Marx 1867).  
The conflict theory does not simply speak to one specific instance of conflict (proletariat and bourgeoisie) resulting in inequality, but to the importance of viewing conflict as continuous and normal aspects that shape social life (Oxford).  Oppositional to the functionalist perspective, conflict theorists argue inequality is not derived from a fair and just system, but as a result of continual conflict and a struggle for power.  Jörg Rössel unpacks the progression of the conflict theory and what that means for today’s perceptions of inequality (2013).  According to Rössel, the conflict theory views inequality as formed by stable structures of dominance that are the direct result of conflicting interested in societal organization.  Therefore, people who ascribed to the conflict theory are much more likely to view the present social structure and inequalities as unjust.  By focusing on the phenomena of power structures, domination, power, and conflict, conflict theorists challenge the justness of current inequalities, leading to a heavy emphasis on structural factors as the culprit for economic inequality (Rössel 2013).  Essentially, this theory shapes the way individuals look at inequality, leading to a challenge of the current status quo and a stronger emphasis on the injustice of our current social structure.  
Poverty Cause Attribution
The functional and conflict debate essentially boils down to whether people view the formation of society as just or unjust, with economic inequality as a result of this societal formation.  These broad perceptions about the “just-ness” of society then impact how people justify the presence of economic inequality.  For example, an individual who believes strongly that inequality is the result of conflict created by society and maintained by a dominating minority is much more likely to cite explanations for poverty that blame society, the elite, and structural forces.  Conversely, functionalists who argue inequality is a natural result of sorting the most talented and hard working individuals into the top paying jobs in order to ensure society functions efficiently, will be more likely to cite explanations of poverty blaming the individual and possess a passive attitude towards eliminating inequality (Feagin 1975).  
Feagin differentiates between and categorizes the most common causes people attribute to explaining the presence of inequality in Subordinating the Poor (1975).  He argues there are three broad causes people draw from to explain inequality: 1) individualistic explanations that blame the poor specifically for their own poverty, 2) structural explanations that reference social and economic factors outside of individual control, and 3) fatalistic explanations (bad luck, illness, and other chance occurrences) (1975).  Through survey research, Feagin discovered that half of his respondents cited individual characteristics such as “lack of thrift” or “laziness” as explanations for poverty, while only one third of those surveyed referenced structural barriers (Feagin 1975).  Feagin’s results clearly indicated a decided bias of the general American public towards the functionalist view, justified by citing individual factors as the main contributors to inequality. 	
Another sociological effort to examine prevailing perceptions towards the poor was the creation of The General Social Survey (GSS) in 1972. The GSS consists of questions designed to “monitor and explain trends and constants in attitudes, behaviors, and attributes”(About GSS).  The 1986 GSS results have been extremely useful for sociologists in examining perceptions of economic inequality.  The 1986 General Social Survey, in particular, included 7 vignettes that measure perceptions towards the poor (Will 1993).  These vignettes are short descriptions of situations that consist of specific attributes and characteristics (Will 1993).  Each vignette consists of dimensions (number of children, marital status, work status of family head, and income) and levels, which are randomly combined for the survey participants.  This approach allows the ability to examine the effect of individual vignette characteristics on respondent generosity.  By manipulating by changing dependent variables to ascertain whether people respond differently to the poor based on perceptions of “deservedness” (Will 1993).  The 1986 GSS additionally included a factorial survey component to help sort survey responses to these vignettes.  Several sociologists have used GSS survey responses to study the relationship between religion and views toward the poor  (Kluegel and Smith 1986, Will 1993, Pyle 1993, Will and Cochran 1995, Regnerus, Sikkink, and Smith 1998, Clydesdale 1999, Robinson 2009).
Many sociologists have used the data made available through the GSS to conceptualize how Americans tangibly react to inequality.  One study that exemplified the practical application/analysis of these two abstract theories was done by Jeffrey Will (1993).  Will closely examine the 1986 GSS vignettes to explore public perceptions of the poor and whether generosity hinges on perceptions of deservedness, finding two main patterns.  Will found that the overwhelming majority of respondents believe there is a floor beneath which no family should fall  (about twice the amount provided by the government) (1993).  This finding indicates that most people believe in a limit to inequality, at least on the lower bound.  However, people’s generosity was clearly varied depending on perceived deservedness of the vignette family.  For example, Will found a distinct increase in generosity for three extra personal characteristics; an increased number of children, presence of disabled father, and unemployed fathers who were actively searching for work (Will 1993).  In contrast, when the father or mother is unemployed and not looking for work, they are severely punished. Will’s findings highlight the manifestation of these theoretical perspectives in individual’s decisions regarding government generosity.  
As research and discourse have continued to grow surrounding the prevalence of economic inequality in America, one recent study sought to reevaluate American sentiments towards inequality due to surfacing research that suggested a shift from the dominant ideology.  Robinson’s research question explored the presence of a conservative-liberal continuum along which poverty cause attributions lie (2009).  Using data from the 1990 GSS, he discovered that people typically draw from both individualistic and structural factors to explain why some people in America are poor (Robinson 2009).  This supports a shift from a dichotomous relationship between conflict and functionalist points of view in favor of a continuum-based relationship.  Interestingly, Robinson also found continued support that religion is a significant indicator of stances on poverty, showing that religion leads people to favor individual perspective over structural. 
To summarize, the functionalist and conflict perspectives are two oppositional theories that are crucial to understanding how the general American public typically justifies the presence of inequality.  While functionalists view inequality as a just and natural phenomena based directly on actions of the individual, conflict theorists view inequality as a result of structural factors and decidedly unjust.  These two theories are foundational for understanding the climate of general American perceptions toward inequality.  However, these theories do not explain how individuals gravitate towards one side of the conflict/ functional dichotomy or the other.  Individuals have unique experiences, backgrounds, and beliefs that color the way they view and interact with society, therefore leading them to accept a specific viewpoint of inequality.   Culture, societal norms, history, and the evolution of the American economy all factor into individual’s experiences with economic inequality.  The strong western, individualistic, capitalistic culture that exists in America can shape the way individuals perceive inequality, even if it is subconscious.
The notion of a cultural toolkit, posited by Ann Swidler, elaborates on this phenomenon.  A person’s cultural toolkit consists of, “habits, skills, and styles from which people construct strategies of action” (Swidler 1986:273). People are equipped with unique and specific skillsets from which they can utilize to interpret and interact with society.  Additionally, people tend to arrive at value decisions based on what their cultural equipment is well suited for (Swidler 1986).  Therefore, understanding the cultural equipment that individuals possess is fundamental to understanding their value decision.  One of these common tools is religion, consisting of religious beliefs, practices, and traditions.  
Religion, specifically Christianity, is both an individual (seen through events such as prayer and devotional time) and a social phenomenon (seen through church services, fellowship events, and focus groups), making its impact on individuals unique and complex.  Religion provides a symbolic framework through which common ends and values are connected to an imaginary symbolic world, which in turn lends meaning to trials of an individual’s everyday life (Davis and Moore 1944).  The creation of symbolic experiences and values exert a powerful control over human behavior and can act as a guide to sustain institutional structures and conformity (Davis and Moore 1944).  It has even been argued that all people are fundamentally religious because “our life and thought are exercised either in obedience to, or rebellion against, God” (Chilton 1981: 3).  
Second section: Theologians on Inequality 
Therefore, now that we have a general understanding of the sociological perceptions of inequality that are prevalent in American society, the second part of this literature review seeks to examine how religion plays into the broader perceptions of inequality discussed above.  Historically, religion has been regarded largely as a conservative force in regards to inequality (Lenski 1961, Hofstader 1962, Feagin 1975, Hart 1992, Bawer 1997).  Davis and Moore found that the creation of symbolic experiences and values [via religion] exert a powerful control over human behavior, acting as a guide to sustain institutional structures and conformity to the current status quo (1944). This viewpoint contends that Christian religious beliefs work to reduce tolerance towards the poor as well as opposing systematic efforts to reduce inequality due to its conservative nature (Clydesdale 1999).  
Work done by Lenski (1961) and Hofstader (1962) is foundational to the argument that churches act as a conservative force.  During the 1960’s, Hofstader examined the influence of religion in the foundation of America and argued religion acts as an “anti-intellectual force” in regards to inequality by manipulating emotions and viewpoints regarding inequality  (1962).  Similarly, Lenski used a 156 question survey on 656 participants in Detroit regarding the importance of religious belief on viewpoints towards economic, political, and social behavior, and found specifically that White Protestants and Catholics have assimilated to the values of high income jobs, leading to an individualistic, conservative stance (Davis, 1963).  Finally, Richard Pierard’s book The Unequal Yoke: Evangelical Christianity and Political Conservatism describes Christianity and political conservatism as yoked together, adding there is an “unfortunately” close relationship between the two (1970:17).   Pierard argues that after the Civil War, churches became overwhelmed by the issues associated with industrialization as well as contending against other emerging religious worldviews and began to devote more energy inwards.  As Christians began to shrink from the magnitude of social issues, both churches and individuals began to promote individually based social action in order to preserve the current status quo and place the burden of social change on the poor individual (Pierard 1970).   Will and Cochran tested the relationship between conservatism and religious beliefs through careful analysis of the 1986 GSS and found little support for wealth redistribution policies and a strong distaste for welfare among Christians (1995).
Together, tThese sociological studies clearly document re have been several studies that have documented such a correlation between religious beliefs and conservatism relationship between religion and attitudes toward the poor (Lenski 1961, Hofstader 1962, Feagin 1975, Will and Cochran 1995).  However, these results have recently come into question through studies done by Clydesdale (1999), Kluegel and Smith 1986, Hart (1992), and Wuthnow (1994), who examined a positive relationship between conservative religious views and attitudes toward inequality.    In order to tease out the role of religion in impacting viewpoints of inequality, this section will explore major theories and theologians that influence the way people view inequality.   
This section of the literature review seeks initially to raise awareness to the diversity of viewpoints within Christianity in regards to economic inequality, as well as to demonstrate the complex impact of religion, specifically Protestant Christian beliefs, on individual Christian’s views on inequality.   The first section will examine theories that either challenge or reinforce the role of Christianity as a conservative force and then move toward theologians who emphasize the differences that exist among individual religious leaders in regards to a Biblical response to inequality. Although there have been numerous religious pieces written on inequality, this section will focus on three differing perspectives to highlight the complexity and lack of unanimity that exist within Christianity.  It is important to note that each of these three theologians claim to use a literal interpretation of the Bible to justify their viewpoint.  By looking at a mixture of theologies and theologians, the unclear impact of religion (specifically Christianity) will be clearly evident, highlighting the importance and diversity of religious beliefs on viewpoints of inequality. 
Religion as non-conservative force *this is in present tense- is that okay?
Ronald Sider is one religious leader with much to say in regards to the Christian response to inequality.  Author of provocatively titled books “Rich Christians in an Age of Hunger” and “Saving Souls, Serving Society”, Sider views society through the conflict lens, with inequality as a result of structural oppression by the wealthy and uses biblical examples of God’s actions towards the poor to argue for a radical redistribution of wealth (ie. Christian socialism). Sider includes narratives from the book of Exodus, where God liberates his people from captivity, to show that the Lord actively works to rescue the poor (Sider 1984).  Not only does Sider believe the Lord works to rescue the poor, he also argues wealth can only be obtained through oppression of the poor.  Sider draws from Isaiah chapter one, where the Lord declares he will pour out his wrath on Jerusalem because “they do not defend the fatherless, and the widow’s cause does not come to them” (Isaiah 1:23).  Therefore, if the wealthy are guilty of oppressing the poor, whom the Lord works to liberate, then the Lord must favor the poor (Sider 1984).  Sider posits that the rich are opposed to justice because they would have to end their oppression, and therefore, “God actively opposes the rich” (1984:76).   He additionally points out that Jesus himself, in Luke 4, announced, “He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty those who are oppressed” (Luke 4: 18).   
Sider’s interpretation of the Bible and subsequent support for Christian socialism bear resemblance to the conflict theory of inequality within the Christian church.  Sider’s emphasis on economic poverty stemming from oppression by the wealthy clearly denounces the acceptance of individual causes of poverty and instead lays blame on the structural factors of society created largely by the wealthy to maintain inequality. In this case, Sider’s religious faith and literal interpretation of the Bible lead him to believe redistribution of wealth is the Christian response to inequality. Sider critiques the effectiveness of churches in following God’s commands for justice due to the prevalence of wealth in specific denominations, arguing that churches are more concerned with the wealthy and maintaining a similar status quo than mirroring God’s calling to liberate the poor.
One corresponding branch of theology that emerged during the mid twentieth century that similarly challenged the church’s role as a conservative force is liberation theology.  Founded by the Catholic Church, liberation theology stemmed from a discontent with mainstream theology’s, “failure to address questions of justice and refusal to take seriously the faith life of marginalized people” (Gonzalez 2010: 1222).  Liberation theology orients its beliefs around the context of marginalized people and argues that liberation of the poor is absolutely central to Christian life.  In fact, many liberation theologians question the authenticity of theology that does not focus on the oppressed and argue the Bible demands that Christians work toward liberation (Gonzalez 2010).  At it’s core, liberation theology views inequality as a result of structural oppression and argues the Gospel demands a radical, liberating response to inequality.  The application of liberation theology serves to destabilize the common conception of churches as a conservative force by applying religious beliefs as part of a push for liberation. 
An offshoot of this theology that has attracted much notoriety is black liberation theology.  Black Liberation Theology, coined by James Cone, builds on liberation theology by echoing, “Christian theology is a theology of liberation” (2010:1**).   Additionally, Black Liberation Theology argues, “A thrust for liberation is not only consistent with the gospel but is the gospel of Jesus Christ” (Cone 2010:1:**).  This statement highlights an understanding of the Gospel as far from conservative.  In this case, religion is not “the opiate of the masses” or an endorsement of the current system of stratification, but a call for liberation and restructuring of the status quo (Marx 1867).  Even more boldly, Cone declares, “Theology ceases to be a theology of the gospel when it fails to arise out of the community of the oppressed” (2010:1:).  
Arguments for Black Liberation Theology are centered on three main elements of the Bible.  First, this theology focuses on why God elected Israel to be his people, who were an oppressed people.  The second part of Black Liberation Theology focuses on God’s liberation of Israel throughout its history, which highlights God’s concern with poverty and the impoverished.  Finally, black theology examines the life of Jesus on earth (Cone 2010), who reaffirms the theme of liberation when he says, “He [God] has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovering of sight to the blind” (Luke 4:18-19).   Drawing from these three biblical themes, Black Liberation Theology therefore challenges societal structures and reinforces a commandment of Christians to be involved in a radical fight against inequality and the existing structures. 
The emergence of Black Liberation Theology among black churches across America has forced white churches to, possibly for the first time, examine what The Bible and Christianity have to say regarding inequality and African-Americans (Wilmore and Cone 1975).  The general response of white churches and other theological branches has been mixed.   Although there was initial backlash by white theologians who argued theology is concerned with the universal aspect of the Gospel, some began to embrace the importance of understanding the experiences of African-Americans and call for a greater degree of equality.  However, some churches view black liberation as threatening the survival of American democracy (Wilmore and Cone 1975: 138).  
Religion as conservative force 
While Sider’s religious belief and interpretation of the Scriptures lead him to advocate for a complete redistribution of wealth, exemplifying religion as a non-conservative force, David Chilton represents the opposite in his book “Productive Christians in an Age of Guilt Manipulators”, a response written directly to Sider.   Chilton labels Sider’s endorsement of Christian socialism as theft, and therefore unbiblical (1981).  This is important because both leaders are staking a claim that their stance is the correct “biblical” interpretation.  Chilton relies on a literal interpretation of one of the Ten Commandments from the Old Testament that commands, “Do not steal” (Exodus 20:15) Unpacking this further, he adds,  “This is not to suggest that the rich have no responsibility to help the poor, but it does mean that the poor have a responsibility to not steal from the rich” (Chilton, 1981, 35).  The message of this quote is clear- the poor are not entitled to money that belongs to the wealthy.   This statement directly contradicts Sider’s model of Christian socialism, and actually argues that the poor are not entitled to equality.  
Not only does Chilton reject Sider’s biblical interpretation in this regard, he additionally believes a literal interpretation of the Bible calls for a free market economy.  Chilton argues that capitalism is a result of obedience to God’s Word by describing obedience to God as “careful stewardship” and trust in God’s care (Chilton 1981:14).  Rather than approaching wealth with a negative connotation or as a result of oppression like Sider, Chilton views wealth and success as using our talents to glorify God (Chilton 1981:13). Chilton points out that Scripture actually advocates for wealth in Proverbs when it says, “A good man leaves an inheritance to his children”(Proverbs 13:22).  Chilton adds, “The earthly victory of God’s people will come about through diligent work” (37), even continuing to argue God has given people the power to build wealth. In Chilton’s eyes, the goal of success is a “necessary aspect of human action”, and this will produce natural inequality, with complete equality never stated as a Christian ideal (Chilton 1981:13). Therefore, advocating for complete redistribution of wealth would inhibit the productivity of Christians as commanded by the Bible.  
However, Chilton’s strong support for wealth and a free capitalist market does not mean that he ignores the topics of poverty and inequality altogether.  In fact, he contends, that “Ppoverty can- and will- be almost entirely eliminated in this earth.  But that will come about only as men are converted and nations discipled to the obedience of the Christian faith” (Chilton 1981: 173).  Chilton’s main point is not that the church should be ambivalent in regards to poverty, but that productivity of labor and “submitting themselves to Him, working hard, and calling upon Him for blessing” are the main ways for the poor to increase their economic standing (Chilton 1981:173).  In essence, Chilton places the impetus of overcoming poverty on the poor themselves rather than the church.  He argues, “Biblical law commands charity, but only as a stop-gap measure, and never enforced by the state” (174).  Chilton’s argument showcases the individualistic factors discussed in Feagin’s poverty cause attribution model, which typically coincides with a functionalist viewpoint of economic inequality.  In order for poverty to be eliminated in the United States, Chilton’s solution is not to “steal” money away from the wealthy, but instead for the poor to submit themselves to God by working harder and putting their faith in God.	Comment by Ted Mouw: Good paragraph here…how does he believe that this will eliminate poverty…tie it back to the initial discussion of broad theories about inequality.

Add a transition sentence here to the next paragraph.
Chilton’s statement regarding “calling upon God for blessing” highlights a branch of theology that emerged during the same time period as liberation theology, but with an oppositional view of inequality. One branch of theology that grew during the same period as liberation theology, but  view of inequality, is Tthe Prosperity Gospel,.  e Embodied by prominent mega churches and household names like Joel Osteen, the Prosperity Gospel equates material success with a corresponding increase in the level of individual religiosity.  Bowler encapsulates this in Blessed, “Religion and money have never stood more than an arm’s length apart” (2013:8).  In the case of the prosperity gospel, monetary success is an indicator of religiosity.  The prosperity gospel is based on four main tenets; 1) the belief of faith as an “activator” that unlocks spiritual forces and “turns spoken words into reality”, 2 and 3) depicts faith as palpably demonstrated in wealth and health (Bowler 2013:7).  Therefore, measures of religiosity can be seen through an individual’s personal finances and physical well-being.  Fourth, this movement promotes faith as a predictor of victory in life.  In summation, these tenets place the onus on the individual and favor theological conservatism (Bowler 2013).  By viewing the Bible as a means to achieve monetary success, an individual lack of wealth can be justified due to that person’s lack of faith.  Therefore, it is not the responsibility of the church to fight inequality, but the responsibility of the individual to trust more in God and be more religious.   The prosperity gospel is a clear example of how religious belief can lead to the justification of inequality and emphasis on individualistic causes of poverty, often de-emphasizing the New Testament and Jesus’s clear focus on caring for the poor. 	Comment by Ted Mouw: Good paragraph as well.  How do they respond to New Testament passages about Jesus’ kindness to the poor?
Religion as Supporter of Justice 
While the previous two theologians use interpretation of Scripture to make arguments for specific forms of government as the “Biblical” response to economic inequality, leading either to support for eradication of inequality altogether (Sider) or an acceptance of inequality with the burden of responsibility resting on the poor to gain wealth (Chilton), the final theologian deviates from these two governmental- based responses to inequality.  T
im Keller, a prominent pastor in New York, in his book Generous Justice, challenges the conflict- functionalism dichotomy altogether, citing both structural and individual causes of poverty (Keller 2010).  Keller neither calls for either complete redistribution of income nor an acceptance of current levels of stratification.   Instead, Keller proposes, “what the Bible says about social justice cannot be tied to any one political system or economic policy”, and bases his argument on the deliberate use of the word justice (misphat) in the Bible when discussing care for the poor (2010:32).  Therefore, the central belief of his book rests on the literal interpretation of Scripture regarding justice, which connotes a direct requirement from God to serve the poor.  	Comment by Ted Mouw: Good…I really like this discussion of Keller.  
In order to emphasize the duty of Christians to care for the poor, Keller discusses four Old Testament laws that were created to limit inequality; release, gleaning, tithing, and the Year of Jubilee.  The release law stipulated that every seven years all debt was to be cancelled, which aimed to remove the presence of debilitating, long-term debt.  Similarly, the Year of Jubilee also occurred every fifty years and not only were debts cancelled, but slaves were freed and land was given back to original owners.  While the release law and Year of Jubilee dealt with limiting generational poverty, gleaning required landowners to leave specific parts of their harvest behind in order to find those in need.  Finally, tithing laws required 1/10 of the Israelite’s annual income to be used for common needs.  Essentially, Keller looks at the specific Old Testament laws , and the specific language (misphat) used in the Bible to refer to justice as evidence that inequality will always exist, but that Christians are called to “do justice” and work to lessen economic inequalities (2010:3).   
	Keller additionally deals with the structural versus individual poverty cause attribution and finds biblical evidence for both.  He cites three main causes of poverty explicitly described in the Bible- oppression, calamity, and moral failure (Keller 2010:33).  But the radical aspect of Keller’s argument is that the causes of poverty, whether structural or individual, are irrelevant.  Christians are not to be concerned with differentiating between the poor and undeserving poor because God’s justice is an all-encompassing response to the grace of God, which “should make you just” (Keller 2010:94).  Furthermore, he argues using Psalm 24 that everything belongs the Lord.  Therefore, even the wealthy have a duty to fight inequality because their resources are a result of God’s glory.  Grace is the key  (Keller 2010).   
 The central argument of this book argues for the use of the word “justice” in the Bible to portray that Christians are commanded by God to provide for the poor.  However, it is important to note that Keller is not calling for complete equality. While Christians are not explicitly called to achieve completely inequality, they are required by Biblical justice to meet the needs of others in the community.  Keller recognizes that inequality is an inevitable part of society due to sin and depravity and emphasizes that the Bible does not command for compete inequality or redistribution of wealth.   However, Keller quotes Deuteronomy 15:4 which says, “There shall be no poor among you”.  Therefore, he argues there is a direct call in the Bible for Christians to be actively pursuing justice and fighting poverty.  Additionally, he believes that the closer the relationship someone has with God, the more they will be concerned for the poor.  He explicitly argues,  “to the degree that the gospel shapes your self-image, you will identify with those in need” (Keller 2010:102). 
By examining three prominent theories and Christian leaders’ responses to inequality, the variation and discrepancies that exist among Christians are remarkably evident.  Sider draws from Old Testament prophets to show that God favors the poor, identifies with the poor, and calls for the redistribution of wealth.  Chilton points to Proverbs as a Biblically based argument support for a capitalistic, conservative economy where God encourages wealth.  Keller deviates from the functionalist versus conflict debate altogether and argues that grace compels Christians to pursue justice regardless of the deservedness of the poor.  Although Chilton and Keller both advocate for Christian involvement in regards to inequality, the difference between the two viewpoints lies in where they place the burden of responsibility and entitlement to wealth.  In Keller’s perspective, wealth is given by God in order to pursue justice (misphat) for all people.  It is not something that ultimately belongs to you or something earned.  However, Chilton argues that wealth is a result of hard work, and the poor are responsible for working hard and learning how to create wealth versus “stealing” it from people who are already wealthy.  The point of emphasis, from Keller’s point of view, should go beyond economic systems to examine the grace and love that are specific to the Bible (Keller 2010). 	Comment by Ted Mouw: Chilton isn’t making a functionalist argument for inequality, though…isn’t it a religious argument?	Comment by Ted Mouw: What would Chilton say to Keller and vice-versus?
Each of these three theologians introduces a nuanced and complex impact of Christian religious beliefs on viewpoints of economic inequality that do not exist on a simple ideological spectrum.  Keller, Sider, and Chilton all draw from the Bible to support varying responses to economic inequality that do not automatically conform to the stereotypical conservative response associated with Christianity.  While theology itself exists in a vacuum, the application of theological beliefs towards social phenomena such as inequality, does not.  Therefore, it is necessary to move beyond the philosophical stances of these three exemplary theologians to examine how these beliefs are embodied and applied by individual Americans.  	Comment by Ted Mouw: Can you make the connection between the previous section on Sider, Chilton and Keller and the next section clearer?  Perhaps the next section should focus on existing evidence about Christians’ views towards inequality?  
Section 3: Sociological Examination of Christianity and Generosity 
Much of the existing evidence examining the relationship between Christianity and viewpoints of economic inequality has focused on measuring levels of generosity towards the poor via demographic factors (Wuthnow 1994, Pyle 1993, Regnerus, Sikkink, and Smith 1998, Clydesdale 1999, Will and Cochran 1995).  Many sociologists have chosen to use GSS data, which measures survey data in order to examine viewpoints of economic inequality and can be crossed with religious affiliation and identity. It is clear that demographic characteristics, such as race, gender, political affiliation, levels of educational attainment, and socioeconomic status all play a part in how we view and interpret the world around us (Swidler 1986).  In many of the following studies, the sociologists examine measures of generosity tested in the 1986 GSS vignette study (Wuthnow 1994, Pyle 1993, Regnerus, Skikkink, and Smith 1998, Clydesdale 1999, Will and Cochran 1995).  It is important to note here that these sociologists use the allocated measure of generosity given by Christian respondents as a representation of their attitudes and perspectives towards the poor.  
Race

	Out of all of the variables examined by sociologists, the findings regarding the effect of race on Christian perspectives of inequality have been, by far, the most unanimous and ubiquitous.  Black churches and denominations are much more likely to report high levels of generosity towards the poor, belief in structural causes of poverty, see inequality through the lens of the conflict perspective, and advocate for greater government support for the poor (Wuthnow 1994, Clydesdale 1999, Will and Cochran 1995, Regnerus, Sikkink, and Smith 1998).   In fact, African Americans are the only respondents significantly less likely to buy into the dominant ideology of inequality as legitimate, and were, on average, forty-five dollars more generous towards the vignettes families in the 1986 GSS (Kluegel and Smith 1985, Will and Cochran 1995).  Kluegel and Smith even attribute the prominence of debates about inequality to the “demands for civil rights and equal opportunities by blacks” (1985:3).   Therefore, incorporating the viewpoints of minority churches is essential to provide a comprehensive view on churches’ responses to inequality.    
Educational Attainment 
Educational attainment has been touted by many as having an influential “liberalizing effect” on an individual’s worldview, resulting in more favorable and generous views toward the poor.  Several studies have found a slight positive correlation between levels of educational attainment and generosity towards the poor (Will and Cochran 1995, Regnerus, Sikkink, and Smith 1998).  In fact, Will and Cochran found “strong increases” in generosity correlated with increased educational attainment that equated to roughly $1.46 per week more generous (Will and Cochran 1995).  
However, this assumption fails to consider that high levels of educational attainment require a great deal of time, energy, and commitment.  Although certain individuals are certainly predisposed to be successful through familial wealth and connections, those who have received higher degrees of education often attribute their success to their own personal merit and hard work.  Therefore, it is entirely possible that higher education, instead of leading to greater generosity towards the poor, fosters the sentiment that anyone who works hard can achieve success (Edgell 2007).  In fact, Clydesdale found that “college-educated Americans were (on 2 indicators) less favorable towards government efforts to eradicate poverty than non graduates” (Clydesdale 1999:113).  Kluegel and Smith additionally document an inverse relationship between higher education and support for the poor (1985).  Seventy-two percent of their respondents saw themselves having the opportunity to make the most of their lives (Kluegel and Smith 1985).   This survey response reinforces that education may not be a liberalizing force after all.  
The impact of educational attainment is important when examining the composition of churches themselves.  Historically, certain denominations have occupied the upper stratum of society, with high degrees of wealth, socioeconomic status, and advanced educational attainment.  These denominations, Presbyterians, Congregationalists, and Episcopalians occupied the top of the hierarchy in much of colonial America, accruing wealth and resources over time via intergenerational transmission of wealth within the church (Pyle 1993).  This phenomena was described as religious stratification by Pyle, which is, “The institutionalized use of religious adherence as a factor in the struggle for access to social, economic, and political resources (Pyle 1993: 7).   In this case, religion itself serves as a tool for stratification.  Some sociologists have used these denominational differences in education as a tool to explain the diversity of Christian responses to economic inequality.  However, sociological attempts to explain Christian differences in their responses to inequality have produced varied results and seem to paint an uncertain picture of the importance of educational attainment on impacting Christian views of inequality.   Therefore, studying solely demographic factors such as educational attainment is inconclusive for explaining religious responses to inequality- there must be something more going on. 
Political Beliefs

	One of the most common ways sociologists have sought to explore the relationship between Christians and their responses to inequality is through examining political affiliation and generosity towards the poor. There has been a long-standing conception of conservative Christianity as correlated with low tolerance and generosity towards the poor (Clydesdale 1999) with substantial scientific support.  One study by Will and Cochran examined how religiosity alters or fits into the patterns of inequality perceptions discussed above. Measuring religiosity as attendance at religious services and the salience of religious identity, Will and Cochran studied the association between religiosity and generosity via the 1986 GSS, controlling for age, education, race, gender, and household income.  They found that liberal Protestants were significantly more likely to report higher levels of generosity, but generosity for individual vignettes varied by each denomination (for example conservative protestants seemed to be more concerned with situation of the mother) (Will and Cochran 1995). 
	However, there have been several studies performed since that failed to reproduce the same results.  In fact, a case can be made that conservative Christians actually respond more generously and favorably towards the poor than moderate or liberal Protestant Christians (Wuthnow 1994, Pyle 1993, Hart 1992, Clydesdale 1999, Regnerus, Sikkink, and Smith 1998).  Clydesdale examined four National Election Study variables regarding political affiliation and perceptions of the poor among Christians and concluded that conservative Christianity heightens and intensifies care for the poor (1999).  The four variables he examined measured responses to government spending, reducing inequality, improving living standards for all, and whether the government should be responsible for ensuring everyone has a job and decent standard of living (Clydesdale 1999).  The logistic regression highlighted that Biblical conservatism was not significant in itself, but merely a means of expression of one’s race, gender, education, etc. 
	These results have been bolstered through several additional sociological studies.  Wuthnow reinforced Clydesdale’s findings by completing a bivariate approach incorporating 175 qualitative interviews in addition to quantitative survey data, discovering religious conservatives were more liberal on economic issues (1994).   Additionally, Regnerus et al. remarked upon “not only an absence of anti-poor sentiments” among politically conservative Christians, but also significant “pro-poor” giving habits (1998: 490).  Pyle used the GSS to measure support for government assistance to find biblical literalism/conservatism as a promoter of a “pro-spending orientation” (1993: 397).  Essentially, these studies begin to question the common conception that conservatism among Christians leads to conservative politics regarding government care for the poor.  
Conclusion 
	The literature review began with sociological theories regarding common justifications of economic inequality.   Then, we transitioned to examining variation in prominent Christian leaders’ responses to inequality and finally sociological attempts to unpack the impact of religion on these perspectives using demographic characteristics such as race, levels of educational attainment, and political affiliation.   Although the work done by Regnerus, Sikkink, and Smith (1998), Clydesdale (1999), Pyle (1993), Wuthnow (1994), and others are important for understanding Christian perceptions of inequality, they are limited due to their methodology.  Their heavy dependence on the GSS, which asks Christians to denote generosity through vignettes of how generous the government should be to certain hypothetical poor families as the basis for their research, conflates political ideology and generosity.  These studies rely heavily on opinions of how generous the government should be instead of focusing on individual generosity towards the poor.  Framing the methods around opinions of what the government should do focuses more on the political aspect than measuring truly how their religious beliefs affect their generosity toward the poor. Unfortunately, there is relatively little literature that exists regarding the impact of religious beliefs on actual perceptions of inequality.	Comment by Ted Mouw: Good discussion here.
	
	A sociological study that works toward understanding the complexity and diversity of the impact of Christianity on viewpoints of inequality can be helpful in trying to understanding Americans overall because of religion’s influence in American society.   Sociological studies are important for exploring why different theological responses to inequality matter. Therefore, in order to more closely examine solely how religious beliefs (specifically within Christian denominations) affect the way people view inequality, I conducted 10 in depth, semi-structured interviews with pastors in the Chapel Hill/Durham area.  Interviewing pastors directly and inquiring what the Christian response to inequality should be allowed for the opportunity to examine the direct effect of their religious beliefs on the way they interpret inequality.  In essence, my study will incorporate sociological methodology in order to understand how Christianity theology impacts views on inequality and second, why understanding this is important.  These issues have been condensed into two specific research questions; 
	 
1) What is the impact of Christian religious beliefs on viewpoints of economic inequality? 
2) Do these views support or challenge the notion of Christianity as a conservative force in regards to inequality?
Methods

	This study consists of 10 semi-structured, in depth interviews conducted with pastors in the Chapel Hill/Durham area.  However, one Roman Catholic Church was added due to their strong historical presence surrounding discussions of social justice. The pastors were chosen as representations of their churches, and every effort was made to choose a representative and diverse sample of Protestant churches in the area.  Participants were then sent an email regarding the purpose of this project and voluntarily agreed to interviews at their church location or location of their preference.  The initial sample began with five prominent churches in the area, each with a different denominational background.  At the end of each interview, each participant was asked for suggestions on other pastors in the area that would have contrasting/interesting responses to the topic of inequality.  This purposive sampling method proved to have a high response rate, with every pastor but one agreeing to take part in the interview. 
	The interviews themselves lasted for 45 minutes, with an interview guide consisting of 13 questions that covered religious background, church demographics, questions about the origins/presence of economic inequality, and questions regarding the impact of their faith on the way they look at and respond to inequality (see Appendix 1 for interview guide). The questions about demographics of the church provided a reference to explore whether trends exist between level of conservatism in responses and the demographic characteristics of the churches.  I chose to employ a semi-structured interview style in order to allow for more natural flow during the conversation and an ability to follow up on specific comments.   Additionally, since inequality and religion are each complex and broad aspects of society, a simple survey or questionnaire would not have allowed the desired response depth.  This project was designed primarily to explore the impact of Protestant Christian beliefs on the way people approach economic inequality and whether this tends to result in a conservative mindset.  Therefore, an interview approach allowed for the greatest depth of responses while the semi-structured nature allowed for more natural conversational flow and freedom to explore responses to a deeper extent.  
	Each interview was transcribed using an online transcription service and coded via ATLAS ti.  The interview responses were coded using a list of preset codes (some were added when I read over the text and noticed common themes and phrases) in order to discover specific trends, patterns, and themes throughout the interviews. Additionally, I went through each interview multiple times and pulled specific quotations that embodied the impact of religious beliefs on viewpoints of economic inequality.   One of the most powerful advantages of conducting semi-structured interviews is the ability to apply direct quotes
	The grounded theory model of coding utilizes the opposite of a traditional social science qualitative research.  Instead of operating from a set of existing codes and frameworks, the grounded theory allows for concepts to emerge naturally through the eye of the researcher.  Using the grounded theory, I incorporated substantive coding by reading the interviews and coding as patterns and phrases emerged naturally from the data.  After the responses were coded, the codes were organized into core concepts and themes based on similarities among codes (Bryant 2007).  This method of coding is beneficial for allowing the data to speak for itself through the emergence of natural codes instead of viewing the data through preconceived structures.  Careful line-by-line open coding illuminated the following codes: 	Comment by Ted Mouw: Good…this is interesting.
	RLJ
	Referenced Life of Jesus

	IOS
	Importance of Scripture

	SAF
	Scripture as Foundational 

	SC
	Support Capitalism

	CC
	Critique Capitalism

	SS
	Support Socialism

	CS
	Critique Socialism

	RJ
	Referenced Justice

	RG
	Referenced Generosity

	A2NS
	Acts 2 Not Socialistic

	A2S
	Acts 2 Socialistic

	CRI
	Christian Response to Inequality

	SPCA
	Structural Poverty Cause Attribution

	IPCA
	Individual Poverty Cause Attribution

	RR
	Referenced Race

	REE
	Referenced Educational Attainment

	DEG
	De-emphasized Government System

	LS
	Lean Towards Sider

	LC
	Lean Towards Chilton

	RT
	Reference Transformation of Individuals

	L4
	Luke 4

	DC
	Diverse Church Demographics

	NDC
	Nondiverse Church Demographics

	BAI
	Bible as Inherent

	CR
	Conservative Response

	NCR
	Non-conservative Response

	CSC
	Christians Specifically Called



	These codes were then arranged into core concepts, which form the basis of the themes and implications in the following sections. 

Results
	Do religious beliefs, specifically Christianity, impact the way individuals view economic inequality in a way that supports the common conception of churches as a conservative force?  The interview process sought to examine two main questions; 1) What is the impact of Protestant Christian beliefs on viewpoints of economic inequality?  2) Does religious belief act as a conservative force or challenge the common conception as a conservative force in regards to inequality?    A careful qualitative analysis, coding for 30 specific variables using the grounded model theory as well as pulling out specific quotations, provided several unique insights regarding the importance of religious beliefs in impacting viewpoints of economic inequality.  The interview responses overwhelmingly displayed religious beliefs as fundamentally impacting the way the interviewees perceive and justify the presence of economic inequality in American society.  However, the role of religion in these cases does not merely affirm the current class structure or cling to conservative notions nor does it appear to be a homogenous force.  In fact, the interview results overwhelming and virtually unanimously challenge the common conception of religion as a conservative force through the manifestation of four specific themes.  

	 The first main theme that manifested itself was the importance of Scripture as the foundational lens through which Christians approach economic inequality.  The other themes build off of this main premise, making it necessary to discuss first.  Although a belief in the Bible seems to be an obvious part of Christianity, the respondents indicated that Biblical teachings and laws regarding economic inequality fundamentally impacted the way the interviewees themselves approached economic inequality.  The second theme that emerged was the resounding consensus that Christians are specifically called to fight economic inequality.  These results indicate that Christianity, instead of justifying the current level of stratification, actually spurs the interviewees to pursue equality and justice.  Additionally, there exists within respondents a strong emphasis on the heart of God as radically generous and preferential towards the poor, which leads to an embodiment of those same characteristics.  Finally, there was a general de-emphasis of governmental systems, even capitalism.  The common themes emerging from my interview responses point towards the use of Scripture and emphasis on modeling the heart of God as core tenets of Christian faith that lead to a radical rhetoric in regards to economic inequality.  The following sections will elaborate on these themes as well as discussing their implications, specifically in how those implications interact with prior sociological findings.  
	However, even in the midst of these common themes, there exist smaller paradoxes and nuances, so we must be careful not to overgeneralize and report complete unity in regards to the impact of religious beliefs on viewpoints of economic inequality.  It is important to remember that although clear thematic similarities exist across denominations and demographics, the complexity of the responses call for special attention to nuances and paradoxes found within.    Table one is an attempt to condense the interviewee’s responses in a comparative manner, allowing for direct comparison between pastors and denominations.  
Table 1: Respondent Demographic Characteristics
	Pastor

	Denomination

	Demographic Characteristics of congregation


	Reverend Jacob


	CME


	Age: typically 50-70 years old
Educational attainment: varied, high school or college educated
Size: around 200 members
Race: 90 percent African American
Socioeconomic status: predominantly middle class 


	Jackson
	Nondenominational
	Age: mainly 30-40 age range 
Educational Attainment: college education or beyond
Size: 50-60 members 
Race: mainly white, some Asian Americans
Socioeconomic status: upper class


	Adam
	Vineyard
	Age: mainly young families
Educational Attainment: college education or beyond
Size: around 100 members
Race: 72 percent white, some Asian, Cuban, and African Americans
Socioeconomic status: middle to upper class


	Paul
	Presbyterian
	Age: varied
Educational Attainment: college education or beyond
Size:200 members
Race: 90 percent white, some Asian and African American
Socioeconomic status: middle to upper class


	Olivia
	Episcopalian
	Age: Mainly middle age 
Educational Attainment: masters, doctorates common 
Size: several hundred members
Race: all white
Socioeconomic status: upper class



	Ethan
	Wesleyan 
	Age: varied
Educational Attainment: varied, several uneducated (50 percent homeless)
Size: around 100 people
Race: varied, high level of blacks and white
Socioeconomic status: lower to middle 

	Luke
	Presbyterian
	Age: mainly 30-40 year range 
Educational Attainment: 30 percent have PHD’s 
Size: 50-60 members
Race: mainly white, several Asian Americans
Socioeconomic status: middle class


	Chris
	Nondenominational
	Age: mainly 30-50 years of age
Educational Attainment: mainly college educated
Size: 50 people
Race: mainly white 
Socioeconomic status: Middle Class


	Father Noah
	Roman Catholic
	Age: diverse age range
Educational Attainment: college educated or beyond
Size: 600 families 
Race: mainly white, some Asian, Black, and Hispanics
Socioeconomic status: varied, generally middle class

	Matthew
	Baptist
	Age: 70 percent college students
Educational Attainment: only 5 percent non college educated
Size: 1000 people 
Race: 90 percent white
Socioeconomic status: middle to upper class



***insert table once I make it 
Christian Response to Inequality

“Being a disciple and a Christian is inextricably linked to the character or learning the character of Jesus. And to know the character of Jesus Christ is to know God.  And to know God is to know his heart and by the process of sanctification and growing in the faith to take on Gods heart… so the Christian response to economic inequality should have everything to do with God’s perspective of this matter”- Reverend Jacob 

	The main question used to encapsulate how the interviewees’ religious beliefs impacted their view of economic inequality was “What should the Christian response to economic inequality be?” This question allowed for an open-ended response where the interviewees were forced to articulate their own beliefs on the response to economic inequality.  The Christian response to inequality across the board typically consisted of four main themes; the notion that Christians are specifically called to engage with inequality, the quintessential importance of Scripture when examining issues of inequality, the necessity of modeling yourself after the heart of God- a repeated theme, as well as a de-emphasis of capitalism and other governmental structures.  Interestingly, these themes seem to build off one another and overlap in a connective fashion.  A strong belief in the foundational importance of Scripture seems to be connected with an increase in individual references to the heart of God as well as an increased certainty that Christians are specifically called to engage with economic inequality.  Scripture, in this case, acts as the central force that impacts the way Christians fundamentally view inequality.  In fact, each of my interview responses reported a belief that the Bible is the inerrant word of God, meaning they hold the Bible to be God breathed and the supreme authority for Christian life.
Model of themes: Scripture is the foundation for how Christians approach inequality   Christians are specifically called  knowledge of Scripture leads to the heart of God  the Heart of God is radically generous  therefore Christians are generous

 Theme 1: Importance of Scripture in shaping Christian viewpoints of inequality 

“If someone really understands the Gospel they will be generous in eye popping proportions.  If someone knew about the giving of a Christian, it ought to be incredible just how generous Christians are”- Luke 

	One common theme that developed through virtually every interview is the importance and centrality of Scripture.  The majority of respondents specifically mentioned a deeper understanding of the Scriptures as foundational to approaching and discussing inequality.  This finding is extremely important as it highlights a direct connection between religion and viewpoints of inequality.  Several pastors described using Scripture as a foundational, guiding framework that they use to approach the issue of inequality.  Therefore, religion is an extremely important variable to consider when looking at perspectives on inequality.  For instance, Jackson mentioned that his nondenominational church, when looking at issues of inequality, used the framework of, “What does Scripture say and call Christians to address in regards to inequality?”  This quote exemplifies the quintessential role of the Bible in shaping viewpoints of economic inequality. 
	This sentiment held true across denominations, without exception.  It is important to mention here that every pastor interviewed believed the Bible to be the inherent Word of God, making it the supreme authority for his or her religious beliefs.  Father Noah, from a Roman Catholic Parish, described how the Roman Catholic Church uses a, “see, judge and act” approach to inequality based on an understanding of the Bible.   All four of the nondenominational pastors additionally emphasized the importance of grounding perceptions of inequality on Scripture.  Ethan, a pastor of a small Wesleyan church, argued, “If I am reading the Gospel and being transformed by the Gospels then it will force me to a heart of justice.”  Adam, a nondenominational pastor, argued the initial aspect in a Christian’s response to inequality would be, “on a heart level, to genuinely read the Scriptures, search them, and allow the Holy Spirit to change their hearts to be more in line with the heart of God.” 
	The respondents did not approach these issues from a racial lens, an educational lens, or a political lens, but instead used Scripture as the foundation for their worldview, thought processes, and actions.  One of the Baptist pastors put it this way; “If you view inequality through your race, so your race is the primary filter through which you look at everything, that will inform your decision about what you do and what you approve of or not…So I think Christians should not elevate those things ahead of Scripture”.  In essence, “A clear view of the gospel should inform the rest of those things, not the other way around.” The firm belief in the importance of Scripture is generally unsurprising, but not insignificant.  In fact, all three of the theologians discussed in the literature review (Sider, Chilton, and Keller) rely heavily on reading and understanding the Bible and apply that to the way they look at inequality. 
Theme 2: Christians are specifically called 

“The reason we care for the poor is not the same reason other people do, we are coming from the angle that every single person is created by God and that is the driving force”- Chris

	The next theme echoed across the pastors was the belief that Christians are specifically called to fight economic inequality.  Not one single pastor indicated zero responsibility for the church in regards to economic inequality.  Not one single pastorFurthermore, no one mentioned solely individualistic factors and justified a lack of church involvement by placing the burden of escaping economic inequality on the individual.  In fact, every single respondent, even if they varied on the level of church involvement or importance of church involvement, clearly expressed the belief that Christians are specifically called to fight inequality.  In fact, Tthree of the churches interviewed had drafted written responses, statements of belief in regards to their church’s stances on topics such as social justice, inequality, and mercy.  Interestingly enough, these three respondents were all from separate denominations (one Episcopalian, one Presbyterian, and one Catholic), highlighting a Christian concern for inequality that transcends denominations. 	Comment by Ted Mouw: Repeated phrase
 The respondent’s beliefs that Christians are specifically called to fight inequality were explicitly stated throughout the interviews.  Chris emphatically argued, “Absolutely Christians should be different because as our hearts are transformed by his love, I do think that makes a difference.”  Adam described caring for inequality as, “Not an add on to your faith, not an optional thing”.  Reverend Jacob went a step further and mentioned that Jesus actually commanded Christians to fight inequality.  The Episcopalian and Catholic respondents additionally voiced the unanimous agreement that Christians are specifically called, although not uniquely.  These two respondents highlighted a slight deviation from the other respondents, who viewed Christians as uniquely called.  Adam typified this response when he explained, “The reason we care for the poor is not the same reason other people do- hey we are all children of God and if I am a child of God then I should be reflecting that [care for the poor]”.  In essence, although each respondent agreed in a general sense that Christians are specifically called to respond to inequality, there were smaller variations in whether the Christian response to inequality should be distinctive.  
Another nuance that existed within this response to whether Christians are specifically called to deal with inequality was how they are called to respond.  While all of the respondents believed that Christians are specifically called to deal with inequality, there were some variations in regards to how they are called to respond to inequality. One interesting finding that reinforced this concept of Christian responsibility towards inequality was the use of the word “justice”, to indicate a necessitated, action driven response to inequality. Not only are Christians specifically called; it is a just response that stems from their faith. One pastor, Ethan from the Wesleyan church, in particular emphasized the word justice, indicating, “justice is a central part of the heart of God.. and is not something we pursue just for justice’s sake- it is something we are driven to because of the heart of God”.  An emphasis on justice directly coincides with the work done by Keller, whose (check this) central argument is that justice (misphat) is not a suggestion, but a command for justice in the Bible. 
Additional respondents who aligned with this framework demanding justice were Father Noah, of the Roman Catholic Parish and Reverend Jacob (CME). In fact, the Catholic Church has a set of published collections of social teachings centered on social justice.  Father Noah referred to them as, “Biblically founded principles about the way in which humans are supposed to love people on the earth”.  This statement not only points out the intentionality of the Catholic church in regards to their duty to “do justice”, but also emphasizes the importance of Scripture and the concept of love.  Reverend Jacob began his interview directly challenging the presence of inequality, saying, “I do not believe that God is ever okay with inequality”.  He then proceeds to describe apathy or indifference towards the poor as “antithetical” to the God’s heart because God actually commanded Christians to have a responsibility towards fighting inequality.  These two pastors are unique in their marked absence of using the phrase generosity.  Instead, they frame much of their responses around conceptions of justice and commandments, which was a distinct shift from the next group of respondents.   
While these four respondents indicated a necessary, imperative, tangible response to fighting inequality, other pastors indicated a more charitable, voluntary approach centered on generosity that should not be legislated by the church or the government.  Luke, pastor of a small Presbyterian church, even though he sided with Sider and advocated for a response to inequality where Christians should give 90 percent of their wealth away, he qualified that he did not believe the Bible mandated giving.  Rather, giving should come from the heart of the individual.  Chris similarly described the role of the church as “sharing with people as they have need”, but not as an imperative, direct command.   
Theme 3: Emphasis on the heart of God and an embodiment of God’s heart for the poor. 
	 “Justice is a central part of the heart of God, we see it flow all the way through Scripture. Justice isn’t something we pursue just for justice’s sake. Its something were driven to because of the heart of God, it comes from the heart of God.  Only the heart of Jesus.”  - Ethan

	The third finding manifested across all denominations and virtually all respondents was an emphasis on the heart of God.  In this case, the respondents are using the heart of God to refer to his response to economic inequality through analysis of the character of God and laws present in the Bible.  Over ¾ of the respondents specifically mentioned the heart of God as a crucial element of the Christian response to inequality.  This finding was one of the most surprising results from the interviews.  Initially, I had not anticipated such a strong deviation from discussions of societal structures and external forces, such as discussions of governmental systems, debates regarding structuralism versus individualism, and laws found in the Bible regarding inequality.  I generally believed that religious beliefs tended to spur action due to a sense of obligation and obedience to laws.  However, even though I never referenced the heart of God in the interview questions, the majority not only brought it up themselves, but subsequently framed most of their discussion about inequality around that concept.  Their emphasis on the heart of God and adapting that heart posture via a deeper understanding of Scripture shows yet another way that the Bible directly influences the Christian’s response to inequality.	Comment by Ted Mouw: Define what they mean by this.
	The first step in understanding the significance of the emphasis on the heart of God is to understand how they categorize the heart of God.  The heart of God was overwhelmingly characterized as generous, preferential towards the poor, and radical through a careful study of Old Testament laws and the life of Jesus (Again we see the fundamental importance of Scripture in impacting viewpoints of inequality).  Additionally, not only do the interviewees emphasize the heart of God, they also emphasize the importance of adopting the heart of God in regards to economic inequality.  Therefore, religious beliefs impact the way people look at inequality because it shifts the focus from how an individual perceives poverty (structural or individualistic) to an embodiment of God’s generous heart for the poor.  
 A focus on the heart of God

	Across denominations, the heart of God was heavily discussed and painted in a similar light.  Father Noah, the catholic priest, echoed Sider in arguing “There is a special place in God’s heart for people who are oppressed and people who are marginalized”.  He continues by adding, “Jesus and the churches have long said that God has a preferential option for the poor”.  One pastor from a small nondenominational church plant described the heart of the Father as “giving lavishly”.  God’s heart is additionally described as “genuinely sacrificial and generous” by another nondenominational respondent. Additional descriptors of God’s hearts mentioned throughout the interviews were, “compassionate”, “loving”, “liberating”, “providing”, “protecting”, “radical”, “merciful”, and “generous.” 
	These characterizations of the heart of God were drawn from two primary sources: examples of Jesus’ life and ministry as well as incorporating specific Old Testament laws dictated by God.   The life of Jesus was incorporated into every interview in some capacity, although respondents varied in which aspects of Jesus’ life they focused on.  Two pastors (Ethan and Chris) specifically referenced Luke 4 as a quintessential way to understand the mission of Jesus (which is tied to the heart of God).  Luke 4 describes when Jesus began his ministry.  Luke 4:18 says, “The sovereign Lord has come to you to preach good news to the poor, to proclaim release for the captives, sight for the blind”.  Ethan understood this passage to show how the poor is foundational to his ministry and the “framework for everything else that he does”.  Therefore, the reference to this passage highlights how they viewed the poor as central to the message and mission of Jesus.   Another aspect of the life of Jesus that highlights the heart of God is Jesus’ interaction with the widow of Nain and his mother Mary.  Father Noah explained that in that time period widows were essentially completely marginalized and destitute.  However, Jesus did something radical and raised the widow of Nain’s son from the dead, giving her “new life”.  When Jesus was dying on the cross, he specifically gave John the responsibility of caring for his mother after his death.  Jesus’ actions in regards to these widows highlight the compassion and care that God has for the poor as well as how he radically defied societal norms and expectations.  
	Outside of the life of Jesus, many respondents referenced specific laws ordained by God in the Old Testament in regards to inequality.  Olivia, Adam, Paul, and Ethan specifically mentioned the Year of Jubilee, the concept of tithing, and gleaning laws in order to demonstrate God’s heart for the poor.  Their responses delineate a clear tie to Keller’s Generous Justice, in which he emphasizes those exact laws.  The Year of Jubilee helped eliminate intergenerational poverty by restoring land to its former owners and freeing slaves every fifty years.  Gleaning laws required farmers to leave a specific amount of their harvest for the poor to come glean.   Finally, the concept of tithing highlights the importance of setting aside money to devote to fighting inequalities, as dictated by God.  These laws, although none mention the heart of God directly, exemplify a clear concern and partiality for the poor through the careful enactment of these specific laws to lift up the poor.
Emphasis on embodying the heart of God 
“Change our hearts to be more in line with the heart of God”- Adam 
Understanding that these respondents see the heart of God as radically generous and preferential to the poor is crucial for understanding the impact of religion.  Their characterization of God’s heart is important because it largely precedes a call to adopt the heart of God.  According to several respondents, the Christian response to inequality calls for “catching God’s heart for the poor”.  Chris described exactly what catching the heart of God looks like when he said, “It is the response of people’s hearts when God moves.  When God shows up, it’s an interesting thing economically.  People give.”  He follows this up with, “as our hearts are transformed by his love, I do think it makes a difference.”  Adam independently reiterated that same notion when he said, “The only way I will be a genuinely sacrificial and generous person throughout my whole life is if I really have had my heart transformed to be like the heart of God.” Additionally, he found that his attitude towards the poor was “sewed by God into the DNA of his people.”  Therefore, if we are truly his people, then we will embody the same DNA as the heart of God.  
Not only was this sentiment echoed by two respondents, Reverend Jacob from CME also discussed the process of salvation as embodying the heart of God as well.  His initial argument was “the Christian response to economic inequality should have everything to do with God’s perspective of this matter”.  After an understanding of God’s perspective, he said, “To know God is to know his heart and by the process of sanctification and growing in the faith to take on God’s heart”.  One of the ways that the respondents discuss the embodiment of God’s heart is through the Holy Spirit.  The Holy Spirit then moves in the hearts of individuals towards generosity (Luke).  Ethan, who mentioned the concept of the heart of God multiple times throughout the interview, characterized God’s heart as a driving force that transforms people’s hearts through the Gospel to a heart of justice.  
Although many respondents specifically mentioned the heart of God and the importance of an embodiment of His heart, not every respondent mentioned the heart of God.  Olivia, Paul, and Matthew do not discuss the heart of God, which points towards variation in how Christians respond to economic inequality.  These interviewees typically had less defined, specific responses with how Christians should respond to inequality because it is not based specifically on a model after the heart of God.     Theme 4: lack of support for capitalism/conservatism **finding 
“I don’t think you can legislate of demand a certain type of economic system and call it Christian.  I think Christianity critiques all economic systems actually and calls us higher than any form of government”- Ethan
	The final, surprising finding that emerged was a decided lack of support for capitalism, even among more historically ‘conservative’ denominations.  I had initially anticipated a strong support for capitalism as the ‘Biblical’ form of government, in congruence with Chilton.  Although some pastors still chose capitalism as their preferred economic method, no one used Scripture or religious belief as a justification for capitalism.  Across all denominations, the majority was quick to point out the flaws of capitalism and its contributions to inequality.  Olivia, Episcopalian, expressed frustration in regards to the way capitalism places certain social emphasis on specific occupations and people and ignores the value of others.  	Comment by Ted Mouw: Great…this is a key section.  I wonder how generalizable this finding is?
The interviewee most outspoken about this was Reverend Jacob, the pastor of the African-American CME church, who described capitalism as, “creating a power structure by the acquisition of property and wealth and is done at the expense of others”.  This viewpoint bears strong similarity to the work of Ronald Sider, who adamantly condemns the repercussions of capitalism in regards to inequality.  Additionally, this train of thought resonates with the scarcity model (also employed by Sider) that views the gain of one person as a loss for another.   Throughout the course of the interview with Reverend Brown, he touched on all three of the major tenets of black liberation theology (Israel as God’s elect, God’s liberation from Israel, and the life of Jesus), which historically rejects capitalism (Cone 2010).  His alignment with the black liberation movement highlights how his religious beliefs have led him to embrace a radical view towards inequality and a strong call to achieve liberation. 
 	Another pastor who voiced concerns with capitalism was Ethan from the Wesleyan church, who admits that capitalism “fails” many people.  However, as he continues, his response almost seems inconsistent, highlighting the complexity of this issue. He was one of the most generous respondents, with a congregation filled with homeless people who recognized the structural barriers that exist, but still said he would choose capitalism as his preferred economic system.  The main reason he supported capitalism was due to the opportunities for entrepreneurship.  He then calls Christian entrepreneurs to “develop new ventures of capitalism so we can capture the benefits of capitalism and bend it towards those in need”.  So, while Ethan critiques capitalism through a religious lens, he also sees capitalism as a vessel for Christians to use entrepreneurial skills to lift up the poor.   Ethan is an example of how even a pastor who chooses capitalism, similarly to Chilton, can still be impacted by religion in a way that is radically generous.   Jackson, nondenominational, also described himself as more conservative, but said that, “More conservative denominations of Christians are going to rely on a strong framework of abundance, but they can also have a lack of compassion for the poor”. After painting himself as a conservative, the rest of his responses highlighted a radical, generous response to inequality.    
	One question from the interview that further showcased the interviewee’s stance on the government was their interpretation of Acts 2.  Each respondent was asked to interpret this passage in terms of advocating for socialism.  	Comment by Ted Mouw: Ok, this is really interesting as well.  How did you come to choose Acts 2?  Add more on why you think they interpret it differently.  Is this passage foundational in terms of their beliefs, or a litmus test of them?
“And they devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers.  And awe came upon every soul, and many wonders and signs were being done through the apostles.  And all who believed were together and had all things in common.  And they were selling their possessions and belongings and distributing the proceeds to all, as any had need” Acts 2:42-45 (ESV).
Interestingly, certain pastors viewed the actions of the early church as socialist, while others were quick to point out that this passage could not be used as support for socialism in the Bible.  Paul (Presbyterian), Adam (Greenleaf), Chris (nondenominational), Matthew (Baptist), Ethan (Wesleyan) all agreed that Acts 2 does not point towards socialism.  They argued that this text needed to be understood in the historical context of that specific period of time and seen as a specific instance, not as a sustainable church model.  Meanwhile, Olivia (Episcopalian), Father Noah (Catholic), Luke (Presbyterian), and Reverend Jacob (CME) all read Acts 2 as a support for socialism in the early church, focusing on the clause, “all things in common”.  There is not a clear denominational divide between these two camps, which points again to the complexity of the impact of Christianity on viewpoints of inequality by the way they interpret the Scripture.  So even though they all point towards the Scriptures as a lens through which to view inequality, they interpret it differently.  	Comment by Ted Mouw: Why did they say this?
Although two of the respondents professed their agreement with Sider’s framework, none of them believed that the church’s response to inequality should come through socialist methods.  The closest interviewees to this framework were Luke and Reverend Jacob, from the Presbyterian and CME denomination respectively.  Luke radically shared that “Christians ought to make as much money as they possibly can and then give most of it away”.  He additionally introduced the concept of the reverse tithe.  The standard tithing rate is to give away 10 percent of your income to your church and then keep the remaining 90.  However, Luke turned that on its head and suggesting giving away 90 percent of your income and only keeping 10 percent, which clearly displays religion’s impact in leading to a more radical response.  The only other interview respondent who held traces of Sider’s notions of redistribution of wealth was Reverend Jacob, who interpreted Acts 2 as a model of socialism in the early church that could be “helpful” in handling economic inequality.   
Alongside the responses to the correct Biblical form of government, the pastoral responses to the structural versus individualistic poverty cause attribution lend credence to Robinson’s argument for a continuum (rather than dichotomous) relationship between structural and individualistic factors.  Both Jackson and Ethan pointed out that Scripture actually alludes to both factors.  Jackson highlights four main quadrants of people he finds in the Bible- “wicked rich, righteous rich, foolish poor, and oppressed poor”.  The distinction between the righteous rich and wicked rich is an important distinction that Ethan does not mention.  This separation highlights an underlying belief that not all wealth is bad (oppositional to Sider).   Every other respondent, although they did not specifically mention what the Bible says about the causes of poverty, were quick to point out that conceptions of the poor as lazy are “nothing more than lousy stereotypes” (Adam).
An element of complexity that existed within the unanimous recognition of structural factors was which structural factors the respondents focused on.   Several respondents referenced the importance of the nuclear family (Ethan, Paul, Adam), intergenerational socioeconomic status (Jackson, Paul), race (Jacob, Matthew), education (Adam, Father Noah), and governmental structure (Olivia, Jacob).  Although there was overlap between specific categories, there was also a high degree of diversity to which structures they found most important, although there were no clear denominational groupings in these themes.  It is possible that individual presuppositions played into the dominance of a specific structural barrier in each respondent’s mind.  Although it is unclear how exactly religious beliefs impact which structural factors Christians focus on, this result challenges a conservative viewpoint of the impact of religion on inequality and highlights a Scriptural support for structural factors as well as individual factors.  

Implications
:
	The main implication that can be pulled from the common themes (importance of Scripture, the specific call of Christians to engage with economic inequality, modeling their hearts after the heart of God, and critiques of capitalism) is that these themes, seen as core tenets of their Christian faith, lead to a more radical rhetoric in regards to inequality.   Essentially, these results do not portray stereotypical Christian conservative response to inequality.  Religion does not simply reinforce the current status quo or serve to legitimate the current levels of stratification.  What was shockingly absent from the interviewees was a sense of complacency with the current status quo, an emphasis on individualistic factors, and staunch support for a capitalistic governmental system.  These observations point to an underlying complexity that extends beyond demographic factors and questions the role of religion as a pacifying, conservative force.  Every single pastor touched upon the importance of structural barriers in resulting economic inequalities.  Therefore, they did not merely justify current economic inequality by emphasizing individual factors or conforming to the dominant stratification ideology discussed by Kluegel and Smith.  Instead, the results aligned much more with Robinson’s continuum theory, which argues these two viewpoints are not necessarily dichotomous (2009).   
	Therefore, my interview responses introduce a new set of findings in regards to the role of Christian beliefs in perceptions and subsequent responses to inequality.  Is it possible that religious belief will actually impact Christians to be radically generous towards economic inequality?  If their beliefs are grounded in the fundamental inerrancy of Scripture, which specifically calls for Christians to engage with economic inequality by not only understanding God’s heart as radically generous and loving but also embodying the heart of God, Christianity leads to an impact oppositional to conservatism?  
2) Lack of Significant Denominational Differences Unified response; mainstream denominations not much different

	Although small nuances and complexities existed within specific churches and denominations, in regards to general, observable patterns, no distinct denominational divisions were manifested, to my surprise.   For example, although several churches differed in how Christians should handle their calling to address inequality, with some advocating for “justice” while others implied a charitable, not-necessarily-commanded approach that favored Chilton, these results were not clearly demarcated by denomination.  In general, the more historically wealthy denominations with primarily white congregations (Presbyterians and Episcopalians) were not significantly different in their responses than the more diverse, typically progressive congregations (Pyle 1993).
I had initially anticipated, after reading works by Pyle (1993) and Keister (2008, 2012) in regards to the historical stratification of denominations and differing levels of income, a cleft between the nondenominational, more charismatic denominations and the older, wealthier, typically conservative Presbyterian and Episcopalian denominations.   However, the interview responses showed no such divisive split.  Part of this could be due to the indirect tie between seminary and denomination.  Only half of the pastors went to seminaries that were specific to their denomination.  Both of the Presbyterian pastors attended a specific Presbyterian seminary, Matthew, went to a Baptist seminary, and a couple others went to specifically nondenominational seminaries.  However, the rest of the respondents attended a broad variety of schools, and even when looking at responses for people who went to specific denominational seminaries their responses were not markedly different from one another.  This finding supports the possibility that denominational differences are losing their saliency.  
However, two smaller denominations did have distinctive viewpoints on the Christian response to inequality.  These two denominations, CME and Wesleyan, both have unique identities deeply rooted in social justice.  Interestingly enough, the Wesleyan denomination broke off from the Methodist denomination over disagreements in regards to slavery.  Ethan was extremely familiar with the history of his denomination and spent a significant chunk of time explaining how the Wesleyan denomination was named after John Wesley, who stood firmly against slavery due to, “His heart being wrecked by the grace of Jesus”.  Wesley himself saw, “No other response than to live in the same reckless grace that Jesus had for us- we should have hearts of justice.”  Having this narrative as foundational to the Wesleyan denomination has a profound effect on their churches and their subsequent viewpoint on economic inequality.   The CME denomination similarly split from the Methodist church during the time of slavery and the church actually played a fundamental role during the Civil Rights Movement in Chapel Hill.   In these cases, the history of these smaller denominations played a direct role in shaping how their members viewed inequality.  
Shift in emphasis from governmental systems/ economics to the individual heart : 

 “The kingdom of God is not a human form of economy” – Ethan
	Although these findings indicate a decided lack of support for a capitalistic economygovernment, they generally were not in favor of adopting a socialist governmental system either, with the exception of Reverend Brown.  Instead, their responses indicated a shift from an emphasis on governmental systems to an individual focus on the heart of the individual, echoing much of Keller’s Generous Justice.   As Ethan put it, “Christianity critiques all economic systems actually and calls us higher than any human form of government… less about the economic system and more about the heart posture”.  Paul (Presbyterian), echoes the same sentiment by acknowledging, “at some point liberal theology becomes non-Christian and conservative theology becomes non-Christian”.  Each of these responses opposes the common conception of Christians as staunchly conservative and right-wing (Lenski 1961, Hofstador 1962). The respondent with perhaps the greatest distaste for the role of government was a nondenominational pastor, who mentioned upwards of three times “it [inequality] has never been in the context of government and I think that is an important distinction to make.”  Chris continually emphasized throughout his interview the success of churches in regards to social justice, and argued that the church does plenty without the involvement of the government.  In this case, his religious beliefs impacted the way he looked at the necessity of government involvement.  	Comment by Ted Mouw: Economy?
	These implications highlight the diversity and complexities that exist within Christian respondents, as well as a greater emphasis on individual, heart level responses than governmental structures.  The appropriateness of my methodology of in-depth interviews is evidenced in the nuances I was able to capture among respondents. Although the GSS is extremely well designed and useful for making generalizations about the population and viewpoints toward inequality, the vignette responses are specifically based on how generous the government should be for the poor.  As my results have indicated, the majority of my respondents de-emphasized the importance of the government in general and instead emphasized the importance of a transformation of individual hearts to be more in line with the heart of God found in the Scriptures.  Therefore, looking at GSS vignette results without this understanding could lead to the perception that Christian beliefs do promote a conservative response towards inequality, when in reality it is impossible to disentangle the Christian response from views on the government’s role.  
	Although demographic characteristics did play a role in the interview respondents’ explanations of the variations among Christians regarding their responses to inequality, there are two reasons why demographic explanations are insufficient in explaining the complexity of the Christian responses to inequality.  First, the pastors in my sample all described shockingly similar viewpoints on inequality, regards of denomination and church demographics.  Second, many pastors additionally emphasized demographic characteristics are not the primary lens through which we look at inequality.  Instead, our religious beliefs are.  One Baptist pastor put it this way, “A clear view of the gospel should inform the rest of those things (race, education), not the other way around”.  Therefore, measuring Christian generosity solely through the GSS and sorting levels of reported generosity by demographic characteristics, while insightful, fails to capture the scope of the complexity of the impact of religious beliefs on inequality.
Limitations/Future Research

	Ideally, I would have been able to do months of pilot testing with around a year to conduct a greater number of in depth interviews extending beyond the Chapel Hill- Durham area. Chapel Hill and Durham are not necessarily representative of the churches in the country for several reasons.  First, this area is an extremely highly educated area, therefore many of the churches had unusually high levels of educational attainment among their congregation members.  Additionally, much of this area typically ascribes to a liberal ideology, so this sample size may not represent the church political landscape of the entire country.   However, this project still delves deeper into how religious believes themselves affect how people view inequality and provides a baseline for future research.
Future research can incorporate a greater number of denominations and branch outside of the traditionally Protestant denominations.   There are a plethora of unique denominations that could potentially hold substantially different views in regards to economic inequality. An expanded sample would allow for the examination of how Christianity differs from other major religion in regards to the presence of economic inequality.  Even branching out beyond the pastors and using focus groups from those churches as well would be a useful methodology for future research.  Ideally, a focus group would help paint a more holistic representation of the church as a hole and safeguard against potential pastoral bias. However, interviewing only the pastors allowed for the examination of more churches, and by choosing to interview the pastors, there is an assurance that they are familiar with the core beliefs and tenets of that particular church.  
An additional area that future research could focus on is whether these beliefs about inequality impacted by religiosity are ever translated into action.  Having a thought process heavily impacted by religion is important for understanding people’s perceptions of inequality, but is not necessarily put into practice.  Although each interviewee’s church was involved in the community and serving the poor to some degree, an interesting avenue to explore would be whether these ideas are ever translated into action, perhaps in the form of examining higher levels of religiosity and whether that is associated with more radical giving.  
One source of potential bias that this research presents is the issue of response bias.  Response bias is a difficult problem to navigate in conducting interviews.  Since these respondents were aware of my educational background as well as the political and social climate of the Chapel Hill area, it is entirely possible that they strategically formulated their answers in order to appear less conservative.  Admitting that a certain level of inequality is acceptable, or even Biblically supported, could be perceived negatively, so its possible they felt pressured to respond a certain way in fear of sounding callous.  However, every effort was made to remain a neutral interviewer and promote an environment of confidentiality.  
While this project cannot answer some of these broader questions, it raises additional questions such as; Does a largely unified response regarding the impact of Christian religious beliefs on inequality imply a shift in Christianity and its denominational organization?  Are denominations losing their saliency?  Does this change in churches have the potential to affect viewpoints on inequality?   In essence, my research challenges the common stereotype of churches as a conservative force, highlighting an emphasis on individual religiosity, and provides a greater understanding in regards to the impact of Christian religious beliefs on viewpoints of inequality.  
Conclusion
	When examining the current conditions of economic inequality in the United States and the seeming lack of response by American citizens, one would be remiss to ignore the importance of religion when discussing American viewpoints of economic inequality.  Understanding the current societal composition in the United States requires principally an understanding of the foundation of American society and economy that is based on structures of power and formations of social groups (Davis 1973).   An examination of the history of the United States as a whole and the history of social stratification within the United States reveals religion laced throughout.  America was founded by Protestants seeking religious freedom in the New World, and much of the elite class during the formation of America was comprised of specific Christian denominations (Presbyterians, Episcopalians, Congregationalists) (Pyle 1993).  The dominance of certain religious groups in early America’s societal structure had a foundational impact on power structures, transmission of wealth, and social status that formed the basis of our society today (Pyle 1993).  As Lenski concluded in his work The Religious Factor, “Through religion’s impact on individuals, religion makes an impact on all other institutional systems of the community in which these individuals participate.  Hence, the influence of religion operates at the social level as well as the personal level” (Lenski 1961: 289).  
While this thesis by no means paints a comprehensive or entirely representative study of how Christianity impacts the way people look at economic inequality, it does add to the sparse amount of sociological research examining how religion itself impacts beliefs about economic inequality and social justiceeconomic inequality.  This study attempted to diverge from attempts to explore Christian responses to inequality through demographic factors, and instead examine the impact of religion on the way people approach economic inequality.  The findings of this study challenge the common perception that the church is a conservative force in regards to inequality, which raises the question of why response is not more progressive in American society today.  The strong consensus across denominations on the importance of Scripture, the heart of God leading to radical generosity/justice towards the poor, and a shift away from adamant support of a capitalistic society, suggest that religion has a complex impact on viewpoints of economic inequality.  Hopefully this research will inspire further sociological attempts to unearth more of the complexity that exists in the relationship between religious beliefs and beliefs about inequality.  	Comment by Ted Mouw: Impacts beliefs about economic inequality and social justice.	Comment by Ted Mouw: Yes, so that raises the question of why the response isn’t more progressive.
	What these pastors are saying challenges a simplistic view of how religiosity affects beliefs about inequality.  It cannot be merely explained by denominations, examined through demographic factors, or mindlessly stereotyped as a conservative force.   In order to understand the importance of religion in regards to viewpoints of inequality, it is imperative to understand the role of religion in shaping people’s perspectives and the way religion alters the way they approach life and inequality.  The role of religion, in this case, is nuanced and cannot simply be equated with notions of conservative or pro-capitalist rhetoric.  In fact, the overwhelming majority of pastors interviewed professed beliefs that can be interpreted as progressive, possibly even radical.  Therefore, sociologists in the future should couch their understanding of the role of religion in a new lens- one that does not approach religion from a preconceived lens of conservatism, but instead seeks to understand first the fundamental importance of religious views on viewpoints of inequality, and subsequently explore patterns between the nuances found in this paper. 	Comment by Ted Mouw: Good job!  I really enjoyed reading this.  

I think a key finding here is that a Christian perspective towards inequality and social justice is nuanced and cannot be equated with a simple notion of “conservative” or pro-capitalist.  In fact, all of the pastors you interviewed seem like that touched on issues that might seem progressive or even radical.  


The challenge (which may go beyond what you can do for this thesis right now) is to assert how this should modify the way sociologists understand the role of religion in shaping beliefs and ideologies about inequality.
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Appendices
Appendix 1x: Interview Guide 
Question 1: How did you obtain your position at this church?  Were you elected by the congregation or assigned by your denomination?
Question 2: What is the mission statement/main goal of your church?
Question 3: Does your church interpret the Bible literally?  Do you believe the Bible is the inherent Word of God?
Question 4: What are the basic demographics of your congregation currently?  (size, age, average education, race)
Question 5: What are personal experiences you have had that have made you aware of the presence of inequality?
Question 6: What are the main factors that contribute to inequality?  In your opinion, why are some people poor and not others? – from this question, tease out whether they see inequality as natural or in conflict 
Is inequality a natural, inevitable part of society or is it created by situational and environmental factors?)
Question 7: What should the Christian response to inequality be?
Question 8: What does it mean to be a wealthy Christian?  Are there certain responsibilities associated with being wealthy?
Question 9: Matthew 19:24 says, “Again I tell you, it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than a rich person to enter the kingdom of Heaven”.  What is this passage saying in regards to wealth?
Question 10: Acts 2- “And they devoted themselves to the apostles' teaching and the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers. 43 And awe4 came upon every soul, and many wonders and signs were being done through the apostles. 44 And all who believed were together and had all things in common. 45 And they were selling their possessions and belongings and distributing the proceeds to all, as any had need. 46 And day by day, attending the temple together and breaking bread in their homes, they received their food with glad and generous hearts, 47 praising God and having favor with all the people. And the Lord added to their number day by day those who were being saved.”  What does this passage say about wealth?  Is redistribution what the Lord calls for among his people?
Question 11: What did Jesus’ actions say about how he viewed wealth** word this one better 
Question 11: What organizations are your church involved in?
Question 12:  Which pastors in the surrounding community do you disagree with most on the topic of inequality?  Which pastors do you think would offer a different opinion on the justification of inequality?
[bookmark: _GoBack]Question 13: Why do Christians view the Christian response to inequality differently?



Appendix 2: Consent Form
Consent Form
You are being asked to take part in a research study of how religious beliefs are related to beliefs about inequality. We are asking you to take part because you hold a religious position in the Chapel Hill Community. Please read this form carefully and ask any questions you may have before agreeing to take part in the study.
What the study is about: The purpose of this study is to learn how religious beliefs can affect views on inequality and what the Christian response to inequality should be. 
What we will ask you to do: If you agree to be in this study, we will conduct an interview with you. The interview will include questions about your position in your church, basic demographics of your church, your views on how Christians should handle inequality, and about the origins of inequality. The interview will take about 30 minutes to one hour to complete. With your permission, we would also like to tape-record the interview.
Risks and benefits:
I do not anticipate any risks to you participating in this study other than those encountered in day-to-day life.
Your answers will be confidential. Both your name and the name of your church will be kept confidential in the results of this study.  The only form of identification from your interview will be the corresponding denomination of your church.  The records of this study will be kept private. In any sort of report we make public we will not include any information that will make it possible to identify you. Research records will be kept in a locked file; only the researchers will have access to the records. If we tape-record the interview, we will destroy the tape after it has been transcribed, which we anticipate will be within two months of its taping.
Taking part is voluntary: Taking part in this study is completely voluntary. You may skip any questions that you do not want to answer. You have the freedom to not take part in this study or skip questions that you do not wish to answer. If you decide to take part, you are free to withdraw at any time.
If you have questions: The researchers conducting this study are Catherine Phipps and Prof. Ted Mouw. Please ask any questions you have now. If you have questions later, you may contact Catherine Phipps at cmphipps@live.unc.edu or at 1-336-687-3525. You can reach Prof. Mouw at tedmouw@email.unc.edu. If you have any questions or concerns regarding your rights as a subject in this study, you may contact the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at 607-255-5138. 
You will be given a copy of this form to keep for your records.
Statement of Consent: I have read the above information, and have received answers to any questions I asked. I consent to take part in the study.
Your Signature ___________________________________ Date ________________________
Your Name (printed) ____________________________________________________________
In addition to agreeing to participate, I also consent to having the interview tape-recorded.
Your Signature ___________________________________ Date _________________________
Signature of person obtaining consent ______________________________ Date _____________________
Printed name of person obtaining consent ______________________________ Date _____________________
This consent form will be kept by the researcher for at least three years beyond the end of the study.

Table 1: Respondent Demographic Characteristics 
Notes to add to thesis:
-Book- The Unequal Yoke: Evangelical Christianity and Political Conservatism by Richard Pierard 
	-“Does a close relationship between conservative theology and conservative sociopolitical views actually exist?  Unfortunately, it does” page 17 
	-he describes Christianity and political conservatism as yoked together Model of themes: Scripture is the foundation for how Christians approach inequality   Christians are specifically called  knowledge of Scripture leads to the heart of God  the Heart of God is radically generous  therefore Christians are generous

	Pastor

	Denomination

	Demographic Characteristics of congregation


	Reverend Brown


	CME


	Age: typically 50-70 years old
Educational attainment: varied, high school or college educated
Size: around 200 members
Race: 90 percent African American
Socioeconomic status: predominantly middle class 


	Jay
	Nondenominational
	Age: mainly 30-40 age range 
Educational Attainment: college education or beyond
Size: 50-60 members 
Race: mainly white, some Asian Americans
Socioeconomic status: upper class


	Otero
	Vineyard
	Age: mainly young families
Educational Attainment: college education or beyond
Size: around 100 members
Race: 72 percent white, some Asian, Cuban, and African Americans
Socioeconomic status: middle to upper class


	Byron
	Presbyterian
	Age: varied
Educational Attainment: college education or beyond
Size:200 members
Race: 90 percent white, some Asian and African American
Socioeconomic status: middle to upper class


	Elizabeth
	Episcopalian
	Age: Mainly middle age 
Educational Attainment: masters, doctorates common 
Size: several hundred members
Race: all white
Socioeconomic status: upper class









	LeRoy
	Wesleyan 
	Age: varied
Educational Attainment: varied, several uneducated (50 percent homeless)
Size: around 100 people
Race: varied, high level of blacks and white
Socioeconomic status: lower to middle 

	Sofield
	Presbyterian
	Age: mainly 30-40 year range 
Educational Attainment: 30 percent have PHD’s 
Size: 50-60 members
Race: mainly white, several Asian Americans
Socioeconomic status: middle class


	Bollinger 
	Nondenominational
	Age: mainly 30-50 years of age
Educational Attainment: mainly college educated
Size: 50 people
Race: mainly white 
Socioeconomic status: Middle Class


	Father Justin
	Roman Catholic
	Age: diverse age range
Educational Attainment: college educated or beyond
Size: 600 families 
Race: mainly white, some Asian, Black, and Hispanics
Socioeconomic status: varied, generally middle class

	Lance
	Baptist
	Age: 70 percent college students
Educational Attainment: only 5 percent non college educated
Size: 1000 people 
Race: 90 percent white
Socioeconomic status: middle to upper class
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