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The dramatic decay of Christian belief and practice, especially in Western Europe, is by 

now a familiar fact—so much so that it has become common practice to refer to parts of 

the continent as “post-Christian.” To offer one example of current trends, data from the 

European Social Survey, in the words of social scientist David Voas, show that “each 

generation in every country surveyed is less religious than the last” and that “although 

there are some minor differences in the speed of the decline (the most religious 

countries are changing more quickly than the least religious), the magnitude of the fall 

in religiosity during the last century has been remarkably constant across the 

continent.”1 

 

TURNING TIDES 

In addition to being post-Christian, some parts of this landscape are notably anti-

Christian. Some observers have used the term “Christophobic” to capture the 

vehemence with which some Europeans have come to renounce the influence of 

Christianity on the Western present and past.2 In some countries, laws that once 

discriminated in favor of Christians now discriminate against them.3 Nor is this true 

only in Europe, but across the Western world—including the United States. 

A growing number of Western individuals, including Americans, greet the 

milestones of life with no religious framework at all. They are born without being 

baptized; they have children without being married; they contract civil marriages 

instead of religious ones; they darken church doors infrequently. It is true, as is also 

sometimes noted, that there are important exceptions to this general rule of decline.4 

Even so, most data confirm what the eye can see plainly: the societies of the advanced 

world, again including the United States, are more secular than they used to be.5 

 

EVIDENCE AGAINST THE EDUCATION ARGUMENT 

So what happened here? How did the Western world go from being one that widely 

feared God to one that in some places now widely jeers Him? 

We can begin to approach that question by correcting the public record and 

noting, first, what did not happen: secularization has not spread for the reasons most 

commonly supposed. Therein lies an important tale. 
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For a long time, secular social science and secular thinkers have held to one 

broad storyline about why people stop believing in the Christian God. According to 

that storyline, secularization is a function of increasing education, material well-being, 

sophistication, and reason. The idea, as the British writer Kingsley Martin put it pithily, 

is that “rationalism has argued the Church out of existence.”6 

As a corollary, it also has been widely believed that less- educated people are 

more likely to believe in the Christian God, and better-educated people, not so much. 

This was the stereotype rather flagrantly displayed, for example, in a somewhat 

notorious piece in the Washington Post in 1993 that described the followers of leading 

American evangelicals as “largely poor, uneducated and easy to command.”7 

Everyone “knows” these things, yet few people, especially those advancing these 

notions as explanations for the weakening of Western Christianity, seem to know the 

empirical truth. In fact, data abounds that testifies to the opposite fact; that is, that 

Christian religiosity at times has been more concentrated in the upper classes than in the 

lower, and more likely among the educated than among those less so. 

Consider Victorian England. British historian Hugh McLeod has performed fine 

statistical work on historical London between the 1870s and 1914. One correlation he 

emphasizes is that “the poorest districts thus tended to have the lowest rates of 

[Church] attendance, [and] those with large upper-middle-class and upper-class 

populations the highest.”8 Historian Callum G. Brown, another expert on the numbers, 

makes the same point about religiosity in Britain during those years, that contrary to 

common wisdom, “the working class were irreligious, and that the middle classes were 

the churchgoing bastions of civil morality.”9 

Much the same pattern can be found in the United States today—and it is one 

more pattern subversive of the idea that economic and intellectual sophistication are 

somehow the natural enemies of Christian faith, or that personal enlightenment and 

sophistication explain secularization and the decline of Christian religion. 

A major book published in 2010 by sociologists Robert D. Putnam and David E. 

Campbell, called American Grace: How Religion Divides and Unites Us, also concludes 

from the data about religiosity among educated people that “this trend is clearly 

contrary to any idea that religion is nowadays providing solace to the disinherited and 

dispossessed, or that higher education subverts religion.”10 Similarly, in research 

summarized in another wide-ranging recent book on American social class called 

Coming Apart: The State of White America, political scientist Charles Murray uses data 

from the General Social Survey to show that the upper 20 percent of the American 

population were considerably more likely than the lower 30 percent to believe in God 

and to go to church. Among the working class, 61 percent—a clear majority— either say 

they do not go to church or believe in God, or both; among the upper class, it is 42 

percent. 

Related findings on religion and social class have also been documented 

independently by sociologist W. Bradford Wilcox. Wilcox has documented the “faith 

gap” between the better and less educated. Americans with college degrees are more 

likely than those with high school diplomas alone to attend church on Sunday. 
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Moreover, the statistical likelihood of attending church varies inversely with the social 

ladder from bottom to top: “The least educated have experienced faster rates of decline 

than even the moderately educated, and they began at an even ‘lower’ starting 

point...meaning the gap between the least educated and most educated is even larger 

than the one between the moderately educated and most educated.”11 

 

SECULARIZATION AND THE FALTERING FAMILY 

The implication of these perhaps counterintuitive findings for secularization theory 

itself is profound. If religion were indeed Marx’s “opiate of the masses,” then one 

would expect to see the opposite of the social pattern than the one that actually obtains. 

As a written report for msnbc.com put the matter pithily in a piece summarizing 

Wilcox’s work, “Who Is Going to Church? Not Who You Think.”12 Yes, there are 

pockets of the elite today where secularism is the unquestioned coin of the realm, and 

where religious believers are in a minority— Ivy League campuses, certain subgroups 

of scientists, and academics generally.13 But the big picture in the United States today—

as in Victorian England of yesterday—is that the reality of who believe and practice 

Christianity is the social and economic opposite of what is commonly supposed. 

These and other examples drive to a single important conclusion: Christianity does 

not wax and wane in the world in the way the common storyline says it does, because Christian 

socioeconomic patterns of belief do not look the way the theory says they should. 

So what factors besides social class and education might explain the momentum 

of Western secularization? Consider some tantalizing evidence almost wholly 

overlooked in secular theories about one other institution whose fate would seem 

inextricably bound up with that of the churches: the family. 

Social science has roundly established that vibrant families and vibrant religion 

go hand in hand. Conversely, not living in a family means that a given individual is less 

likely to be found in church. As Wilcox has summarized the data, “The recent history of 

American religion illuminates what amounts to a sociological law: The fortunes of 

American religion rise with the fortunes of the intact, married family.”14 Similarly, the 

late sociologist Steven L. Nock observed in his 1998 book, Marriage in Men’s Lives, that 

“changes in the number of children in the married couple’s household have large 

consequences for men’s church attendance...With each additional child, men increase 

their attendance at services by 2.5 times per year.”15 

More families and more children, in short, means more God. Similarly, to 

summarize other statistics, marriage increases the likelihood of belonging to a religious 

organization—whereas cohabitation, by contrast, has what three researchers have called 

a “strong, negative effect on the probability of religious activity.”16 Unmarried people 

without children are less likely to go to church than are married people, or married 

people with children. A married man with children, for example, is over twice as likely 

to go to church as an unmarried man with no children. Once again, where there is more 

marriage, there is more religion; where there is less, ditto. 

But why does there appear to be such a tight connection between church-going 

on the one hand, and married people with children on the other? The prevailing 
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storyline has no insight into that question, because it ignores the institution of the 

family except to regard family change as a footnote to religious decline. But there is 

another and radical way of looking at these same statistics that I believe sheds new light 

on Western secularization. Why should we not believe the reverse is true instead—that 

there is something about being married, or having children, or both, that is making the adults in 

those situations more inclined toward Christianity in the first place? 

If such does indeed turn out to be true—if family decline is in fact the unseen 

engine of religious decline—then a whole new chapter in the study of Western 

secularization demands to be opened up. In brief, what the connection between family 

and faith goes to show is that Western religious decline is not—pace secular thinkers—

inexorable; the ebb and flow of Christianity throughout history by itself refutes as 

much. But those who would reverse that decline need to look more closely at what has 

happened to the natural family, and what might be done to restore it. In sum, there 

appears to be more going on in the relationship between faith and family than has been 

dreamed of by secular philosophers, and a great deal more to explore. 

 

Mary Eberstadt is a senior fellow at the Ethics and Public Policy Center in Washington, 

D.C. This essay is adapted from her new book, How the West Really Lost God: A New 

Theory of Secularization (Templeton Press, 2013). 
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