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Social scientists have long been interested in how intergroup contact or elite messaging can reduce or eliminate
racial biases. To better understand the role of religious elites in these political questions, we show how a church
location’s income and racial characteristics interact with racial and economic ideologies to shape the political
content of sermons. Testing our theories through both quantitative and qualitative analysis of an original data set
of more than 102,000 sermons from more than 5200 pastors, we show that contact is only effective as a means of
decreasing prejudice to the extent that actors—in our case, pastors—are ideologically capable of reconciling their
potential role in economic inequality. White Evangelical pastors rarely preach about issues of poverty or racial
justice overall, but the context of the preaching matters. We find that the greater the share of Black population
there is in a church community, the less likely White Evangelical pastors are to mention issues of poverty or
racial justice, and when they do mention it, they hold to ideological commitments that avoid blaming systems for
racialized economic inequality.
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Introduction

How and why are sermons political? Using an original data set of more than 102,000 ser-
mons from more than 5200 pastors, we argue that the content of sermons can be explained at
least in part by the church’s racial and economic location alongside the pastor’s religious ideol-
ogy. Examining sermons through quantitative and qualitative approaches provide an avenue for
understanding more about how religious elites model and speak about prejudicial behavior (Price,
Terry, and Johnson 1980).1 Clergy provide one of the most common sources for elite cues about
acceptable behavior, delivered in an environment where boundary setting is not only tolerated,
but expected (Boussalis, Coan, and Holman 2021; Brown, Eschler, and Brown 2021; Djupe and
Gilbert 2003; Oldmixon, Calfano, and Suiter 2011).2 Sermons are also a key element of liturgy,
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Starks 2013; Curry, Koch, and Chalfant 2004; Tanner 1992). And yet, studies of individual attitudes find little evidence
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religious formation, and identity maintenance (Brown, Brown, and Jackson 2021; Hirschkind
2006; McClendon and Riedl 2019; McClure 2007).

Although elitemessages have long been studied for their role in shaping boundaries of accept-
able and inacceptable prejudicial behavior (Domke et al. 2000; Gabel and Scheve 2007; Scheufele
and Tewksbury 2006), scholars know less about what shapes the content of these elite messages.
In other words: why do elites emphasize what they do? In this article, we theorize the role of
religious elites’ messaging on maintaining prejudicial behavior, particularly regarding issues of
economic inequality and racism.We argue that pastors’ sermons are constrained by their ideology
(Bonilla-Silva 2003) and their location. This article is primarily about what White Evangelical
pastors talk about in their sermons, with some discussion of sermons from Mainline Protestant
pastors.3

We test our theory through a quantitative textual analysis and a qualitative content analysis
of an original data set of more than 102,000 sermons from more than 5200 pastors. Using these
data, we argue that contact is only effective as a means of decreasing socioeconomic prejudice to
the extent that actors are ideologically capable of reconciling their potential role in the inequality
such contact might reveal. In doing so, we suggest that location and ideology play a large role in
determining whether pastors can use their political capacity to advocate for marginalized groups.

How individual and group-level prejudices can be reduced or eliminated via intergroup con-
tact or elite messaging remains an ongoing question in sociology (Abascal 2015; Abascal and
Baldassarri 2015; Edwards 2008; Edwards, Christerson, and Emerson 2013), psychology (Paluck
and Green 2009; Paluck, Green, and Green 2018; Pettigrew and Tropp 2006), political science
(Adida, Lo, and Platas 2018; Brown et al. 2016; Djupe and Calfano 2013; Putnam 2007; Szew-
cyk and Crowder-Meyer 2020), and economics (Boisjoly et al. 2006). Social scientists no longer
believe that simple contact with an outgroup will cause people to decrease their prejudice and
hostility toward that group (Paluck, Green, and Grek 2018) and they increasingly recognize how
leaders “frame” the nature of the interaction thereby reducing (or increasing) intergroup animosity
(Dyck and Pearson-Merkowitz 2014; Hamburg, George, and Ballentine 1999).

Contrary to a certain kind of contact thesis (Jones 2016), we anticipate that Evangelical pas-
tors will be less able to discuss issues of poverty and race overall and as their locations become
more diverse, given the often-racialized framing of poverty in the United States. Given their ideo-
logical commitments (Emerson and Smith 2000), these pastors do not change what they say; they
simply say it less often. Using an innovative geographic-information-systems approach to map
neighborhood characteristics around each church, we build upon research on the racialized nature
of framings and discussions of poverty and socioeconomic inequality in the United States (Gilens
2009; Hunt, Croll, and Krysan 2022; Somers 2008; Wilson 1996) to show that White Evangeli-
cal pastors who preach in churches in less white and more Black communities are less likely to
discuss issues of poverty in their sermons, contrary to what one might expect in a certain kind of
“contact” thesis (see also Abascal and Baldassarri 2015; Cobb, Perry, and Dougherty 2015). We
then engage in a qualitative evaluation of the sermons that these pastors do give to show that they
fit with broader ideological commitments from Evangelicals, including frames of individualism,
the deserving poor, and a colorblind approach to understanding society. Our research points to the
failures of relying on pure racial contact, elite messaging, or religious environments to remedy
racial segregation and discrimination.

that religious Americans are less racially or ethnically prejudiced than other groups (Galen 2012; Hall, Matz, and Wood
2010; Johnson, Rowatt, and LaBouff 2010; Rowatt and Franklin 2004). In fact, conservative Christians might well be
more prejudiced (Perry and Whitehead 2015a, 2015b).
3Although Evangelicalism is an expansive term with a variety of definitions not always overlapping with conservative
Protestant (Woodberry and Smith 1998), our understanding of the term fits within the standard RELTRAD classifica-
tions of American religion; hence we used the RELTRAD category of “Evangelical” here (Shelton 2018; Smidt 2019;
Steensland et al. 2000; Woodberry et al. 2012).
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Race and Religion

Scholars often point to contact between groups as a key mechanism of reducing out-group
hostility and prejudice (Jones 2016), although the consensus now is that mere contact alone is not
enough to eliminate these attitudes and behaviors. Sociologists of religion have used multiracial
congregations as the site to examine these questions, with varying conclusions (Edwards 2008;
Edwards, Christerson, and Emerson 2013; Emerson 2010; Marti 2009; Perry 2013). Although
Yancey (1999, 2007) found that whites’ racial attitudes were unaffected by residential contact,
they did express fewer racist attitudes in multiracial congregations. Ethnographic studies of mul-
tiracial and multiethnic churches and groups have shown how specific practices, such as prayer,
community service, or liturgy, have facilitated the experience of felt solidarity and have some-
times led to a greater awareness in whites of social structural explanations for poverty and racial
inequality (Becker 1998; Braunstein, Fulton, and Wood 2014).

In response to more optimistic portrayals of multiethnic congregations, Cobb, Perry, and
Dougherty argue that this only occurs “under the right conditions” (2015:195). Instead, they gen-
erally find few differences in how white people in multiracial congregations (versus white con-
gregations) view racism and social causes as the source of Black/White inequality. Others have
shown how even multiracial churches can still reproduce situations in which whites have greater
access to resources and leaderships positions (Pitt 2010b), alongside reproducing individualist,
or “colorblind” accounts of racial inequality (Hall, Matz, and Wood 2010), paralleling similar
processes for white parents in racially diverse schools (Lewis and Diamond 2015). The role of
ministers in these processes is often only one part of a much larger study of congregational expe-
rience, especially in the sociological literature (but see Pitt 2010b; Edwards and Oyakawa 2022).

Nonetheless, ethnographic studies of multiracial and economically diverse churches have
shown the importance of ministers in establishing cultural expectations as well as the enduring
frame models for how racial and income inequality ought to be understood (Edwards 2013; El-
isha 2011). Missing from these discussions are considerations of not just the composition of the
church, but also the composition of the community more generally. Alsomissing from discussions
of multiracial congregations is an evaluation of the role of pastors and their choices in whether
and how to discuss issues of poverty, discussions that, at least in the United States, are almost
inevitably racially imbued. We argue that understanding that proximity to racial diversity in the
community shapes evangelical elite behavior, as measured through their sermons.

Racial and Economic Ideology Among White Evangelicals

Ideology is recognized as such given its relationship to power (as opposed to more neutral
terms like cultural system, frame, or worldview) and its relative rigidity (as opposed to the more
adaptable terms like toolkit or repertoire). As Swidler describes it, “an ideology is an articulated,
self-conscious belief and ritual system, aspiring to offer a unified answer to problems of social
action” (2001:96). An ideology, she argues, “defines a community…help[ing] members differen-
tiate themselves from the surrounding society” (2001:97).

In focusing on the ideological framework of pastors, we draw on a long tradition within and
beyond Marxism of using the concept of ideology to explain how people understand the causes
and solutions to poverty (Hunt and Bullock 2016;Wilson 1996; Zucker andWeiner 1993) and how
such ideological commitments relate to religion (Hunt 2002). Ideology is also a helpful term to
examine racism and its effects. As Bonilla-Silva argues, “a more fruitful approach for examining
actors’ racial views is the notion of racial ideology, or the racially based frameworks used by
actors to explain and justify (dominant race) or challenge (subordinate race or races) the racial
status quo” (Bonilla-Silva 2003:65; see also Mueller 2020). Ideology helps to provide simple
answers to complex questions, with those questions usually understood to be broadly political
(Swidler 2001).
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Similarly, scholars studying racial attitudes and racism within religious communities and
traditions draw on the concept of ideology to understand both how individuals make sense of a
racialized world and how they act within it (Baker, Perry, and Whitehead 2020) Indeed, as Mayrl
points out in his article, the ideological is inextricably bound up with both the practical and the
relational: “While the white church lends legitimacy to white supremacy both directly (through
formal support) and indirectly (through silence and inaction), it also structures relationships be-
tween racial groups in ways that perpetuate inequality…” (2022:17). This article is a study of
both that inaction (when racism and poverty are not mentioned at all) and, via our qualitative
analysis, the legitimation of the present racial system (Omi and Winant 2014) and individualist
accounts of its causes.4

Recent study of racialized politics in the sociology of religion have also used the concept
of ideology to make similar points. Whitehead and Perry describe Christian nationalism as “an
ideology that idealizes and advocates a fusion of American civic life with a particular type of
Christian identity and culture” (2020:ix–x). Similarly, Gerardo Marti’s recent writing on White
Evangelical support for Donald Trump makes use of the term ideology in a wide variety of con-
texts, most looping back to the “White Evangelical ideology” (2019:246) that supports Trump’s
policies and the character himself.

White churches engage in a wide set of activities to uphold, maintain, and reinforce white
supremacy. W.E.B. Du Bois identifies six mechanisms that help explain how white churches
maintain white supremacy: legitimation, revisionism, inaction, segregation, missionary work, and
charitable giving (Mayrl 2022). Although each of these are potentially related to questions of ide-
ology and specifically racial ideology (Mueller 2020), the first three (legitimation, revisionism,
and inaction) are especially important for our analysis here.

In this article, we build from Emerson and Smith’s classic description of White Evangelical
racial ideology. They argue that three important tools limit the ability of (usually white) evangel-
icals to understand racial inequality: “‘accountable freewill individualism’, ‘relationalism’ (at-
taching central importance to interpersonal relationships), and ‘antistructuralism’ (inability to
perceive or unwillingness to accept social structural influences)” (2000:76). Based on our read-
ing of the sermons themselves, we extend Emerson and Smiths’s analysis to center three key
components: (1) antistructural individualism, (2) a distinction between deserving and undeserv-
ing poor, and (3) white racial colorblindness.5 We discuss each of these in the section that follows.
We argue the combination of these components forms a racial ideology that prevents certain white
conservative pastors form preaching about poverty generally, especially when contact with Black
people increases around their church. And then, when they do preach about poverty, they do in
ways that emphasize individualism, colorblind racism, and the difference between the deserving
and undeserving poor.6

4Of course, white Evangelicals are not a monolith, and even their overwhelming support for Donald Trump can read
a variety of ways (Gorski 2019). Yet while work on the “new Evangelicalism” (Steensland and Goff 2013) shows that
Evangelicals can disprove stereotypes and engage in social action in heterogeneous ways, it is also important to recognize
that the ideology described here is consistent with both qualitative and quantitative work on White Evangelicalism cited
throughout this text (though see in addition DuMez 2020; Gorski 2020; Gushee 2019; Margolis 2020). Note, for example,
how Gerardo Marti’s excellent book with Gladys Ganiel on the emerging church and “New Evangelicals” (2014) can be
read alongside another of Marti’s books, American Blindspot: Race, Class, Religion, and the Trump Presidency (2019).
5This third trait can be replaced by a more extreme form, that of white ethnic nationalism (Gorski 2017, 2019; Perry
and Whitehead 2015a, 2015b). Although all of these bear some similarities to recent work on Christian Nationalism (e.g.,
Whitehead and Perry 2020), our ideological analysis refers specifically to race and racism and their relationship to poverty,
issues that overlap questions of national identity but which are also distinct from them.
6There is a way to read pastors’ decisions here via Bourdieu’s theory of the field, in which white pastors seek to maintain
their dominant social position against potential threats that seek the “symbolic power” (1991) pastors can have in their
interpretations of the social world.We largely agree with such a Bourdieusian interpretation, but we find our emphasis here
on ideology is more straightforward and does not necessitate bringing in all the moving pieces of Bourdieu’s arguments.
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Antistructural Individualism

White Evangelicals’ theological suspicion of extraneous structures in an individual’s rela-
tionship to God (like a saint’s intercessions) can make them equally suspicious of extraneous
structures to help an individual’s life chances (like government programs). Emerson and Smith
found their respondents “had difficulty seeing anything other than an individual problem” even
when explicitly confronted with “systemic, institutionalized aspects of race problems” (2000:79).
Research on White Evangelicals’ opinions on racial and socioeconomic inequality often find a
resistance to the ideas of structural solutions to racial inequality (Brown 2009; Cobb, Perry, and
Dougherty 2015; Elisha 2011). Evangelicals are not completely unwilling to acknowledge the
importance of structures in social life, though they will often describe large organizations (espe-
cially the government) as more a source of problems than potential solutions (Franz and Brown
2020). This normative commitment is reflected in a tendency to emphasize individual solutions
to structural problems. To the extent that poverty seems intractable (that is, not solvable indi-
vidually) or else linked to broader structures of racial segregation, then it might be easier for
White Evangelical ministers not to mention it at all. And, as Tranby and Hartmann have ar-
gued, even forms of individualism and antistructuralism that appear racially “neutral” but are
rather “part of a vigorously defended majority white culture and identity” (Tranby and Hartmann
2008:341).

Deserving Poor Versus Undeserving Poor

The distinction between “deserving” and “undeserving” poor is well-researched in political
science and sociology (Applebaum 2001; Clawson and Trice 2000; DeSante 2013; Katz 2013;
Moffitt 2015; van Doorn 2015), including how the concept intersects with religion (Kahl 2005;
Loseke 1997; Regnerus, Smith, and Sikkink 1998). Katz describe rhetoric about the undeserving
poor as rooted in “poverty as a problem of persons” (2013:3), with talk about the undeserving
poor framing poverty as a moral distinction between individuals rather than a problem of polit-
ical economy (Kreitzer and Smith 2018). Such distinctions are often racially coded (Albertson
2015; Clawson and Trice 2000; DeSante 2013; Gilens 2009), and they link well into an already
existing evangelical commitment to individual accountability, both for evangelicals themselves
and more broadly for a country deeply influenced by their thoughts (Bellah et al. 2007; Curtis
2018; Regnerus, Smith, and Sikkink 1998). This normative commitment is reflected in a ten-
dency to separate kinds of poverty, generally emphasizing a theology of uplift and faith in God
that pays less attention to contingent and inexplicable suffering (Bean 2014; Brenneman 2013; Lin
2020).

It is also important to recognize how poverty and discussions of poverty are racialized in the
United States, especially regarding distinctions between deserving and undeserving poor (Gilens
2009), with experimental tests revealing that white recipients of aid are privileged over Black
recipients in a variety of ways. Even seemingly principled, “neutral” concerns like fixing deficits
are related to racial resentments (DeSante 2013; see also Hunt and Bullock 2016; Wilson 1996).
Members of Evangelical churches engage in cognitive dissonance when confronted with messag-
ing that is counter to their identity (Pitt 2010a; Pitt 2010b). To the extent that more of the poor are
undeserving than one might have expected, white ministers might simply say nothing, or might
describe such poverty in terms related to individual experiences of salvation and grace (Curtis
2018; Lin 2020). And given the connections between poverty and racial minorities, pastors con-
fronted with a diverse population may be even more unwilling to discuss poverty because they
lack the tools to explain the systematiccally racist nature of the U.S. political system (Mayrl 2022;
Tranby and Hartmann 2008).
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Colorblindness or Ethnic Nationalism

Finally,White Evangelicals often tend to emphasize a “colorblind” commitment to racial rec-
onciliation (Bonilla-Silva 2017), with an extension to “colorblind” explanations of poverty. This
colorblindness emphasizes an individual’s current lack of explicit racial animus while refusing to
recognize the role of historical processes and social structures in reproducing racial inequalities
(Bracey and Moore 2017; Cobb, Perry, and Dougherty 2015; Garces-Foley 2008; Lichterman,
Carter, and Lamont 2009; Ray 2022). For example, Lichterman, Carter, and Lamont describe
how certain white conservative Christians consider “race-bridging” as successful “when one no
longer ‘saw’ race or felt a racial identity” (2009:205). One key element of racial colorblindness
is its nonsubtractive quality: rather than consider the privileges or benefits whites have earned at
the expense or exclusion of others, colorblindness emphasizes that privilege is not the problem,
thereby seeking explanations for prolonged inequality in cultural deficiencies or deficits (Hunt et
al. 2022; Valencia 2012). However, when that privilege is more robustly attacked, criticized, or
even simply acknowledged, white conservatives can sometimes evince a more aggressive form
of racial chauvinism (Gorski 2017; Perry and Whitehead 2015a, 2015b). White Evangelicals of-
ten manifest a kind of white supremacy that ironically accompanies alleged colorblindness, not
specifically demeaning Black people as much as presuming a normative white experience as the
standard or “supreme” version of Americanness and American Christianity (Ince 2022; Perry and
Whitehead 2015a, 2015b)

Sermons and Pastors

Although a significant portion of the scholarship on religion and politics focuses on the po-
litical and religious experiences and attitudes of individuals (Jelen 1993), churches and clergy
remain central to the study of politics and religion (Wilcox and Larson 2006, Wald, Owen, and
Hill 1998). Within any religious tradition, especially those that emphasize “the word” (Guhin
2020), sermons are central platforms to convey issue salience in a religious community, priming
congregations to view certain issues as important, framing complex issues within religious terms,
and constructing the barriers for appropriate behavior. For all of their importance in the Protestant
world, the importance of the pastor and of the sermon remain deeply understudied in the sociology
of religion.Much of the research on sermons examines the effect of sermons on congregant behav-
ior (Brooke, Chouhoud, and Hoffman 2022, Butt 2016; see also Trinitapoli 2009). The research
that does examine sermons is often ethnographic, examining a single pastor or church at a time
(Ammerman 1987; Becker, 1998, 1999; Edwards 2016; Harding 2018; Hashem 2010; Hirschkind
2006; Pattillo-McCoy 1998; Williamson and Pollio 1999). Less is known about broader trends
in sermons or about how the community context of the church shapes the content of sermons
(though see McClendon and Riedl, 2019, 2021).

We do know that pastors are constrained in their behavior and cannot simply preach about
whatever they want, when and wherever they want. Pastors have to be careful about how they
preach because their congregants might simply go somewhere else. The easy permission to move
between churches makes pastors keenly aware of the consumerism of modern North American
Protestantism (Bielo 2011; Metzger 2007; Richey 2013; Warner 1993), thereby constraining their
behavior to attract or keep a congregation (Djupe and Gilbert 2009). Consequentially, a pastor
might be inclined to discuss some issues and avoid others.

A focus on inequality represents a key area where pastors may choose to increase or decrease
their discussions of the issue. Surveys and observational data reveal wide variation in how much
clergy address issues relating to inequality. Using surveys of clergy, Djupe and Gilbert (2003) find
that almost all religious leaders indicate discussing social justice concerns like poverty and hunger
(98 percent of clergy) and civil rights (90 percent of clergy). In observations of 95 difference
worship services, Brewer, Kersh, and Petersen (2003) find high levels of political activism around
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social justice themes. Boussalis, Coan, and Holman (2021) use texts from more than a hundred
thousand sermons to examine political discussions and find that a quarter of pastors gave a sermon
relating to welfare and one in five discussed civil rights or race related issues. However, such talk
varies widely between different kinds of denominations, and it is often a source of tremendous
stress for the pastors themselves (Edwards, 2013, 2016). Research that evaluates how often people
remember discussions of issues in sermons finds that Black and Hispanic congregants recall more
discussions of poverty, even as discussions of poverty are more impactful on white attitudes about
poverty (Brown et al. 2016).

Clergy often view their own role as primarily that of tending the flock, serving and preserving
their congregation, including pleasing and serving existing members of the church and attracting
new members (Djupe and Gilbert 2003). From this perspective, clergy should only engage in
political action when and if their congregations support it. This interest-based analysis assumes
that all pastors in all places have the capacity or interest to frame issues in particular ways, or to
decide to address the issue at all. Although it is clear that location matters for shaping religious
and political experiences, we knowmuch less about how the physical location of a church and the
demographic and economic characteristics of the community might shape the behavior of pastors.
Here, we remedy this absence by examining the substance (or lack thereof) of sermons through
quantitative and qualitative approaches, tying the sermon to the location of the church.

Data and Methods

To examine the influence of location on messaging by clergy in sermons, we rely on quan-
titative and qualitative analyses of a data set of more than 102,000 sermons and 5200 pastors
collected from SermonCentral.com, an online community for Christian pastors. This data set was
originally introduced in Boussalis, Coan, and Holman (2021). On SermonCentral, pastors post
the text of their sermons or comment on the sermons of other pastors. Sermons are often—but not
always—tagged with descriptive labels by both the posting-pastor and other pastors commenting
on the sermon. Each pastor on SermonCentral also has a profile page that includes basic informa-
tion about themselves, including denomination, the name and address of their church, and more.
These profiles, moreover, are linked to each sermon posted on the platform and thus it is possible
to connect the content of sermons to the basic demographic and geographic information included
in each pastor profile. The remainder of this section outlines the methods used to collect the data
employed in the current study, the representativeness of our sample of pastors, as well as the
qualitative and statistical approaches used in the analysis.

A central objective of this studywas to establish both the level and type of discourse present in
messaging by Christian pastors, as well as the racial and economic environment in which clergy
preach. To do so, we rely on quantitative and qualitative analyses of the full text of 102,778
sermons derived from an original dataset produced by Boussalis, Coan, and Holman (2021). The
authors collected these sermons from SermonCentral.com in September and October 2015.

Race and gender information about the clergy was obtained through two routes: first, 1499
clergy uploaded a photo to their profile on SermonCentral. Using those photos, we asked five
online workers to identify the race (white or non-white) and gender (women or men) of the clergy
person. Of the 3760 pastors who had not provided profile images to SermonCentral, we selected
pastors who posted at least 50 sermons to SermonCentral (N = 140) for further coding. Two
researchers searched for photos of these pastors online and coded their gender and whether they
are white or not following the procedure developed by Shah, Gonzalez Juenke, and Fraga (2022).7

7The distribution of uploaded sermons among pastors without a profile was highly skewed (Median = 9, Mean = 44.6).
To economize time and resources while preserving as much of the initial data set as possible, we chose to manually code
pastors who had posted at least 50 sermons (3.67 percent of the pastors with no profile picture). This allowed us to retain
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This second round of coding resulted in the successful identification of the gender and race of
107 pastors who were then added to the first set, resulting in a total number of 1606 clergy and
80,871 sermons. To determine if there are meaningful differences between the pastors with and
without a profile picture on SermonCentral, two researchers selected a simple random sample of
259 pastors (20 percent) without a profile picture and coded their gender and race. Using a two-
sample difference in means test, we found no statistically significant difference between these
samples with respect to women (Mpicture = 3.45 percent, Mno_picture = 4.25 percent, p = .52) and
white pastors (Mpicture = 80.98 percent, Mno_picture = 81.85 percent, p = .74). We also assessed
race and gender of names of pastors using Sumner’s (2018) categorization algorym and found
remarkable similarity between the classification processes.

We acknowledge that the SermonCentral sample is a convenience sample, but comparisons
on observable factors like denomination, gender, race, and location are similar to national data.
The SermonCentral sample of pastors looks similar to the national composition of Christian pas-
tors in the United States: comparing our data to the 2012−2013 National Congregations Study
(NCS), 65 percent of our pastors belong to evangelical denominations, compared to 67 percent
of the NCS.8 Pastors belonging to mainline Protestant denominations make up 19 percent of our
pastors, compared to 20 percent of the pastors in the NCS. Our sample is 81 percent white and 3.4
percent women while the NCS sample is 74 percent white and 7 percent women. We also found
that the locales of our pastors are, by and large, similar to typical locales found in theUnited States.
The Appendix in the Supporting Information includes benchmarking comparisons between the
counties of the pastors in our sample and all U.S. counties (see Appendix A in the Supporting
Information). In short, we find that our counties are very similar to typical U.S. counties in terms
of income, demographics, religiosity, and partisanship; with the only major difference that the
median population of our counties is greater than the national county-level median.

We engage in two evaluations of these data: a quantitative examination that uses quantitative
text analysis and statistical modeling, and a qualitative examination of the content of sermons
about poverty and race. For our qualitative evaluation, two of the authors read all the sermons
with a high poverty-propensity score by white pastors in predominantly (two standard deviations
above the average) white and black neighborhoods. We combine this work with a reading of at
least 10 percent of the remaining sermons in each of the other standard deviations. Here, we look
for common patterns, organizations, and connections within those sermons. As we read, we coded
the sermons inductively, then went back and checked these codes against the other sermons in
our qualitative analysis. It is from that analysis that we developed the description of the ideology
described above.

Identifying Poverty and Civil Rights Discussions in the Corpus

With the SermonsCentral corpus in hand, the next step is to operationalize speech related
to poverty and civil rights among our sample of sermons. As described in Boussalis, Coan, and
Holman (2021), given the size of the corpus, manual content analysis is infeasible option and a
simple lexicon-based approach is problematic given the issue of polysemy.9 As an alternative, we
developed a computational approach that makes use of SermonCentral’s user-generated tags to

13,965 sermons, while losing 21,907 sermons from pastors who had posted less than 50 sermons or fromwhom no picture
could be found online.
8Evangelical and Mainline Protestant denominations are defined consistently with NCS. See the Appendix in the Sup-
porting Information for a list of denominations including the conservative and mainline categories.
9For instance, if we wished to identify civil rights-related discussions in the text using this approach, the term “race” itself
could relate to race-relations, a political race, a physical race, or a race to the finish.
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estimate the presence of civil rights or poverty-related discussion in sermon content. The remain-
der of this section outlines the rationale and implementation of this approach.

Standardizing SermonCentral’s user-generated labels. Although the user-generated tags of-
fer valuable information on the main topics or themes present in a sermon, these tags are un-
standardized and various labels are used to refer to the same theme (e.g., sermons tagged with
“Martin Luther King” and “Martin Luther King Jr.” are clearly related). Our first goal was thus to
identify and standardize labels relevant to the issues of civil rights and welfare. We achieve this
objective using the following three-step process (see Appendix B in the Supporting Information
for detailed information on this procedure). First, we utilize a popular crowd-sourcing platform
to narrow down the user-generated tags to only those that are politically relevant. This reduced
the number of labels from over 19,000 unique labels to just over 500 relevant labels. Second, we
read a sample of sermons (up to 5) for each label to determine that the smaller set of 500 labels
were indeed political, while also collapsing synonymous labels. This reduced the total number of
potentially relevant labels to just 231. Third, we further classified the remaining labels based on
whether they were related to civil rights or social welfare. Specifically, the labels were coded into
aggregate categories independently by the co-authors, resulting in a reliability score (Cronbach’s
alpha of 0.92). Differences were reconciled via committee. Finally, a research assistant, blind to
the hypotheses, replicated the coding process, resulting in a reliability score of 0.89.

Learning relevant speech using a supervised Latent Dirichlet Allocation model. After iden-
tifying the relevant labels, the next question centers on how one should use these labels to learn
about relevant speech in religious text. The simplest approach would be to directly use the stan-
dardized labels to measure communication by, for example, counting the number of times a par-
ticular label appears in the corpus. However, this approach is problematic: based on an extensive
reading of the sermons corpus, the observed labels often fail to be attached to politically rele-
vant sermons. For instance, a sermon entitled “A Christian Response To Poverty” is clearly about
poverty, as a passage makes clear:

“Sometimes, the actions; the immoral actions, of others causes poverty. There are those who
have lost their businesses, or their homes, or their savings because of the actions of others. We are
all aware of those in our society who prey on the weak, the kind and the trusting. Some people
are led to poverty through phone solicitations, unscrupable salesmen, and e-mail scams. Others
are led to poverty because of the lawsuits of people trying to get rich at the expense of others.
There are many other examples, but, injustice causes some poverty.”

Yet, the only generic tag on the sermon is “Christian Disciplines.” Put simply, while sermons
tagged with relevant labels virtually always contain relevant content, the converse is not neces-
sarily true: just because a sermon does not have a welfare-related tag does not mean it does not
contain welfare-related content, which required that we adopt a strategy to identify sermons that
discuss relevant themes but are not labeled as such.

Following previous work on using text analysis to categorize sermons (i.e., Boussalis, Coan,
and Holman 2021), we rely on a generative model to infer missing labels from observed labels,
employing a supervised extension of the well-known latent Dirichlet allocation (LDA; Ramage
et al. 2009). The model uses the relevant social welfare and civil rights labels to learn the words
associated with each label and offers an estimate of the proportion of a particular sermon that
is associated with these themes (see Appendix C in the Supporting Information for a detailed
description of the computational model). Critically, these estimates offer a means to determine
the sermons likely to discuss topics related to social welfare, poverty, and civil rights.

Linking Community Demographics to Sermon Content

In what environment do these pastors preach? To evaluate how the racial composition in
the community shapes discussions by pastors, we needed to ‘build’ a neighborhood around each
church. While using data at the county level would certainly be the easiest approach, counties
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vary dramatically in size and demographics. Instead, we geocode each church’s address and use
Geographic Information Systems (GIS) to construct a 10-mile buffer around each church. We
then use Census block-level information and average over those areas to determine the racial
context of the church. After geocoding each church’s address, we used GIS to construct two vari-
ables: church “neighborhood” and “community.” Based on transportation statistics from the U.S.
Department of Transportation 2009 Household Travel Survey (Santos et al. 2011:13), we esti-
mate that the majority of congregants will travel no more than 10 miles to attend church and thus
set this distance as the geographic boundary of a given church’s “neighborhood.” Specifically,
we define each church’s neighborhood as the set of block groups (for Census data) or precincts
(for election data) and average over these areas to arrive at our independent variables of interest.
Next, as churcheswith overlapping “neighborhoods” are, by definition, statistically dependent, we
need a way to incorporate this dependence when examining the correlates of speech. To achieve
this objective, we construct a variable to capture each church’s “community” and cluster on this
variable when estimating the relationship between political, economic, and demographic factors
and sermon content in the main text. We define a church “community” as the union of overlap-
ping neighborhoods. See Section D of the Appendix in the Supporting Information for a visual
representation of the church neighborhoods and communities. Overall, our data set combines in-
formation on the sermons that pastors give, the characteristics of those pastors, and the racial
composition of the communities in which they preach.

Which Pastors are More Likely to Discuss Poverty?

To evaluate the influence of pastor and community characteristics on discussions of poverty
and civil rights, we use the proportion of the words of each sermon that relate to each of these
topics, which were generated by the topic modeling approach described above. These topic prob-
abilities are employed as dependent variables in a series of statistical models. Specifically, to ease
the interpretation of the statistical models, our dependent variables are binary measures taking on
a value of 1 if more than 5 percent of a sermon’s words are devoted to social welfare or civil rights,
and zero otherwise.10 To test our hypotheses, we rely on a Bayesian multilevel logit model with a
random effect for pastors, geographic neighborhood, and year. We examine pastor denomination,
community characteristics (including race, measured by percentage white in the area around the
church, politics, measured by the percentage of the 2012 presidential election vote received by the
Democratic candidate, and income, measured by median income of the surrounding community),
and controls for Southern churches and the size of the church overall. The models are estimated
based on the subset of white pastor’s sermons (N = 70,499).11

We expect that Evangelical pastors will be less likely to discuss both social welfare and civil
rights issues, given the way that ideology structures their handling of these issues. As shown in
Table 1, Mainline Protestant pastor identification is associated with higher levels of discussion
of both social welfare and civil rights. To ease interpretation of the model findings, we calculate
predicted probabilities based on the logit coefficients and express these estimates as a percentage.
Mainline Protestant pastors are 1.02 percent more likely to discuss social welfare when compared
to the reference category of Evangelical pastors and 1.4 percent more likely to discuss civil rights.

We also expect that the composition of the community itself might shape the discussions of
social welfare and civil rights in sermons. In this context, we expect that Evangelical pastors will
be more likely to discuss civil rights and social welfare when their communities are less diverse.

10As discussed in Boussalis et al. (2021), the largest share of words in a typical sermon relate to religion-specific topics.
Although a threshold of 5 percent may seem small, it is in fact quite a significant share of politically relevant words.
11Unfortunately, we lose a number of pastors due to missing observations among our independent variables.
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Figure 1
Probability of discussing civil rights and social welfare by denomination and community

whiteness [Color figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

To test this expectation, we interact pastor denomination and the share of the surrounding popula-
tion that are white and evaluate the effects on the likelihood that a pastor discusses civil rights and
social welfare. We present the results of the interaction between denomination and white popu-
lation in Table 2 and Table 3 while also presenting the predicted probabilities of the interaction
models in Figure 1a (civil rights) and Figure 1b (social welfare). To further aid interpretation of
the marginal effects plots below, we provide a formal comparison of the predicted probability
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Figure 2
Probability of discussing civil rights (top panel) and social welfare (bottom panel) by

community income, denomination, and community whiteness [Color figure can be viewed at
wileyonlinelibrary.com]

curves across Mainline and Evangelical denominations.12 Following the approach outlined Long
and Mustillo (2021:13), we assess whether the slope of the marginal effects curves in Figures 1
and 2 are parallel across denomination by examining discrete changes in the predicted probability
of civil rights or social welfare discussion at representative values of community whiteness (for
more information, see Appendix F in the Supporting Information).

Turning first to discussion of civil rights, we find evidence that as communities become more
white, Mainline pastors become less likely to discuss civil rights, suggesting that Mainline pastors
are responding to community interests in their sermon construction when compared to Evangel-
ical pastors. Conversely, we find little evidence of a moderating effect of the proportion of white
residents on the effect of pastor denomination on social welfare discussions. In other words, the
proportion of community whiteness has no meaningful effect on the relationship between pastor
denomination and the probability of including social welfare themes in their sermons.

The possibility exists, however, that in measuring whiteness, we are simply providing another
measure of income in the area—after all, poverty is deeply racialized in the United States and
whiteness and income are highly correlated. To evaluate this question, we engage in a three-way
interaction between denomination, percentage white, and whether the community is one standard
deviation below the national median income, at the median income, or above the median income.
We present the substantive effects in Figure 2 for both civil rights (top panel) and social welfare
(bottom panel).

Generally speaking, our results suggest that income has a minimal impact on the moderating
effect of community whiteness on the relationship between denomination and social welfare or
civil rights discussion. This being said, the interactive effect on civil rights discussion that is
displayed in Figure 1a only holds in moderately wealthy (mean income) and more affluent areas

12We wish to thank an anonymous reviewer for suggesting this additional analysis.
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(1 SD above the mean income). However, we do not find any evidence to suggest that income
levels affect these moderating relationships for social welfare discussions.

Qualitative Analysis of the Sermons

Our qualitative study of the sermons helps to illustrate some of the patterns we have identified
and theorized from the quantitative data. In particular, we looked for patterns of how pastors in
white and Black neighborhoods explain, justify, or probe the existence of racism and poverty. Our
reading of the sermons confirms our theory of ideological rigidity.

For example, in a sermon by a white Evangelical minister in a predominantly Black neigh-
borhood, the pastor begins by acknowledging “the most segregated house in America is 11:00
on Sunday.” He goes on to lament the existence of prejudice, though always doing so in a way
that highlights its status as personal sin with personal solutions, manifesting a commitment to
declaring and then living out both colorblind racism and antistructural individualism. The sermon
ends by asking “If we’re going to worship in eternity with people different from us, why are some
opposed to doing that on earth?” Note how, again, prejudice is a hindrance not so much from jus-
tice but from living as Christ intended people to live (Lichterman, Carter, and Lamont 2009) and
that the problem of racism is cast in the “suppressive frame” of “racial reconciliation” rather than
a more straightforward acknowledgement of systemic prejudice (Oyakawa 2019). Interestingly,
the sermon insists that God is “of all nations” and “not an American god” and again, this call for
solidarity is rooted in a Christian logic: “We must view those of all nations—even those who hate
us and our God—as people for whom Christ died and people who need the Gospel as badly as
we did… We cannot overcome our national pride and prejudice until we understand God as the
God of all nations.”

This is certainly not the ethnic nationalism described by recent scholars (Gorski 2017), but
neither is it necessarily a radical Christian cosmopolitanism: note how the use of the pronouns
us and our still frames America as a Christian nation, though its fundamental differences from
the rest of the world are moral rather than ethnic or racial, a distinction central to colorblind
explanations of difference (Bonilla-Silva 2015). Indeed, in the words of another sermon, this one
from aWhite Evangelical pastor in a neighborhood 2.9 standard deviations above the mean: “The
Body of Christ is a unique ethnic group in and of itself. We are the children of God. We are part
of one family by the new birth.”

That latter sermon contains a story about shipwrecks that itself a fascinating contrast with
more progressive, mainline denominations. Preaching about how locals in the area of the ship-
wreck begin to provide services to those left stranded by the ships, the story parallels a common
progressive Christian story about the difference between service and justice. In the common pro-
gressive story, there are babies found drifting in a river and people keep developing more and
more elaborate services to help those children, until many years and many buildings later, some-
one asks whether they might go upriver to ask why the babies keep being abandoned into the river.
This distinction between service (helping those in need) and justice (seeking to fix the causes of
that need) is not found in the sermon about shipwrecks: instead it is a story about identity, as
the group of “life savers” became a club with increasingly fancy accommodations, finally reject-
ing its original identity, leaving someone else further down the shore to begin the process again.
“History continued to repeat itself, and if you visit that coast today, you will find a number of
exclusive clubs along that shore.”

The lesson from history here is very different than the babies in the river story: instead of
raising questions about justice and the causes of suffering, it raises questions about the inevitabil-
ity of sin and the need to come back to a founding mission instituted by Christ. If Christ truly
unites us, this argument goes, then thinking too much about ethnic differences or the causes of
those differences only further separates us from Christ’s mission: “The only ethnic roots that
should be emphasized in the church is that of the Body of Christ. There is a lot of emphasis on
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ethnicity today. We are told to be proud of our ethnic heritage. We become ethnocentric when we
emphasize our ethnic roots over others. When we emphasize differences, we promote division.
When we emphasize our oneness in Christ, we promote unity.” Note that this is a message in
a predominantly Black neighborhood that is also 2.6 standard deviations below the mean white
population. The “ethnic heritage” being referred to here is most likely not European. Note also
that to the extent racism is a problem, it is a problem of persons giving the wrong emphasis to
their identity, rather than a problem of structures reproducing inequality. This framing implies
a kind of symmetry between communities of color showing communal pride and explicit white
racism, and it also helps to make clear whyWhite Evangelical pastors in low-income, Black com-
munities might choose to say nothing at all about the ongoing causes of racialized socioeconomic
inequality.

Similarly, sermons about poverty emphasize the difference between the deserving and the
undeserving poor. A white male Evangelical minister from an area two standard deviations above
the mean of Black residents emphasized the importance of the “poor in spirit” as a means of
understanding how Jesus talked about poverty, contrasting his claim to “a very popular belief
held among Roman Catholics, neo-Evangelicals, modernists and socialists”:

the truth is that economic destitution does not necessarily make someone right with God. There are many people
who are in financial crisis who are at the same time opposed to Christ and opposed to the Gospel…throughout the
Bible we find that some types of poverty are actually condemned by God. The poor person who is poor because
of his laziness is not blessed, but rather called down for their wickedness.

The pastor goes on that “these passages do not teach that God thinks economic poverty is
wonderful or that Jehovah favors socialism, which is based on theft and statism, but that God
will defend and avenge the righteous poor who are oppressed.” So, who exactly are the righteous
poor? It is never really clear, as the pastor focuses on emphasizing how the rich can be righteous,
making clear that the real challenge is spiritual pride. As with the previous example, there is an
intriguing parallel to more progressive Christianity, in that the pastor calls congregants to be less
focused on the self and more committed to their dependence on God. The difference with more
progressive versions of Christianity is that, instead of emphasizing people’s dependence on God
and others, including social structures and historical processes, the only dependence that matters
is the individual’s utter depravity before God. The end of the sermon emphasizes the problems
with modern self-esteem culture both in and outside of Christianity. As with the other sermons
already listed, the sermon calls congregants toward difficult spiritual effort, but at an individual
level that does not challenge broader social structures or the individuals’ privilege within them.

These sermons—and a wide set of others in our data set—generally come to the same kind of
avoidance, an avoidance already described by W.E.B. Du Bois in his analysis of the white church
(Du Bois 1910; Mayrl 2022): these white pastors avoid discussing structural causes of poverty
and racism and they also avoid advocating structural responsibilities. It is this avoidance that is
actually the most important for our argument, as our quantitative data show above. We argue that
an ideological rigidity leads white Evangelical pastors to avoid discussing poverty when in low-
income neighborhoods and especially in low-income, predominantly black neighborhoods. When
they do speak about these issues, as we have shown, they tend to do so in ways that maintain the
ideology we have described.

Conclusion

We are far from the first scholars to identify evangelical leaders as an obstacle to racial equal-
ity in the United States. In his book, The End of White Christian America, Robert Jones (2016)
focuses on how White Evangelical leaders have become increasingly aware of (and apologetic
about) their white supremacist past. He also argues that whites’ failure to understand or appreciate
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Black protests of police brutality and other examples of structural racism is related to location.
Emerson and Smith (2000) argue that these network closures and patterns of self-exculpation
led to further segregation, including the continued separation of Protestant congregations into
racially distinct groups, a finding Jones noticed nearly 20 years later. Similarly, Blanchard (2007)
argues that White Evangelicals’ network closure can explain their residential segregation (see
also Merino 2011), especially considering how White Evangelicals tend to emphasize volunteer-
ing in their own church communities rather than with those who are different from them, perhaps
leading them to their suspicion of government assistance programs. Perhaps the solution, Jones
suggests, is one of greater interaction: “ [Whites’] core social networks—the space where mean-
ing is welded onto experience—tend to be extremely segregated…This effectively closes the door
to interactions with people who might challenge what feels like a natural and ‘commonsense’ per-
spective on the events they see on cable television” (Jones 2016:160).

Our data give us reason to be suspicious of this kind of solution, at least in and of itself. We
instead find that White Evangelical ideological commitments make it hard for them to acknowl-
edge structural causes of poverty and racial inequality, thereby choosing simply not to engage.
As we show in a qualitative study of the sermons, even when White Evangelicals do engage
questions of poverty and race in predominantly non-white and low-income neighborhoods, they
do so in ways that are more affected by commitments to (1) antistructuralism, (2) a distinction
between the deserving and undeserving poor, and (3) colorblindness rather than by sensitivity
to structural causes of poverty and racial inequality they may have gained from their locations.
Using geographic information, we also show that location matters in this account: if you are not
ideologically prepared for an interaction, instead of changing in response to it, you might simply
choose not to react at all. These findings suggest that evangelicals invest deeply in a ‘color-blind’
approach, leading to a strategy of avoidance. As a result, those attending Evangelical churches
can easily avoid any difficult discussion of racial or economic equality and are deprived of learn-
ing any tools for navigating these questions in their daily lives. As Evangelicalism is increasingly
intertwined with Republican partisanship and Christian Nationalism in the United States, the
long-term consequences of this silence may bleed over to non-Church politics. A partisan strat-
egy of silence and avoidance on racial inequality from the Republican Party (Sue 2016; Ray 2022)
thus reinforces these patterns.

Because of White Evangelicals’ commitment to a religious, racial, and socio-economic ide-
olo, ministers are rendered unable to say anything at all about inequality, helping us to explain
why the percentage of sermons on poverty decreases in diverse and low-income areas. As a conse-
quence, evangelical opposition to systematic efforts to address inequality (Jelen 1990; Schwadel
2017), including racial equality (Wong 2018) goes unchallenged by their religious environment.
Unless Evangelical pastors dramatically change their ideological commitments (which they are
unlikely to do, given that these are rooted in broad worldviews), these churches are unlikely to
ever been sites for challenges to inequality. AsWhite pastors continue to hold the vast majority of
leadership positions among evangelicals (Oyakawa 2019), we do not anticipate these individuals
learning new tools to discuss inequality via their private lives and communities.

Future work (including our own) should better engage other political questions in sermons.
We need better data for racism and civil rights, particularly in the post-Ferguson BLM era, and
we would love to see more data as well on gender or sexuality, especially as affected by proximity
to locations with large LGBT communities or areas that have a higher-than-average percentage
of women with graduate degrees. Our sample did not have a large number of Black pastors, but
we would be interested in how Black, Asian American, and Latinx Evangelical pastors handle
such questions differently. There is also a whole universe of comparative questions, examining
Catholic homilies, Muslim khutbahs, and Jewish derarshas. We hope that the quantitative and
qualitative tools used here provide scholars the opportunity to ask questions about how and when
(or if) pastors can be tools for change.
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