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Religious plurality has long been a reality for Christians. The church emerged in a pluralistic society of Jews, Greeks, Romans, and others. Despite this, many contemporary Christians in America are struggling to deal with the new wave of immigration stemming from the passing of the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965. This act abolished the restrictive quota system of 1924 that had effectively ended immigration to the United States (“Historical Documents”).
  Since admittance to America no longer depended on ethnic origin, there was a dramatic influx of immigrants from the Middle East and Asia, more than half of the immigrants Muslim (Smith 52). Islam itself was not completely foreign to the United States. The first substantial group of Muslims to come to America were African slaves, at least ten percent of which were Muslim (Eck, New Religious America 239-240). Other Muslims had come from the Middle East to America before the quota system, but the numbers swelled after 1965, leading to trepidation among many Christians. Already by 1966, scholars realized that something needed to be done to increase understanding. In May of 1966, fifty scholars representing Christianity, Judaism, Buddhism, Hinduism and Islam began a weeklong conference entitled “Religious Pluralism and World Community” in order to discuss methods for better understanding and communicating with one another (Dugan 28). However, not all Christians have been as willing to embrace this increase in religious diversity. Exclusivist Christians depict Islam as a threat and construct a dichotomy between Christianity and Islam. These misperceptions are due to internal insecurities as this group attempts to adapt to the growing pluralistic society.

Religious Change in America

In the past thirty years, the United States has become the most religiously diverse nation in the world (Eck, New Religious America 4). One look at the landscape of American cities reflects this change. In downtown Atlanta, Georgia, the towering minaret of the newly built Al-Farooq Masjid mirrors the skyscrapers surrounding it. In Liverpool, California, the South Indian Hindu temple, complete with a tower and spires, cannot help but stand out amidst the suburban backdrop (Eck, New Religious America 84). The rural fringe of Westchester County north of New York City is home to the Chuang Yen Monastery, whose Buddha Hall seats a thirty-five-foot tall Buddha, the largest in North America (Eck, New Religious America 170).

Because the United States Census does not allow questions concerning religious affiliation, concrete statistics for the growth of religious diversity must come from other sources. In 1991, Diana L. Eck of Harvard University and a group of students began the Pluralism Project, an organization with the goal of obtaining data concerning religious diversity in America and helping Americans engage in this religious plurality (President and Fellows of Harvard College). The website already contains profiles for over 700 religious institutions from various traditions, including Buddhism, Hinduism, Islam, Afro-Caribbean, Sikhism, Zoroastrianism, and Paganism, among others. The Pluralism Project, and other projects of its kind, provides proof of the growing religious diversity of the United States. The difficulty lies in discovering how Christians respond and adapt to this change.

Exclusivism, Inclusivism, and Pluralism


In order to explore the various Christian responses to religious plurality, one must first adopt a heuristic device in order to compare them. In her Encountering God, Eck puts forth the paradigm of exclusivist, inclusivist, and pluralist. She defines them as follows:

First, there is the exclusivist response: Our own community, our tradition, our understanding of reality, our encounter with God is the one and only truth, excluding all others. Second, there is the inclusivist response: There are, indeed, many communities, traditions, and truths, but our way of seeing things is the culmination of the others, superior to the others, or at least wide enough to include the others under our universal canopy and in our own terms. A third response is that of the pluralist: Truth is not the exclusive or inclusive possession of any one tradition or community. Therefore the diversity of communities, traditions, and visions of God is not an obstacle for us to overcome, but an opportunity for our energetic engagement with one another. It does not mean giving up our commitments; rather, it means opening up those commitments to the give-and-take of mutual discovery, understanding, and, indeed, transformation. (Eck, Encountering God 168)

Eck takes a pluralist stance on the issue of religious diversity. She promotes the active engagement with other religious traditions, not only to gain mutual understanding but also self-understanding and mutual transformation (Encountering God 189). By engaging in dialogue with members of other religions, one can better understand what makes ones’ own tradition unique. 


This tripartite scheme is useful for several reasons. First of all, it does not limit each response to a single Christian tradition, recognizing that there can be varying reactions within the same denomination. It acknowledges that there is a spectrum upon which each individual’s response lies. In addition, each type maintains a commitment to Christianity, including the pluralist, which is often falsely depicted as a relativist or syncretist.


A few terms require further definition. “Pluralist” or “pluralism” as a type of Christian response is distinct from “plurality” or “religious pluralism.” Plurality or religious pluralism is the sheer fact of religious diversity. The stance of pluralism is the participation in that plurality. The United States is a growing pluralistic society due to the rise in religious diversity, which one can respond to with the outlook of the exclusivist, inclusivist, or pluralist.


The Christian exclusivist of Eck’s paradigm holds several key beliefs. First of all, the exclusivist believes that the truth of Christ precludes all other supposed truths, leading to the belief that Christianity is the only way to salvation. Along with this, exclusivists emphasize the finality of Christianity, leaving no room for further revelation. Exclusivists focus on what makes Christianity unique, which in their opinion is the oneness and onlyness of Jesus Christ. Lastly, exclusivists not only have a zealous fervor for their own tradition but also hold negative attitudes towards other religions. 
Misperceptions of Islam

Are the negative attitudes exclusivist Christians have towards Islam unfounded? Is Islam a violent and intolerant religion? Perhaps more importantly, is Islam more violent and intolerant than other religions, including Christianity? The answer to all of these questions is no. While there are verses in the Qu’ran that condone violence, there are also verses that deplore violence and promote peace. If Islam is truly intolerant of Christianity, why would Christians still be allowed to live and practice their religion in predominantly Muslim countries?


Islam is often portrayed as a perversion of Christianity, appearing to have respect for the Bible but in actuality going against the basic tenets of Christianity and rejecting Jesus. For this reason, exclusivist Christians often depict Islam as Satanic because they believe Muslims promote a false doctrine. However, as a Muslim woman pointed out in a conversation with Harvey Cox, “Christians know so little about how much respect we Muslims have for Jesus… We honor and venerate Jesus, but Christians have a history of vilifying Muhammad” (Cox 21). Some exclusivist Christians believe that the Muslim God is different from the Christian God, in part because of the difference in names. However, Christians, too, in Arab countries refer to God as “Allah” (Cox 26). The Five Pillars of Islam all have Christian analogues. Christianity and Islam share many common roots, and Christianity is more similar to Islam than to any other world religion. Perhaps Islam seems a bit too familiar to Christianity, forcing Christians to confront the problems of their own institution.


Several of the charges levied against Islam by exclusivist Christians can easily be turned back around to Christianity. The Christian tradition, too, has a history of violence. It is easier to point to the oppression of women in Islam than to examine why women are refused ordination in many conservative churches. Christian exclusivists are being just as intolerant as they accuse Muslims of being. However, rather than face these shortcomings within their own tradition, exclusivist Christians find it easier to create the dichotomy that asserts their superiority. As Eck explains, “The exclusivist affirms identity in a complex world of plurality by a return to the firm foundations of his or her own tradition and an emphasis on the distinctive identity provided by that tradition” (Encountering God 174).
Exclusivist Religious Leaders


One method for examining the misperceptions exclusivist Christians hold about Islam is to look at the statements made by openly exclusivist religious leaders. Pat Robertson, Rev. Jerry Falwell, Franklin Graham, Dr. Albert Mohler, Pope Benedict XVI, and Rev. Bassam M. Madany are all exclusivist Christians that have spoken out against Islam. Not only do these men demonize Islam by portraying it as a threat, they also construct a dichotomy between Christianity and Islam in which Christianity is everything good and Islam is everything evil.  


Pat Robertson, an Evangelical televangelist, drew great criticism for his statements both immediately after September 11, 2001 and in the years following. He has spoken out several times on his television show, The 700 Club.  In 2006, he claimed, “These people [Muslims] are crazed fanatics. And I want to say it now. I believe it’s motivated by demonic power. It is satanic. And it’s time we recognize what we’re dealing with” (“Pat Robertson”). In 2002, Robertson proclaimed, “I have taken issue with our esteemed president, in regard to his stand in saying Islam is a peaceful religion. It's just not, and the Koran makes it very clear. If you see an infidel, you ought to kill him. That's what it says. Now, that doesn't sound very peaceful to me” (“Shelby, Edwards Discuss War”). When CNN requested that Robertson clarify what he meant by these statements, he constructed a dichotomy by saying:

The founder of Islam preached violence. And here's what he said. I'm quoting directly from the Koran. "Fight and slay the pagans wherever you find them. Seize them, beleaguer them, and lie in wait for them. Fight them. Allah will punish them." Now, that is the message that's coming out of the mosques. It is the message that is coming from many of these mullahs all over the Muslim world. You're not hearing Christian ministers telling people to go kill Muslims… I think we're a religion of love. We don't preach hate, but this is the message of Mohammed… If you get right down to it, Osama bin Laden is probably truer to Mohammed than some of the others. (“Shelby, Edwards Discuss War”)

With his devoted television audience, the impact of Robertson’s statements upon the Evangelical Christian community cannot be taken lightly.


Another Evangelical televangelist, Rev. Jerry Falwell, has also spoken out against Islam. Promoting the image of Islam as a violent religion, Falwell stated, “I think Mohammed was a terrorist… I’ve read enough of the history of his life written by both Muslims and… non-Muslims… he was a… violent man, a man of war” (“Zion’s Christian Soldiers”). Falwell also perpetuates the dichotomy between Christianity and Islam by claiming, “Jesus set the example for love, as did Moses. And I think that Mohammed set an opposite example” (“Zion’s Christian Soldiers”).


Franklin Graham, son of evangelist Billy Graham, has referred to Islam as an evil and wicked religion on several occasions. He explained:

I don’t believe [Islam] is this wonderful, peaceful religion. When you read the Koran and you read the verses from the Koran, it instructs the killing of the infidel for those that are non-Muslim… It wasn’t Methodists flying into those buildings, and it wasn’t Lutherans. It was an attack on this country by people of the Islamic faith. (“Franklin Graham”)

The implication of the latter statement is that Christians are not violent, unlike Muslims.  Graham further expands upon this dichotomy in other interviews. When asked about whether or not he sees the war in Afghanistan as a holy war, he maintains that Muslims do but Christians do not because “[w]e are taught tolerance. We’re taught to respect people of another faith,” thus implying that Muslims have no respect for non-Muslims (“War on Terror”). In order to strengthen the contrast between Christianity and Islam, Graham insists that Muslims worship a different God than Christians. He states:

It’s a different God. The god that we worship is a god that… has a son, and his name is Jesus Christ, who came to this earth to die for the sins of mankind… in Islam, their god is not a father… if you said that he had a son, that’s blasphemous to a Muslim… It’s a completely different view. (“Interview with Franklin Graham”)

As the leader of the Billy Graham Evangelical Association and Samaritan’s Purse, Franklin Graham also has a large amount of sway over Evangelical Christians and disciples of his father (“War on Terror”).


Dr. Albert Mohler, the president of the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, stresses the demonic power of Islam (“Pat Robertson”). When asked by Bill O’Reilly to respond to the statements of Pat Robertson and Franklin Graham, Mohler affirms that “they were speaking a deeply [sic] truth there that Christians have believed for 2,000 years… any belief system that keeps persons [from] coming to Christ we would see as a manifestation of a demonic power,” a sentiment that he repeats throughout the interview (“Pat Robertson”).


Pope Benedict XVI received a backlash of anger from the Muslim world for statements made in a lecture at the University of Regensburg in Germany. He quoted Emperor Manuel II, who stated, “Show me just what Mohammed brought that was new, and there you will find things only evil and inhuman, such as his command to spread by the sword the faith he preached” (Pope Benedict XVI). He states in a footnote that he does not endorse Manuel II’s polemic. However, he uses this quote to make a comparison between Islam and Christianity in which Islam is irrational and acting contrary to God’s nature and Christianity is acting “in harmony with the eternal Word and with our reason” (Pope Benedict XVI).


Even more moderate exclusivist religious leaders have spoken out against Islam. Rev. Bassam M. Madany was the Minister of Arabic broadcasting of the Back to God Hour, the radio ministry of the Christian Reformed Church. In an article in the Protestant Reformed Theological Journal on Christian mission to Islam, he affirms that “God’s way of salvation by the blood of Christ shed on our behalf” is the only way of salvation and that the Christian faith is “objectively true, whether people believe it or not,” showing his exclusivist mindset. He refers to Islam as the world’s most anti-Christian faith, saying it poses the greatest challenge to everything dear to Christianity. Madany blames the rise of Islam on the church’s failure to educate the Arab world about the Bible, believing this is why Muhammad could not “arrive at a true knowledge of the Christian faith” (Madany). He refers to Islam’s doctrine of man as “one of the most glaring shortcomings of Islam,” “woefully unbiblical,” and “totally unrealistic” because it does not leave room for Christ as savior (Madany). In these statements, Madany perpetuates the dichotomy in which Christianity is true and Islam is everything false.

Muslim Stereotypes and Public Opinion Polls

Another method for studying the misperceptions of exclusivist Christians is to examine stereotypes promoted by the American public as a whole. The purpose of the public opinion polls and hate crime statistics to follow will be to demonstrate how widespread these misperceptions remain, despite increased levels of personal contact and education. The people of the United States have maintained distortions of Islam since the first immigrants arrived. In a 1968 New York Times article describing the festivities at the end of Ramadan, Thomas F. Brady wrote that the 60,000 Muslims celebrated with “prayers… and belly dancers… The two [activities] are by no means mutually exclusive, because Islam… does not set piety against fleshly pleasure as long as each is in its prescribed time and balance” (Brady). Brady described every night of Ramadan as being “wild and gay” perhaps because they had to “concentrate all the abandon that had remained unexpressed… The Koranic prohibition on alcohol remained in effect, officially. But almost everything else is permitted on a night of Ramadan” (Brady). The mental picture most Westerners hold of Muslims “is one of ‘strange bearded men with burning eyes, hieratic figures in robes and turbans’… lecherous, truculent, irrational, cruel, conniving, excitable, dreaming about lascivious heaven while hypocritically enforcing oppressive legal codes” (Cox 23). Jane I. Smith clearly describes the stereotypical image of a Muslim:

The most uninformed readers have no difficulty identifying the Muslim portrayed in cartoon form. He is the one with squinty eyes, huge nose, and kafiyya (Arab headdress) rubbing his hands and asking where he can get a pickup truck and some TNT. Or standing with a sign saying, “Death to all Infidels” next to a pastor whose sign reads “Pray for Peace.” Or pointing to a chart that targets nursery schools, nursing homes, and maternity wards and asking whether there are other nominations before the vote on which to bomb first. (173)


Several surveys over the years have asked respondents questions concerning Islam.
 Negative attitudes concerning Islam have persisted over time, growing even more prevalent after September 11, 2001. Many Americans have an unfavorable impression of Islam and believe that Islam has a negative influence on society.
 In addition to more general views regarding Islam, public opinion polls have tracked American beliefs about Islam concerning violence, attitudes towards the West, deserved rights, and immigration, as well as general knowledge about the Islamic religion.


Islam has long been characterized as a violent religion. When asked specifically about the comments made by religious leaders in 2002 depicting Islam as violent, about a quarter of respondents believed that these comments were fair representations of Islam.
 This shows the influence that these religious leaders have, at least amongst a portion of the American public. When asked to compare Islam to other religions, the majority of those polled agreed that Islam is more likely than Christianity or Judaism to use violence in evangelism, and, twice, the majority chose Islam as the most violent compared to Christianity, Judaism, and Hinduism. Over half of respondents believed there are more violent extremists within Islam than in other religions. Even when asked specifically about mainstream Islam as compared to Muslim extremists, respondents still believed Islam to be a religion that promotes violence. Almost three-quarters of those polled alleged that mainstream Islamic leaders are not doing enough to stop the terrorist acts committed by extremist Muslims, and about half believe the Islamic religion as a whole condones or supports terrorism. This belief is supported by another survey in which the majority believed the attacks of September 11, 2001 represented the true teachings of Islam, at least to some extent.

This characterization of Islam as a religion that promotes violence comes out of a larger issue. Many Americans point to Islam as being an intolerant religion.
  This is significant because the same individuals that stress Muslim intolerance also vilify Islam, showing the lack of tolerance amongst exclusivists. Rather than admitting their own bigotry, those with an exclusivist mindset depict Muslims as overreacting to situations where Islam or Muslims are being disparaged. When asked about the cartoons of Muhammad that appeared in European newspapers in 2006, three times as many respondents believed that Muslim intolerance was responsible for the controversy than those that blamed Western disrespect.


American beliefs about Islam’s view of the West influences how much of a threat Americans perceive Islam to be. In different surveys, the most respondents have stated that Muslims do not respect Western or American values, Muslims are not eager to have better relationships with the West, and Muslims are simply anti-Western and anti-American. In two other polls, the majority of those surveyed held that the values of Islam are not compatible with Western democracy.
  Perhaps because of these beliefs, a survey in June 2007 found that over half of the respondents believed some sort of conflict is inevitable between Christianity and Islam.


This characterization of Islam as a violent, anti-Western religion has impacted the way Americans view the rights Muslims in America should have, as well as their stance on immigration. Because of the fear of terrorism, many Americans are in favor of monitoring Muslims more closely than other groups in America. In one poll, two-thirds of respondents believed the government should have access to travel, credit, and medical records of non-citizens of “apparent” Arab or Muslim background.
 If this were enacted, it would promote racial profiling and contribute to stereotyping. In another poll, the majority of those surveyed extended the increased scrutiny to Muslim citizens, which is a violation of the protection of United States citizens from the government ensured by the Fourth Amendment.
 

Public beliefs about Islam and the United States government are not limited to issues of national security. Several surveys asked respondents whether or not Muslims should be extended some of the same government courtesies granted to Christians in America. In two surveys, the majority of respondents opposed mosques receiving government funds for social services and the display of a monument with a verse from the Koran in a public school or government building,
 which shows that the public does not condone government support of Islam. A survey on “American Attitudes Towards Islam” done by John Zogby Group International in 1993 asked several questions regarding privileges many Christians consider to be rights. Once again, the majority of respondents opposed extending these privileges to Muslims, including allowing Muslims time off on Fridays to pray, allowing time off work with pay on Muslim holidays, and requiring school cafeterias to recognize the unique dietary needs of Muslim students.
  Because many Christians would balk at not being allowed time to attend church on Sunday or celebrate Christmas with family, the refusal to offer Muslims these same courtesies is discriminatory at best. 

Some Americans even go so far as to state that America needs to limit the number of Muslim immigrants. In multiple surveys over the years, the majority of those polled agreed that the United States allows too many immigrants from Muslim countries and that the United States needs to place restrictions on the number of allowed to immigrate.
  This response shows the extent of the exclusivist mindset. Rather than attempting to understand and engage with the “other,” exclusivists would rather keep Muslims from even being in the United States. This view favors going back to pre-1965 immigration laws or even going a step beyond that to close off the borders completely, at least to those of Arab descent. If the exclusivist attitude is victorious, achieving understanding will not be possible.


Some of the negative attitudes towards Islam can be attributed to lack of knowledge about the practices of Islam. In two different polls, the majority of respondents admitted that they did not have a good understanding of Islam. 
 Only half of those polled in another survey could identify the name of the Muslim God or the name of the Islamic Holy Book.
 When the public is uneducated about the basic tenets of Islam, they are unable to make informed decisions on what they hear about Muslims from the media or from the pulpit. With even cursory knowledge of the Five Pillars or the Islamic understanding of jihad, for example, many of the misperceptions could be corrected.

Thus far, all of the opinion poll results have been from surveys of the American adult population in general. In America and the Challenges of Religious Diversity, Robert Wuthnow cites a Religion and Data Survey that was done about a year after the attacks of September 11, 2001, in which 2,910 Christian adults were surveyed, and the respondents were classified according to “spiritual seeker,” “inclusivist,” or “exclusivist” (5, 190, 215).
 As Wuthnow explains, “Americans’ view about religious truth are… strongly related to how likely or unlikely they are to perceive good traits or bad traits among various religions and to how welcoming or unwelcoming they are toward people who follow those religions” (218). 

In this survey, exclusivists were almost twice more likely than spiritual shoppers to believe Islam and Christianity to have very different beliefs and one third more likely than inclusivists (Wuthnow 191).
. Respondents were given a list of words, some of which with positive connotations and some with negative connotations, and asked which ones applied to the Muslim religion.  Spiritual shoppers were consistently more likely to agree that positive words described Muslims and say that negative words did not apply. Inclusivists were more likely than exclusivists to apply positive words to Muslims and less likely to agree that negative words described Muslims (216). The greatest difference between the three groups appeared when asked about the descriptors “violent,” “peace-loving,” “tolerant,” and “appealing” (216). When asked about whether or not they would welcome a stronger Muslim presence in the United States, more than twice as many exclusivists than spiritual shoppers said they would not welcome a stronger presence. Correspondingly, less than half as many exclusivists than spiritual shoppers would welcome a stronger presence. The inclusivists split the difference on both questions (217). Exclusivists were almost twice as likely than spiritual shoppers to favor making it harder for Muslims to settle in America but only very slightly more likely than inclusivists. Likewise, exclusivists were twice as likely than spiritual shoppers to favor making it illegal for Muslim groups to meet in the United States but just as likely as inclusivists, showing that this issue is slightly less divisive between the groups (219). The largest spread came when asked how they would feel about a mosque being built in their community. Exclusivists were five times more likely than spiritual shoppers and twice as likely than inclusivists to say it would bother them a lot. This trend continued with the responses “bother you a little,” “not bother you,” and “be something you’d welcome” (219). This study shows that exclusivist Christians share the misperceptions evident in surveys of the adult U.S. population.

Religious Hate Crimes and Discrimination

Unfortunately, negative attitudes can lead to negative actions. Muslims in America have increasingly been the targets of religious hate crimes and discrimination, especially after September 11, 2001. 

For many Americans… religious pluralism is not a vision that brings us together but one that tears us apart… “Screw the Buddhists and kill the Muslims” was the response of one public official… in South Carolina… [T]he official, a member of the state board of education, was also quoted as having spoken of Islam as a “cult,” worshipers of “Lucifer”… [W]hen a South Carolina mosque was the target of an arson attack in October of 1995, the suspect in the case was quoted as saying he set the fire to “rid the world of evil.” (Eck, New Religious America 7-8).

Often, Americans demonstrate discrimination towards Muslims by trying to keep them out of communities. In a letter responding to an article by Eck, a Florida man wrote, “Now is the time to close the doors. I suggest they go back where they came from” (Eck, New Religious America 294). After their mosque was the target of arson, the Muslim community in Quincy, MA attempted to buy property to rebuild, but it was purchased out from under them for a large cash sum (Eck, New Religious America 230). A Muslim community in a suburb of Chicago was offered $200,000 to walk away from an offer they had made on an abandoned church building (Eck, New Religious America 307). In a suburb of Oklahoma City, Muslims were denied a building permit.  They were refused in part because “[o]ne of the minister’s wives attended the first public hearing and vehemently opposed it. She said, ‘The constitution says One nation under God, and that’s a Christian God. These people have absolutely no right to be here’” (Eck, New Religious America 309). 


Muslim women are often the targets of discrimination because of the decision to veil in America. Jane I. Smith records several instances of workplace discrimination in Islam in America. In one such case, a Palestinian woman was denied a promotion because she refused to stop wearing what her boss referred to as “that hat” (Smith 109). Women are all too often fired from their jobs for choosing to wear the veil (Eck, New Religious America 317-318). A Muslim female soldier was honorably discharged for refusing to unveil in 1996 (Smith 159). In 1994, a woman in full Islamic dress was arrested in the Mall of America for wearing a disguise (Eck, New Religious America 299). This discrimination is not reserved only for those of Arab descent. A white woman wearing a head scarf was “accosted and chased through a parking lot by a group of young people yelling, ‘You Muslim! Go home!’” (Eck, New Religious America 299).
Unfortunately, this hatred based on religious difference often goes beyond discrimination to acts of violence. The Muslim community of Flint, Michigan suffered flat tires due to hand-welded triangular spikes that had been strewn throughout the parking lot while they were in mosque (Eck, New Religious America 295). After the media falsely reported that “Middle Eastern-looking men” bombed the Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma City, there were over than two hundred incidents of anti-Muslim harassment, threats, and property damage reported (Eck, New Religious America 306). Mosques are often the targets of arson. Damage to property might seem preferable to damage of persons, but “[w]hen a building is defaced or when a fire is deliberately set, the real target is not property but the people who live there or worship there” (Eck, New Religious America 311).


The marked increase in religious hate crimes targeting Muslims is reflected in the FBI Hate Crime Statistics. The FBI began collecting data in 1995, and the most recent report is from 2005 ("Federal Bureau of Investigation – Uniform Crime Reports”).
 Up until 2001, the number of anti-Islamic incidents, offenses, and victims remained steady and relatively low. From 1995 to 2000, with slight fluctuations, the average for each category reported by law enforcement agencies per year was 27.5 incidents, 32 offenses, and 33.2 victims.
 The most common offenses up to this point were intimidation, with an average of 12.4 offenses a year; simple assault, with an average of 4.6 offenses a year; aggravated assault, with an average of 2 offenses a year; and destruction/damage/vandalism, with an average of 9 offenses a year. After September 11, 2001, the numbers jumped dramatically as the reported cases grew by more than 1,600 percent. In 2001, there were 481 incidents, 546 offenses, and 554 victims. The most common offense remained intimidation with a 2,387 percent increase, with the other pre-2001 most common offenses all experiencing an increase of at least 1,350 percent. From 2002 to 2005, the averages decreased slightly after the 2001 surge in hate crimes, though they have remained elevated. Law enforcement agencies have reported an average per year of 147 incidents, 166 offenses, and 174.25 victims. The most commonly reported offenses remained intimidation, simple and aggravated assault, and destruction/damage/vandalism, though these later reports show an increase in incidents of robbery, burglary, and larceny-theft.


While these crimes cannot be attributed solely to exclusivist Christians, the attitudes towards Muslims perpetuated by this group, in addition to the statements of exclusivist Christian religious leaders during this time, have added fuel to the anti-Islamic sentiment in the United States. Whether or not the perpetrators of these crimes consider themselves to be Christians, they maintain exclusivist viewpoints, whether religious, social, or political.

Reasons for Misperception


Groups often denigrate a constructed “Other” in order to deal with internal insecurities that result from the realization that “My way might not be the only way.” Because these viewpoints involve matters of salvation, this is not a possibility to be taken lightly. For exclusivist Christians, the threat that Christianity might not be the only way to achieve salvation leads to the need to assert superiority and disparage other religions, including Islam.


Harvey Cox describes the “principle source of acrimony underlying the Christian-Muslim relationship [as] a historical equivalent of sibling rivalry. Christians somehow hate to admit that in many ways their faith stands closer to Islam than to any other world religion” (25). Part of the problem also lies in the Islamic rejection of the divinity of Christ (Cox 30). Muslims have rejected what exclusivist Christians hold as an essential truth, thereby threatening Christian tradition and requiring Christianity to render a new account of itself. Exclusivist Christians must deal with the question “Why are so many millions of persons finding God outside Christ and Christianity – and doing a very good job of it?” (Knitter 16). In observing devout Muslims, Christians must ask themselves whether or not Christianity is truly unique. If Christianity is not unique, what does that mean for Christianity’s basic beliefs? If Islam is an acceptable means of salvation, the eschatological finality of Christ, a crucial principle for exclusivist Christians, is compromised. Therefore, exclusivist Christians feel the need to reject Islam as a path for salvation in order to protect their convictions. This leads to the derision of Islam in its entirety, as well as the construction of the us-them dichotomy.


The threat of religious plurality often leads to the need to affirm identity. Paul F. Knitter explains this perceived threat by writing, “To have a friend, a colleague, or a neighbor who has found meaning according to a religious path that apparently is quite different from Christianity… disturbs us… what does this mean for our lives and our beliefs?” (3). In order to protect their own sense of self, exclusivists often emphasize what makes their tradition distinct and “mark ever more clearly the boundaries and borders separating ‘us’ from ‘them’” (Eck, Encountering God 174). For exclusivists, the distinct identity of Christianity is given through Christ. It centers on the idea that Jesus is unique and salvation comes through Jesus alone. With this belief as the foundation for their identity, any religion that challenges this idea seems to challenge Christianity. In response to this threat, exclusivist Christians reject that religion’s validity by portraying it negatively and lifting Christianity up as the only truth.
Conclusions

The reality of religious plurality threatens exclusivist Christians that hold their tradition to be the supreme Truth, rejecting all others. Due to Christianity’s similarities to Islam, exclusivist Christians misrepresent Islam and depict it as a threat in order to maintain the dichotomy in which Christianity is everything good and Islam is everything evil. These misperceptions are due to the internal insecurities that have arisen as exclusivist Christians attempt to maintain identity and adapt to religious plurality.


However, are these misperceptions inevitable? Can exclusivist Christians overcome their anxieties? The first step towards this goal is the desire for and willingness to attain knowledge. As discussed above, many of the negative attitudes towards non-Christian religions find their roots in sheer ignorance. Unfortunately, some individuals will cling to their misperceptions even in light of information; this is why one must first desire edification. Upon gaining this knowledge, the second step is to rid oneself of feelings of hostility and superiority. This can be done by employing the wisdom gained in order to challenge previously held beliefs and remembering the Biblical instruction to love ones’ neighbor. These first two steps serve to move towards an attitude of tolerance. Perhaps the most important transition is that from tolerance to curiosity, in which the desire becomes not just to coexist with members of other religions but also to engage in dialogue in hopes for mutual understanding. From here, Christians must move towards “active positive engagement with the claims of religion and the facts of religious diversity. [This] involves not the mere recognition of the different religious traditions and the insuring of their legitimate rights, but the active effort to understand difference and commonality through dialogue” (Eck, Encountering God 192).


Once real interaction with members of other religions begins, there is the opportunity for transformation. Not only will this dialogue lead to mutual understanding, it also will allow for self-understanding and transformation. Engagement in plurality will permit individuals to realize what is special about their own religious tradition. It also will offer the opportunity for open confrontation with the inadequacies of one’s tradition, without the threat that these shortcomings will somehow make one’s religion less valid. Because misperceptions are fueled by anxiety, the assertion of the positive traits Christianity and dealing with the negative traits will alleviate the need to disparage other religions. Until this occurs, exclusivist Christians will continue to uphold their misperceptions about Islam. 
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Appendix A

	Is your overall opinion of Islam…
	Favorable
	Unfavorable
	No Opinion

	February 2007

	15%
	46%
	39%

	March 1993

	23%
	36%
	41%

	February 1993

	14%
	22%
	64%


	Which one of these religions is most violent?
	Christianity
	Islam
	Judaism
	Hinduism
	No Opinion

	2006

	9%
	64%
	2%
	4%
	21%

	2005

	9%
	67%
	4%
	5%
	15%

	Which of these religions is more likely to use violence in evangelism? 

	11%
	69%
	4%
	---
	17%


	Islam is anti-Western
	Agree
	Disagree
	No Opinion

	2002

	82%
	13%
	5%

	2002

	68%
	27%
	5%

	1994

	53%
	30%
	17%

	Islam is anti-Democratic
	
	
	

	2006

	56%
	28%
	16%

	1993

	41%
	10%
	49%


	Does mainstream Islam promote respect for unbelievers?
	Yes
	No
	No Opinion

	2006

	41%
	45%
	14%

	2003

	31%
	43%
	26%

	Are there more violent extremists within Islam than other religions?

	58%
	37%
	5%

	Are mainstream Islamic leaders doing enough to stop extremists from committing acts of terrorism?

	13%
	73%
	13%

	Does the Islamic religion condone terrorism?

	48%
	30%
	22%

	Were the attacks of September 11, 2001 representative of the teachings of Islam?

	40%
	53%
	8%

	Are Muslims intolerant of others? 

	29%
	22%
	50%


	The Muslim population is growing too rapidly

(This question is paraphrased based on three different questions)
	Agree
	Disagree
	No Opinion

	2007

	45%
	39%
	15%

	2002

	58%
	40%
	2%

	1993

	42%
	33%
	27%


	Muslims should have the right to…
	Strongly

Agree/Favor
	Somewhat

Agree
	Somewhat

Disagree
	Strongly

Disagree/Oppose
	No

Opinion

	Have time off on Fridays to pray

	21%
	17%
	7%
	27%
	28%

	Have days off with pay for major holidays

	11%
	14%
	12%
	37%
	27%

	Have school cafeterias recognize dietary needs of Muslim students

	18%
	20%
	11%
	26%
	25%

	Government funds to provide social services at mosques

	38%
	---
	---
	46%
	16%

	Have a display with a verse from the Koran in a public school or government building

	33%
	---
	---
	64%
	3%
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TasLE 1
Beliefs about Sources of Religious Truth

Spiritual Christian Christian All
Shoppers Inclusivists Exclusivists Respondents
(%) (%) (%) (%)

All major religions, such as Christianity, Hinduism,
Buddhism, and Islam, contain some truth about God

Agree 92 89 54 74

Disagree 5 6 33 17
All religions basically teach the same thing

Agree 68 53 14 42

Disagree 30 L 81 54

Do you think God’s word is revealed in any other writings
besides the Bible, such as the sacred texts used by Muslims

or Hindus?
Yes 72 50 21 46
No 15 29 60 36
Don’t know 12 20 18 18

Would you say that Muslims and Christians pretty much be-
lieve in the same things or are their beliefs fairly different?

Same things 42 25 8 24
Fairly different 48 61 80 64
Don’t know 10 13 10 12

Would you say that Buddhists and Christians pretty much
believe in the same things or are their beliefs fairly different?

Same things 27 16 5 16

Fairly different 61 66 80 69

Don’t know 11 18 14 15
Number (897) (677) (1,0006) (2,910

Source: Religion and Diversity Survey.
Note. Weighted data.
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TasLE 9
Views toward Stronger Presence of Religious and Ethnic Groups

Spiritual Christian Christian All
Shoppers Inclusivists ~ Exclusivists ~ Respondents
(%) (%) (%) (%)

Percentage who would welcome each group
becoming a stronger presence in the
United States

Muslims 7l 50 36 5
Hindus 77 58 42 58
Buddhists 82 55 43 59
Jews 86 77 7] 78
Christians 87 92 94 90
Asians 84 69 60 70
Hispanics 82 72 66 73

Percentage who would not welcome
each group becoming a stronger
presence in the United States

Muslims 23 43 55 42
Hindus 16 34 46 33
Buddhists 12 36 47 32
Jews 8 17 17 15
Christians 7 5 3 6

Asians 11 24 30 22
Hispanics 12 24 26 21

Number (896) (676) (1,0006) (2,910)

Source: Religion and Diversity Survey.
Note: Weighted data.
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Appendix C

	YEAR
	Incidents
	Offenses
	Victims

	1995
	29
	39
	41

	1996
	27
	33
	33

	1997
	28
	31
	32

	1998
	21
	22
	23

	1999
	32
	34
	34

	2000
	28
	33
	36

	2001
	481
	546
	554

	2002
	155
	170
	174

	2003
	149
	155
	171

	2004
	156
	193
	201

	2005
	128
	146
	151


	YEAR
	Aggra-

vated Assault
	Simple Assault
	Intimi-

dation
	Robb-

ery
	Burg-

lary
	Theft
	Motor

Vehicle

Theft
	Arson
	Destruction/

Damage/

Vandalism

	1995
	No Data
	---
	---
	---
	---
	---
	---
	---
	---

	1996
	1
	0
	25
	0
	1
	0
	0
	0
	6

	1997
	1
	6
	15
	1
	0
	1
	0
	1
	6

	1998
	2
	3
	9
	0
	0
	1
	0
	0
	7

	1999
	2
	6
	7
	0
	0
	4
	0
	1
	14

	2000
	4
	8
	6
	0
	0
	2
	0
	0
	12

	2001
	27
	66
	296
	2
	5
	6
	1
	18
	123

	2002
	12
	22
	66
	1
	2
	11
	0
	0
	55

	2003
	4
	29
	50
	0
	4
	3
	1
	2
	62

	2004
	4
	22
	88
	0
	6
	5
	0
	2
	65

	2005
	8
	27
	64
	4
	3
	2
	0
	0
	36


Figures from "Federal Bureau of Investigation – Uniform Crime Reports."
� The quota system that was established by the Immigration Act of 1924 set the limit at 164,000 immigrants per year. It also set the ceiling for each ethnic group at 2% of the foreign-born population living in the United States in 1890.


� Relativism assumes no commitment to a religious tradition, viewing all religions as essentially the same and equally uncompelling. Syncretism is the creation of a new religion made by combining different elements of various traditions (e.g. New Age religion).


� For citations and more detailed poll results for the following opinion polls, see Appendix A


� Barna Research Group Feb. 1996.


� ABC News 15 Oct. 2002.


� For citations and more detailed poll results, see Appendix A


� For citations and more detailed poll results, see Appendix A


� Princeton Survey Research Associates International 22 June 2006.


� For citations and more detailed poll results for the following opinion polls, see Appendix A


� Opinion Research Corporation 10 July 2007.


� Technometrica Institute of Policy and Polling 14 Aug. 2003.


� Center for Survey and Research & Analysis, Univ. of Conn 29 Aug. 2002.


� As a comparison, 64% disapproved the display of a monument with a verse from the Koran while only 29% disapproved the display of the Ten Commandments (Gallup Organization 30 Sept. 2003, “(Please say whether or not you approve or disapprove of the following)… how about… display of a monument to the Ten Commandments in a public school or government building?”)


� For citations and more detailed poll results, see Appendix A


� For citations and more detailed poll results, see Appendix A


� CBS News 13 Feb. 2007, “How much would you say you know about the religion of Islam and


its practices -- a great deal, some, not very much, or nothing at all?”, ABC News 11 Sept. 2003,


“Do you feel you do or do not have a good basic understanding of the teachings and beliefs of


Islam, the Muslim religion?”


� Princeton Survey Research Associates International 26 July 2005, “Do you happen to know the


name of the Islamic equivalent to the Bible?”, Princeton Survey Research Associates


International 26 July 2005, “Do you happen to know what name Muslims use to refer to God?” 


� This categorization was based on responses to the following questions: “Christianity is the best way to understand God” and “All major religions, such as Christianity, Hinduism, Buddhism, and Islam are equally good ways of knowing about God,” A spiritual shopper disagrees with the first and agrees with the second, an inclusivist agrees with both, and an exclusivist agrees with the first and disagrees with the second. Of the 2,910 surveyed, 34% were identified as Christian exclusivists. See Wuthnow 190.


� For all statistics quoted, please see Appendix B


� All of the following statistics come from this source.


� For detailed statistics broken down by each year, see Appendix C.


� CBS News 13 Feb. 2007, “What is your impression of the religion called Islam? As of today, is it very favorable, somewhat favorable, somewhat unfavorable, very unfavorable, or haven’t you heard enough about that to say?”


� John Zogby Group International 29 Mar. 1993, “(First, I’m going to name several spiritual groups and as I name each one, please tell me if your overall impression of that group is generally favorable or unfavorable.)... Muslims.”


� Los Angeles Times Feb. 1993.


� Princeton Survey Research Associates International 16 Mar. 2006.


� Princeton Survey Research Associates International 14 July 2005.


� Opinion Research Corporation 30 June 2007.


� Gallup Organization 5 Mar. 2002, “Which of the following statements, if any, do you associate


with Muslim countries? How about... they respect Western or American values?”


� Gallup Organization 5 Mar. 2002, “(Which of the following statements, if any, do you associate with Muslim


countries?) How about… they are eager to have better relationships with the Western world?”


� LH Research 2 Mar. 2004, “(Our next questions are about Muslims, people whose ancestors come from Arab countries, and from countries such as Pakistan. I want to read you some statements reflecting common attitudes about Muslims, and see whether you agree or disagree with them.) Do you agree or disagree that Muslims... are anti-Western and anti-American?”


� TNS Opinion and Social Institutes 6 Sept. 2006


� Los Angeles Times Feb. 1993.


� ABC News/Washington 8 Mar..2006, “Every religion has mainstream beliefs, and also fringe elements or


extremists. Thinking of mainstream Islam, do you think mainstream Islam teaches respect for the beliefs of non-


Muslims, or not?”


� ABC News 11 Sept. 2003, “Every religion has mainstream beliefs, and also fringe elements or extremists.


Thinking of mainstream Islam, do you think mainstream Islam teaches respect for the beliefs of non-Muslims, or


not?”


� ABC News/Washington Post 8 Mar. 2006, “Compared to other religions, do you think there are


more violent extremists within Islam, fewer, or about the same number as in other


religions?”


� Opinion Dynamics 13 Oct. 2005.


� LH Research 2 Mar. 2004, “(Our next questions are about Muslims, people whose ancestors come from Arab countries, and from countries such as Pakistan. I want to read you some statements reflecting common attitudes about Muslims, and see whether you agree or disagree with them.) Do you agree or disagree that Muslims... belong to a religion that condones or supports terrorism?”


� Wirthlin Worldwide Sept. 2001.


� John Zogby Group International 29 Mar. 1993, “(Next, I’m going to read you a series of


statements. In response to each one, please tell me if you agree strongly, somewhat agree,


somewhat disagree, or strongly disagree.)… Muslims are not tolerant of others.”


� Princeton Survey Research Associates International 31 July 2007.


� Gallup Organization 5 Mar. 2002 “Which comes closest to you view about the number of immigrants from Muslim countries that should be allowed into the U.S. (United States) – the U.S. should not allow any immigrants from Muslim countries at all, the U.S. should reduce the number of immigrants from Muslim countries, or the U.S. should continue to allow the same number of immigrants from Muslim countries as now?”


� John Zogby Group International 29 Mar. 1993, “(Next, I’m going to read you a series of statements. In response to each one, please tell me if you agree strongly, somewhat agree, somewhat disagree, or strongly disagree.)… There should be restrictions on the number of Muslims allowed to immigrate to the U.S.”


� John Zogby Group International 29 Mar. 1993, “(Next, I’m going to read you a series of statements. In response to each one, please tell me if you agree strongly, somewhat agree, somewhat disagree, or strongly disagree.)… American Muslims should be allowed days off with pay for major Muslim holidays.”


� John Zogby Group International 29 Mar. 1993, “(Next, I’m going to read you a series of statements. In response to each one, please tell me if you agree strongly, somewhat agree, somewhat disagree, or strongly disagree.)… American Muslims should be allowed days off with pay for major Muslim holidays.”


� John Zogby Group International 29 Mar. 1993, “(Next, I’m going to read you a series of statements. In response to each one, please tell me if you agree strongly, somewhat agree, somewhat disagree, or strongly disagree.)… School cafeterias should recognize unique dietary needs of Muslim students.”


� Princeton Survey Research Associates International 10 Apr. 2001.


� Gallup Organization 30 Sept. 2003, “(Please say whether or not you approve or disapprove of the following.) How about… display of a monument with a verse from the Koran, the holy book of the Islamic religion, in a public school or government building?” 








